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Editorial: The Life 
and Legacy of George 
Whitefield (1714-
1770)
Stephen J. Wellum

Stephen J. Wellum is Professor of Christian Theology at The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary and editor of Southern Baptist Journal of 
Theology. He received his Ph.D. from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 
and he is the author of numerous essays and articles and the co-author of 
Kingdom through Covenant (Crossway, 2012).

This year marks the 300th anniversary of George Whitefield’s birth. 
Whitefield is important for a number of reasons, all of which deserve our 
attention as evangelical Christians. As a man committed to the preach-
ing of God’s sovereign grace and the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
there is probably no better example of an individual who lived out his 
theological convictions. Believing that Scripture calls the church to take 
the Gospel to the uttermost parts of the world, Whitefield faithfully and 
tirelessly proclaimed Christ at home and abroad. During his lifetime, for 
example, he crossed the Atlantic Ocean thirteen times, as he wore him-
self out preaching Christ to all who would listen, and calling men, wom-
en, and boys and girls to repentance and faith in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
In addition, he sought to put the Gospel into practice by not only pro-
claiming Christ but helping those in need. For Whitefield, the preaching 
of the Gospel demanded action in word and deed, and his life, although 
certainly not perfect, was a shining example of biblical Christianity at 
work in real life.

Whitefield is also important in demonstrating that it is possible for 
evangelicals to work together, even evangelicals who differ sharply in 
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their theological convictions. As an Anglican with Calvinistic convic-
tions, he was able to forge links with those outside of the Church of 
England and work with those within. His friendship with the Wesley’s is 
well known, which nicely demonstrated that people with differing theo-
logical convictions can still work together in the common cause of the 
Gospel. Obviously, Whitefield’s working with those who named Christ 
had its limits, as he sought to proclaim and defend orthodox Christiani-
ty. But within the pale of orthodoxy, Whitefield, without compromising 
his theological convictions, desired to see Christ’s Church unified, and 
his life was a fine example of a person who worked to this end.

Probably one of the greatest encouragements we can receive in our 
day from the life and ministry of George Whitefield is the reminder of 
the power of the Gospel to transform individual lives and to impact the 
broader society. Whitefield’s day, like our own, was dark on a number of 
fronts. Spiritually, the church was apathetic and weak. Culturally, im-
morality was rampant, and the social conditions of the day were awful. 
It was in such a day that our triune God, by his grace and for his glory, 
raised up people like Whitefield to proclaim the unsearchable riches of 
Christ. Through the preaching of the Gospel, God graciously brought 
revival both in the United Kingdom and in America, which set the stage 
for individual conversions and also societal transformation. Often peo-
ple look back at this era and rightly acknowledge that if it was not for the 
changes which occurred in the Evangelical Revival in the United King-
dom and the Great Awakening in America, the history of these countries 
would be quite different.

As we look at our own day and age, we see a similar decay around us, 
as Whitefield and others witnessed in their day. What is the solution 
to our ills? What can bring about the change necessary to see the tide 
turned back? Whitefield reminds us that it is only by God’s grace, and 
through the preaching of the Gospel and the transformation it brings, 
that the human heart can be changed and brought into right relationship 
with God and one another.

It is our privilege to devout this issue of SBJT to the life and legacy 
of George Whitefield. Our goal is not only to learn from his life—learn 
from him as a preacher, evangelist, missionary, Christian statesman, and 
theologian—but also to be reminded that it is only through the Gospel 
that true change comes. Working on other societal fronts is very import-
ant, and Christians are called to serve in all walks of life for God’s glory. 
But we must never forget that God has called the church to faithful gos-
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pel proclamation, and it is in the life of George Whitefield which we see 
this so beautifully demonstrated. It is my prayer that this issue will chal-
lenge us anew to Gospel faithfulness in our day, as we await the coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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The Christian Life in 
the Thought of George 
Whitefield1

Michael A. G. Haykin

Michael A. G. Haykin is Professor of Church History and Biblical 
Spirituality at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is also Adjunct 
Professor of Church History and Spirituality at Toronto Baptist Seminary 
in Ontario, Canada. Dr. Haykin is the author of many books, including “At 
the Pure Fountain of Thy Word”: Andrew Fuller As an Apologist (Paternoster 
Press, 2004), Jonathan Edwards: The Holy Spirit in Revival (Evangelical Press, 
2005), and The God Who Draws Near: An Introduction to Biblical Spirituality 
(Evangelical Press, 2007), and Rediscovering the Church Fathers: Who They 
Were and How They Shaped the Church (Crossway, 2011). 

The final decades of the seventeenth century witnessed a distinct de-
cline in public manners and morals in England. Attestation of this fact 
is found in both public documents and private testimonies. Here is the 
witness of one author, the London Baptist theologian Benjamin Keach 
(1640–1704), writing in 1701:

Was ever sodomy so common in a Christian nation, or so notoriously and 
frequently committed, as by too palpable evidences it appears to be, in and 
about this city, notwithstanding the clear light of the gospel which shines 
therein, and the great pains taken to reform the abominable profaneness 
that abounds? Is it not a wonder the patience of God hath not consumed 
us in his wrath, before this time? Was ever swearing, blasphemy, whoring, 
drunkenness, gluttony, self-love, and covetousness, at such a height, as at 
this time here?2

Despite the presence of a number of gospel-centered ministries like that of 
Keach and various societies which had been created to bring about moral 
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reform, homosexuality, profanity, sexual immorality, drunkenness and glut-
tony were widespread. And the next three decades saw little improvement.  

The moral tone of the nation was set in many ways by its monarchs 
and leading politicians. The first of the Hanoverian monarchs, George I (r. 
1714–1727), was primarily interested in food, horses, and women. He di-
vorced his wife when he was thirty-four and thereafter consorted with a se-
ries of mistresses.3 Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745), prime minister from 
1722 to 1742, lived in undisguised adultery with his mistress, Maria Skerrett 
(d. 1738), whom he married after his wife died.4 As J. H. Plumb has noted of 
aristocratic circles in the early eighteenth century, the women “hardly both-
ered with the pretence of virtue, and the possession of lovers and mistresses 
was regarded as a commonplace, a matter for gossip but not reproach.”5 Not 
surprisingly other segments of society simply followed suit. Pornographic 
literature, for instance, multiplied almost unchecked. Newspapers adver-
tised such things as the services of gigolos and cures for venereal disease, 
and one could purchase guide-books to the numerous brothels in London.6 
It was, as a recent writer has put it well, “an age when atheism was fashion-
able, sexual morals lax, and drinking and gambling at a pitch of profligacy 
that he never since been equaled.”7

Social conditions were equally bleak. While many of the rich indulged 
themselves and all of their whims, the lot of the ordinary man and wom-
an was quite different. For a variety of economic causes, the towns of En-
gland mushroomed in the eighteenth century. The population of London, 
the capital, more than doubled. By the end of the century it contained over 
a million people and was the largest city in the western world.8 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.9 Con-
sequently, houses were desperately overcrowded. In a large industrial cen-
ter like Manchester, for example, ten people living in a room was common. 
Such rooms were often without furniture and lacked even beds. The occu-
pants would sleep close together on wood shavings for warmth. Disease was 
rampant and unchecked: smallpox, typhus, typhoid, and dysentery made 
death a very familiar figure.10

From such a dismal situation many sought escape in drink. Beer had al-
ways been a central part of English life. But in the eighteenth century many 
turned to something far more potent: gin. By mid-century, the consump-
tion of poorly distilled, and often virtually poisonous, gin was eleven mil-
lion gallons a year. Some idea of the debilitation wrought by this plague may 
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be grasped in terms of a simple item of record. In one area of London, for 
instance, comprising two thousand houses or so, 506 were gin shops. One 
contemporary novelist, Henry Fielding, estimated that in London one hun-
dred thousand people drank gin as their principal means of sustenance.11 
The sort of suffering that such consumption of gin brought in its wake is well 
illustrated by a news item from 1748 which reads as follows:

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.12

The Hanoverian Church of England was basically helpless when it came 
to dealing with this dire situation. By and large the bishops of the Church 
of England were, in the words of English historian J. H. Plumb, “first and 
foremost politicians,” not men of the Spirit. “There is a worldliness,” 
Plumb continues, “about eighteenth-century [bishops] which no amount 
of apologetics can conceal.” They undertook their clerical duties “only as 
political duties allowed.”13 The worldliness of these bishops showed itself 
in other ways as well. Jonathan Trelawny (1650-1721), Bishop of Win-
chester, used to “excuse himself for his much swearing by saying he swore 
as a baronet, and not as a bishop”!14 Such bishops had neither the time 
nor the interest to promote church renewal. Of course, the decadence of 
church leadership was by no means absolute; but the net effect of worldly 
bishops was to squash effective reform.

Moreover, the attention of far too many of the clergy under these bish-
ops was taken up with such avocations as philosophy, biology, agriculture, 
chemistry, literature, law, politics, fox-hunting, drinking—anything but pas-
toral ministry and spiritual nurture. There were, of course, a goodly number 
of Church of England ministers who did not have the resources to indulge 
themselves in such pursuits, since they barely eked out a living. But few of 
them—wealthy or poor—preached anything but dry, unaffecting moralistic 
sermons. The mentalité of the first half of the eighteenth century gloried in 
reason, moderation and decorum. The preaching of the day dwelt largely 
upon themes of morality and decency and lacked “any element of holy ex-
citement, of passionate pleading, of heroic challenge, of winged imagina-
tion.”15 Even among many of the churches of the Dissenters, the children 
of the Puritans, things were little better. One knowledgeable observer of 
these churches bemoaned the fact that “the distinguished doctrines of the 
gospel—Christ crucified, the only ground of hope for fallen man—salva-
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tion through his atoning blood—the sanctification by his eternal Spirit, are 
old-fashioned things now seldom heard in our churches.”16 The Christian 
life was basically defined in terms of a moral life of good works. Spiritual ar-
dor was regarded with horror as “enthusiasm” or fanaticism. The ideal of the 
era is well summed up by an inscription on a tombstone from the period: 
“pious without enthusiasm.”17

It was the eighteenth-century Revival’s message of the new birth and 
justification by faith alone that brought positive changes and hope. This 
message had numerous heralds in that remarkable era, but none as widely 
appreciated and known as George Whitefield (1714–1770).

The New Birth
Whitefield’s thoughts about the new birth are well seen in a letter to Lou-
ise Sophie von der Schulenburg (1692–1773), the Countess of Delitz. The 
Countess was the illegitimate daughter of George I by one of his mistresses, 
Melusina von der Schulenburg (1667–1743), the Countess of Kendal. The 
Countess of Delitz was also a friend of Selina Hastings (1707-1791), the 
Countess of Huntingdon, and she appears to have been converted through 
Whitefield’s ministry at either Selina’s London apartment or Chelsea res-
idence. Writing to the Countess of Delitz from Plymouth in February of 
1749, Whitefield rejoices in her conversion.

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who, I trust, hath 
imparted a saving knowledge of his eternal Son to your Ladyship’s heart. 
Your letter bespeaks the language of a soul which hath tasted that the Lord 
is gracious, and hath been initiated into the divine life. Welcome, thrice 
welcome, honoured Madam, into the world of new creatures!  O what a 
scene of happiness lies before you! Your frames, my Lady, like the moon, 
will wax and wane; but the Lord Jesus, on whose righteousness you solely 
depend, will, notwithstanding, remain your faithful friend in heaven. Your 
Ladyship seems to have the right point in view, to get a constant abiding 
witness and indwelling of the blessed Spirit of God in your heart. This the 
Redeemer has purchased for you. Of this he has given your Ladyship a 
taste; this, I am persuaded, he will yet impart so plentifully to your heart, 
that out of it shall flow rivers of living waters. This Jesus spake of the Spir-
it, which they that believe on him should receive. As you have, therefore, 
honoured Madam, received the Lord Jesus, so walk in him even by faith. 
Lean on your beloved, and you shall go on comfortably through this howl-
ing wilderness, till you arrive at those blissful regions, 
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Where pain, and sin, and sorrow cease, 
And all is calm, and joy, and peace.18

The new birth entails a “saving knowledge” of the Lord Jesus Christ 
that is far more than simple factual knowledge. It marries belief in him 
as the “eternal Son” of God to trust in him as one’s Redeemer from sin 
and its punishment. It means that one’s trust for acceptance by God is no 
longer focused on one’s own moral achievements but upon what God has 
done through Christ’s spotless life, propitiatory death and resurrection. 
As Whitefield wrote on another occasion to a different correspondent: “I 
hope you take particular care to beat down self-righteousness, and exalt 
the Lord Jesus alone in your hearts. I find, the only happiness is to lie 
down as a poor sinner at the feet of the once crucified, but now exalted 
Lamb of God, who died for our sins and rose again for our justification.” 19

Moreover, the new birth is intimately bound up with the gift of the 
Spirit. Those who experience the new birth are “initiated into the di-
vine life” as the Spirit comes to dwell in their hearts. This new birth 
ultimately comes from God. Only he can graciously enable a person 
to look to Christ alone for salvation. Finally, it is the new birth alone 
that sets a person on the road to heaven. In a sermon that he preached 
eleven months later on Ephesians 4:24, Whitefield put this final point 
more bluntly: “unless you are new creatures, you are in a state of damna-
tion…I tell thee, O man; I tell thee, O woman, whoever thou art, thou 
art a dead man, thou art a dead woman, nay a damned man, a damned 
woman, without a new heart.”20

Understandably Whitefield was critical of the doctrine of baptismal 
regeneration, prevalent in many quarters of the Church of England and 
which he referred to more than once as “that Diana of the present age.”21 
His earliest printed sermon, The Nature and Necessity of our Regeneration or 
New Birth in Christ Jesus (1737), was ardent and plain in its rejection of this 
doctrine. It is “beyond all contradiction,” he argued, “that comparatively 
but few of those that are ‘born of water,’ are ‘born of the Spirit’ likewise; 
to use another spiritual way of speaking, many are baptized with water, 
which were never baptized with the Holy Ghost.”22 Regeneration is not 
automatically dispensed when water baptism takes place. Rather, a person 
must experience “an inward change and purity of heart, and cohabitation 
of his [i.e., Christ’s] Holy Spirit.”23 A genuine Christian is one “whose 
baptism is that of the heart, in the Spirit, and not merely in the water, 
whose praise is not of man but of God.”24 
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It is noteworthy that Whitefield was not afraid of turning the substance 
of this criticism against the Baptist emphasis on believer’s baptism. Writing 
in the summer of 1741 to a Baptist correspondent in Georgia, he urged him:

I hope you will not think all is done, because you have been baptized 
and received into full communion. I know too many that “make a Christ 
of their adult baptism,” and rest in that, instead of the righteousness of 
the blessed Jesus. God forbid that you should so learn Christ. O my dear 
friend, seek after a settlement in our dear Lord, so that you may experience 
that life which is hid with Christ in God.25

Justification by Faith Alone
Turning to the doctrine of justification, there is probably no better 
place to view Whitefield’s thinking on this subject than his sermon on 1 
Corinthians 1:30, Christ, the Believer’s Wisdom, Righteousness, Sanctification 
and Redemption.26 It was written out early in 1741 while Whitefield was 
on board ship on his way home to England from Georgia. It appears, 
though, that he had preached it various times in the preceding months 
on what was his second visit to America. It was eventually published in 
Edinburgh in 1742, and subsequently came out in further editions in 
other cities in England and America.

After emphasizing that the blessing of justification is rooted in God’s 
everlasting love, Whitefield deals with the first thing that is attributed to 
Christ, “wisdom.” True wisdom, he argues, is not “indulging the lust of the 
flesh,” a reference to the open immorality and godlessness of his day.  Nor 
is it found in the acquisitive “adding house to house.” Neither is it merely 
intellectual knowledge, for “learned men are not always wise.”27 

What then is genuine wisdom? Well, first, Whitefield says and here he 
quotes an ancient Greek maxim, it is to “know thyself.” What do the chil-
dren of God need to know what about themselves? Well, that before their 
conversion they were darkness, and now, they are light in the Lord (see 
Ephesians 5:8). They know something of their lost estate. They see that that 
“all their righteousnesses are but as filthy rags; that there is no health in 
their souls; that they are poor and miserable, blind and naked.” And know-
ing themselves they know their need of a Savior. This knowledge is basic and 
foundational to any biblical spirituality.

The type of self-knowledge that Whitefield is advocating also logical-
ly leads to the realization of the need for Christ as one’s righteousness. 
Whitefield develops this thought in terms of Christ’s active and passive 
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obedience. By the former Christ fulfills the entirety of the law’s righteous 
demands. This righteousness is imputed to the believer so that he or she 
now legally possesses the righteousness of Christ. “Does sin condemn? 
Christ’s righteousness delivers believers from the guilt of it.” By the latter, 
Christ passively bears the punishment for their elect’s sins—he takes legal 
responsibility for them, so that God the Father blots out the transgres-
sions of believers, “the flaming sword of God’s wrath…is now removed.”28 
The spiritual importance of this truth Whitefield later laid out in a letter 
he wrote to a friend in 1746: “Blessed be his [i.e. Christ’s] name if He lets 
you see more & more that in Him and in Him only you have Righteousness 
& strength. The more you are led to this foundation, the more solid will be 
your Superstructure of Gospel holiness.”29 

And the means of receiving these precious benefits of Christ’s death? 
Faith alone—believers, Whitefield affirms in his sermon on 1 Corinthians 
1:30, are “enabled [by the Father] to lay hold on Christ by faith.” White-
field clearly indicates that faith itself does not save the sinner—only Christ 
saves. Faith unites the sinner to the Savior. Thus, faith, though a necessary 
means to salvation, is not itself the cause or ground of salvation. As White-
field says, “Christ is their Saviour.”30 Little wonder then that Whitefield, 
employing the text of Romans 8, goes on to underline the fact that such 
genuine self-knowledge not only provides the foundation for a truly bibli-
cal spirituality but also gives that spirituality a tone of triumphant joy: “O 
believers!…rejoice in the Lord always.”31 Whitefield knew that when the 
biblical truth of justification is grasped and appropriated, a deep sense of 
joy and freedom from the burden of sin floods the heart and one’s relation-
ship with God is firmly anchored.

Whitefield has a number of ways of describing this reliance on Christ. 
In one letter he talks of Christ as the believer’s “asylum.” Christ’s “Wounds 
and precious Blood is a Sure Asylum & Place of Refuge in every Time of 
Trouble,” he told a friend.32 In yet a third example, he speaks of Christ alone 
being able to fill the deepest caverns of the human heart: “Happy they who 
have fled to Jesus Christ for refuge: they have a peace that the world can-
not give. O that the pleasure-taking, trifling flatterer knew what it was! He 
would no longer feel such an empty void, such a dreadful chasm in the heart 
which nothing but the presence of God can fill.”33

In another letter, he calls Christ “the believer’s hollow square.” This met-
aphor is drawn from the European battlefields of the eighteenth centu-
ry, where armies would regularly form massed squares of infantry three 
or four rows deep for protection and consolidated strength. If a soldier 
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were wounded his comrades would place him in the centre of the square, 
where he would be a lot safer than if he were behind a skirmishing line.34 
“If we keep close” in the square that is Christ, Whitefield continues with 
the thought of the metaphor, “we are impregnable. Here only I find ref-
uge. Garrisoned in this, I can bid defiance to men and devils.”35 In another 
letter, he talks of Christ as the believer’s “asylum.” Christ’s “Wounds and 
precious Blood is a Sure Asylum & Place of Refuge in every Time of Trou-
ble,” he told a friend.36 In yet a third example, he speaks of Christ alone 
being able to fill the deepest caverns of the human heart: “Happy they 
who have fled to Jesus Christ for refuge: they have a peace that the world 
cannot give. O that the pleasure-taking, trifling flatterer knew what it was! 
He would no longer feel such an empty void, such a dreadful chasm in the 
heart which nothing but the presence of God can fill.”37

The Priority of Gospel Holiness
The new birth and justification by faith alone were hallmarks of White-
field’s spirituality, but so also was a concern for personal and social holi-
ness.38 While Whitefield never flagged in emphasizing that our acceptance 
with God can never be based on our sanctification, for the believer’s sanc-
tification is always incomplete in this life in a practical sense. Sin, to some 
degree, still indwells him. “Our most holy thoughts,” Whitefield wrote to a 
correspondent in 1741, “are tinctured with sin, and want the atonement of 
the Mediator.”39 But although faith alone saves, saving faith is never alone. It 
always issues in good works. 

In the sermon Christ, the Believer’s Wisdom, Righteousness, Sanctification and 
Redemption Whitefield thus explicitly rejects the error of those practical An-
tinomians who “talk of Christ without, but know nothing of a work of sanc-
tification wrought within.” As Whitefield stresses, “it is not going back to a 
covenant of works, to look into our hearts, and seeing that they are changed 
and renewed, from thence form a comfortable and well-grounded assur-
ance” of salvation. If “we are not holy in heart and life, if we are not sanc-
tified and renewed by the Spirit in our minds, we are self-deceivers, we are 
only formal hypocrites: for we must not put asunder what God has joined 
together.”40 In other words, believers cannot be in union with half a Christ. 
Or as he puts it pithily in the sermon The Lord our Righteousness: “if you are 
justified by the Blood, you are also sanctified by the Spirit of the Lord.”41 

Whitefield was also unsparing in his criticism of doctrinal Antinomian-
ism, which on one occasion he succinctly defined as believers looking for 
“all…Holiness without,” that is, outside of themselves.42 Its error, in White-
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field’s mind, was so overemphasizing freedom from the condemnation of 
the law that the passionate pursuit of godliness in everyday life was down-
played.43 He could thus describe it as a “great Evil,” “a rank weed” sown 
by Satan.44 When doctrinal Antinomianism actually began to appear among 
Whitefield’s English colleagues and supporters, in particular through the 
teaching of William Cudworth (c.1717–1763), Whitefield fervently prayed 
that Jesus might “crush [this] Cockatrice in its bud.”45

Following the lead of the New Testament Whitefield never implied that 
Christians must possess inherent holiness to be reckoned saints. However, 
he rightly assumed that those who have been made saints by faith alone will 
indeed lead holy lives. “Live near to Christ,” he writes to an American cor-
respondent, and “keep up a holy walk with God … Hunger and thirst daily 
after the righteousness of Christ. Be content with no degree of sanctifica-
tion.”46 Writing to the Countess of Huntingdon on the last day of 1755, he 
told her: “Every day and every hour must we be passing from death to life. 
Mortification and vivification make up the whole of the divine work in the 
new-born soul.”47 Or as he put it to a friend in Philadelphia: 

I trust you will never rest till you are possessed of the whole mind which 
was in Christ Jesus. He is our pattern; and if we have true grace in our 
hearts, we shall be continually labouring to copy after our great exemplar. 
O the life of Jesus! How little of it is to be seen in those that call them-
selves his followers. Humility, meekness, love, peace, joy, goodness, faith, 
and the other blessed fruits of the Spirit, whither are they fled? I fear most 
take up with the shadow, instead of the substance. God forbid that I, or 
dear Mr. B—, should be of that unhappy number. Dear Sir, there is an 
unspeakable fulness, unsearchable riches in Christ. Out of him we are to 
receive grace for grace. Every grace that was in the Redeemer, is to be tran-
scribed and copied into our hearts. This is Christianity; and without this, 
though we could dispute with the utmost clearness, and talk like angels, of 
the doctrines of grace, it would profit us nothing.48

Whitefield wisely, and in New Testament fashion, sought to keep the 
medium between two extremes. On the one hand, he did not insist so 
much upon Christ’s imputed righteousness as to exclude the vital impor-
tance of the believer having godliness to evidence that he or she belongs 
to Christ. But nor did he give such priority to the believer’s inherent righ-
teousness as to diminish his or her resting in the righteousness of Jesus 
Christ alone for salvation. 
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Whitefield’s perspective on the issue of holiness, though it captures 
well New Testament thinking on the subject, brought considerable grief 
to the evangelist. For he found himself forced to defend it against two 
of his closest friends, namely, John (1703–1791) and Charles Wesley 
(1707–1788).49 An honest evaluation of the eighteenth-century Evangel-
ical Revival cannot belittle the central role played in it by John Wesley. 
One thinks, for instance, of his fearless and indefatigable preaching of 
Christ crucified for sinners year in and year out throughout the length 
and breadth of Great Britain after his conversion in 1738. Or there is the 
genius he displayed in preserving the fruit of the revival in small fellow-
ship groups called “classes.” Again, one calls to mind his promotion of the 
matchless hymnody of his brother Charles, whom J. I. Packer has rightly 
named “the supreme poet of love in a revival context.”50 Yet, for all the 
good that John Wesley did, he was a lightning-rod for controversy. His 
propagation of evangelical Arminianism, for example, did much to antag-
onize Whitefield and other key evangelical leaders.51 

Equally serious an error was his commitment to the doctrine of Christian 
perfection. In the year before his death, he plainly indicated his conviction 
that God had raised up the Wesleyan Methodists primarily for the propa-
gation of this doctrine.52 Yet, no other doctrine involved Wesley in more 
controversy than this one. It was a key factor in creating a rift between him 
and Whitefield, it alienated him from many of the younger leaders in the 
revival, and eventually it even caused a slight division between him and his 
brother Charles.53 

Convinced that Scripture taught this doctrine, though, John Wesley was 
determined to publish it to the world. Yet, unlike his clear presentation of 
the heart of the gospel, his teaching about perfection is somewhat murky 
and at times difficult to pin down. He always contended that he was not 
advocating “sinless perfection.”54 Yet he could talk about the one who ex-
perienced this blessing as having “sin…separated from his soul” and having 
a “full deliverance from sin.”55 Such perfection freed the person from evil 
thoughts and evil tempers. As he wrote to the Baptist authoress Ann Dut-
ton (1692–1765), this blessing brings freedom from “all faintness, coldness, 
and unevenness of love, both towards God and our neighbour. And hence 
from wanderings of heart in duty, and from every motion and affection that 
is contrary to the law of love.” All this sounds very much like sinless perfec-
tion despite Wesley’s protest, “we do not say that we have no sin in us, but 
that we do not commit sin.”56

It is curious that Wesley himself never claimed to have experienced 
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Christian perfection, or what he sometimes called “the second blessing.”57 
But as he preached it, others did, which to his mind was further confirma-
tion of the scriptural truth of the doctrine. George Whitefield mentions in 
a letter that he wrote a friend in 1741 that he had met one of Wesley’s fol-
lowers who claimed he had not “sinned in thought, word, or deed” for three 
months. This man affirmed that was “not only free from the power, but the 
very in-being of sin” and asserted that it was “impossible for him to sin.” In 
the same letter Whitefield mentions another, a woman, who claimed she 
had been perfect for an entire year during which time she “did not commit 
any sin.” When he asked her if she had any pride, she brazenly answered, 
“No”!58 As Gordon Wakefield wisely sums up Wesley’s teaching on Chris-
tian perfection: it was “confused, divisive, provoked scandals, errors, mania 
and the very evils of pride, malice and all uncharitableness it was intended 
to obliterate forever, and rested on an inadequate concept of sin.”59 

It was from Whitefield that significant opposition to this teaching first 
came. Despite his friendship with John and almost deferential respect for 
him, Whitefield was not afraid to challenge his erroneous thinking on Chris-
tian discipleship. Between 1740 and 1742 he wrote letters to Wesley and 
preached a number of sermons which opposed his views about Christian 
perfection with frankness, but also with evident love. Writing on March 26, 
1740, from Savannah, Georgia, for instance, he told Wesley that to the best 
of his knowledge “no sin has dominion” over him, but he went on, “I feel the 
strugglings of indwelling sin day by day.”60 Yet, despite his evident conflict 
with Wesley, he did not relish the prospect of disagreeing with him. Will not 
their disagreement, he said, “in the end destroy brotherly love, and insensi-
bly take from us that cordial union and sweetness of soul, which I pray God 
may always subsist between us?” 61 In September, 1740, Whitefield wrote to 
a Mr. Accourt of London: “Sinless perfection…is unattainable in this life. 
Shew me a man that could ever justly say, ‘I am perfect.’ It is enough if we 
can say so, when we bow down our heads and give up the ghost. Indwelling 
sin remains till death, even in the regenerate.”62 Scriptural support for this 
position was found by Whitefield in texts like 1 Kings 8:46 (“there is no 
man that liveth and sinneth not”) and James 3:2 (“In many things we all 
offend”), as well as examples drawn from the lives of King David and the 
Apostles Peter and Paul.63 Two months later, Whitefield told Wesley: “I am 
yet persuaded you greatly err. You have set a mark you will never arrive at, 
till you come to glory.” The following month found Whitefield wintering at 
Bethesda in Georgia. From there he published an open letter against Wesley 
in which he once again dealt plainly with his brother in Christ. On the sub-
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ject of perfection he confessed that since his conversion he has “not doubted 
a quarter of an hour of having a saving interest in Jesus Christ.” But, he also 
had to acknowledge “with grief and humble shame … I have fallen into sin 
often.” Such a confession, though, was not unique to him: it was the “uni-
versal experience and acknowledgment … among the godly in every age.”64 
Whitefield’s perspective rests squarely on the testimony of Scripture, an ad-
equate theological analysis of indwelling sin, and the testimony of God’s 
people in the history of the church. 

Coda
Wesley’s teaching carried enormous weight in the century after his death 
in 1791. It formed the heart and substance of the transatlantic holiness 
movement of the nineteenth century. And taking the nomenclature that 
John Fletcher (1729–1785), Wesley’s godly lieutenant, used for Christian 
perfection, namely his description of it as “the baptism of the Holy Spirit,” 
Wesleyan perfectionism prepared the soil for the emergence of Pentecos-
talism in the twentieth century. What would the later history of Evangel-
icalism have been like if Wesley had listened to Whitefield?  We have no 
way of knowing, of course, for God’s sovereignty deemed otherwise. But 
it strikes this writer that his brother Charles eventually came to a much 
more balanced and clearer perspective on this matter than John, a perspec-
tive that was essentially the position of Whitefield. Writing to the great 
Yorkshire evangelist William Grimshaw (1708–1763) in March of 1760, 
the younger Wesley stated: “My perfection is to see my own imperfection; 
my comfort, to feel that I have the world, flesh, and devil to overthrow 
through the Spirit and merits of my dear Saviour; and my desire and hope 
is, to love God with all my heart, mind, soul, and strength, to the last gasp 
of my life. This is my perfection. I know no other, expecting to lay down 
my life and my sword together.”65  
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became interested in the life and ministry of George Whitefield in 1977 and 
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If asked who is or was the greatest preacher since the time of the apostles 
it is likely that most people would choose someone from the last hun-
dred years, perhaps Billy Graham or Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones. Those with 
a greater sense of history might choose Charles Haddon Spurgeon, widely 
known as “the prince of preachers.” It is possible that some would choose 
George Whitefield (though such an exercise would be futile, as there are 
many preachers in different times and countries that most will never hear 
of—sound recording is a relatively recent invention in the history of the 
church, and it is only really possible to compare recorded preachers). If we 
go on the basis of reports or the power and effects of preaching, Whitefield 
would certainly have to be considered in a list of “greats” (though such 
an exercise would be futile, as there are many preachers in different times 
and countries that most will never hear of—sound recording is a relatively 
recent invention in the history of the church, and it is only really possible 
to compare recorded preachers).

Spurgeon said of Whitefield, “There is no end to the interest that at-
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taches to such a man as George Whitefield. Often as I have read his life, I 
am conscious of a distinct quickening whenever I turn to it. He lived, oth-
er men seem only to be 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.”1 

In a short article it impossible to cover everything about Whitefield’s life. 
This will be more “edited highlights.”2

Birth and Early Life3

George Whitefield was born on December 16, 17144 in the city of 
Gloucester at the Bell Inn, Southgate Street5, near the central crossroads, 
the youngest of seven children of Thomas and Elizabeth Whitefield. He 
was baptized in the font of nearby St. Mary de Crypt. His parents owned 
and ran the Inn that he was born in. His father died when Whitefield was 
two years old. Eight years later Elizabeth remarried Capel Longdon, an 
ironmonger, but the marriage was not happy and he soon disappeared. 
Gloucester was a port on the River Severn and the first crossing point 
of the river to get into south Wales from London. It was a place where 
coaches traveling from London to south Wales would stop for the night. 
The Old Bell Inn continues to stand, but the main part of Whitefield’s 
Bell Inn is now a parade of shops. At the age of four Whitefield contract-
ed measles and as a consequence was left with a severe squint, the left 
eye pointing inwards. 

From the age of twelve he attended the Crypt Grammar School at St. 
Mary de Crypt. At school he developed a passion for acting and loved 
nothing more than reading and performing plays. At fifteen he decided 
he had learned enough and, as there was no hope of his following some 
of his ancestors in attending Oxford University, he persuaded his moth-
er to allow him to start working at the inn, washing floors and serving 
customers. He especially enjoyed meeting the traveling players and dis-
cussing acting with them.

A while later a former school friend returned from Oxford and ex-
plained that by acting as a servitor he was able to study at Oxford and 
pay for his education. Elizabeth Whitefield decided this would be ideal 
for her son, so George returned to the Crypt School to brush up on his 
Classical education. 

As a youth Whitefield was no more or less religious than other En-
glishmen of that day. He was a good Anglican, attending church regular-
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ly, but knowing nothing of the teaching of the Bible. In his mid-teens he 
went to church with friends to mock, but before he went to Oxford he 
became more serious and began to take religion much more seriously. 
English religion had become very soft, drifting into Deism. The thing 
that many people feared was “enthusiasm” which they associated with 
the English Civil Wars and the execution of Charles I.

Oxford and the Holy Club
In the Fall of 1732 he went to Pembroke College, Oxford, his tuition 
being funded by acting as a servitor for other students. He did all the 
chores for those whose families could afford to pay for their tuition. 
Working in an inn had trained him perfectly for such tasks. This made 
him popular with the wealthier students.

He started attending church regularly, singing psalms and praying daily. 
He was an ideal person to join the Methodists (a pejorative name, along 
with Bible Moths and Bible Bigots) as they had a similar concern for re-
ligion. Their name for themselves was the Holy Club. It was after about a 
year that he met Charles Wesley. He was invited to breakfast in Charles’s 
room. Charles lent him some books, the most significant of which was 
Henry Scougal’s, The Life of God in the Soul of Man. Whitefield recounted:

In a short Time he let me have another Book, intituled, The Life of God 
in the Soul of Man; and, tho’ I had fasted, watched and prayed, and re-
ceived the Sacrament so long, yet I never knew what true Religion was, 
till God sent me that excellent Treatise by the Hands of my never to be 
forgotten Friend.  
 
At my first reading it, I wondered what the Author meant by saying, 
“That some falsely placed Religion in going to Church, doing hurt to 
no one, being constant in the Duties of the Closet, and now and then 
reaching out their Hands to give Alms to their poor Neighbours,”—Alas! 
thought I, “If this be not Religion, what is?” God soon shewed me. For 
in reading a few Lines further that “true Religion was an Union” of the 
Soul with God, and Christ formed “within us;” 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 be a new Creature.

This completely undermined Whitefield’s beliefs. Everything he had 
been doing up to this point was without value. He resolved to do every-
thing he could to become a new creature. He worked so hard at it that 
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he nearly killed himself. He began to live by the rigid rules of the Holy 
Club, accounting for every moment of the day. It did him no good. He 
felt a load of sin pressing upon him, and nothing took it away. He went 
to extremes, not eating, not speaking. At one point “It was now suggest-
ed to me, that Jesus Christ was amongst the wild Beasts when he was 
tempted” and that he should follow his example. He would go outside 
and pray, in the cold, even lying on the ground, for hours. His health 
began to deteriorate and one of his hands was turning black. His tutor 
began to worry about him and there were fears he would die. After seven 
weeks of sickness, he found he had a thirst which drinking did not allay. 
He remembered that when Christ was near an end of his sufferings he 
said “I thirst.” He threw himself onto his bed and cried to God “I thirst! I 
thirst!” the first time he had looked outside of himself for help. His load 
lifted and he found himself full of joy. “The Spirit of Mourning was tak-
en from me, and I knew what it was truly to rejoice in God my Saviour, 
and, for some Time, could not avoid singing Psalms wherever I was.” He 
had become a new creature in Christ. In a sermon preached near the end 
of his life, he said “I know the place: it may be superstitious, perhaps, but 
whenever I go to Oxford, I cannot help running to that place where Jesus 
Christ first revealed himself to me, and gave me the new birth.”6 

For the sake of his health, he returned home to Gloucester to recuperate. 
While there he spoke to people of his new found faith. Some were converted 
and he gathered them together in a small society for mutual encouragement. 

After nine months he had fully recovered and returned to Oxford to com-
plete his studies. Though there was opposition to his new beliefs, and he was 
tested more rigorously, he passed and was awarded his degree. 

He had vague thoughts of entering the ministry, but thought he was un-
suited. Friends urged him that he should be ordained, but he resisted for some 
time. A visit with the Bishop of Gloucester finally persuaded him. This bishop 
said that normally he would not ordain anyone under the age of twenty-three, 
but he had been so impressed with Whitefield’s character that he would ordain 
him whenever he asked. So it was that he was made a deacon of the Church of 
England in a ceremony at Gloucester Cathedral on Trinity Sunday, June 20, 
1736. The following Sunday he preached his first sermon from the pulpit of St. 
Mary de Crypt on that most evangelistic of all subjects, The Necessity and Benefit 
of Religious Society. He recorded in a letter that complaints had been made to 
the bishop that he had sent fifteen people mad! 7

He returned to Oxford but was soon asked by a friend to fill in for him 
as curate at the chapel of the Tower of London, Whitefield did not consid-
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er he was ready to take on a full time ministry—he wanted to have a stock 
of a hundred sermons first—but was happy to help his friend. When he 
came to St. Helen’s, Bishopsgate, near the Tower, people initially mocked 
him, saying “there’s a boy parson”—but their opinions changed when they 
heard him preach. 

In November, 1736 another friend prevailed upon him to fill in for him 
and Whitefield spent several weeks in the small village of Dummer. Here 
he met with and ministered to “normal” people, not Oxford academics 
or London sophisticates. While here he was offered a profitable curacy in 
London, but declined. Then he received letters from the Wesley brothers, 
now missionaries in the new colony of Georgia. He had received accounts 
of their activities before, and felt a yearning to join them, but this time the 
letter made a specific appeal to Whitefield to join them. He believed this 
to be the call of God and resolved he would be a missionary in the New 
World. He set his affairs in order and began saying his farewells to friends 
in Gloucester and Bristol. 

He met with General Oglethorpe, the founder and first governor of 
Georgia, who said that Whitefield was to travel with him. But Oglethorpe 
was not ready to travel yet. So Whitefield had to fill his time, which he 
readily did, with preaching. Large numbers began attending his preaching 
and he was becoming very popular. It was both his manner of preaching 
(lively, not dull and dusty) and his “new” message (“You must be born 
again”) that attracted people. He filled in for another friend at Stonehouse, 
near Gloucester. Here, again, he ministered to ordinary people, and the 
eventual parting was tearful on all sides. 

Returning to London he preached for many churches and for religious 
societies. Around the middle of 1737 a journalist published an account of 
his preaching, as a young man going to Georgia as a missionary. White-
field was horrified and asked the journalist never to mention him again. He 
thought speaking of him detracted from Christ. But the journalist said that 
as long as these reports sold newspapers he would continue to publish. This 
was to have a great influence on the rest of Whitefield’s ministry. Publishing 
accounts of his preaching, printed sermons, and advertising his preaching, 
would draw people along to hear the message of the New Birth, the theme 
that was to be his constant refrain for the rest of his life.

As the crowds grew in size, Whitefield began to discover opposition. He 
received criticism from some clergymen for stating in a published sermon 
on Regeneration that he wished “his brethren would entertain their audito-
ries oftener with discourses upon the new-birth.” He was also criticized for 
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fraternizing with Dissenters, who had said to him “That if the doctrines of 
the new-birth, and justification by faith, were preached powerfully in the 
[Anglican] churches, there would be few Dissenters in England.”9 

Eventually Oglethorpe was ready to depart at the end of December 
and they set sail aboard the Whitaker. Progress was slow and they met 
adverse winds as the ship turned into the Channel. The ship anchored 
off of Deal. Whitefield took lodgings in the town and preached while 
waiting for the winds to change direction. These adverse winds brought 
John Wesley back from his time in Savannah. When he heard that White-
field was at Deal he sought to “discover God’s will” for Whitefield. He 
wrote two options on pieces of paper and drew one of them from a hat, 
which he sent to Whitefield. The message read “Let him return to Lon-
don.” Whitefield ignored it and soon the winds changed and his voyage 
proper began. The ship sailed via Gibraltar before striking out across the 
Atlantic, arriving at Savannah at the start of May. During that time the 
ship’s crew and company of soldiers had changed their minds about the 
young clergyman. He had shown great love and concern for them, and 
preached the gospel to them, and some had been converted. 

Arriving in Savannah he began his duties as the parish priest. He 
quickly found favor with the local population as he was not as rigid in 
his practice as John Wesley had been. When baptizing their babies he 
poured or sprinkled water on their heads rather than the full immersion 
that Wesley had sought to practice (in line with a strict understanding of 
the Book of Common Prayer).

One of the needs that Whitefield noticed was something that Charles 
Wesley had mentioned to him. The climate and disease had led many who 
came from England to die leaving their children as orphans. Others had 
come as a means of escaping debtors’ prisons, to work and repay their debts. 
On arrival in Georgia they had abandoned their families and headed north 
to other colonies where they were not known. Someone needed to care for 
the orphans and Whitefield decided that this would be what he would con-
centrate on. He resolved to return to England (which he had to do anyway 
to be ordained a priest), to get permission from the Georgia Trustees and to 
raise funds to build an orphan house. With the help of lobbying by powerful 
friends, the Trustees approved his plan and he was granted a portion of land 
south of Savannah, and on his return he proceeded to build and run the or-
phan house, which he named Bethesda.10

Journals
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Whitefield had promised to send an account of his journey to Savannah 
to his friends and supporters. This he did, intending it for private circu-
lation, but a printer, named Thomas Cooper, seeing the chance of a good 
profit, published the second half of this journal. Cooper’s publication 
drove James Hutton, a friend of Whitefield’s, to publish that journal in 
full. In his introduction he castigates Thomas Cooper and his “surrep-
titious edition,” claiming that Whitefield had not intended to have it 
published, and saying that Cooper’s edition contained errors. However, 
a comparison of the Cooper edition and the Hutton edition shows neg-
ligible differences in the text.11

In the journals Whitefield, thinking he was writing only to friends, 
was more unguarded in what he said than was wise. He gave his enemies 
ammunition to use against him. A pamphlet was produced with quotes 
from the journal purporting to show that Whitefield was an enthusiast.12 
Whitefield later responded to this, and gave additional quotes from the 
journal where he had used unguarded language and apologised for them. 
Whitefield continued to publish journals of his activities as he saw that 
this was encouraging to believers. He published seven in all, the final one 
taking the narrative up to his arrival back in England on March 11, 1741. 
A manuscript journal was discovered at Princeton and published in the 
Christian History in 1938. Some of his biographers refer to later manuscript 
journals. Gillies, in his memoir of Whitefield, published Whitefield’s jour-
nal for his time in Bermuda. Whitefield does not say why he ceased pub-
lication, but he may have considered that several revival newspapers, The 
Christian’s Amusement, The Weekly History, A Further Account, and The Christian 
History (and The Glasgow Weekly History, the Edinburgh Monthly History and 
the American The Christian History) provided his readers with sufficient in-
formation about his work, as well as avoiding the controversy they caused. 
Whitefield edited them in 1756 and toned down some of his too exuberant 
language and claims.

Into the Open-Air
He returned to London in December, 1738 to be ordained as a Church 
of England priest and began preaching in various places. He found that 
some churches were now closed to him because of his teaching. Others, 
however, welcomed him, and the crowds that wanted to hear him often 
would not fit into the church buildings. He began to realize that there 
were often more outside than inside and perhaps he should be preaching 
outside to the majority. He mentioned this to friends who thought it was 
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a mad idea—it verged on “enthusiasm.” He set out for Bristol, expecting 
to preach at St. Mary Redcliffe on behalf of the orphan house. But he 
was told he needed permission from the Chancellor. The Chancellor was 
not happy with him and while not refusing permission indicated that he 
should not ask for it. “I am determined to put a stop to your activities” 
the Chancellor told him. Whitefield left without permission.

On the hearing of his intention of going to America to preach to the Indi-
an “savages,” someone asked him why he did not go to preach to the “savag-
es” of Kingswood, a mining area south-east of Bristol. There was no church 
and the people were rough. Whitefield, accompanied by William Seward13 

and another friend went and stood on Hanham Mount in Kingswood and 
Whitefield preached from the Beatitudes as the miners came out of the pits. 
This was something new for Whitefield and for the miners. On the first day 
there was a small crowd of 200 people. He promised to return and when he 
did the crowd was said to number in the thousands. Whitefield wrote:

Having no righteousness of their own to renounce, they were glad to 
hear of a Jesus that was a friend to publicans, and came not to call the 
righteous but sinners to repentance. The first discovery of their being af-
fected, was to see the white gutters made by their tears, which plentifully 
fell down their black cheeks, as they came out of their coal pits. Hun-
dreds and hundreds of them were soon brought under deep convictions, 
which (as the event proved) happily ended in a sound and thorough con-
version. The change was visible to all, though numbers chose to impute 
it to anything, rather than the finger of God.14

News of these events came to the Chancellor who called for White-
field to attend him again. He accused Whitefield of breaking Canon law, 
but Whitefield replied by asking why other Canon laws were not being 
upheld such as clergymen being prohibited from frequenting taverns and 
playing cards. Whitefield was accused of preaching false doctrine, but 
Whitefield replied that he would continue regardless. With the Chancel-
lor threatening to excommunicate him, they parted.

Not long afterwards, Whitefield asked John Wesley to come and take 
over the work in Bristol. Wesley was amazed by what he saw:

Saturday March 31th 1739, In the evening I reached Bristol, and met Mr 
Whitefield there. I could scarcely reconcile myself at first to this strange 
way of preaching in the fields, of which he set me an example on Sunday: 
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having been all my life (til very lately) so tenacious of every point relating 
to decency and order, that I should have thought the saving of souls almost 
a sin, if it had not been done in church.15

A week later he recorded, “I preached to about fifteen hundred on the 
top of Hanham Mount in Kingswood.”16

Wesley took over the work, but with his high Anglican, Arminian, back-
ground, he began preaching against predestination. Whitefield wrote from 
America pleading with him not to be contentious on this matter, but Wes-
ley persisted, and added his doctrine of sinless perfection to the doctrinal 
differences between the two men. It resulted in a major breach between 
them. But over the years, Whitefield’s large heartedness led him to put 
aside differences and he would preach for Wesley’s societies. As Wesley 
remained in Britain for the rest of his life, he was able to build his work 
up. Whitefield’s transatlantic travels meant his work in Britain was more 
fragmented, and often declined in his absence.

Back in London Whitefield began to find places where he could preach in 
the open air. Moorfields in the city of London was a place where “the lower 
classes” would often meet for entertainments. Whitefield took the oppor-
tunity of a gathered crowd to preach the gospel to them. The stallholders 
were unhappy with the competition and used a variety of methods to silence 
him, but without effect. He also preached at Kennington Common in south 
London, near to a place where hangings took place, and at Blackheath in 
south-east London. The latter has a small mound from which Whitefield 
would preach, and it is still known as Whitefield’s Mount.

Marriage
Before his second visit to America, Whitefield had formed an emotional 
attachment to Elizabeth Delamotte, Whitefield had preached around the 
Blackheath area of what is now south east London, not far from the Delam-
otte family home at Blendon Hall. He appears to have struggled with con-
flicting thoughts. On the one hand he was determined that he would spend 
his life wholly for Jesus Christ. He was afraid that romantic attachments 
would dull his ardor for gospel preaching. On the other hand his heart was 
drawn to Elizabeth. After arriving in America for the second time, he wrote 
two letters in April, 1740, one to her parents and one to Elizabeth. The pa-
rental one17 asked permission to propose marriage to Elizabeth, and if this 
was acceptable, to pass the second letter to their daughter. The reason given 
to the parents was the fact that several of the women who had come from 
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England to assist in the work of the Orphan-House had died and he needed 
a help-meet to replace them. He was most unromantic: “I am free from that 
foolish passion, which the world calls love. I write, only because I believe it 
is the will of God, that I should alter my state.”  The second letter was to be 
given to Elizabeth18 only if the parents approved. There has probably never 
been a less romantic proposal letter in the history of the world. We do not 
know if Elizabeth ever read the letter. She did marry someone else, having 
expressed doubts over her salvation. 

Whitefield still felt the need to marry, and did so in 1741. He traveled 
from Scotland to Wales to marry a widow, Elizabeth James (née Burrell) of 
Abergavenny, who had a daughter named Nancy.19 She and Howell Harris 
had formed a close attachment and probably should have married, but at 
that time Harris had the same doubts that Whitefield had. How could he 
marry a woman and not be deflected from his devotion to and work for 
Christ? So he resolved to “hand her over to brother Whit.” Elizabeth raised 
some objections, but over a few days was persuaded and having traveled 
around looking for a sympathetic clergyman to marry them, they wed at 
Capel Martin, Caerphilly, on 14 November 1741. Rather than honeymoon, 
the newlyweds went off on a preaching tour.20

In 1743 Elizabeth gave birth to their son in London. They named him 
John and Whitefield pronounced at his baptism at the Tabernacle in Lon-
don that John would grow to be a great preacher of the gospel. He was to 
be disappointed. His son was weak and died at four months at the Bell in 
Gloucester.21 It is speculative to suggest that this was partly caused by White-
field driving a carriage into a ditch while Elizabeth was pregnant.22 His in-
tention for his infant son’s funeral was to preach till he heard the tolling of 
the church bell. They were to have no further children, though Elizabeth 
wrote to a friend that she was remaining in London because she had in the 
previous sixteen months suffered four miscarriages. The constant itinerating 
took its toll on her and she remained in the chapel house in London while 
Whitefield “ranged” in Britain and America.

 Elizabeth died on August 9, 1768.23 Whitefield preached from Romans 
8:20 at her funeral, and Elizabeth was buried in the vaults of Whitefield’s 
Tottenham Court Road Chapel. It was where he planned to be buried if 
he died in Britain. At the end of the 19th century the Chapel was falling 
down and all those interred there, except Augustus Toplady, were moved 
to Chingford Mount cemetery in north London. The rebuilt Chapel was 
destroyed by the last V-2 rocket to land on central London in 1945.



33

Wales
Whitefield’s first contact with the evangelicals in Wales was a letter written 
to Howell Harris in December, 1738.24 Griffith Jones, Llanddowror, had 
been operating circulating schools and instructing people in the Scrip-
tures. The work was carried on by Harris. He was converted in 1735 and 
began open air preaching as his bishop would not ordain him. As a “lay-
man” he could not officially preach, so he referred to his preaching as “ex-
horting.” Whitefield met Harris for the first time in Cardiff on March 7, 
1739. Whitefield refused to shake hands with Harris until he gave a posi-
tive answer to the question “do you know your sins are forgiven.”25 

Methodism in Wales developed with Harris, Daniel Rowlands, William 
Williams and others who held to Calvinistic principles. A joint association 
between English and Welsh Calvinistic Methodists was formed which first 
met at Watford, near Caerphilly, in 1743, and Whitefield was elected as 
the first moderator.26

In 1768 six students were ejected from St. Edmunds College, Oxford, 
for being Methodists. Whitefield wrote a complaint against their treat-
ment, but to no avail. This led the Countess of Huntingdon to open a 
training college for gospel ministers at Trevecca, a quarter of a mile north 
of Howell Harris’s home. The lease on the Trevecca College property ex-
pired in 1792 and it relocated to Cheshunt in north London. It moved 
again in 1906 to Cambridge and was merged into Westminster College 
Cambridge in 1967.

Scotland, Cambuslang
Whitefield corresponded with several people in Scotland, including the 
Erskines. They had separated from the Church of Scotland and formed 
the Associate Presbytery. In a letter to Ebenezer Erskine, Whitefield ex-
plained why he could not solely join himself to the Associate Presbytery, 
and was concerned, as an “occasional preacher” to spread the gospel to 
everyone.27 On his first visit to Scotland, arriving at Edinburgh on July 
30, 1741, Whitefield called on the Erskines in Dunfermline, north of 
Edinburgh. He found that this was not to be a time of fellowship, but of 
correction. He must renounce Anglicanism and become a Presbyterian, 
adopting the Westminster Confession and the Solemn League and Cov-
enant. In addition he must only preach for them. Why? “Because we are 
the Lord’s people.” Whitefield wisely replied that it was those outside the 
church who needed to hear the gospel, and that he was not so concerned 
about matters of church government.28 This did not please the Asso-
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ciate Presbytery at all. One of their number, Adam Gib, the following 
year preached a sermon and published an extended version denouncing 
Whitefield. It was entitled “A Warning against countenancing the Min-
istrations of Mr. George Whitefield, published in the New Church at 
Bristow, upon Sabbath, June 6, 1742.”

In July 1742, Whitefield visited the village of Cambuslang, south-east 
of Glasgow where he had met the Church of Scotland minister, William 
M’Culloch, the year before. It was here that unprecedented scenes oc-
curred when Whitefield preached in the open air at a natural amphithe-
atre close to the church building. It was reckoned that 30,000 were pres-
ent over several days. The revival had started before Whitefield arrived, 
but his preaching fanned the flames.29

The Great Awakening
In America in 1740 Whitefield began a preaching tour northwards. 
With publicity and distribution of printed sermons and notices in the 
press the public was aware that he was coming and where he would be 
preaching. But unusual effects attended his services, whether within 
church buildings or in the open air. Many people who had come merely 
out of curiosity found themselves gripped by his preaching and many 
professed faith in Christ as a consequence. Everywhere he went this 
seemed to happen. Even ministers who had been preachers of the doc-
trines of grace professed themselves converted under his ministry.30 
Passing through Northampton, Massachusetts, Whitefield met and 
preached for Jonathan Edwards. Observing the relationship between 
Edwards and his wife made Whitefield desire a wife, and prompted the 
proposal mentioned earlier. Edwards was impressed with Whitefield’s 
passion, but was less keen on his demanding conversion experiences 
and an appeal to emotions.

This insistence on the New Birth led to a division between “New Lights,” 
those who supported Whitefield, and “Old Lights” who did not. One exam-
ple of an “Old Light” is Jedidiah Andrews, writing to a friend in 1741:

A prevailing rule to try converts is that if you don’t know when you were 
without Christ and unconverted, etc., you have no interest in Christ, let 
your love and your practice be what they may; which rule is as unscrip-
tural, so I am of the mind will cut off nine in ten, if not ninety-nine in a 
hundred, of the good people in the world that have a pious education.31



35

For Whitefield and his supporters, a Christian home, while a blessing, 
did not guarantee salvation, and all must be born again. Included among the 
“New Lights” were Gilbert Tennant and his family.

Voice
Whitefield would have had a Gloucester accent, very different from what is 
now considered “received pronunciation” (also known as “BBC English”). 
His early theatrical practice prepared him for projecting his voice. But even 
though he had a well trained voice it must have been one of immense power. 
Even allowing for some exaggeration in the size of the crowds gathering to 
hear him, Whitefield was able to speak and be heard while speaking for ex-
tended periods, often over an hour. His last sermon lasted two hours. When 
Benjamin Franklin heard the reports from England of Whitefield’s preach-
ing, he at first refused to believe that it was possible for such crowds to hear 
the unaided human voice. When Whitefield arrived in Philadelphia, Frank-
lin was among his auditors. As Whitefield preached from the balcony of the 
old courthouse, Franklin conducted an experiment. He walked away from 
Whitefield towards his print shop in Market Street until the noise of the 
traffic and general bustle drowned out Whitefield’s voice. He then estimated 
the area of a semi-circle with Whitefield at its center. Allowing two square 
feet per person he realized that the numbers quoted concerning Whitefield’s 
English congregations were possible.32

Whitefield also had a way of speaking. It was said that Whitefield could 
make his congregation laugh or cry depending on how he pronounced the 
word “Mesopotamia.” David Garrick, the leading actor of the day, said he 
would pay a hundred guineas (£105, ~ $170) if only he could say “Oh!” like 
Mr. Whitefield. These statements have led some to suggest that Whitefield’s 
success was solely down to well-honed acting skills. Secular academia finds 
no place for the supernatural work of God, so such an approach is not sur-
prising. But those who believe in the power of the gospel and the Holy Spirit 
can see that, while God used all of Whitefield’s abilities, Whitefield had no 
ability to change the hearts of men and give them new life in Christ.

Slavery
Georgia was founded as a non-slave colony. It was also the most southerly 
and hottest. It proved difficult for white Europeans to cope with the summer 
heat and work the land. Observing the slave states to the north flourish-
ing economically, Whitefield unfortunately argued that slavery should be 
permitted in Georgia also. His arguments were eventually accepted by the 
Georgia Trustees and slavery was legalized in 1751. This has been a stain on 



36

Whitefield’s name ever since. With that said, while arguing in favor of the 
principle of slavery he wrote to slave owners deploring the way they practiced 
slavery.33 He did not regard slaves as being in any way inferior and he often 
preached to groups of slaves, and wrote a tract to slave owners about their 
treatment of their slaves.

In 1740 he purchased property in Philadelphia with a view to starting a 
school for the poor, including slaves, and a meeting place for his support-
ers. The project failed, but in 1749 Whitefield’s friend Benjamin Franklin 
took over the premises and founded a college which, in time, became the 
University of Pennsylvania.34

Selina, Countess of Huntingdon
Selina was converted under John Wesley’s ministry, but later attached her-
self to Whitefield, and used her wealth and influence in support of his min-
istry. Socially, Great Britain was a very stratified society, and it was nec-
essary for people to “know their place” and be deferential towards their 
“elders and betters” who had “better breeding.” This is well-illustrated by 
the Duchess of Buckingham’s reply to Selina, Countess of Huntingdon’s 
invitation to come and hear Whitefield preach:

I thank your ladyship for the information concerning Methodist preachers; 
their doctrines are most repulsive, and strongly tinctured with imperti-
nence and disrespect towards their superiors, in perpetually endeavouring 
to level all ranks, and do away with all distinctions. It is monstrous to be 
told that you have a heart as sinful as the common wretches that crawl on 
the earth. This is highly offensive and insulting; and I cannot but wonder 
that your ladyship should relish any sentiments so much at variance with 
high rank and good breeding.35

It was because of his social standing that Whitefield was often quite 
obsequious in writing to the Countess. It was to her that he left Bethesda 
to look after in his will.

Death
Whitefield crossed the Atlantic thirteen times. He was a workaholic. He 
often said “I had rather wear out, than rust out.” By the time he was fif-
ty-four he looked an old man.36 Whitefield left England for the last time 
in September, 1769. He spent the previous weeks preaching farewell ser-
mons in various places. Some of these were taken down in shorthand and 
published. Whitefield deplored this as he had no opportunity to correct 
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the text. His literary executor and first biographer, John Gillies, tried to 
buy up the whole print run and have them pulped, but without success. 
In the early 19th century these were added to the “official sermons” pub-
lished by Gillies as part of Whitefield’s Works under the title Sermons on 
Important Subjects. Other sermons had been published during the course of 
his ministry, but these were not collected together till this century.

Itinerary of his Final Weeks
In the last weeks of his life, Whitefield, who had never been a well man, 
found his bodily weakness an increasing problem. His solution to any 
health problem was most usually to travel and then preach. Accordingly, he 
sailed from New York on July 31, 1770 to Newport, Rhode Island, arriving 
on the morning of August 3. He preached almost every day, except for a 
few days when he was too ill, roaming through north-east Massachusetts 
before arriving at Exeter, New Hampshire. Here he preached from a plank 
between two barrels on 2 Corinthians 13:5, “Examine yourselves, whether 
ye be in the faith.” Some hearers reckoned his best ever sermon. 

As he stood to preach someone said to him, “Sir, you are more fit to 
go to bed than to preach.” To which answered, “True, Sir:” but turning 
aside, he clasped his hands together, and, looking up, spoke, “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.”37 

He rode thirty miles to Newburyport, arriving at the parsonage of 
First Presbyterian Church. Exhausted, he went up to bed, but the press 
of people at the door still wished to hear him. So he preached from top 
of the staircase with candle in hand until the candle went out. He went 
to bed, but woke in the night struggling for breath. He believed it was 
asthma, but it was most likely heart failure. His friends tried everything 
to relieve his symptoms, but by six a.m. on September 30, 1770, nearly 
three months short of his fifty-sixth birthday, they realized that he had at 
last passed into the presence of the Savior he loved and had served.38 The 
funeral was attended by thousands. His body was buried in the crypt un-
der the pulpit of First Presbyterian Church, Newburyport, from which 
he had been due to preach the day he died. In recent years a plaque has 
been added with Whitefield’s chosen epitaph: “I am content to wait for 
the day of judgement for the clearing up of my character: and after I am 
dead I desire no other epitaph than this, “here lies G. W. what sort of a 
man he was the great day will discover.””39
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News Received in England
In the 18th century, news traveled only at the speed at which a traveler 
could go from one place to another. It took until November 5 for the news 
of Whitefield’s death to reach London. There was great mourning wherev-
er the news spread. A great number of people counted Whitefield as their 
spiritual father and they mourned his loss. The London funeral took place 
at Tottenham Court Road Chapel on November 18, 1770. The Chapel was 
draped with black material as a sign of mourning, and it was not taken down 
for six months afterwards. The sermon was preached by John Wesley, as re-
quested by Whitefield. In his will he directed that mourning rings should be 
purchased for John and Charles Wesley. Though they still had serious dif-
ferences of belief between them, Whitefield had been quite insistent before 
he died that Wesley was the man to preach the funeral sermon in England. 

Aftermath
One of Whitefield’s biographers, Robert Philip, relates a story40 about 
Whitefield’s left forearm having been removed from his grave and 
brought to England. It was eventually returned and reunited with the rest 
of the body. The small wooden box it was returned in can still be seen in 
the church building. However, one of his thumbs was also removed, and 
is in the archive of Drew University in Madison, New Jersey.41 

While leading an army to fight the French, Benedict Arnold opened 
the grave and took Whitefield’s clerical bands and cuffs, cut them up and 
gave each man a piece, in the apparent belief that this would help them 
in their fight. They lost!

Legacy
Whitefield is an encouragement to us to press on in the work of the gos-
pel, trusting God alone for blessing. A man who used the means that 
God gave him. A man who was large hearted and catholic in spirit, con-
cerned with what unites Christians rather than that which divides. He 
proved that a Calvinistic theology is no barrier to effective evangelism. 

A man once said “The world has yet to see what God can do with a 
man fully consecrated to him. By God’s help, I aim to be that man.” The 
man who said those words cannot have heard of George Whitefield. 
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Introduction
George Whitefield (1714-1770) is generally known as a renowned 
preacher and one of the leading revivalists in eighteenth-century En-
gland.1 However, it is a mistake to evaluate him solely on the basis of 
these two aspects of his career. Whitefield was also an eminent theolo-
gian. While he never wrote a formal theological treatise, his sermons re-
main one of his primary contributions to subsequent generations and are 
full of outstanding theological discussions. Even though differing for-
mally from the typical theological works, transcripts of his sermons and 
letters provide insight into his systematic and logical analysis of theolog-
ical topics.2 Certainly, considering these, Whitefield’s theology is one of 
the most important sides of his life and ministry. 

Nevertheless, Whitefield’s theological thought is still under-explored 
and somewhat neglected.3 In this regard, the study of his theology is 
crucial for a more comprehensive understanding of Whitefield’s life and 
thought, and the purpose of this essay is to contribute to meeting this 
very need by providing a thorough analysis of his theology through ex-
amples of his treatments of theological topics. Since a full investigation 
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of his theological thought would require a significant monograph, this 
work will consider only Whitefield’s doctrine of Christ as an illustration 
of the way in which he discusses theological topics, and it will focus on 
his ideas of the person and the work of Christ.4 The doctrine of Christ is 
an ideal place to examine the theological principles and emphases which 
this great preacher held because his writings contain extensive exposi-
tion of his Christology and discuss highly provocative theological issues 
in his days, such as whether Christ is fully divine.5

The examination of his writings will permit us to observe three things 
in detail. First, following the Nicene and Chalcedonian tradition, White-
field endorses the union of the full deity of Christ and the true and com-
plete humanity of Christ in one person. Second, in line with the classic 
Puritan and Reformed tradition, he employs the idea of Christ’s three-
fold role of king, priest, and prophet. However, in Whitefield’s thought, 
Christ’s office as a priest appears as the most central work of Christ for 
human salvation, and the ideas of vicarious satisfaction and the impu-
tation of Christ’s righteousness particularly serve to explain the nature 
of Christ’s priestly office. Third, contrary to the arguments put forth 
in previous scholarship, Whitefield’s sermons demonstrate that he does 
not “blithely” pass over theological and exegetical discussions regarding 
Christology.6 Instead, Whitefield still retains a balance between doctri-
nal, exegetical, and devotional concerns in his sermons.

Whitefield on the Person of Christ

The Deity of Christ
The divine nature of Christ, or more specifically, the vindication of the 
deity of the Son, receives considerable attention in Whitefield’s work.7 
Such emphasis on the deity of Christ in Whitefield’s writings is histor-
ically expected considering the fact that during the Post-Reformation 
era, orthodox Christianity battled against heresies, especially those con-
cerning the constitution of the person of Christ.8 The core of the Chris-
tological controversies at that time lies in whether Christ is fully divine.9 

In this context, Whitefield was often polemical, and faithfully insisted 
on the orthodox understanding of the divinity of Christ in his writings. 
For example, in opposition to the Socinians and Unitarians, who main-
tained that Christ was merely a man and had no existence before he was 
born of Mary; and in opposition to the Arians, who, though they ad-
mitted the pre-existence of Christ, maintained that he is a creature, and 
possesses only a subordinate divinity;10 Whitefield argues the following: 
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My brethren, Jesus Christ is coequal, coessential, coeternal, and consub-
stantial with the Father, very God of very God; and as there was not a mo-
ment of time in which God the Father was not, so there was not a moment 
of time in which God the Son was not.11

In a similar vein, Whitefield elsewhere clearly acknowledges Christ’s full 
equality with God the Father as follows: 

But I hope, my brethren, he is to you, what our creed makes him, God of 
God, very God of very God, co-eternal and consubstantial with the Fa-
ther; that as there was not a moment of time in which God the Father was 
not, so there is not a moment of time in which God the Son was not.12 

In these statements regarding the deity of Christ, Whitefield clearly 
maintains that Christ not only existed before his incarnation but was 
from all eternity the Son of God, of one substance, and equal with the 
Father. In addition to these statements, in line with the traditional or-
thodox belief and teaching, Whitefield consistently and faithfully teach-
es the full deity and pre-existence of Christ which was denied by the 
Arians and Socinians of the time.13

To prove Christ’s divinity Whitefield thoroughly relies on the Holy 
Scriptures. He does not appeal to the authority of any individual thinker 
or church tradition. Instead, the principal source for Whitefield’s de-
fense of Christ’s divinity is the Bible itself. For example, in his defense 
of Christ’s divinity against the Arians and the Socinians, White field em-
ploys Isaiah 9:6, Revelation 1:8, and John 1:10: 

Arians and Socinians deny this Godhead of Christ and esteem Him only 
as a creature: The Arians look upon Him as a titular Deity, as a created 
and subordinate God: but if they would humbly search the Scriptures, 
they would find Divine homage paid to Christ. He is called God in 
Scripture, particularly when the great evangelical prophet says, “He shall 
be called the mighty God, the Everlasting Father, and the government 
shall be upon His shoulders:” and Jesus Christ Himself says, that He is 
“the Alpha and the Omega;” and that “the world was made by Him.” But 
though this can be ever so plain, our gay airy sparks of this age will not 
believe the Lord Jesus Christ to be equal with the Father, and that for no 
other reason but because it is a fashionable and polite doctrine to deny 
His Divinity and esteem Him only a created God.14 
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In addition to these texts, Whiteifield’s scriptural proof of the deity of 
the Son includes standard texts such as Matthew 28: 19-20, John 1:1, 
John 8:58, and John 10:30.15 

Whitefield generally does not provide a detailed interpretation of 
these verses in his sermons. Nevertheless, when necessary, he does not 
hesitate to expound on the text in order to refute the ideas of his oppo-
nents and support his argument for Christ’s deity. For instance, in his 
sermon on Jeremiah 23:6, entitled, “The LORD our Righteousness,” he 
expounds in detail the meaning of the phrase, “The LORD our Righ-
teousness.” First, Whitefield shows that the “righteous branch” in Jer-
emiah 23:5 undoubtedly refers to Jesus Christ. Given this,   the title 
“the LORD” in verse 6 may properly belong to Jesus Christ. Second, 
Whitefield claims that “the LORD” is “Jehovah”, which in the original 
Hebrew is “the essential title of God himfelf.” On the basis of these ex-
egetical considerations, Whitefield insists that “it is plain, that, by the 
word Lord, we are to understand the Lord Jesus Christ, who here takes 
to himself the title of Jehovah, and therefore must be very God of very 
God; or, as the Apostle devoutly expresses it, ‘God blessed for ever-
more.’”16 Indeed, according to Whitefield, the application of the title of 
LORD to Christ in the text clearly testifies to Christ’s full divinity, and 
therefore, the Socinian or Arian idea that Christ was a mere man or a 
created being cannot be warranted at all. Moreover, in addition to this 
text, there are many more places in the Scriptures where the LORD is as-
cribed to Christ. Thus, he holds that the appellation of Christ as LORD 
in the Scriptures is such powerful evidence of the deity of Christ that “if 
there were no other text in the Bible to prove the divinity of Christ, this 
is sufficient.”17 In short, since the incommunicable names of God such as 
the Lord, Jehovah, and God are frequently applied to the Son, for White-
field Jesus Christ is certainly very God.

Besides the application of the divine title to Christ, Whitefield pres-
ents two more evidences for the deity of Christ on the basis of the ex-
amination of Scriptural texts. First, Whitefield insists that divine activi-
ties ascribed to Christ prove his full deity. He particularly mentions the 
work of creation. In Whitefield’s thought, the creation of all things out 
of nothing is a work particular to God. Thus, upon the basis of John 1:3, 
he maintains that since Christ is the creator of heaven and earth, he is 
God.18 Second, in Whitefield’s view, the eternity, or the eternal genera-
tion, of the Son is another significant example which vindicates his full 
deity.19 Even though he does not discuss the topic in detail, Whitefield 



47

argues on the basis of Scripture texts such as John 8:58, John 10:30, and 
Revelation 1:8 that Jesus Christ not only existed prior to his incarna-
tion but is the eternal Son of God, of one substance and equal with the 
Father.20 In spite of the inconceivably mysterious nature of the eternal 
generation of the Son, Whitefield is certain that the eternity of the Son 
or the eternal generation of the Son is confirmed by many passages of 
Scripture and that it necessarily implies the Son’s equality with the Fa-
ther. We can clearly see from these arguments that regardless of whether 
Whitefield provides a detailed interpretation of the text or discussion of 
the doctrine, the main foundation for Whitefield’s demonstration of the 
full deity of Christ is thoroughly based on the Scriptures. 

Even though Whitefield relies on texts from various parts of Scripture, 
based on the number of citations his favorite text for the demonstration 
of Christ’s divinity is certainly the Gospel of John. He even argues that 
the main purpose of John’s Gospel was to prove the deity of Christ: 

I have more than once had occasion to observe, that the chief end St. 
John had in view, when he wrote his gospel, was to prove the divinity 
of Jesus Christ, (that Word, who not only was from everlasting with 
God, but also was really God blessed for evermore) against those 
arch-heretics Ebion and Coriuthus, whose pernicious principles too 
many follow in these last days. For this purpose, you may take no-
tice, that he is more particular than any other Evangelist in relating 
our Lord’s divine discourses, as also the glorious miracles which he 
wrought, not by a power derived from another, like Moses and other 
prophets, but from a power inherent in himself.21

As he puts it, “These and a great many more places might be brought 
to prove the divinity of the Lord Jesus Christ.”22 Thus, since the Bible 
clearly and consistently testifies to the divinity of Christ, to deny the 
divinity of Christ is “to disprove the authority of the Holy Scriptures.”23 
In the face of such overwhelming biblical evidence, the rejection of this 
doctrine is an assertion against divine revelation.24

Besides the defense of the traditional view of Christ’s divinity, White-
field also refutes the ideas of those who were undermining its doctrinal 
foundation. Whitefield argues that the doctrine of the deity of Christ 
is required by the Scriptural evidence. Thus, his sermons that provide 
information about his Christology are often polemical. Of course, since 
they are sermons rather than theological disputations or treatises, they 
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essary, Whitefield tries to expose his opponents’ faulty reasoning or the 
logical fallacies. For instance, in order to show the problem of their views, 
he argues two things in his sermon on Matthew 22:42. First, the Arians’ 
argument that Christ is only a created God is a “self-contradiction.” That 
is, it is logically absurd that a created being can be called God. Second, if 
Christ were no more than a mere man as the Socinians claim, Whitefield 
argues that Christ becomes “the vilest sinner that ever appeared in the 
world.” It is so because Christ accepts divine adoration which should be 
ascribed only to God from the man who had been born blind as shown in 
John 9:38, “And he said, Lord I believe, and worshipped him.”25 

Whitefield’s criticism of the Arians and the Socinians is also found 
in his sermon on Jeremiah 22:6. First, Whitefield points out the absur-
dity that even though the Arians do not admit the full deity of Christ, 
they worship him. In Whitefield’s perspective, that makes them “as much 
idolators, as those that worship the Virgin Mary.” How can a created be-
ing who is not truly God be worshipped? Whitefield urges the Arians to 
accept the doctrine of the full divinity of Christ and worship him as truly 
God. Otherwise, they cannot avoid the charge of idolatry. Second, he 
argues that the Socinians are “accursed” according to their own princi-
ples, especially because they profess that Christ was a mere man, and yet 
claim that he is their savior. Whitefield specifically cites Jeremiah 17:5, 
‘Cursed is he that trusteth on an arm of flesh.”26 Presenting these two 
problems which are inherent in the views of “such monsters,” Whitefield 
finally states that “after these considerations, they would be ashamed of 
broaching such monstrous absurdities any more.”27 

Why is it so critical for Whitefield to demonstrate the full deity of 
Christ? Because for Whitefield the doctrine of Christ’s divinity is the fun-
damental foundation for the salvation of fallen human beings. Specifically, 
he argues that “it was our Lord’s divinity that alone qualified him to take 
away the sins of the world.”28 He elaborates this further as follows:

… he [Christ] could never have made satisfaction for our sins if he had 
not been God as well as Man. As Man he suffered; as God be satisfied; so 
was God and man in one person ; he took our nature upon him, and was 
offered upon the cross for the sins of all those who come unto him, which 
if he had not been God he could never have satisfied for. It may be proved, 
even to a demonftration, that the Lord Jesus Christ is God, and that he is 
equal with the Father.29 

48
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Truly, for Whitefield, “if Christ be not properly God, our faith is vain, 
we are yet in our sins: for no created being, though of the higheft order, 
could possibly merit any thing at God’s hands.”30 Furthermore, if Christ 
is not God, then he does not need to preach the gospel any longer: 

My brethren, if Jesus Christ be not very God of very God, I would never 
preach the gospel of Christ again. For it would not be gospel; it would be 
only a system of moral ethics: Seneca, Cicero, or any of the Gentile philos-
ophers, would be as good a Saviour as Jesus of Nazareth. It is the divinity 
of our LORD that gives a sanction to his death, and makes him such a 
high-priest as became us, one who by the infinite merits of his suffering 
could make a full, perfect, sufficient sacrifice, satisfaction and oblation 
to infinitely offended justice. And whatsoever minister of the church of 
England, makes use of her forms, and eats of her bread, and yet holds not 
this doctrine (as I fear too many such are crept in amongst us) such a one 
belongs only to the synagogue of Satan. He is not a child or minister of 
God: no; he is a wolf in sheep’s cloathing; he is a child and minister of that 
wicked one the devil.31

With the Socinian claim in mind, Whitefield firmly argues denying the 
full deity of Christ is divests his obedience and sufferings of their inher-
ent value, and consequently subverts the grand doctrine of the redemp-
tion of the Church by his blood.32 As evidenced in the above quotation, 
therefore, Whitefield is severely critical of those who undermine the full 
deity of Christ. He firmly insists that they are “not Christans.”33 Instead, 
in Whitefield’s view, they are “more than the unbelievers of this gener-
ation,” “arch-hereticks … are now reserved to the judgment of the great 
day,” and “greater infidels than the devils themselves.”34 

The Humanity of Christ 
The rapid growth of Unitarianism during the eighteenth century led White-
field to place more emphasis on the divinity of Christ than on his humani-
ty.35 Thus, in comparison to the treatment of the deity of Christ, Whitefield’s 
discussion of the humanity of Christ is relatively brief in his writings. 

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the doctrine of Christ’s human-
ity was still an important topic for Whitefield’s Christology. Concern-
ing the humanity of Christ, Whitefield faithfully maintains that even 
though Christ is God, he assumed, in the fullness of time, a complete 
human nature in union with the divine. More specifically, Whitefield 
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teaches that this human nature of Christ was conceived by the power of 
the Holy Spirit in the womb of the Virgin Mary and was formed of her 
substance.36 Thus, the human nature which the Son of God took upon 
himself is a real and genuine humanity. In a word, God the Son really 
became the man Jesus!37

Whitefield does not develop any issue of Christ’s humanity as a sep-
arate topic as he did in regard to Christ’s deity. He discusses the human 
nature of Christ in the context of Christ’s mediatorial work, focusing on 
the reason why Christ assumed a human body and its significance in the 
mediatorial work of Christ for human salvation. For example, Whitefield 
states as follows: 

What love is this, what great and wonderful love was here, that the Son 
of God should come into our world in so mean a condition, to deliver 
us from the sin and misery in which we were involved by our fall in our 
first parents! And as all that proceeded from the springs must be muddy, 
because the fountain was so, the LORD JESUS CHRIST came to take our 
natures upon him, to die a shameful, a painful, and an accursed death for 
our sakes ; he died for our sin, and to bring us to God; he cleansed us by 
his blood from the guilt of fm, he satished for our imperfections; and now, 
my brethren, we have access unto him with boldness ; he is a mediator 
between us and his offended Father.38 

Additionally, interpreting the phrase, “the seed of woman,” of Genesis 
3:15 in his sermon, entitled, “The Seed of the Woman, and the Seed of 
the Serpent,” Whitefield states as follows: 

But to proceed: By the seed of the woman, we are here to underftand the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who, though very God of very God, was, for us men and 
our salvation, to have a a body prepared for him by the Holy Ghost, and to 
be born of a woman who never knew man, and by his obedience and death 
make an atonement for man’s transgression, and bring in an everlasting 
rightousness, work in them a new nature, and thereby bruise the serpent’s 
head, i.e., destroy his power and dominion over them. By the serpent’s 
seed, we are to understand the devil and all his children, who are permit-
ted by God to tempt and first his children. But, blessed be God, he can 
reach no further than our heel.39

In Whitefield’s thought, Christ partook of a true human nature “to put 
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an end to these disorders, and to restore us to that primitive dignity in 
which we were at first.”40 In his human body Christ performed complete 
obedience to the law of God fulfilling the covenant of works in our stead. 
Ultimately he became subject to death, even death upon the cross in 
order that as God he might satisfy divine justice, and as man he might 
obey and suffer, and being God and man in one person, might once more 
procure a union between God and our souls.41 Whitefield writes:

Man is permitted to fall, and become subject to death; but Jesus, the only 
begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, Light of 
light, very God of very God, offers to die to make an atonement for his 
transgression, and to fulfil all righteousness in his death. And because it 
was impossible for him to do this as he was God, and yet since man had 
offended, it was necessary it should be done in the person of man; rather 
than we should perish, this everlasting God, this Prince of Peace, this 
Ancient of Days, in the fulness of time, had a body prepared for him by the 
Holy Ghost, and became an infant.42 

Besides these characteristics of Whitefield’s discussion of the humanity 
of Christ, he does not specifically oppose the heretical ideas of his day 
as he did in his discussion of Christ’s divinity. Interestingly enough, he 
also hardly provides any specific biblical texts to vindicate the humanity 
of Christ. These features may result from the fact that the human nature 
of Christ was not a serious theological issue in his day. Regardless, he is 
generally content with presenting a general treatment of Christ’s human-
ity and its relation with Christ’s mediatorial work in his writings.

The Mystery of Two Natures in One Person
Having discussed Christ’s deity and humanity, the critical question now 
is how these two distinct natures can be joined together. Whitefield 
teaches that Christ is both very God and very man, having two distinct 
natures but yet one person. He writes: 

But, Secondly, What think you of the manhood or incarnation of Jesus 
Christ? For Christ was not only God, but he was God and man in one per-
son. Thus runs the text and context, “When the Pharisees were gathered 
together, Jesus asked them, saying, What think ye of Christ? Whose Son is 
he? They say unto him, The Son of David, How then, says our divine mas-
ter, does David in spirit call him Lord?” From which passage it is evident, 
that we do not think rightly of the person of Jesus Christ, unless we believe 



52

him to be perfect God and perfect man, of a reasonable soul and human 
flesh subsisting. For it is on this account that he is called Christ, or the 
anointed one, who through his own voluntary offer was set spart by the 
father, and strengthened and qualified by the anointing or communication 
of the Holy Ghost, to be a mediator between Him and offending man.43 

From this statement, we can see two things concerning the doctrine of 
the two natures of Christ.44 First, he strongly maintains that the Son of 
God assumed the human nature in union with the divine, so that two 
distinct natures are inseparably joined together in one person. Second, 
Whitefield teaches that the incarnation did not result in either subtrac-
tion from Christ’s deity or the absorption of his human nature. Though 
this is an intimate union, the two natures are not confounded; each 
retains its own essential properties. Accordingly, his teaching on the 
constitution of Christ’s person is clearly distinguished from that of the 
Nestorians who held to the two persons of Christ and the Eutychians 
who insisted on only one nature in Christ.45 

In his discussion of the two natures of Christ, however, Whitefield does 
not delve further into the sophisticated theological issues of the Reforma-
tion and Post-Reformation eras, such as the communication of properties 
(communicatio idiomatum or communicatio proprietatum) and the nature of the 
person (hypostasis) in Christ.46 Of course, these omissions do not mean that 
Whitefield departed from the traditional Chalcedonian formula or the Re-
formed view of the relation between the two natures of Christ. Once again, 
it should be noted that he did not write a comprehensive systematic theo-
logical treatise on Christology and our information on his view of Christ’s 
nature is gathered from his sermons and letters.  

At any rate, following the Western church tradition, Whitefield dis-
tinguishes between the two natures of Christas both consubstantial (ho-
moousios, “the same in substance”) with humanity and consubstantial 
with the Father, and this preservation of the integrity of Christ’s full 
deity and true humanity is fundamental to the truth of the gospel and to 
every doctrine contained in it. For Whitefield, Christ was really human, 
and it was necessary that he should be so, in order that he might suffer.47 
At the same time, Christ was really God, and it was equally necessary 
that he should be so, in order that he might satisfy divine justice and pay 
the penalty of sin.48 In Whitefield’s thought, if either of the two natures 
of Christ are ignored or denied, it would result in the conclusion that 
Christ could not properly have made atonement for fallen humanity. 
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Whitefield on the Work of Christ

Christ as the Mediator
Along with the person of Christ, the other essential component of White-
field’s Christology is the work of Christ. In his writings he provides a 
detailed look at Christ’s work as the mediator between God and human 
beings. Whitefield’s idea of Christ’s mediatorship arises in connection 
with the doctrines of creation and the fall. He teaches that Adam and 
Eve were made after the image of God in righteousness and holiness.49 

In the covenantal relationship with God, they maintained the “perfect” 
integrity in their nature in the Garden of Eden.50 Therefore, before the 
fall there was no need for a mediator between God and humanity.

However, the fall altered this situation. Adam and Eve sinned against 
God by their free choices, and their sin broke the covenantal relationship 
with God. As a result, God was indeed dishonored and highly offend-
ed, and humans were subject to the curse of “spiritual” death. In other 
words, excluded from all hope of salvation, all human beings became 
heirs of wrath, the slaves of Satan, and captive under the yoke of sin.51 

How, then, can this broken relationship between God and human beings 
be reconciled? Whitefield affirms that this reconciliation cannot be achieved 
from the human side. In the fall, the human soul was totally corrupted in 
every part and human free choice particularly became enslaved by sin. Then, 
since the fallen human beings lost the ability to yield any acceptable obe-
dience unto God, they could not satisfy the claims of the divine law which 
they had violated.52 Whitefield therefore argues that this restoration cannot 
be done by human beings themselves through a return to God in obedience, 
or by rendering satisfaction for themselves through their own works.53

In this desperate situation, fallen humankind needed a mediator to 
bridge the gap between God and human beings and procure reconcilia-
tion between the two parties at variance. Thus, Whiteifield claims that 
in order to fulfill this mediatorship, Christ in his compassion conde-
scended to human beings’ level and assumed human flesh to save fallen 
humanity.54 Ultimately, Christ offered himself to the Father in his death 
on the cross as an expiatory sacrifice and discharged all satisfaction duly 
to God through this sacrifice.55 As mediator, Christ has appeased God’s 
wrath and the guilt that held us liable for punishment has been trans-
ferred to the head of the Son of God. On this very foundation, God and 
human beings are reconciled, and human beings can now experience 
peace with God.
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Consequently, in Whitefield’s mind, the main purpose of the coming 
of Christ into the world lies in the salvation of sinners.56 This is the core 
of the office and work assigned to Jesus Christ as the mediator between 
God and humanity. Now, since Christ expiated the guilt of human beings 
and laid the foundation for the reconciliation between them, those who 
believe in Christ as their Lord and Savior are not condemned but saved.57

Consequently, in Whitefield’s mind, the main purpose of the coming 
of Christ into the world lies in the salvation of sinners. This is the core 
of the office and work assigned to Jesus Christ as the mediator between 
God and humanity. Now, since Christ expiated the guilt of human beings 
and laid the foundation for the reconciliation between them, those who 
believe in Christ as their Lord and Savior are not condemned but saved.

In his discussion of Christ’s mediatorship, Whitefield consistent-
ly emphasizes Christ’s sole mediatorship between God and human be-
ings. For example, sincerely urging the unbelievers to come to Christ 
in his sermon entitled, “The Folly and Danger of Being not Righteous 
Enough,” Whitefield argues that Christ is the only way to the Father: 

There is no salvation but by Jesus Christ; there is no other name given un-
der heaven amongst men, whereby we may be saved, but that of the Lord 
Jesus. God, out of Christ, is a consuming fire; therefore strive for an inter-
est in his Son the Lord Jesus Christ; take him on the terms offered to you 
in the gospel; accept of him in God’s own way, lay hold on him by faith.58

For Whitefield, unless one is wholly dependent on Christ, one cannot 
come to God and be restored to peace with God.

To sum up, Whitefield’s idea of Christ as mediator is an essential as-
pect of his Christology. For him, in order to bridge the gap between God 
and human beings, mediation was required, and it was enacted by Jesus 
Christ as mediator.59 In a word, “Jesus Christ came down to save us, 
not only from the guilt, but also from the power of sin.”60 This idea that 
Christ partook of human flesh and suffered the punishment from God’s 
righteous judgment in our stead confers on Whitefield’s entire Christol-
ogy an enormous soteriological orientation. 

In this soteriological emphasis in his Christology, Whitefield’s posi-
tion is essentially identical to that of the Reformed thinkers in both the 
Reformation and the Post-Reformation eras. For example, in his famous 
work, Institutes of Elenctic Theology, Francis Turretin (1623-1687) devotes 
a large portion of the treatise to discussing Christ’s mediatorship and 
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amply develops the idea that the purpose of the incarnation was to fulfill 
the office of mediator.61 Indeed, far more than the limited scope of this 
chapter can fully address, numerous other Reformed theologians em-
ployed this soteriological framework in their discussions of Christology. 
This consequently implies the intimate similarity between Whitefield 
and the Reformed tradition in the doctrine of Christ. 

The Priestly Office of Christ
Now, we need to explicate in further detail the nature of Christ’s medi-
atorial work in Whitefield’s thought. In order to explain Christ’s medi-
atorial work, Whitefield employs the traditional Reformed view of the 
threefold office of Christ.62 Regarding this, he states that “he [Christ] 
was anointed by the Holy Ghost at his baptism, to be a prophet to in-
struct, a priest to make an atonement for, and a king to govern and pro-
tect his church.”63 Even though he frequently and substantially deals 
with Christ’s priestly office in his writings, however, Whitefield does 
not discuss his offices of king and prophet in further detail. Considering 
this, the most important office for Christ is certainly that of priest in 
Whitefield’s mind. Arguably, for him, Christ’s work as priest is founda-
tional to a proper understanding of his role as mediator.64 In particular, a 
couple of key theological ideas, Christ’s satisfaction and the imputation 
of Christ’s righteousness, permeate Whitefield’s exposition of the priest-
ly work of Christ. In order to grasp Whitefield’s doctrine of Christ’s of-
fice of priesthood, each needs to be examined in detail.

Christ’s Satisfaction
In Whitefield’s writings, Christ’s work as a priest is vividly presented as the 
substitutionary sacrifice for the full restoration of sinners to God. Christ 
himself died in our stead and became an expiatory sacrifice in order to 
reconcile human beings to God. Concerning this, he states the following: 

Jesus, the only begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all 
worlds, Light of light, very God of very God, offers to die to make atone-
ment for his [humankind’s] transgression and to fulfill all righteousness in 
his stead … In this body [of Jesus] He performed a complete obedience to 
the law of God; whereby He in our stead fulfilled the covenant of works, 
and at last became subject to death, even the death upon the cross: that as 
God He might satisfy, as man He might obey and suffer; and being God 
and man in one person, might once more procure a union between God 
and our souls.65



56

As shown above, Whitefield regards Christ’s death as a vicarious sac-
rifice, and thus Christ’s atoning activity for fallen humankind is essen-
tially substitutionary in its nature. According to him, since the holy and 
righteous God cannot tolerate or overlook sin, it is absolutely necessary 
to satisfy God’s holy standards before human beings can be right with 
God.66 However, once captive to sin, human beings lost the ability to 
satisfy the holy God. Thus, there was no hope of human salvation arising 
from the side of fallen humanity.67 In this desperate situation, Christ’s 
substitution became essential for human salvation.68 Accordingly, Christ 
willingly, that is, by his Father’s appointment and his own voluntary 
engagement, undertook the office of mediator. In this context, Christ 
who was innocent took our punishment by offering himself as a bloody 
sacrifice, and thereby his sacrifice satisfied God’s justice and the law.69 
Regarding this nature of Christ’s satisfaction of God’s justice, Whitefield 
writes as follows:

How am I lost to think that God the Father, when we were in a state 
of enmity and rebellion against Him, should notwithstanding yearn 
in His bowels towards His fallen, His apostate creatures: and because 
nothing but an infinite ransom could satisfy an infinitely offended 
justice, that He should send His only and dear Son Jesus Christ (who is 
God blessed forever and who had lain in His bosom from all eternity) 
to fulfil the covenant of works, and die a cursed, painful, ignominious 
death for us and our salvation!70 

In this way, in Whitefield’s view, the forgiveness of human sin in 
the face of God’s unchanging justice comes only through Christ’s sat-
isfaction which was the result of Christ’s substitutionary death on the 
cross.71 Christ’s humiliation through his vicarious death is the key to his 
redemptive work of Christ. In that divine forgiveness must satisfy divine 
justice, that is, God cannot simply forgive sin without the satisfaction of 
the demands of the law and the justice of God, and in that Christ actu-
ally obeyed and suffered on our behalf in order to satisfy these require-
ments, the nature of Christ’s atoning work can be essentially categorized 
as vicarious or substitutionary satisfaction in Whitefield’s thought. 

Whitefield’s view of Christ’s vicarious satisfaction indicates that his 
position stands firmly in continuity with the Reformed tradition. As 
with Whitefield, the classic Reformed thinkers commonly relied on the 
doctrine of Christ’s vicarious satisfaction to explain Christ’s mediatorial 
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work for human salvation. For example, John Calvin (1509-1564) states 
that Christ did bear the punishment of human sin and that it truly satis-
fied God the Father:

Christ interceded as his [man’s] advocate, took upon himself and suffered 
the punishment that, from God’s righteous judgment, threatened all 
sinners; that purged with his blood those evils which had rendered sinners 
hateful to God; that by this expiation he made satisfaction and sacrifice 
duly to God the Father; that as intercessor he has appeased God’s wrath; 
that on this foundation rests the peace of God with men; that by this bond 
his benevolence is maintained toward them.72

In addition to Calvin, a great number of Reformed thinkers insist that 
Christ, as the representative of those whom the Father had given unto 
him, made a true and proper satisfaction of divine justice by enduring 
in their stead the very punishment which their sins deserved. Indeed, 
further examples in the Reformed tradition that employ the idea of 
substitutionary satisfaction in the discussion of Christ’s priesthood are 
too numerous to mention them all. Hence, Whitefield’s idea of Christ’s 
satisfaction clearly reflects that he faithfully follows the traditional Re-
formed view regarding the doctrine of Christ’s priestly office.

The Imputation of Christ’s Righteousness
As with the motif of Christ’s vicarious satisfaction, the idea of the imput-
ed righteousness of Christ is also a fundamental theme in Whitefield’s 
discussion of the nature of Christ’s mediatorial work. His doctrine of the 
imputation of Christ’s righteousness especially arises in connection with 
his view of the effects or benefits of Christ’s priestly work for human 
beings. What are the ends gained, or the effects accomplished, by the 
obedience and sacrifice in Christ’s office of priest? According to White-
field, the ultimate benefit of Christ’s priestly office is the reconciliation 
of sinners to God.73 In other words, thanks to Christ’s satisfaction of the 
justice of God the Father, the cause of the enmity and separation be-
tween God and human beings is actually removed. Now, those who be-
lieve in Christ as their Savior and Lord are no longer under condemna-
tion but freed from the curse of the law and its punishment.74 Believers 
are forgiven of all their sins and trespasses, and on the basis of Christ’s 
imputed righteousness to them, they are justified and declared righteous 
before God.75 
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In this process of the reconciliation between God and human beings, 
the doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness is particularly 
significant because it determines and formulates the nature of the justifi-
cation of sinners. According to Whitefield, the righteousness of the fall-
en human beings is “but as filthy rags.”76 That is, they are all sinners and 
cannot do any spiritual good which truly pleases God.77 Thus, standing 
in continuity with the classic Reformed view, Whitefield strongly argues 
that the imputation of “the perfect all-sufficient righteousness of Jesus 
Christ” is the sole ground of the justification of human beings.78 For in-
stance, he states as follows:

From hence we may learn the nature of true, justifying faith. Whoever 
understands and preaches the truth, as it is in Jesus, must acknowledge, 
that salvation is God’s free gift, and that we are saved, not by any or all 
the works of righteousness which we have done or can do: no; We can 
neither wholly nor in part justify ourselves in the sight of God. The Lord 
Jesus Christ is our righteousness; and if we are accepted with God, it must 
be only in and through the personal righteousness, the active and passive 
obedience of Jesus Christ his beloved Son. This righteousness must be im-
puted, or counted over to us, and applied by faith to our hearts, or else we 
can in no wise be justified in God’s sight; and that very moment a sinner is 
enabled to lay hold on Christ’s righteousness by faith, he is freely justified 
from all his sins, and shall never enter into condemnation notwithstanding 
he was a fire-brand of hell before. Thus it was that Abraham was justi-
fied before he did any good work: he was enabled to believe on the Lord 
Christ; it was accounted to him for righteousness; that is, Christ’s righ-
teousness was made over to him, and so accounted his.79

For Whitefield, while sinners’ guilt is legally transferred to Christ, 
Christ’s righteousness is imputed to them. And the righteousness of 
Christ credited to believers enables them to be justified before God.80 
Hence, in Whitefield’s thought, the imputation of Christ’s righteousness 
plays a key role in the doctrine of the justification of the sinners.   

What, then, is Christ’s righteousness founded upon? Whitefield 
maintains that Christ’s righteousness results from his active and passive 
obedience as the mediator.81 According to Whitefield, Christ’s active 
obedience was displayed in his life, and his passive obedience was man-
ifested in his death: 
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In this body [of Christ] He performed a complete obedience to the law of 
God; whereby He in our stead fulfilled the covenant of works, and at last 
became subject to death, even the death upon the Cross: that as God He 
might satisfy, as man He might obey and suffer; and being God and man in 
one person, might once more procure a union between God and our souls.82

In Whitefield’s view, Christ’s righteousness entirely rests upon his per-
fect obedience to the law and God’s will which ultimately leads him volun-
tarily to give himself up on the cross on behalf of sinners in order to make 
perfect satisfaction to God the Father.83 To put it another way, Christ’s 
complete blood-atonement (his passive obedience) and perfect law-obe-
dience (his active obedience) fully satisfy God’s offended justice. 

As with the case of Christ’s satisfaction of divine justice, the con-
cept of Christ’s twofold obedience also serves as a good example of how 
Whitefield inherited Christology from the Reformed and Puritan per-
spective of previous centuries. Indeed, it is hardly an exaggeration to say 
that most Reformed thinkers, especially since the middle of the seven-
teenth century, characteristically emphasized the scholastic distinction 
of active obedience and passive obedience in their discussion of Christ’s 
imputed righteousness.84   Whitefield’s employment of the twofold obe-
dience of Christ clearly shows that his view of Christ’s obedient work as 
the mediator stands in strong continuity with the Purian and Reformed 
position on the foundational issue of imputed righteousness.85 

Whitefield’s continuity with the Reformed tradition is also manifest-
ed in his idea of the mode or manner of the imputation of Christ’s righ-
teousness. How can this righteousness be imputed to sinners? Whitefield 
firmly insists that it is made possible only through faith.86 More precise-
ly, Christ’s righteousness is imputed to sinners purely by God’s grace 
through faith in Christ alone. According to Whitefield, fallen human be-
ings’ own merit and worthiness are of no use in availing themselves of 
Christ’s merit and worthiness.87 Instead, faith is the only “instrument” 
which makes this resource available to human beings.88 Ultimately, how-
ever, faith is bestowed only to “the elect” whom God has chosen by his 
sovereign will irrespective of their merit.89 Namely, even though human 
beings are saved by faith in Jesus Christ alone, faith is a “free, rich, and 
sovereign” gift of God.90 Accordingly, Whitefield’s doctrine of the im-
putation of Christ’s righteousness is thoroughly founded upon the Re-
formed doctrine of justification by grace through faith alone. 

Even though he insists that the merit of human salvation is ultimately 



60

dependent on God’s sovereign grace, Whitefield does not deny the ne-
cessity of human responsibility in the process of human salvation. For 
instance, unlike hyper-Calvinistic preachers who ignore human respon-
sibility, Whitefield consistently urges ministers to “offer” or “preach” 
the gospel to unbelievers.91 What is more, Whitefield never ignores the 
significance of good works in the Christian life. Instead, he attributes the 
proper place to good works as follows: 

We are justified by faith alone, as faith the article of our church; agreeable 
to which the apostle Paul says, “By grace ye are saved, through faith; and 
that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God.” Notwithstanding, good works 
have their proper place: they justify our faith, though not our persons; 
they follow it, and evidence our justification in the sight of men.92

Arguably, in Whitefield’s mind, while sinners are justified “freely through 
faith in Jesus Christ without any regard to any work or fitness foreseen in 
them,” good works are to be regarded “as an evidence of the sincerity” of 
their faith.93 Consequently, given his view of good works and the use of 
means such as a minister’s preaching of the gospel, the Hyper-Calvinis-
tic or antinomian tendency which ignores or weakens human responsi-
bility along with the extreme stress on the sovereign grace of God does 
not appear in Whitefield’s thought at all.94

In sum, in Whitefield’s thought, justification is a judicial or forensic 
declaration of the believer’s status before God’s tribunal. For believers, 
God reckons the unrighteousness of the ungodly to Christ’s account and 
the righteousness of Christ to the ungodly sinner’s account. In the justi-
fication of sinners, therefore, God pronounces believers to be righteous 
and acceptable to him on the basis of the righteousness of Christ, which is 
granted and imputed to them by grace alone and received by faith alone. 

Christ’s Mediatorial Work from the Trinitarian Perspective
The previous discussion of Christ’s mediatorial work undoubtedly in-
dicates that Christ’s office of priesthood constitutes the framework of 
the essential soteriological structure of Whitefield’s Christology. The 
fundamental significance of Christ’s atoning work through his priestly 
office, however, does not mean that Whitefield stresses only the sec-
ond person of the Trinity to the exclusion of the others. Whitefield also 
understands the idea of Christ’s mediatorial work in the context of the 
Trinity. For instance, following the tradition of Reformed federalism, 
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Whitefield employs the idea of pactum salutis, which indicates “an eternal 
contract between the Father and the Son” concerning the salvation of 
fallen humanity. By using this concept, Whitefield shows that God the 
Father is the source and initiator of this atoning work.95

Likewise, Whitefield also argues that even though Christ the Son ful-
filled his role as the mediator, its effectivity depends upon God the Fa-
ther and the Holy Spirit. That is, God’s saving grace is bestowed to the 
elect through the Holy Spirit in accordance with the sovereign will of 
God.96 In this Calvinistic sense, the application of the benefit of Christ’s 
atoning work of salvation comes from the Father through the regenerat-
ing work of the Spirit. 

In this way, in several passages of Whitefield’s writings, Christ the 
Son is depicted as the accomplisher of what should be done, God the Fa-
ther is portrayed as the source and initiator of this atoning work, and the 
Holy Spirit is credited as the one who makes Christ’s accomplishment 
available and effective in the faithful.97 Thus, in spite of Whitefield’s em-
phasis on Christ’s mediatorship regarding the atoning work, it is certain 
that for Whitefield, the work of human salvation is not just the work of 
Christ but also the work of the Father and the Spirit.98 

Criticism of Previous Scholarship on Whitefield’s Christology
The foregoing discussion of Whitefield’s treatment of Christology en-
ables us to deal with the arguments of previous scholarship on the issue. 
So far, Daniel L. Pals and Collin B. Sherriff are the only ones who have 
taken up the matter of Whitefield’s Christology. Nevertheless, as noted 
already, since neither substantially provide any substantial analysis of 
Whitefield’s position, their discussions are not sufficiently conducive to 
the understanding of Whitefield’s doctrine of Christ. 

Futhermore, Pals’ argument regarding Whitefield’s treatment of 
Christology in his sermons is particularly problematic. According to 
Pals, Whitefield was hardly interested in “any matrix of dogma or in-
tricacies of exegesis which surround it [biblical passages concerning 
Christ].”99 Instead, he argues that Whitefield’s concern was to turn the 
narratives of Christ in the gospel into spiritual analogies for homiletical 
purposes and convenience.100 Pals calls this tendency in Whitefield’s ser-
mons “evangelical moralism:” 

More pervasive than melodrama, however, is Whitefield’s constant 
recourse to preaching by incident and example. Perhaps nothing is more 
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regularly apparent in his discourses than the way in which he blithely pass-
es over scriptural exegesis or doctrinal exposition to indulge this recurring 
device. It can be best described as a simple—often simplistic— evangel-
ical moralism, in which incidents from the scriptures, especially the life 
of Christ, are transported directly out of the Biblical age into the present 
circumstance to furnish pious examples and warnings for daily need.101

Pals further argues that “he [Whitefield] refused every invitation to ar-
gue or explicate them [any doctrines], lest they come to obscure the 
great and affectingly simple truths of the Savior and his dying love.”102 

Accordingly, concerning the Revivalists’ treatment of Christology, es-
pcially during the eighteenth century, Pals concludes that unlike other 
traditional revivalists, such as Theodore J. Frelinghuysen (1691-1747), 
who maintained a balance between dogma and devotion, Whitefield was 
“drawn to less traditional paths.”103 

However, a careful examination of Whitefield’s sermons indicates Pals’ 
argument does not hold for Whitefield’s treatment of Christology in his 
sermons, especially due to the following three reasons. First, if necessary, 
Whitefield does not hesitate to deal with theological issues at length in 
his sermons. Thus, he frequently commits himself to extensive doctrinal 
exposition in them. For example, Whitefield wholly devotes two sermons 
to discussing the doctrine of the imputed righteousness of Christ in most 
detail: sermons on Jeremiah 23:6 and Daniel 9:24, entitled “The LORD 
our Righteousness” and “The Righteousness of Christ an everlasting Righ-
tousness,” respectively.104 In them, on the basis of the Reformed scholastic 
view of the doctrine, he systematically discusses at length the theologi-
cal issues, such as the definition and nature of righteousness, the state of 
fallen human beings and the necessity of Christ’s righteousness for them, 
the nature of the active and passive obedience of Christ, the manner and 
mode of the imputation of Christ’s righteousness to the human beings, the 
chief objections against the doctrine, and the problematic consequences 
of the denial of the doctrine. In addition to these sermons, Whitefield sub-
stantially deals with the doctrine of the imputation of Christ’s righteous-
ness in the conventional fashion in various places.

Second, contrary to Pals, biblical interpretation still held abid-
ing concern in Whitefield’s discussion of Christ’s person and work in 
Whitefield’s sermons. The clearest evidence of Whitefield’s concern for 
an exegetical presentation of the biblical text can be observed in his ser-
mon on Jeremiah 23:6, entitled, “The LORD our Righteousness.” Here, 
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Whitefield assings substantial portions of his sermon to expounding the 
meaning of the phrase, “The LORD our Righteousness,” in the text. By 
doing so, as already discussed in detail, Whitefield attempts to prove the 
full deity of Christ against various heretical ideas.105 

Third, Whitefield’s discussion of Christology in his sermons is quite 
disputatious in nature. In dealing with doctrinal issues in his sermons, he 
often criticizes his theological opponents, such as the Socinians, the Ari-
ans, the Arminians, and the antinomians. For instance, in his sermon on 
Matthew 22:42, entitled, “What think ye of Christ?” in order to defend 
Christ’s full divinity, Whitefield firmly refutes the ideas of the Socinians 
and the Arians through detailed theological and exegetical arguments.106 

Given this evidence, Pals’ argument that Whitefield’s Christological 
concern in his sermons has little to do with the doctrine and exegesis 
cannot be warranted at all. In opposition to Pals’ insistence, a compre-
hensive look at Whitefield’s sermons reflects that his sermons still fur-
nish an apt exhibit of the conventional blend between piety and dogma. 
That is, in his published sermons, piety and doctrine are equally stressed, 
and the former appears in close association with the doctrinal frame. For 
Whitefield, devotion is clearly the companion of doctrine, never its rival 
or adversary. In this regard, Whitefield’s treatment of Christology does 
not really depart from the Puritan and Reformed tradition in which the 
dual needs of devotion and dogma were generally held in balance.

Concluding Remarks
The examination of Whitefield’s discussion of Christ’s person and work 
permits us to present a few conclusions regarding his Christology. First, 
in line with the Nicene and Chalcedonian orthodoxy, Whitefield affirms 
the full deity and humanity of Christ in one person. Second, follow-
ing the classic Reformed tradition, at the very center of his doctrine of 
Christ’s mediatorship he places Christ’s satisfaction of divine justice 
through the substitutionary death on the cross and the imputation of 
his righteousness to sinners through the twofold obedience. Third, con-
trary to Pals’ assertion, Whitefield’s treatment of Christology in his ser-
mons shows that he makes clear the devotional and spiritual design of 
the sermons, yet he is equally concerned to explicate the doctrine of 
Christ through the detailed theological and exegetical analysis of the 
Scriptures. Truly, the formal theology and biblical exegesis has held still 
abiding interest in his sermons.

Two implications can be drawn regarding Whitefield’s doctrine of 
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Christ. First, in his handling of the aspects of the person and the work 
of Christ, there is without question a vividly and substantially formu-
lated theology. Thus, Whitefield should be re-evaluated not only as an 
eminent preacher or revivalist but also as a notable theologian of the 
eighteenth-century England, at least concerning the doctrine of Christ. 

Second, theologically speaking, the doctrine which Whitefield 
preaches is faithfully orthodox. More precisely, as a theologian, White-
field closely follows the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Reformed 
tradition in continuity with those of the patristic and the medieval pe-
riods.107 To be sure, evaluated in the broader context of intellectual his-
tory, Whitefield’s doctrine of Christ’s person and work is not unique 
or distinct at all. Nevertheless, considering the fact that he lived in an 
era when the orthodox doctrine of Christ was constantly threatened by 
many heresies, his faithful adherence to classic orthodox Christology, 
especially classic Reformed Christology, and his deliverance of it to his 
hearers would have contributed not only to the preservation of the sound 
teachings on Christ’s person and work but also, ultimately, to the resto-
ration of the spiritual vitality among the British churches in his time.
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It is wonderful this year to be celebrating the 300th birthday of the great 
English evangelist, George Whitefield. Whitefield is remembered as a 
great evangelical. By those who (somewhat mistakenly) consider evangel-
ical religion to have begun only in the 1730s, he is hailed as a founding 
father of evangelicalism.1 

His name has been honored and kept alive in recent years by evangelical 
Baptists and Presbyterians, but he has been strangely undervalued by those 
in the Church of England itself. Furthermore, his identity as an Anglican 
has, therefore, been somewhat obscured.

Positively Anglican
Yet Whitefield himself would have identified his churchmanship as classical-
ly, positively, “Anglican.” As Jim Packer puts it, “like all England’s evangelical 
clergy then and since, Whitefield insisted that the religion he modelled and 
taught was a straightforward application of Anglican doctrine as defined in 
the Articles, the Homilies and the Prayer Book.”2 Or as Arnold Dallimore 

SBJT 18.2 (2014): 71-81.
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put it, “He preached nothing but the basic doctrines of the Church of En-
gland; in glowing contrast to the majority of the clergy.”3

Reading through Whitefield’s works we can easily observe this confes-
sional slant to his ministry. Here we find quotations from the Thirty-nine 
Articles of Religion, especially where they touch on the doctrines of justifi-
cation, predestination, original sin, and the place of good works. There are 
also many allusions to liturgical texts from the Book of Common Prayer, which 
Whitefield considered to embody the theology of the Articles and indeed of 
the Bible itself. It was “one of the most excellent forms of public prayer in 
the world,” he said.4 What was his view of the Church of England? “My dear 
brethren, I am a friend to her Articles, I am a friend to her Homilies, I am a 
friend to her liturgy. And, if they did not thrust me out of their churches, I 
would read them every day.”5

The “Homilies” he mentions were set sermons that had been first pub-
lished under Edward VI in 1547, for use by clergy who were unable or 
unlicensed to compose their own. They are referred to in the Articles as 
containing “godly and wholesome doctrine,” and set forth, for the most 
part, Reformed and Evangelical truths about scripture, salvation, sin, and 
the sacraments. He planned a cheap edition of a selection of the Homilies, 
with a hymn and a prayer to accompany each one. He said in the preface he 
composed for that new edition (which sadly never materialized, as far as I 
am aware), that if these Homilies were preached more often, those like him 
who were deemed enthusiasts, madmen, troublers of Israel, and preachers 
of strange doctrine would be recognised, rather, as steady adherents to the 
wholesome doctrine of the Church of England. He lamented that they were 
so poorly known because so seldom reprinted, distributed, or read (by con-
trast to the Westminster Standards in Scotland, which were “almost in every 
hand; and so constantly explained and insisted on”). 6

To that end, in the orphan house and school he set up in Georgia, he 
insisted that not only were the children to learn and repeat the Thirty-nine 
Articles, but that the Homilies were to be well known too. “The homilies to 
be read publicly, distinctly, frequently and carefully, every year, by the stu-
dents, deputed in rotation,” he specified.7 Their education was to be a con-
fessional education, he insisted. Whitefield also insisted on understanding 
the formularies of the Church in their plain grammatical sense. He had no 
time for the ambiguous doublespeak of Arminian and other commentators 
on the Thirty-nine Articles, for example. The original authors of the Anglican 
confession would not thank men whose “two-fold interpretation” of the Ar-
ticles “opened a door for the most detestable equivocation.”8
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The Anglican Doctrine of the Indwelling Spirit
Whitefield often glances at the Articles and Prayer Book in his sermons. Let 
us examine one sermon in particular to sample his method — his sermon 
on John 7:37-39, “The Indwelling of the Spirit, the Common Privilege of 
All Believers.”9

This was preached in Bexley, in Kent. We know from his journal that 
during 1739 Whitefield had preached there. On one occasion, he been ex-
pected to preach, but the local bishop demanded that the vicar deny him the 
use of the pulpit. So it was a tense period of resistance to his ministry. As 
he wrote at that time, “If we have done anything worthy of the censures of 
the church, why do not the Right Reverend the Bishops call us to a public 
account? If not, why do not they confess and own us?”10

So Whitefield was keen, in this atmosphere, to demonstrate that 
what he was preaching was fully in accord with the official doctrine of 
the Church of England. This sermon on the Holy Spirit, thought to be a 
distinctively evangelical doctrine, was a perfect place to demonstrate that 
harmony. Whitefield once said that “the grand controversy God has with 
England is for the slight put on the Holy Ghost. As soon as a person begins 
to talk of the work of the Holy Ghost, they cry, ‘you are a Methodist’: as 
soon as you speak about the divine influences of the Holy Ghost, ‘O!’ say 
they, ‘you are an enthusiast.’”11

So he begins his sermon on this text by pointing out that those who talk 
about receiving God’s Spirit “are looked upon by some as enthusiasts and 
madmen. And by others represented as wilfully deceiving the people and 
undermining the established constitution of the church.”12 Yet when Je-
sus spoke of flowing rivers of living water and John explained that this was 
about the Spirit, “which they that believe on him shall receive,” he was not 
talking simply about the first apostles, but about all subsequent believers. 
As a text for Trinity Sunday in the Anglican Church calendar, John 7 was 
apt to demonstrate that the Trinity was not a complex doctrine designed to 
confuse us, but a delight and comfort to all the faithful.

Whitefield alludes to the set prayer for the day, the proper preface for 
Trinity Sunday, and makes it clear that he understands the person of the 
Spirit to be “consubstantial and co-eternal with the Father and the Son, pro-
ceeding from, yet equal to them both.” This is entirely in accord with the 
Athanasian Creed, appointed to be said or sung that day at Morning Prayer, 
and with Article 5. The “excellent” Communion Service in the Book of Com-
mon Prayer says of those who receive the sacrament rightly that they “dwell 
in Christ and Christ in them; that they are one with Christ and Christ with 
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them.” So, says Whitefield, “every Christian, in the proper sense of the word, 
must be an enthusiast” and united to God by receiving the Holy Ghost.13

“Letter-learned preachers” deny this doctrine in reality, he claims. Yet, he 
says, “I am astonished that any who call themselves members, much more, 
that many who are preachers in the Church of England, should dare so much 
as to open their lips against it.” It is impossible to approve the liturgy of the 
Church “and yet deny the Holy Spirit to be the portion of all believers.” He 
goes on to quote various parts of the authorized liturgy which make refer-
ence to the Spirit and his indwelling.

For example, the daily absolution asks God to grant his Spirit to the re-
pentant. The collect or set prayer for Christmas Day asks God to “daily re-
new us by his Holy Spirit.” And in the collect for the day of Pentecost, or 
Whitsunday, we pray to “rejoice in the comforts of the Holy Ghost.” Both 
the baptismal formula of Matthew 28 (used in the christening service) and 
“the grace” of 2 Corinthians 13 (used at the end of Evening Prayer) are ex-
plicitly Trinitarian, and show that the Spirit is with us, as we are baptised 
into his name and his fellowship.14

Whitefield goes on to make the denial of the indwelling of the Spirit even 
more uncomfortable for ministers. Quoting the Ordinal, the set services in 
which they were ordained, he reminds every clergyman that “they trust they 
are inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost, to take upon them that adminis-
tration.” As a man is ordained presbyter, the bishop is to say, “Receive the 
Holy Ghost … now committed unto thee, by the imposition of our hands.” 
How then can those who insist on the necessity of receiving the Holy Spirit 
be called “madmen, enthusiasts, schismatics, and underminers of the estab-
lished constitution”? It is not true of all, but “the generality of the clergy 
are fallen from our Articles and do not speak agreeable to them, or to the 
form of sound words delivered in the Scriptures,” he said. For their hypocri-
sy—“How can they escape the damnation of hell?”15

Later in this same sermon he quotes from Article 9 to establish the doc-
trine of original sin. But his main use of the formularies has been to demon-
strate quite decisively that evangelical doctrine is Anglican doctrine. The 
conclusion for Whitefield seemed to be that if this is truly so, he should 
be left unmolested by the authorities to preach and proclaim this doctrine 
wherever and whenever he saw fit. That may not logically follow, perhaps. 
There is a case for good order and obedience to it. But he was certainly cor-
rect when he concluded that: “Would we restore the church to its primitive 
dignity, the only way is to live and preach the doctrine of Christ and the 
Articles to which we have subscribed. Then we shall find the number of dis-
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senters will daily decrease and the Church of England become the joy of the 
whole earth.”16

Whitefield, therefore, was unashamedly a confessional evangelical. He 
was delighted not only to prove his evangelical doctrines from the scrip-
tures, but to find them in the confessional documents of the national 
church, expound them from there, and call those who had subscribed to 
such standards to preach and live by the same. For him the Thirty-nine Arti-
cles and the Book of Common Prayer were not dusty relics of a forgotten past. 
If deployed well, they pointed people to the evangelical gospel, the way of 
salvation, and the path of life as well as being useful for refuting those who 
would lead us astray.

Anglican Cavalryman
Whitefield’s paternal grandfather, Andrew Whitefield, had been a successful 
businessman in Bristol which enabled him to retire early and live the life of a 
country gentleman. His father too was a businessman and George inherited 
a certain entrepreneurial streak from these men which made him go looking 
for opportunities to expand his ministry. Far from taking early retirement, 
however, he worked himself into an early grave, and died in his mid-50s!

Upon his first return to England from Georgia, George Whitefield found 
that many pulpits were closed to his fundraising work for the orphanage 
he supported there, due to his youthful over-exuberance in denouncing the 
clergy in his early sermons. He took this opportunity to begin a new phase 
of evangelical mission in this country. 

His first step out of the established mould had been to go to Georgia, 
a brand new colony in America designed to take the poor and criminal 
elements from England and put them to good use (much as would hap-
pen in Australia some time later). Never becoming the incumbent of an 
ordinary parish, Whitefield was one of those who thrived on the edges of 
the establishment, and so when itinerant preaching proved more difficult 
in churches he took to the open air and began to preach anywhere and 
everywhere he could.

Rather than waiting for people to invite him to preach or hoping that sin-
ners would come to hear, he adopted the more aggressive strategy of going 
out and calling to them, in the “highways and byways,” rejoicing that this 
tactic had Gospel precedent and dominical sanction (Luke 14:23). “The 
world is now my parish” he had declared six weeks after being ordained (an-
tedating Wesley’s now more famous use of this phrase by a month).17 The 
grey skies of London, Bristol, and other cities became like the dome of his 
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very own cathedral into which thousands of people poured to hear this curi-
ous and dramatic Anglican clergyman.

Augustus Toplady narrates how his hero Whitefield once tried to per-
suade him to become an itinerant preacher too, encouraging the younger 
man with promises of greater fruitfulness should he do so. Yet as Toplady 
told Lady Huntingdon, “I consider the true ministers of God as providen-
tially divided into two bands: viz., the regulars and the irregulars.” Some 
such as Whitefield were akin to cavalry and others, like him, were more like 
sentinels or guardsmen watching over a more circumscribed district.18

Toplady could see the great blessing that the irregular and unusual minis-
try of men like Whitefield had been, but did not think it was for him, or for 
everyone; an ordinary Reformed Evangelical parochial ministry within the 
Church of England structures was just as vital and important as the more 
high-profile “celebrity” roles.

Yet Whitefield was clearly in his element as an Anglican cavalryman, with 
a self-endangering and self-sacrificing boldness which earned him the re-
spect of many of his contemporaries. The important thing to notice is that 
other evangelicals in the Church of England like Toplady, William Romaine, 
and James Hervey—the regular guardsmen—considered Whitefield no less 
Anglican for his more irregular tactics. He always remained doctrinally in 
line with the Anglican heritage even when he was being more adventurous 
in terms of institutional order. He was not only evangelistically enterprising 
but also positively Anglican.

Yet even cavalry need to have a settled base camp from which to operate. 
Eventually this led to Whitefield planting three churches: “The Tabernacle” 
in East London at Moorfields, a chapel on Tottenham Court Road in the 
West End, and another “Tabernacle” in Bristol. Add to this the orphanage in 
Georgia and a school at Kingswood and it is clear that Whitefield had a flair 
for fundraising and starting new projects, as platforms for gospel ministry. 
He had great entrepreneurial spirit.

His expertise did not, however, extend to the maintenance of “empire.” 
In that department he was far outstripped by the imperious John Wesley. He 
lost the school to Wesley, and the orphanage did not develop as he hoped 
(see Sermons 57 and 61), being saddled with a huge debt by the time that 
Whitefield died. Yet it is clear that with his entrepreneurial and radical style 
of Anglicanism, Toplady was not saying too much when he styled White-
field, “The apostle of the English empire” as well as “a true and faithful son 
of the Church of England.”19

Whitefield sought to extend the boundaries of the Church into places 
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where no church buildings had yet been put up, where the ordinary parochi-
al ministry had failed or had not even attempted to reach the populace. He 
found the harvest was plentiful though the workers were few (Matt. 9:37-
38) and obeyed his ordination call (as the Ordinal annexed to the Book of 
Common Prayer puts it), “to seek for Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad, 
and for his children who are in the midst of this naughty world, that they 
may be saved through Christ for ever … For they are the sheep of Christ, 
which he bought with his death, and for whom he shed his blood.”

Facing Opposition from Anglican Authorities
Whitefield faced a great deal of opposition from within the Church of En-
gland. Naturally, that in itself does not mean that one is not an Anglican, 
necessarily. What is it that Whitefield was criticized and censured for?

Certainly he was criticized for his doctrine. And we have just seen how 
he defended himself from such attacks by utilising the official formularies of 
the Church. However, in his journals he also records a number of occasions 
where the issue, in essence, was one not of doctrine but of order. That is, 
he was called to account for not observing the niceties of decorum and the 
parish system.

About a month after he was ordained a presbyter at Christ Church, Ox-
ford, Whitefield was summoned by the Chancellor of Bristol Diocese. He 
had preached in various churches in the diocese, raising support for his or-
phanage in Georgia. He had also been preaching in the prison, and to the 
poor miners in Kingswood. But the Chancellor was not happy that he did 
so without a specific license from the bishop of that diocese. The Chancel-
lor appealed to various obsolete canons of the Church, which he had not 
enforced on other visiting preachers. Whitefield responded by asking why 
other canons, such as those which forbade clergy from frequenting taverns 
and playing cards, were not also enforced on others. The Chancellor accused 
him of preaching false doctrine, but later confessed to never having heard 
him preach or read his writings.20

A few months later, he heard that a friend was considering leaving the 
Church of England (denying Christ’s visible church on earth, as he put it). 
Whitefield pleaded with him not to secede, saying “consider, my dear broth-
er, what confusion your separation from the church will occasion.” White-
field found being an Anglican a great help to evangelism, he said: “I can 
assure you that my being a minister of the Church of England, and preach-
ing its Articles, is a means under God of drawing so many after me.” As 
for objecting to the robes that clergy were meant to wear, about which this 
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friend had expressed scruples, “Good God!” he exclaimed, “I thought we 
long since knew that the kingdom of God did not consist in any externals, 
but in righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” 21

Two days after writing this letter urging his friend to remain an Angli-
can, the Chancellor of Bristol was chasing after Whitefield again, and angrily 
threatening him (and those who met to hear him) with imprisonment. Yet 
he was never persuaded even by this to become a nonconformist. “For my 
own part,” he said, “I can see no reason for my leaving the Church, however 
I am treated by the corrupt members and ministers of it. I judge of the state 
of a Church, not from the practice of its members, but its primitive and 
public constitutions; and so long as I think the Articles of the Church of 
England are agreeable to Scripture, I am resolved to preach them up without 
either bigotry or party zeal. For I love all who love the Lord Jesus.”22

Whitefield was pursued by the authorities for irregularity, that is, preach-
ing outside and away from a settled parish ministry.23 But in some ways he 
courted this opposition, in a most unhelpful way. In July 1739 he records 
how he went to St Paul’s Cathedral one day to take the Lord’s Supper, as 
a testimony that he was a law-abiding Anglican. Then he went straight to 
preach on Kennington Common, to about 30,000 people he says. And what 
did he preach?

God gave me great power, and I never opened my mouth so freely against 
the letter-learned clergymen of the Church of England. Every day do I see 
the necessity of speaking out more and more. God knows my heart, I do 
not speak out of resentment. I heartily wish all the Lord’s servants were 
prophets; I wish the Church of England was the joy of the whole earth; 
but I cannot see her sinking into papistical ignorance, and refined deism, 
and not open my mouth against those who, by their sensual, lukewarm 
lives, and unscriptural superficial doctrines, thus cause her to err.24

No doubt it is right to oppose papistical ignorance and refined deism, yet 
one must not be surprised if “letter-learned clergyman” were not exactly ec-
static about being denounced in public by a twenty-four year old itinerant. 
Others too may be just a little suspicious that the young man’s motives were 
less spiritual than he professed. It could appear to many that he was simply 
looking to make a name for himself.

An Anglican Evangelical Criticism of Whitefield
Whitefield may be fairly criticized, despite his love for the Church of En-
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gland, for actually undermining it in one respect. As Jim Packer insightfully 
puts it, he “did in fact unwittingly encourage an individualistic piety of what 
we would call a parachurch type, a piety that gave its prime loyalty to trans-
denominational endeavours, that became impatient and restless in face of 
the relatively fixed forms of institutional church life, and that conceived of 
evangelism as typically an extra-ecclesiastical activity.”25

He may not have wished to have this effect, but he did. People flocked 
to hear the celebrity, and began to think that all established local churches 
must be, as Mr. Whitefield said, dead and lifeless. So they became attached 
to his more free-floating type of ministry, less rooted in the deep structures 
of communities and churches. They began to think that effective evangelism 
could only be done outside the church, in large public meetings.

It has taken evangelicals in the Church of England, and elsewhere, many 
years to rediscover the local church itself as a vehicle for evangelism. We 
must continue to value this God-given means for reaching our nation for 
Christ and not rely entirely on extra-parochial, parachurch missionary ac-
tivity. A passion to see new spiritual life through evangelism must, rather, 
be part of the DNA of each local church, whatever is happening elsewhere. 
They should not leave it to “the professionals” because they feel inadequate, 
or out of ignorance and fear.26 Parachurch agencies (such as the one that I 
currently serve) must constantly remind people that we are not the church, 
but are here to serve the church, the true arena of the gospel.

A church which is simultaneously a “shop front” for outsiders, a nursery 
for new Christians, and a family in which to serve and grow is a magnificent 
blessing for any community, no matter how large it happens to be. It was 
designed by God to be so. Our networks and coalitions and partnerships 
and seminaries and societies exist to serve such churches. It is not meant to 
be the other way around, so that parachurch ministries and their celebrity 
leaders are exalted at the expense of the true heroes on the front line.

That being said, Whitefield’s “storm trooper” activity gave huge impetus 
to the evangelical party within the Church of England. He was also keen to 
foster relations with those outside the pale of the established church, being 
a man with a famously “catholic spirit.”27 He says in one sermon that, “There 
is nothing grieves me more than the differences amongst God’s people,”28 
and he sought to work with any who loved the Lord in sincerity and truth, 
even if that meant a loss of face for him.

He was able to work, despite some massive theological differences, even 
with John Wesley, on occasion, yet only by renouncing all his leadership 
roles in England and Wales in 1748 and appearing merely as one of Wesley’s 
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but Whitefield did not complain. This speaks volumes about the true inter-
ests of both men, perhaps, but certainly about the humility of Whitefield 
and his willingness to work with those outside his own theological comfort 
zones. Unlike Wesley, he was also able to work with nonconformists, whom 
Wesley often despised and avoided.

This, however, was a function of Whitefield’s other distinctive, his Re-
formed theology, and of Wesley’s more sectarian Arminianism, not to men-
tion his upbringing.29 Whitefield castigated Wesley for saying that no Bap-
tist or Presbyterian writer knew anything of the liberties of Christ.30 It is 
however vital to remember that Whitefield considered the Church of En-
gland itself to be “Reformed,” even “Calvinist,” and was in no way unusual 
for holding to that view. It had been held by archbishops, bishops, clergy, 
theologians, and laypeople before him, many of whom he quotes with ap-
proval in his sermons (such as bishops Hall and Beveridge and archbishop 
Ussher). He was conscious of standing in a noble line of theological prede-
cessors, part of a venerable and distinguished tradition.31

Conclusion
George Whitefield was a mighty man of God, greatly used for the further-
ance of the gospel on both sides of the Atlantic. As we celebrate his 300th 
birthday this year, we rejoice in his evangelical faith, but let us also be aware 
of and remember his Anglican convictions. From life’s first cry to final 
breath, he was a confessional Church of England man. It was not always 
easy—he needed some guts and some resilience to stick it out under pres-
sure. He knew they were not perfect, but he loved the Articles, the Homi-
lies, the Liturgy, and he used them for the gospel, to win people for Christ, 
and to build the evangelical cause in the church of his day.
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Writing to George 
Whitefield: A Letter 
from Anne Dutton on 
Sinless Perfection
Introduced and edited by Michael A. G. Haykin

Michael A. G. Haykin is Professor of Church History and Biblical 
Spirituality at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is also Adjunct 
Professor of Church History and Spirituality at Toronto Baptist Seminary 
in Ontario, Canada. Dr. Haykin is the author of many books, including “At 
the Pure Fountain of Thy Word”: Andrew Fuller As an Apologist (Paternoster Press, 
2004), Jonathan Edwards: The Holy Spirit in Revival (Evangelical Press, 2005), 
and The God Who Draws Near: An Introduction to Biblical Spirituality (Evangelical 
Press, 2007), and Rediscovering the Church Fathers: Who They Were and How They 
Shaped the Church (Crossway, 2011).

George Whitefield was a consummate “networker.” By the warmth of his 
personality and his penchant for friendship, he was able to not only traverse 
the Atlantic to yoke together like-minded evangelicals but also cross the 
great divide of denominations. In Great Britain and throughout the Ameri-
can colonies, for example, he built relationships with Baptists, who viewed 
Anglicanism with a significant degree of distrust and dislike, but who loved 
Whitefield, the “Grand Itinerant.” Among his English Baptist friends was 
Anne Dutton (1692–1765), who has been well described as “perhaps the 
most theologically capable and influential Baptist woman of her day”1 and 
who regularly corresponded with Whitefield between 1741 and 1744.2 

One of the key theological issues that occupied Whitefield during this 
very time was the matter of Christian perfection. The Wesley brothers, John 
and Charles, were maintaining that God bestowed a second blessing, as it 
were, which consisted of being free from sin in thought, word, and deed. 
While neither of the brothers ever claimed to have received this blessing 
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personally, and Charles later in the 1760s openly questioned the biblical 
legitimacy of his brother’s position on this matter, in the early 1740s both 
Methodist leaders argued that as this doctrinal distinctive was preached, 
God honored the preaching and gave the gift. 

Whitefield seems to have communicated his disagreement with this 
teaching to Dutton, who responded with this tightly packed and biblically 
reasoned letter on why sinless perfection was not at all correct theologically. 
Here we see why Whitefield once noted that Dutton’s letters were weighty 
and how Dutton helped the great evangelist to think through this issue bib-
lically and stand firm in his convictions.3

A Letter from Mrs. Anne Dutton to The Reverend Mr. George Whitefield
Right glad am I, that our dear Lord has brought you to Bristol, enables you 
so frequently, and successfully to labour in his gospel, and manifests his 
presence with you there. Now sir, you are in the heat of battle. But since 
Christ is with you, fear not. O poor Bristol! How have many there been de-
luded by sin and Satan, in such a manner, as to think they have no sin. For 
indeed sir, I can look upon it to be no other than a delusion of the enemy of 
souls, and a deceit of the heart, for any to think, that there is such a thing 
attainable in this life, as an entire, sinless perfection; and much more so, for 
any to think, that they themselves have attained it. Strange it is, that any 
should think, or affirm, that they have not sinned in thought, word or deed 
for months! And stranger still, and what I never before heard of, that any 
should imagine that the being of sin is taken out of their nature!  But what 
blindness and hardness, will not Satan and sin cast upon our souls, if permit-
ted!  Surely this error is now come to its height, and the time come that the 
enemy shall proceed no further. Surely Satan shall fall like lightning from 
heaven. Our Lord suffers the enemy to go to the end of his chain, to drive on 
his designs so far till he thinks he has got souls fast enough in his snare; and 
then he delights to confound him, and let the captives go free!  Verily our 
dear Lord, will redeem the souls of his children from deceit and violence, 
their lives being precious in his sight. Do your utmost, my dear brother, to 
disentangle the ensnared in Bristol. For the delusion which prevails, will 
have most pernicious consequences. And that it is a delusion, the Word of 
God most clearly manifests. 

For “if we say that we have no sin,” (says the Apostle John) “we deceive 
ourselves, and the truth is not in us,” 1 John 1:8. And says the Holy Ghost 
by Solomon, “there is not a just man upon the earth that doeth good, and 
sinneth not,” Ecclesiastes 7:20. The great work of the Grace of God, which 
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bringeth salvation to the saved ones is teaching them, that denying “ungod-
liness and worldly lusts, they should live soberly, righteously, and godly in 
this present world,” Titus 2:11–12. The word teaching, being in the present 
tense, denotes the constant work of divine grace upon the subjects thereof, 
while they are in this world. The word denying, denotes the constant duty, 
and business of Christians, so long as they are in this present world. And the 
teaching of grace to deny ungodliness, and the denying of the same, both 
being of equal duration with the stay of Christians in this present world: do 
necessarily imply, the being, and solicitations of ungodliness, and worldly 
lusts in their souls, even so long as they are in the body, or in this pres-
ent world. To deny a person or thing supposes the being and solicitations 
of that person or thing. So to deny ungodliness and worldly lusts supposes 
the being and solicitations thereof. And as a Christian’s work, his constant 
work, lies in a continual denying of ungodliness, and worldly lusts; it must 
undeniably suppose the being, and solicitations of sin, so long as they are in 
this world. Thus, 2 Corinthians 7:1 “having these promises (dearly beloved) 
let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit”, perfecting 
holiness in the fear of God: doth necessarily suppose our present impurity 
and imperfection, both in the soul and body, while in this life. 

So also 1 John 3:3, “And every man that hath this hope in him, purifi-
eth himself, even as he is pure,” doth necessarily imply his present impurity 
while he is in this world, or until he enjoys the hoped for blessing, of seeing 
Christ as he is, else there would be no room to say of him, that he purifies 
himself. So likewise, our imperfection in holiness, which arises from the be-
ing and working of sin in our corrupt nature, is necessarily implied, verse 2, 
where the Apostle says, “When he shall appear, we shall be like him; for we 
shall see him as he is.” He doth not say we are like him; (no not us Apostles) 
but we shall be like him. And [he] gives the great cause of this great effect: 
for we shall see him as he is. Sight of Christ is the cause of likeness to him. 
Sight of Christ partial in this life produceth partial likeness. Sight of Christ 
total in the life to come will produce total likeness to him. First in our souls, 
during a separate state, and then in our whole persons after the resurrec-
tion of the just.  Then, and not till then, shall we be perfectly like Christ, in 
holiness and glory. Holiness, which is the glory of the soul, is the effect of 
us beholding the glory of the Lord, as 2 Corinthians 3:18. But we all with 
open face, beholding “as in a glass the Glory of the Lord, are changed in the 
same image, from glory to glory, as by the Spirit of the Lord.” Whence we 
may likewise note, that the change of the soul into the image of God, is im-
perfect, with respect to degrees, and a progressive work while in this life: it 
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is from glory to glory. The New Testament saints, if compared with the Old, 
have an open-faced view of the glory of God in Christ; and a more glorious 
change into his image. But if compared with that vision of God which we 
shall have in glory, we see but darkly.  And an inspired Apostle says, “Now I 
know in part ,but then (when that which is perfect is come, and that which 
is in part done away) shall I know, even as also I am known,” 1 Corinthians 
13:12. “Thou canst not see my face,” says God to Moses, “for there shall no 
man” (let him be ever such a favourite) “see me and live,” Exodus 33:20. 

Therefore no man can be perfect in holiness in this life. And in a word, 
a sinless perfection in this life thwarts the whole design of the Gospel with 
respect to the saints in the present state. For as soon as the Apostles had laid 
down the great doctrines of grace, the use they make thereof, to those in-
terested in them, is holiness. From privilege, they press to duty; from grace 
to holiness, both in the mortification of sin and increase of grace, inward 
and outward, as is manifest in all their Epistles. So that I don’t see, but if 
we admit of sinless perfection here; we may even throw4 away our Bibles, 
certainly, if any persons had attained it, they would have no more need of 
ordinances. Nor can I see reason why such persons should be any longer out 
of heaven, when thus fully prepared for it.

That you may still increase with all the increases of God; both personal-
ly, and ministerially:  And that all errors may fall before the rising glory of 
Truth is the hearty desire of, 

Dear Sir, yours for ever in our Sweet Lord Jesus.               

1  Karen O’Dell Bullock, “Dutton [née Williams], Anne”, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University 
Press, 2004; online ed., January 2009 (http://www.oxforddnb.com.libaccess.lib.mcmaster.ca/view/article/71063, 
accessed July 9, 2014). Dutton wrote a significant number of works. Most of them have survived in only a few 
copies. Thankfully, the most important of her works are currently available in an edition being published by Mercer 
University Press: JoAnn Ford Watson, Selected Spiritual Writings of Anne Dutton: Eighteenth-Century, British-Baptist, 
Woman Theologian (2003–2010), 6 vols. For an excellent study of her life, piety, and influence, see also Michael D. 
Sciretti, Jr., “Feed My Lambs”: The Spiritual Direction Ministry of Calvinistic British Baptist Anne Dutton During 
the Early Years of the Evangelical Revival” (PhD thesis, Baylor University, 2009).

2  See the detailed examination of their extant correspondence by Sciretti, “Feed My Lambs”, 241–273.
3  For JoAnn Ford Watson’s edition of the letter, see Selected Spiritual Writings of Anne Dutton, 1:1–4. In the edition that 

follows, I have followed A Letter from Mrs. Anne Dutton to The Reverend Mr. G. Whitefield (Philadelphia, PA: William 
Bradford, n.d.). The text has been modernized when it comes to capitalization, spelling, and the use of italics and 
punctuation. I have also added quotation marks for biblical quotes and updated the method of citing biblical texts.

4  At this point Dutton has “through,” a misspelling for “throw.” 
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George Whitefield 
Sermon: “The 
Indwelling of the 
Spirit the Common 
Privilege of All 
Believers”
Introduced and edited by Michael A. G. Haykin

Michael A. G. Haykin is Professor of Church History and Biblical 
Spirituality at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He is also Adjunct 
Professor of Church History and Spirituality at Toronto Baptist Seminary 
in Ontario, Canada. Dr. Haykin is the author of many books, including “At 
the Pure Fountain of Thy Word”: Andrew Fuller As an Apologist (Paternoster Press, 
2004), Jonathan Edwards: The Holy Spirit in Revival (Evangelical Press, 2005), 
and The God Who Draws Near: An Introduction to Biblical Spirituality (Evangelical 
Press, 2007), and Rediscovering the Church Fathers: Who They Were and How They 
Shaped the Church (Crossway, 2011). 

George Whitefield first preached this sermon on John 7:37–39 at St. Mary 
the Virgin, the parish church of Bexley, Kent, on Pentecost Sunday, 1739. It 
was later published at the request of the church’s minister, Henry Piers. This 
sermon reveals Whitefield the devoted Anglican who sincerely sought the 
reformation of the Church of England and was scandalized at the nominal-
ism of far too many of her ministers. It also well reveals Whitefield the lover 
of sinners, who gave up so much to trumpet forth the mercy and grace of 
his Master. Finally, the focus on the gift of the Spirit is typical of the sort of 
Christianity produced by the revivals of the eighteenth century: profoundly 
convinced that the Holy Spirit is absolutely vital for the existence and flour-
ishing of New Testament Christianity.
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Nothing has rendered the cross of Christ of less effect, nothing has been 
a greater stumbling-block and rock of offence to weak minds, than a suppo-
sition now current among us, that most of what is contained in the gospel 
of Jesus Christ was designed only for our Lord’s first and immediate follow-
ers, and consequently calculated for one or two hundred years. Accordingly, 
many now read the life, sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
in the same manner as learned men read Caesar’s Commentaries, or the con-
quests of Alexander—as things rather intended to afford matter for specula-
tion than to be acted over again in and by us. As this is true of the doctrine 
of the gospel in general, so it is in particular of the operations of God’s Spirit 
upon the hearts of believers; for we no sooner mention the necessity of our 
receiving the Holy Ghost in these last days, as well as formerly, but we are 
looked upon by some as enthusiasts and madmen, and by others represent-
ed as wilfully deceiving the people, and undermining the established con-
stitution of the Church. Judge ye, then, my brethren, whether it is not high 
time for the true ministers of Jesus Christ who have been themselves made 
partakers of this heavenly gift, to lift up their voices like a trumpet, and, if 
they would not have those souls perish for which the Lord Jesus has shed 
his precious blood to declare, with all boldness, that the Holy Spirit is the 
common privilege and portion of all believers in all ages; and that we also, as 
well as the first Christians, must receive the Holy Ghost ere we can be truly 
called the children of God.

John 7:37–39: “In the last day, that great day of the feast, Jesus stood and 
cried, saying, If any man thirst, let him come unto me, and drink He that 
believeth on me, as the Scripture hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers 
of living water. But this spake he of the Spirit which they that believe on 
him should receive.”

For this reason (and also that I might answer the design of our Church 
in appointing the present festival) I have chosen the words of the text. They 
were spoken by Jesus Christ, when, as the evangelist tells us, he was at the 
Feast of Tabernacles. Our Lord (herein leaving all an example) attended 
on the temple service in general, and the festivals of the Jewish Church in 
particular. The festival at which he was now present was that of the Feast of 
Tabernacles, which the Jews observed according to God’s appointment, in 
commemoration of their living in tents. At the last day of this feast it was 
customary for many pious people to fetch water from a certain place, and 
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bring it on their heads, singing this anthem out of Isaiah: “And with joy 
shall they draw water out of the wells of salvation” [Isa 12:3]. Our dear Lord 
Jesus observing this, and it being his constant practice to spiritualize every-
thing he met with, cries out, “If any man thirsteth, let him come unto me, 
rather than unto that well, and drink. He that believeth on me, as the Scrip-
ture hath spoken (where it is said, God will make water spring of a dry rock, 
and such like), out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water” [ John 7:37-
38]. And that we might know what our Saviour meant by this living water, 
the evangelist immediately adds: “But this spake he of the Spirit, which they 
that believe on him should receive” [ John 7:39]. These last words I shall 
chiefly insist on in the ensuing discourse, and shall treat on them in the fol-
lowing manner: First, I shall briefly show; what is meant by the word Spirit. 
Secondly, I shall show that this Spirit is the common privilege of all believers. 
Thirdly, I shall show the reason on which this doctrine is founded. Lastly, I 
shall conclude with a general exhortation to believe on Jesus Christ, where-
by alone we can be qualified to receive this Spirit. 

And, first, I am briefly to show what is meant by the Spirit. By the Spirit, 
or the Holy Ghost, is to be understood the third person in the ever-blessed 
Trinity, consubstantial and co-eternal with the Father and the Son, proceed-
ing from, yet equal to them both; for, to use the words of our Church in 
this day’s office, that which we believe of the glory of the Father, the same 
we believe of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, without any difference or in-
equality. Thus says St John, in his First Epistle, chapter 5, verse 7: “There 
are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy 
Ghost, and these three are one.”2 And our Lord, when he gave his apostles 
commission to go and teach all nations, commands them to baptize in the 
name of the Holy Ghost as well as of the Father and the Son. And St. Peter 
(Acts 5, verse 3) said to Ananias, “Why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to 
the Holy Ghost?” And (verse 4) he says, “Thou hast not lied unto men, but 
unto God.” From all which passages it is plain that the Holy Ghost is truly 
and properly God, as well as the Father and the Son. This is an unspeakable 
mystery, but a mystery of God’s revealing, and therefore to be assented to 
with our whole hearts; seeing God is not a man that he should lie, nor the 
son of man that he should deceive.

I proceed, secondly, to prove that the Holy Ghost is the common priv-
ilege of all believers. But, here I would not be understood of so receiving 
the Holy Ghost, as to enable us to work miracles, or show outward signs 
and wonders. For I allow our adversaries that to pretend to be inspired, in 
this sense, is being wise above what is written. Perhaps it cannot be proved, 
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that God ever interposed in this extraordinary manner, but when some new 
revelation was to be established, as at the first settling of the Mosaic and 
Gospel dispensation. And as for my own part, I cannot but suspect the spirit 
of those who insist upon a repetition of such miracles at this time. For the 
world being now become nominally Christian at least (though, God knows, 
little of the power is left among us), there need not outward miracles, but 
only an inward co-operation of the Holy Spirit with the Word, to prove that 
Jesus is that Messiah which was to come into the world. Besides, it is pos-
sible for thee, O man, to have faith, so as to be able to remove mountains, 
or cast out devils; nay, thou mightest speak with the tongue of men and 
angels, yea, and bid the sun stand still in the midst of heaven, yet, what 
would all these gifts of the Spirit avail thee, without being made partaker of 
his sanctifying graces? Saul had the spirit of government for a while, so as 
to become another man, and yet was a castaway. And, many who cast out 
devils in Christ’s name, at the last will be disowned by him. If, therefore, 
thou hadst only the gifts, but wast destitute of the graces of the Holy Ghost, 
they would only serve to lead thee with so much the more solemnity to hell. 
Here, then, I say, we join issue with our adversaries, and will readily grant, 
that we are not in this sense to be inspired, as were our Lord’s first apostles. 

But unless men have eyes which see not, and ears that hear not, how can 
they read the latter part of the text, and not confess that the Holy Spirit, in 
another sense, is the common privilege of all believers, even to the end of 
the world? “This spake he of the Spirit, which they that believe on him shall 
receive.” Observe, he does not say, they that believe on him for one or two 
ages, but they that believe on him in general: that is, at all times, and in all 
places. So that, unless we can prove that St. John was under a delusion when 
he wrote these words, we must believe that we, even we also, shall receive the 
Holy Ghost, if we believe on the Lord Jesus with our whole hearts. Again, 
our Lord, just before his bitter passion, when he was about to offer up his 
soul an offering for the sins of the world; when his heart was most enlarged, 
and he would undoubtedly demand the most excellent gifts for his disciples, 
prays, “That they all may be one, as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, 
that they also may be one in us. I in them, and thou in me, that they may be 
made perfect in one” [ John 17:21]; that is, that all his true followers might 
be united to him by his Holy Spirit, by as real, vital, and mystical a union, 
as there is between Jesus Christ and the Father. I say, all his true followers; 
for it is evident from our Lord’s own words, that he had us and all believers 
in view, where he put up this prayer: “Neither pray I for these alone, but 
for them also which shall believe on me through their word” [ John 17:20]; 
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so that, unless we treat our Lord as the high priests did, and count him a 
blasphemer, we must confess that all who believe in Jesus Christ, through 
the word or ministration of the apostles, are to be joined to Jesus Christ by 
being made partakers of the Holy Spirit. 

There is a great noise made of late, about the word enthusiast, and it has 
been cast upon the preachers of the gospel as a term of reproach. But every 
Christian, in the proper sense of the word, must be an enthusiast, that is, 
must be inspired of God, or have God in him; for who dares say, he is a 
Christian, till he can say “God is in me?” St. Peter tells us, we have many 
great and precious promises, that we may be made partakers of the divine 
nature. Our Lord prays that we may be one, as the Father and he are one; 
and our own Church, in conformity to these texts of Scripture, in her excel-
lent communion-office, tells us that those who receive the sacrament wor-
thily “dwell in Christ, and Christ in them; that they are one with Christ, and 
Christ with them.” And yet Christians, in general, must have their names 
cast out as evil, and ministers in particular must be looked upon as deceivers 
of the people for affirming that we must be really united to God, by receiving 
the Holy Ghost. Be astonished, O heavens, at this! Indeed, I will not say our 
letter-learned preachers deny this doctrine in express words. But, however, 
they do it in effect; for they talk professedly against inward feelings, and say, 
we may have God’s Spirit without feeling it, which is in reality to deny the 
thing itself. And had I a mind to hinder the progress of the gospel, and to 
establish the kingdom of darkness, I would go about, telling people, They 
might have the Spirit of God, and yet not feel it. 

But to return: when our Lord was about to ascend to his Father, and our 
Father; to his God, and our God, he gave his apostles this commission: “Go 
and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the 
Son, and of the Holy Ghost” [Matt 28:19]. By the term, “all nations,” it is 
allowed, are meant all that should profess to believe on Jesus always, even to 
the end of the world. And accordingly, by authority of this commission, we 
do baptize them in this and every age of the Church. And if this be true, then 
the proposition to be proved will be undeniable. For though we translate 
these words “baptizing them in the name,” yet as the name of God in the 
Lord’s Prayer and several other places signifies his nature, they might as well 
be translated thus, “baptizing them into the nature of the Father, into the 
nature of the Son, and into the nature of the Holy Ghost.” And consequent-
ly, if  we are all to be baptized into the nature of the Holy Ghost, ere our bap-
tism be effectual to salvation, it is evident that we all must actually receive 
the Holy Ghost, ere we can say, We truly believe in Jesus Christ. For no one 
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can say, That Jesus is my Lord, but he that has thus received the Holy Ghost. 
Numbers of other texts might be quoted, to make this doctrine, if pos-

sible, still more plain; but I am astonished that any who call themselves 
members—much more, that many who are preachers—of the Church of 
England, should dare so much as open their lips against it. And yet—with 
grief, God is my judge, I speak it—persons of the Established Church seem 
more generally to be ignorant of it than any Dissenters whatsoever. But, my 
dear brethren, what have you been doing? How often have your hearts given 
your lips the lie? How often have you offered God the sacrifice of fools, and 
had your prayers turned into sin, if you approve of and use our excellent 
Church Liturgy, and yet deny the Holy Spirit to be the portion of all be-
lievers? In the daily absolution, the minister exhorts the people to pray that 
God would grant them repentance, and his Holy Spirit; in the Collect for 
Christmas-day, we beseech God that he would daily renew us by his Holy 
Spirit; in the last week’s Collect,3 we prayed that we may evermore rejoice in 
the comforts of the Holy Ghost; and in the concluding prayer which we put 
up every day, we pray not only that the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and 
the love of God, but that the fellowship of the Holy Ghost may be with us 
all evermore. But further, a solemn season is now approaching—I mean the 
Ember-days—at the end of which, all that are to be ordained to the office of 
a deacon are, in the sight of God and in the presence of the congregation, to 
declare that they trust they are inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost to take 
upon them that administration; and to those who are to be ordained priests, 
the bishop is to repeat these solemn words, “Receive thou the Holy Ghost, 
now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands.” And yet—O 
that I had no reason to speak it!—many that use our forms, and many that 
have witnessed this good confession, yet dare talk and preach against the 
necessity of receiving the Holy Ghost now as well as formerly; and not only 
so, but cry out against those who do insist upon it, as madmen, enthusiasts, 
schismatics, and underminers of the Established constitution. But you are 
the schismatics—you are the bane of the Church of England, who are al-
ways crying out, “The temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord!” and yet 
starve the people out of our communion, by feeding them only with the dry 
husks of dead morality, and not bringing out to them the fatted calf—I mean 
the doctrines of the operations of the blessed Spirit of God. But here is the 
misfortune—many of us are not led by, and therefore no wonder that we 
cannot talk feelingly of, the Holy Ghost. We subscribe to our Articles, and 
make them serve for a key to get into church preferment, and then preach 
contrary to those very Articles to which we have subscribed. Far be it from 
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me to charge all the clergy with this hateful hypocrisy. No; blessed be God, 
there are some left among us who dare maintain the doctrines of the Ref-
ormation, and preach the truth as it is in Jesus. But—I speak the truth in 
Christ, I lie not—the generality of the clergy are fallen from our Articles, 
and do not speak agreeably to them, or to the form of sound words delivered 
in the Scriptures. Woe be unto such blind leaders of the blind! How can you 
escape the damnation of hell? It is not all your learning (falsely so called)—
it is not all your preferments, can keep you from the just judgment of God. 
Yet a little while, and we shall all appear before the tribunal of Christ. There, 
there will I meet you. There Jesus Christ, that great shepherd and bishop 
of souls, shall determine who are the false prophets, who are the wolves in 
sheep’s clothing—those who say that we must now receive and feel the Holy 
Ghost or those who exclaim against it as the doctrine of devils. 

But I can no more. It is an unpleasant task to censure any order of men, 
especially those who are in the ministry; nor would anything excuse it but 
necessity—that necessity which extorted from our Lord himself so many 
woes against the scribes and Pharisees, the letter-learned rulers and teach-
ers of the Jewish Church: and, surely, if I could bear to see people perish 
for lack of knowledge, and yet be silent towards those who keep from them 
the key of true knowledge, the very stones would cry out. Would we restore 
the Church to its primitive dignity, the only way is to live and preach the 
doctrine of Christ, and the Articles to which we have subscribed: then we 
shall find the number of Dissenters will daily decrease, and the Church of 
England become the joy of the whole earth. 

I am now, in the third place, to show the reasonableness of this doctrine. I 
say, the reasonableness of this doctrine, for however it may seem foolishness 
to the natural man, yet to those who have tasted of the good word of life, 
and have felt the powers of the world to come, it will appear to be founded 
on the highest reason, and is capable, to those who have eyes to see, even of 
a demonstration. I say of a demonstration; for it stands on this self-evident 
supposition, that we are fallen creatures, or, to use the Scripture expression 
“have all died in Adam” [Rom 5:12]. I know, indeed, it is now a common 
thing among us to deny the doctrine of original sin, as well as the divinity 
of Jesus Christ, “who is God over all, blessed forever” [Rom 9:5]. But it is 
incumbent on those who deny it, first to disprove the authority of the Holy 
Scriptures. If thou canst prove, thou unbeliever, that the book which we call 
the Bible does not contain the lively oracles of God—if thou canst show that 
holy men of old did not write this book, as they were inwardly moved by the 
Holy Ghost—then will we give up the doctrine of original sin; but, unless 
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thou canst do this, we must insist upon it, that we are all conceived and born 
in sin; if for no other, yet for this one reason, because that God, who cannot 
lie, has told us so. But what has light to do with darkness, or polite infidels 
with the Bible? 

Alas! as they are strangers to the power, so they are generally as great 
strangers to the Word of God: and therefore, if we will preach to them, we 
must preach from their hearts; for talking in the language of the Scripture 
is but like talking in an unknown tongue. Tell me, then, O man, whosoever 
thou art, that deniest the doctrine of original sin—if thy conscience be not 
seared as with a hot iron—tell me, if thou dost not find thyself by nature 
to be a motley mixture of brute and devil? I know these terms will stir up 
the whole Pharisee in thy heart; but let not Satan hurry thee hence—stop 
a little, and let us reason together. Dost thou not find that by nature thou 
art prone to pride? Otherwise, wherefore art thou now offended? Again, 
dost thou not find in thyself the seeds of malice, revenge, and all unchar-
itableness? And what are these but the very tempers of the devil? Again, 
do we not all by nature follow, and suffer ourselves to be led by our natural 
appetites, always looking downwards, never looking upwards to that God in 
whom we live, move, and have our being? And what is this but the very na-
ture of the beasts that perish? Out of thy own heart, therefore, will I oblige 
thee to confess, what an inspired apostle has long since told us, that the 
whole world by nature lies in the wicked one, that is, the devil; that we are 
no better than those whom St. Jude calls brute beasts; for we have tempers 
in us all, by nature, that prove to a demonstration, that we are altogether 
earthly, sensual, devilish. 

And this, by the way, will serve as another argument to prove the reality 
of the operations of the blessed Spirit on the hearts of believers, against 
those false professors who deny there is any such thing as influences of the 
Holy Spirit, that may be felt. For if they will grant that the devil worketh, 
and that so as to be felt, in the hearts of the children of disobedience (which 
they must grant, unless they will give an apostle the lie), where is the won-
der that the good Spirit should have the same power over those that are truly 
obedient to the faith of Jesus Christ? 

But to return. If it be true, then, that we are all by nature a motley mix-
ture of brute and devil, it is evident that we must all receive the Holy Ghost, 
ere we can dwell with and enjoy God. When you read how the prodigal in 
the Gospel was reduced to so low a condition, as to eat husks with swine, 
and how Nebuchadnezzar was turned out to graze with oxen, I am confident 
you pity their unhappy state. And when you hear how Jesus Christ will say, 
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at the last day, to all that are not born again of God, “Depart from me, ye 
cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels,” do not 
your hearts shrink within you with a secret horror? And if creatures with 
only our degree of goodness cannot bear even the thoughts of dwelling with 
beasts or devils, to whose nature we are so nearly allied, how do we imagine 
God, who is infinite goodness and purity itself, can dwell with us, while 
we are partakers of both their natures? We might as well think to reconcile 
heaven and hell. 

When Adam had eaten the forbidden fruit, he fled and hid himself from 
God. Why? Because he was naked; that is he was alienated from the life of 
God, the due punishment of his disobedience. Now, as we are all by nature 
naked and void of God, as he was at that time; and consequently, till we are 
changed, and clothed upon by a divine nature again, we must fly from God 
also. Hence, then, appears the reasonableness of our being obliged to receive 
the Spirit of God—it is founded on the doctrine of original sin: and there-
fore you will always find that those who talk against feeling the operations 
of the Holy Ghost very rarely, or very slightly at least, mention our fall in 
Adam. No, they refer St. Paul’s account of the depravity of unbelievers only 
to those of old time; whereas it is obvious, on the contrary, that we are all 
equally included under the guilt and consequences of our first parents’ sin, 
even as others; and, to use the language of our own Church article, bring 
into the world with us a corruption, which renders us liable to God’s wrath, 
and eternal damnation. Should I preach to you any other doctrine, I should 
wrong my own soul—I should be found a false witness towards God and 
you. And he that preaches any other doctrine, howsoever dignified and dis-
tinguished, shall bear his punishment, whosoever he be. From this plain rea-
son, then, appears the necessity why we, as well as the first apostles, in this 
sense, must receive the Spirit of God. For the great work of sanctification, or 
making us holy, is particularly referred to the Holy Ghost: and therefore our 
Lord says: “Unless a man be born of the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom 
of God” [ John 3:5]. For Jesus Christ came down to save us, not only from 
the guilt, but also from the power of sin. And, however often we have repeat-
ed our creed, and told God we believe in the Holy Ghost, yet if we have not 
believed in him, so as to be really united to Jesus Christ by him, we have no 
more concord with Jesus Christ than Belial himself.

And now, my brethren, what shall I say more? Tell me, are not many 
of you offended at what has been said already. Do not some of you think, 
though I mean well, yet I have carried the point a little too far? Are not oth-
ers ready to cry out, “If this be true, who then can be saved?” Is not this driv-
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ing the people into despair? Yes, I ingenuously confess it is. But into what 
despair? A despair of mercy through Christ? No, God forbid; but a despair 
of living with God without receiving the Holy Ghost. And I would to God, 
that not only all you that hear me this day, but that the whole world, were 
filled with this despair. Believe me, my brethren, I have been doing no more 
than you allow your bodily physicians to do every day. If you have a wound 
in your bodies, and are in earnest about a cure, you bid the surgeon probe 
it to the very bottom; and shall not the Physician of your souls be allowed 
the same freedom? And what have I been doing but searching your natural 
wounds, that I might convince you of your danger, and put you upon apply-
ing to Jesus Christ for a remedy? Indeed, I have dealt with you as gently as I 
could; and now that I have wounded, I come to heal you. 

For I was, in the last place, to exhort you all to come to Jesus Christ 
by faith, whereby you, even you also, shall receive the Holy Ghost. “For 
this spake he of the Spirit, which they that believe on him should receive.” 
This, this is what I long to come to. Hitherto I have been preaching only 
the law, but “behold I bring you glad tidings of great joy.” If I have wound-
ed you before, be not afraid; behold, I now bring a remedy for all your 
wounds; for notwithstanding you are all now sunk into the nature of the 
beast and devil, yet if you truly believe on Jesus Christ, you shall receive 
the quickening Spirit promised in the text, and be restored to the glorious 
liberty of the sons of God. I say, if you believe on Jesus Christ; “for by faith 
we are saved; it is not of works, lest anyone should boast” [Eph 2:8-10]. 
And however some men may say, there is a fitness required in the creature, 
and that we must have a righteousness of our own before we can lay hold 
on the righteousness of Christ, yet, if we believe the Scripture, “Salvation 
is the free gift of God in Christ Jesus our Lord; and whosoever believeth 
on him with his whole heart, though his soul be as black as hell itself, shall 
receive the gift of the Holy Ghost.” Behold then I stand up, and cry out in 
this great day of the feast, “Let everyone that thirsteth, come unto Jesus 
Christ and drink” [Rev 22:17]. He that believeth on him, out of his belly 
shall flow not only streams or rivulets, but whole rivers of living water. 
This I speak, my brethren, of the Spirit, which they that believe on Jesus 
shall certainly receive. “For Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, to-day, and 
for ever. He is the way, the truth, the resurrection, and the life. Whosoever 
believeth on him, though he were dead, yet shall he live” [Heb 13:8; John 
11:25]. There is no respect of persons with Jesus Christ. High and low, 
rich and poor, one with another, may come to him with an humble confi-
dence, if they draw near by faith. From him we may all receive grace upon 
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grace. For Jesus Christ is full of grace and truth, and ready to save to the 
uttermost all that by a true faith turn unto him. 

Indeed, the poor generally receive the gospel, and God has “chosen the 
poor in this world rich in faith” [ James 2:5]. But though “not many mighty, 
not many noble are called” [1 Cor 1:26], and though it be “easier for a cam-
el to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the 
kingdom of God” [Mark 10:25]; yet even to you that are rich do I now 
freely offer salvation by Jesus Christ, if you will renounce yourselves and 
come to Jesus Christ as poor sinners. I say as poor sinners, for the poor 
in spirit are only so blessed as to have a right to the kingdom of God. And 
Jesus Christ calls none to him but those that thirst after his righteousness, 
and feel themselves weary and heavy laden with the burden of their sins. 
Jesus Christ justifies the ungodly. He “came not to call the righteous, but 
sinners to repentance” [Luke 5:32]. Do not then say you are unworthy; for 
this is a faithful and true saying, and worthy of all men to be received, “That 
Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners;” and if you are the chief of 
sinners, if you feel yourselves such, verily Jesus Christ came into the world 
chiefly to save you. When Joseph was called out of the prison-house to Pha-
raoh’s court, we are told, that he stayed some time to prepare himself; but do 
you come with all your prison clothes about you; come poor, and miserable, 
and blind, and naked as you are, and God the Father shall receive you with 
open arms as he did the returning prodigal. He shall cover your nakedness 
with the best robe of his dear Son’s righteousness, shall seal you with the 
signet of his Spirit, and feed you with the fatted calf, even with the comforts 
of the Holy Ghost. 

O, let there, then, be joy in heaven over some of you believing. Let me 
not go back to my Master, and say, Lord, they will not believe my report. 
Harden no longer your hearts, but open them wide, and let the King of glory 
in. Believe me, I am willing to go to prison or death for you; but I am not 
willing to go to heaven without you. The love of Jesus Christ constrains me 
to lift up my voice like a trumpet. My heart is now full. Out of the abun-
dance of the love which I have for your precious and immortal souls, my 
mouth now speaketh. And I could now not only continue my discourse till 
midnight, but I could speak till I could speak no more. And why should I 
despair of any? No, I can despair of no one, when I consider Jesus Christ has 
had mercy on such a wretch as I am. However you may think of yourselves, 
I know that by nature I am but half a devil and half a beast. The free grace 
of Christ prevented me. He saw me in my blood, he passed by me, and said 
unto me, Live. And the same grace which was sufficient for me is sufficient 
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for you also. Behold, the same blessed Spirit is ready to breathe on all your 
dry bones, if you will believe on Jesus Christ whom God has sent. Indeed 
you can never believe on or serve a better Master—one that is more mighty 
or more willing to save. Indeed, I can say, the Lord Christ is gracious, his 
yoke is easy, his burden exceedingly light. After you have served him many 
years, like the servants under the law, were he willing to discharge you, you 
would say, We love our Master, and will not go from him. 

Come then, my guilty brethren, come and believe on the Lord that 
bought you with his precious blood. Look up by faith and see him whom 
you have pierced. Behold him bleeding, panting, dying! Behold him with 
arms stretched out ready to receive you all. Cry unto him as the penitent 
thief did, “Lord, remember us, now thou art in thy kingdom,” and he shall 
say to your souls, “Shortly shall you be with me in paradise” [Luke 23:43]. 
For those whom God justifies, them he also glorifies, even with that glory 
which he enjoyed with the Father before the world began. Do not say, “I 
have bought a piece of ground, and must needs go see it; I have bought a 
yoke of oxen, and must needs go prove them; I have married a wife” [Luke 
14:18]; I am engaged in an eager pursuit after the lust of the eye and the 
pride of life, and therefore cannot come. Do not fear having your name 
cast out as evil, or being accounted a fool for Christ’s sake. Yet a little 
while, and you shall shine like the stars in the firmament forever. Only 
believe, and Jesus Christ shall be to you “wisdom, righteousness, sanctifi-
cation, and eternal redemption.” Your “bodies shall be fashioned like unto 
his glorious body,” and your souls fall into all the fullness of God. “Which 
may God, of his infinite mercy, grant through Jesus Christ; to whom, with 
thee, O Father, and thee, O Holy Ghost, three Persons and one God, be 
ascribed, as is most due, all power, might, majesty, and dominion, now and 
evermore. Amen. Amen.”

1  From George Whitefield, Sermons on Important Subjects (London: Thomas Tegg, 1833), 430–440.
2  This verse is only found in some very late manuscripts from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.
3  A type of small prayer in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer. 
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George Whitefield was not only a remarkable communicator, but he and his 
preaching were also solidly grounded in biblical theology, as this sermon 
clearly reveals. “Christ, the Believer’s Wisdom, Righteousness, Sanctifica-
tion and Redemption” reflects Whitefield’s deep indebtedness to the theo-
logical certainties trumpeted forth at the time of the Reformation and by the 
Puritans, as well as an important response to the theological controversies 
of the early 1740s. The Wesley brothers were both suspicious of Calvinism, 
partly because of the stagnant Reformed communities they had seen among 
the Dissenters, and they were eager to promote a vision of the Christian 
life at odds with certain aspects of Whitefield’s theological heritage, espe-
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cially when it came to the issue of sanctification. In this sermon, Whitefield 
seeks to elucidate an evangelical Calvinism—though he never mentions that 
term—as well as elaborate a proper understanding of sanctification. It ends 
as a normal Whitefield sermon did: with a powerful call to unbelievers to 
turn to Christ and an exhortation to believers to walk in holiness.

1 Corinthians 1:30: “But of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made 
unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.”1

Of all the verses in the book of God, this which I have now read to you, 
is, I believe, one of the most comprehensive: what glad tidings does it bring 
to believers! What precious privileges are they herein invested with! How 
are they here led to the fountain of them all, I mean, the love, the everlasting 
love of God the Father! “Of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made 
unto us wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption.” 

Without referring you to the context, I shall from the words, first, Point 
out to you the fountain, from which all those blessings flow, that the elect of 
God partake of in Jesus Christ, “Who of God is made unto.” And, secondly, I 
shall consider what these blessings are, “Wisdom, righteousness, sanctifica-
tion, and redemption.” 

First, I would point out to you the fountain, from which all those bless-
ings flow, that the elect of God partake of in Jesus, “who of God is made 
unto us,” the Father he it is who is spoken of here. Not as though Jesus 
Christ was not God also; but God the Father is the fountain of the Deity; 
and if we consider Jesus Christ acting as Mediator, God the Father is greater 
than he; there was an eternal contract between the Father and the Son: “I 
have made a covenant with my chosen, and I have sworn unto David my ser-
vant”; now David was a type of Christ, with whom the Father made a cov-
enant, that if he would obey and suffer, and make himself a sacrifice for sin, 
he should “see his seed, he should prolong his days, and the pleasure of the 
Lord should prosper in his hands.” This compact our Lord refers to, in that 
glorious prayer recorded in the 17th chapter of John; and therefore he prays 
for, or rather demands with a full assurance, all that were given to him by 
the Father: “Father, I will that they also whom thou hast given me, be with 
me where I am” [ John 17:24]. For this same reason, the apostle breaks out 
into praises of God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ; for he loved 
the elect with an everlasting love, or, as our Lord expresses it, “before the 
foundation of the world”; and, therefore, to show them to whom they were 
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beholden for their salvation, our Lord, in the 25th of Matthew, represents 
himself saying, “Come, ye blessed children of my Father, receive the king-
dom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” [Matt 25:34]. And 
thus, in reply to the mother of Zebedee’s children, he says, “It is not mine 
to give, but it shall be given to them for whom it is prepared of the Father” 
[Matt 20:23]. The apostle therefore, when here speaking of the Christian’s 
privileges, lest they should sacrifice to their own drag, or think their salva-
tion was owing to their own faithfulness, or improvement of their own free-
will, reminds them to look back on the everlasting love of God the Father; 
“who of God is made unto us,” etc. 

Would to God this point of doctrine was considered more, and people 
were more studious of the covenant of redemption between the Father and 
the Son! We should not then have so much disputing against the doctrine of 
election, or hear it condemned (even by good men) as a doctrine of devils. 
For my own part, I cannot see how true humbleness of mind can be attained 
without a knowledge of it; and though I will not say, that every one who 
denies election is a bad man, yet I will say, with that sweet singer, Mr. Trail,2 
it is a very bad sign: such a one, whoever he be, I think cannot truly know 
himself; for, if we deny election, we must, partly at least, glory in ourselves; 
but our redemption is so ordered that no flesh should glory in the Divine 
presence; and hence it is, that the pride of man opposes this doctrine, be-
cause, according to this doctrine, and no other, ‘he that glories, must glory 
only in the Lord.” But what shall I say? Election is a mystery that shines 
with such resplendent brightness, that, to make use of the words of one 
who has drunk deeply of electing love, it dazzles the weak eyes even of some 
of God’s dear children; however, though they know it not, all the blessings 
they receive, all the privileges they do or ill enjoy, through Jesus Christ, flow 
from the everlasting love of God the Father: “But of him are you in Christ 
Jesus, who of God is made unto us, wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, 
and redemption.” 

Secondly, I come to show what these blessings are, which are here, through 
Christ, made over to the elect. And, 

1. First, Christ is made to them wisdom; but wherein does true wisdom 
consist? Were I to ask some of you, perhaps you would say, in indulging 
the lust of the flesh, and saying to your souls, eat, drink, and be merry: but 
this is only the wisdom of brutes; they have as good a gust and relish for 
sensual pleasures, as the greatest epicure on earth. Others would tell me, 
true wisdom consisted in adding house to house, and field to field, and 
calling lands after their own names: but this cannot be true wisdom; for 
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riches often take to themselves wings, and fly away, like an eagle towards 
heaven. Even wisdom itself assures us, “that a man’s life doth not consist in 
the abundance of the things which he possesses”; vanity, vanity, all these 
things are vanity; for, if riches leave not the owner, the owners must soon 
leave them; “for rich men must also die, and leave their riches for others”; 
their riches cannot procure them redemption from the grave, whither we 
are all hastening apace. 

But perhaps you despise riches and pleasure, and therefore place wis-
dom in the knowledge of books: but it is possible for you to tell the num-
bers of the stars, and call them all by their names, and yet be mere fools; 
learned men are not always wise; nay, our common learning, so much cried 
up, makes men only so many accomplished fools; to keep you therefore no 
longer in suspense, and withal to humble you, I will send you to a heathen 
to school, to learn what true wisdom is: “Know thyself”, was a saying of one 
of the wise men of Greece; this is certainly true wisdom, and this is that 
wisdom spoken of in the text, and which Jesus Christ is made to all elect 
sinners; they are made to know themselves, so as not to think more highly 
of themselves than they ought to think. Before, they were darkness; now, 
they are light in the Lord [cf. Eph 5:8]; and in that light they see their own 
darkness; they now bewail themselves as fallen creatures by nature, dead in 
trespasses and sins, sons and heirs of hell, and children of wrath; they now 
see that all their righteousnesses are but as filthy rags; that there is no health 
in their souls; that they are poor and miserable, blind and naked; and that 
there is no name given under heaven, whereby they can be saved, but that of 
Jesus Christ. They see the necessity of closing with a Savior, and behold the 
wisdom of God in appointing him to be a Savior; they are also made willing 
to accept of salvation upon our Lord’s own terms, and receive him as their 
all in all; thus Christ is made to them wisdom. 

2. Secondly, righteousness, “Who of God is made unto us, wisdom, righ-
teousness”: Christ’s whole personal righteousness is made over to, and ac-
counted theirs. They are enabled to lay hold on Christ by faith, and God the 
Father blots out their transgressions, as with a thick cloud: their sins and 
their iniquities he remembers no more; they are made the righteousness of 
God in Christ Jesus, “who is the end of the law for righteousness to every 
one that believeth.” In one sense, God now sees no sin in them; the whole 
covenant of works is fulfilled in them; they are actually justified, acquitted, 
and looked upon as righteous in the sight of God; they are perfectly accept-
ed in the beloved; they are complete in him; the flaming sword of God’s 
wrath, which before moved every way, is now removed, and free access giv-
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en to the tree of life; they are enabled to reach out the arm of faith, and 
pluck, and live for evermore. Hence it is that the apostle, under a sense of 
this blessed privilege, breaks out into this triumphant language; “It is Christ 
that justifies, who is he that condemns?” Does sin condemn? Christ’s righ-
teousness delivers believers from the guilt of it: Christ is their Savior, and 
is become a propitiation for their sins: who therefore shall lay any thing to 
the charge of God’s elect? Does the law condemn? By having Christ’s righ-
teousness imputed to them, they are dead to the law, as a covenant of works; 
Christ has fulfilled it for them, and in their stead. Does death threaten them? 
They need not fear: the sting of death is sin, the strength of sin is the law; 
but God has given them the victory by imputing to them the righteousness 
of the Lord Jesus. 

And what a privilege is here! Well might the angels at the birth of Christ 
say to the humble shepherds, “Behold, I bring you glad tidings of great joy”; 
unto you that believe in Christ “a Savior is born.” And well may angels rejoice 
at the conversion of poor sinners; for the Lord is their righteousness; they 
have peace with God through faith in Christ’s blood, and shall never enter 
into condemnation. O believers! (for this discourse is intended in a special 
manner for you) lift up your heads; “rejoice in the Lord always; again I say, 
rejoice.” Christ is made to you, of God, righteousness, what then should 
you fear? You are made the righteousness of God in him; you may be called, 
“The Lord our righteousness.” Of what then should you be afraid? What 
shall separate you henceforward from the love of Christ? “Shall tribulation, 
or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? No, 
I am persuaded, neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor 
powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor 
any other creature, shall be able to separate you from the love of God, which 
is in Christ Jesus our Lord,” who of God is made unto you righteousness. 

This is a glorious privilege, but this is only the beginning of the happiness 
of believers. For,

3. Thirdly, Christ is not only made to them righteousness, but sanctifi-
cation. By sanctification, I do not mean a bare hypocritical attendance on 
outward ordinances, though rightly informed Christians will think it their 
duty and privilege constantly to attend on all outward ordinances. Nor do 
I mean by sanctification a bare outward reformation, and a few transient 
convictions, or a little legal sorrow; for all this an unsanctified man may 
have; but, by sanctification I mean a total renovation of the whole man. By 
the righteousness of Christ, believers come legally, by sanctification they 
are made spiritually, alive; by the one they are entitled to, by the other 
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they are made meet for, glory. They are sanctified, therefore, throughout, 
in spirit, soul, and body.

Their understandings, which were dark before, now become light in 
the Lord; and their wills, before contrary to, now become one with the 
will of God; their affections are now set on things above; their memory is 
now filled with divine things; their natural consciences are now enlight-
ened; their members, which were before instruments of uncleanness, and 
of iniquity unto iniquity, are now instruments of righteousness and true 
holiness; in short, they are new creatures; “old things are passed away, 
all things are become new” [2 Cor 5:17] in their hearts; sin has now no 
longer dominion over them; they are freed from the power, though not 
the indwelling and being, of it; they are holy both in heart and life, in all 
manner of conversation; they are made partakers of a divine nature, and 
from Jesus Christ, they receive grace for grace; and every grace that is in 
Christ, is copied and transcribed into their souls; they are transformed 
into his likeness; he is formed within them; they dwell in him, and he in 
them; they are led by the Spirit, and bring forth the fruits thereof; they 
know that Christ is their Emmanuel, God with and in them; they are living 
temples of the Holy Ghost. And therefore, being a holy habitation unto 
the Lord, the whole Trinity dwells and walks in them; even here, they 
sit together with Christ in heavenly places, and are vitally united to him, 
their head, by a living faith; their Redeemer, their Maker, is their husband; 
they are flesh of his flesh, bone of his bone; they talk, they walk with him, 
as a man talketh and walketh with his friend; in short, they are one with 
Christ, even as Jesus Christ and the Father are one.

Thus is Christ made to believers sanctification. And O what a privilege is 
this! To be changed from beasts into saints, and from a devilish, to be made 
partakers of a divine nature; to be translated from the kingdom of Satan, into 
the kingdom of God’s dear Son! To put off the old man, which is corrupt, 
and to put on the new man, which is created after God, in righteousness and 
true holiness. O what an unspeakable blessing is this! I almost stand amazed 
at the contemplation thereof. Well might the apostle exhort believers to re-
joice in the Lord; indeed they have reason always to rejoice, yea, to rejoice 
on a dying bed; for the kingdom of God is in them; they are changed from 
glory to glory, even by the Spirit of the Lord: well may this be a mystery to 
the natural, for it is a mystery even to the spiritual man himself, a mystery 
which he cannot fathom. Does it not often dazzle your eyes, O ye children 
of God, to look at your own brightness, when the candle of the Lord shines 
out, and your Redeemer lifts up the light of his blessed countenance upon 
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your souls? Are not you astonished, when you feel the love of God shed 
abroad in your hearts by the Holy Ghost [Rom 5:5], and God holds out the 
golden scepter of his mercy, and bids you ask what you will, and it shall be 
given you? Does not that peace of God, which keeps and rules your hearts, 
surpass the utmost limits of your understandings? And is not the joy you 
feel unspeakable? Is it not full of glory? I am persuaded it is; and in your 
secret communion, when the Lord’s love flows in upon your souls, you are 
as it were swallowed up in, or, to use the apostle’s phrase, “filled with all the 
fullness of God” [Eph 3:19]. Are not you ready to cry out with Solomon, 
“And will the Lord, indeed, dwell thus with men!” [cf. 2 Chron 6:18] How 
is it that we should be thus thy sons and daughters, O Lord God Almighty!

If you are children of God, and know what it is to have fellowship with 
the Father and the Son; if you walk by faith, and not by sight; I am assured 
this is frequently the language of your hearts.

But look forward, and see an unbounded prospect of eternal happiness 
lying before thee, O believer! What thou hast already received are only the 
first-fruits, like the cluster of grapes brought out of the land of Canaan; 
only an earnest and pledge of yet infinitely better things to come: the har-
vest is to follow; thy grace is hereafter to be swallowed up in glory. Thy 
great Joshua, and merciful High-Priest, shall administer an abundant en-
trance to thee into the land of promise, that rest which awaits the children 
of God: for Christ is not only made to believers wisdom, righteousness, 
and sanctification, but also redemption.

But, before we enter upon the explanation and contemplation of this 
privilege,

First, Learn hence the great mistake of those writers and clergy, who, 
notwithstanding they talk of sanctification and inward holiness, (as indeed 
sometimes they do, though in a very loose and superficial manner,) yet they 
generally make it the cause, whereas they should consider it as the effect, of 
our justification. “Of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us, 
wisdom, righteousness, (and then) sanctification.” For Christ’s righteous-
ness, or that which Christ has done in our stead without us, is the sole cause 
of our acceptance in the sight of God, and of all holiness wrought in us: to 
this, and not to the light within, or any thing wrought within, should poor 
sinners seek for justification in the sight of God: for the sake of Christ’s righ-
teousness alone, and not any thing wrought in us, does God look favorably 
upon us; our sanctification at best, in this life, is not complete: though we be 
delivered from the power, we are not freed from the in-being of sin; but not 
only the dominion, but the in-being of sin, is forbidden, by the perfect law 
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of God: for it is not said, thou shalt not give way to lust, but “thou shalt not 
lust.” So that whilst the principle of lust remains in the least degree in our 
hearts, though we are otherwise never so holy, yet we cannot, on account 
of that, hope for acceptance with God. We must first, therefore, look for a 
righteousness without us, even the righteousness of our Lord Jesus Christ: 
for this reason the apostle mentions it, and puts it before sanctification, in 
the words of the text. And whosoever teacheth any other doctrine, doth not 
preach the truth as it is in Jesus. 

Secondly, From hence also, the Antinomians and formal hypocrites may 
be confuted, who talk of Christ without, but know nothing, experimentally, 
of a work of sanctification wrought within them. Whatever they may pre-
tend to, since Christ is not in them, the Lord is not their righteousness, and 
they have no well-grounded hope of glory: for though sanctification is not 
the cause, yet it is the effect of our acceptance with God; “Who of God is 
made unto us righteousness and sanctification.” He, therefore, that is really 
in Christ, is a new creature; it is not going back to a covenant of works, to 
look into our hearts, and, seeing that they are changed and renewed, from 
thence form a comfortable and well grounded assurance of the safety of our 
states: no, but this I what we are directed to in scripture; by our bringing 
forth the fruits, we are to judge whether or no we ever did truly partake of 
the Spirit of God. “We know (says John) that we are passed from death unto 
life, because we love the brethren” [1 John 3:14]. And however we may talk 
of Christ’s righteousness, and exclaim against legal preachers, yet, if we be 
not holy in heart and life, if we be not sanctified and renewed by the Spirit in 
our minds, we are self-deceivers, we are only formal hypocrites: for we must 
not put asunder what God has joined together; we must keep the medium 
between the two extremes; not insist so much on the one hand upon Christ 
without, as to exclude Christ within, as an evidence of our being his, and 
as a preparation for future happiness; nor, on the other hand, so depend 
on inherent righteousness or holiness wrought in us, as to exclude the righ-
teousness of Jesus Christ without us. But,

4. Fourthly, Let us now go on, and take a view of the other link, or rather 
the end, of the believer’s golden chain or privileges, Redemption. But we must 
look very high; for the top of it, like Jacob’s ladder, reaches heaven, where all 
believers will ascend, and be placed at the right hand of God. “Who of God 
is made unto us, wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption.” 

This is a golden chain indeed! And, what is best of all, not one link can 
ever be broken asunder from another. Was there no other text in the book 
of God, this single one sufficiently proves the final perseverance of true be-
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lievers; for never did God yet justify a man, whom he did not sanctify; nor 
sanctify one, whom he did not completely redeem and glorify; no; as for 
God, his way, his works, is perfect. He always carried on and finished the 
work he begun. Thus it was in the first, so it is in the new creation. When 
God says, “Let there be light” [Gen 1:3], there is light, that shines more and 
more unto the perfect day, when believers enter into their eternal rest, as 
God entered into his. Those whom God has justified, he has in effect glori-
fied; for as a man’s worthiness was not the cause of God’s giving him Christ’s 
righteousness; so neither shall his unworthiness be a cause of his taking it 
away; God’s gifts and callings are without repentance; and I cannot think 
they are clear in the notion of Christ’s righteousness, who deny the final per-
severance of the saints; I fear they understand justification in that low sense, 
which I understood it in a few years ago, as implying no more than remission 
of sins. But it not only signifies remission of sins past, but also a federal right 
to all good things to come. If God has given us his only Son, how shall he 
not with him freely give us all things? Therefore, the apostle, after he says, 
“Who of God is made unto us righteousness,” does not say, perhaps he may 
be made to us sanctification and redemption, but “he is made.” For there 
is an eternal, indissoluble connection between these blessed privileges. As 
the obedience of Christ is imputed to believers, so his perseverance in that 
obedience is to be imputed to them also; and it argues great ignorance of the 
covenant of grace and redemption, to object against it.

By the word redemption, we are to understand, not only a complete de-
liverance from all evil, but also a full enjoyment of all good both in body 
and soul; I say, both in body and soul; for the Lord is also for the body; the 
bodies of the saints in this life are temples of the Holy Ghost; God makes 
a covenant with the dust of believers; after death, though worms destroy 
them, yet, even in their flesh shall they see God. I fear, indeed, there are 
some Sadducees in our days, or at least heretics, who say, either, that there is 
no resurrection of the body, or that the resurrection is past already, namely, 
in our regeneration. Hence it is, that our Lord’s coming in the flesh, at the 
day of judgment, is denied; and consequently, we must throw aside the sac-
rament of the Lord’s supper. For why should we remember the Lord’s death 
until he come to judgment, when he is already come to judge our hearts, 
and will not come a second time? But all this is only the reasoning of un-
learned, unstable men, who certainly know not what they say, nor whereof 
they affirm. That we must follow our Lord in the regeneration, be partakers 
of a new birth, and that Christ must come into our hearts, we freely confess; 
and we hope, when speaking of these things, we speak no more than what 
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we know and feel. But then it is plain, that Jesus Christ will come, hereafter, 
to judgment, and that he ascended into heaven with the body which he had 
here on earth; for says he, after his resurrection, “Handle me, and see; a spir-
it has not flesh and bones, as you see me have” [Luke 24:39]. And it is plain, 
that Christ’s resurrection was an earnest of ours: for says the apostle, “Christ 
is risen from the dead, and become the first-fruits of them that sleep” [cf. 1 
Cor 15:20]; and as in Adam all die, and are subject to mortality; so all that 
are in Christ, the second Adam, who represented believers as their federal 
head, shall certainly be made alive, or rise again with their bodies at the last 
day” [cf. 1 Cor 15:22–23 ].

Here then, O believers! is one, though the lowest, degree of that re-
demption which you are to be partakers of hereafter; I mean, the redemp-
tion of your bodies: for this corruptible must put on incorruption, this 
mortal must put on immortality. Your bodies, as well as souls, were given 
to Jesus Christ by the Father; they have been companions in watching, and 
fasting, and praying: your bodies, therefore, as well as souls, shall Jesus 
Christ raise up at the last day. Fear not, therefore, O believers, to look into 
the grave; for to you it is not other than a consecrated dormitory, where 
your bodies shall sleep quietly until the morning of the resurrection; when 
the voice of the archangel shall sound, and the trump of God given the 
general alarm, “Arise, ye dead, and come to judgment”; earth, air, fire, wa-
ter, shall give up your scattered atoms, and both in body and soul shall you 
be ever with the Lord. I doubt not, but many of you are groaning under 
crazy bodies, and complain often that the mortal body weighs down the 
immortal soul; at least this is my case; but let us have a little patience, and 
we shall be delivered from our earthly prisons; ere long, these tabernacles 
of clay shall be dissolved, and we shall be clothed with our house which 
is from heaven; hereafter, our bodies shall be spiritualized, and shall be 
so far from hindering our souls through weakness, that they shall become 
strong; so strong, as to bear up under an exceeding and eternal weight of 
glory; others again may have deformed bodies, emaciated also with sick-
ness, and worn out with labour and age; but wait a little, until your bless-
ed change by death comes; then your bodies shall be renewed and made 
glorious, like unto Christ’s glorious body: of which we may form some 
faint idea, from the account given us of our Lord’s transfiguration on the 
mount, when it is said, “His raiment became bright and glistening, and 
his face brighter than the sun” [cf. Luke 9:29; Matt 17:2]. Well then may a 
believer break out in the Apostle’s triumphant language, “O death, where 
is thy sting! O grave, where is thy victory!” [1 Cor 15:55].
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But what is the redemption of the body, in comparison of the redemp-
tion of the better part, our souls? I must therefore say to you believers, as 
the angel said to John, “Come up higher”; and let us take as clear a view as 
we can, at such a distance, of the redemption Christ has purchased for and 
will shortly put you in actual possession of. Already you are justified, already 
you are sanctified, and thereby freed from the guilt and dominion of sin; 
but, as I have observed, the being and indwelling of sin yet remains in you; 
God sees it proper to leave some Amalekites in the land, to keep his Israel 
in action. The most perfect Christian, I am persuaded, must agree, accord-
ing to one of our Articles, “That the corruption of nature remains even in 
the regenerate; that the flesh lusteth always against the spirit, and the spirit 
against the flesh.”3 So that believers cannot do things for God with that per-
fection they desire; this grieves their righteous souls day by day, and, with 
the holy Apostle, makes them cry out, “Who shall deliver us from the body 
of this death!” [Rom 7:24]. I thank God, our Lord Jesus Christ will, but not 
completely before the day of our dissolution; then will the very being of sin 
be destroyed, and an eternal stop put to inbred, indwelling corruption. And 
is not this a great redemption? I am sure believers esteem it so; for there is 
nothing grieves the heart of a child of God so much as the remains of in-
dwelling sin. Again, believers are often in heaviness through manifold temp-
tations; God sees that it is needful and good for them so to be; and though 
they may be highly favoured, and wrapt up in communion with God, even 
to the third heavens; yet a messenger of Satan is often sent to buffet them, 
lest they should be puffed up with the abundance of revelations. But be not 
weary, be not faint in your minds; the time of your complete redemption 
draweth nigh. In heaven the wicked one shall cease from troubling you, and 
your weary souls shall enjoy an everlasting rest; his fiery darts cannot reach 
those blissful regions. Satan will never come any more to appear with, dis-
turb, or accuse the sons of God, when once the Lord Jesus Christ shuts the 
door. Your righteous souls are now grieved, day by day, at the ungodly con-
versation of the wicked; tares now grow up among the wheat; wolves come 
in sheep’s clothing; but the redemption spoken of in the text, will free your 
souls from all anxiety on these accounts; hereafter you shall enjoy a perfect 
communion of saints; nothing that is unholy or unsanctified shall enter into 
the holy of holies, which is prepared for you above. This, and all manner of 
evil whatsoever, you shall be delivered from, when your redemption is here-
after made complete in heaven. Not only so, but you shall enter into the full 
enjoyment of all good. It is true, all saints will not have the same degree of 
happiness, but all will be as happy as their hearts can desire. Believers, you 
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shall judge the evil, and familiarly converse with good, angels’ you shall sit 
down with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and all the spirits of just men made per-
fect; and, to sum up all your happiness in one word, you shall see God the 
Father, Son, and Holy Ghost; and, by seeing God, be more and more like 
unto him, and pass from glory to glory, even to all eternity.

But I must stop: the glories of the upper world crowd in so fast upon my 
soul, that I am lost in the contemplation of them. Brethren, the redemption 
spoken of is unutterable; we cannot here find it out; eye hath not seen, nor 
ear heard, nor has it entered into the hearts of the most holy men living to 
conceive how great it is. Were I to entertain you whole ages with an account 
of it, when you come to heaven, you must say, with the Queen of Sheba, 
“Not half, no, not one thousandth part was told us” [cf. 1 Kings 10:7]. All 
we can do here is to go upon mount Pisgah and by the eye of faith take a dis-
tant view of the promised land; we may see it, as Abraham did Christ, afar 
off and rejoice in it; but here we only know in part. Blessed be God, there is 
a time coming, when we shall know God, even as we are known, and God 
be all in all. Lord Jesus, accomplish the number of thine elect! Lord Jesus, 
hasten thy kingdom!

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. Were your eyes open and had you senses 
to discern spiritual things, you would not speak all manner of evil against 
the children of God, but you would esteem them as the excellent ones of the 
earth and envy their happiness; your souls would hunger and thirst after it; 
you also would become fools for Christ’s sake. You boast of wisdom; so did 
the philosophers of Corinth; but your wisdom is the foolishness of folly in 
the sight of God. What will your wisdom avail you, if it does not make you 
wise unto salvation? Can you, with all your wisdom, propose a more con-
sistent 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 Je-
sus 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? Can you deny that you are fallen creatures? Do not you 
find that you are full of disorders, and that these disorders make you unhap-
py? Do not you find that you cannot change your own hearts? Have you not 
resolved many and many a time, and have not your corruptions yet domin-
ion over you? Are you not bond-slaves to your lusts and led captive by the 
devil at his will? Why then will you not come to Christ for sanctification? 
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Do you not desire to die the death of the righteous, and that your future 
state may be like theirs? I am persuaded you cannot bear the thoughts of 
being annihilated, much less of being miserable for ever. Whatever you may 
pretend, if you speak truth, you must confess that conscience breaks in upon 
you in more sober intervals whether you will or not, and even constrains 
you to believe that hell is no painted fire. And why then will you not come 
to Christ? He alone can procure you everlasting redemption. Haste, haste 
away to him, poor beguiled sinners. You lack wisdom; ask it of Christ. Who 
knows but he may give it you? He is able; for he is the wisdom of the Father; 
he is that wisdom which was from everlasting. You have no righteousness; 
away, therefore, to Christ: “He is the end of the law for righteousness to ev-
ery one that believeth” [Rom 10:4]. You are unholy; flee to the Lord Jesus. 
He is full of grace and truth; and of his fullness all may receive that believe 
in him. You are afraid to die; let this drive you to Christ; he has the keys of 
death and hell; in him is plenteous redemption; he alone can open the door 
which leads to everlasting life.

Let not, therefore, the deceived reasoner boast any longer of his pretend-
ed reason. Whatever you may think, it is the most unreasonable thing in the 
world not to believe on Jesus Christ, whom God has sent. Why, why will you 
die? Why will you not come unto him, that you may have life? “Ho! every 
one that thirsteth, come unto the waters of life, and drink freely: come, buy 
without money and without price” [Isa 55:1]. Were these blessed privileges 
in the text to be purchased with money, you might say, we are poor, and 
cannot buy; or, were they to be conferred only on sinners of such a rank 
or degree, then you might say, how can such sinners as we, expect to be so 
highly favored? But they are to be freely given of God to the worst of sin-
ners. “To us,” says the Apostle, to me a persecutor, to you Corinthians, who 
were “unclean, drunkards, covetous persons, idolaters” [see 1 Cor 6:9–11]. 
Therefore, each poor sinner may say then, why not unto me? Has Christ 
but one blessing? What if he has blessed millions already, by turning them 
away from their iniquities; yet he still continues the same: he lives for ever 
to make intercession, and therefore will bless you, even you also. Though, 
Esau-like, you have been profane, and hitherto despised your heavenly Fa-
ther’s birth-right; even now, if you believe, “Christ will be made to you of 
God, wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and redemption.”

But I must turn again to believers, for whose instruction, as I observed 
before, this discourse was particularly intended. You see, brethren, partakers 
of the heavenly calling, what great blessings are treasured up for you in Jesus 
Christ your head, and what you are entitled to by believing on his name. 
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Take heed, therefore, that ye walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are 
called. Think often how highly you are favoured; and remember, you have 
not chosen Christ, but Christ has chosen you. Put on (as the elect of God) 
humbleness of mind, and glory, but let it be only in the Lord; for you have 
nothing but what you have received of God. By nature ye were as foolish, as 
legal, as unholy, and in as damnable a condition as others. Be pitiful, there-
fore, be courteous; and, as sanctification is a progressive work, beware of 
thinking you have already attained. Let him that is holy be holy still; know-
ing, that he who is most pure in heart, shall hereafter enjoy the clearest vi-
sion of God. Let indwelling sin be your daily burden; and not only bewail 
and lament, but see that you subdue it daily by the power of divine grace; 
and look up to Jesus continually to be the finisher, as well as author, of your 
faith. Build not on your own faithfulness, but on God’s unchangeableness. 
Take heed of thinking you stand by the power of your own free will. The 
everlasting love of God the Father must be your only hope and consolation; 
let this support you under all trials. Remember that God’s gifts and callings 
are without repentance; that Christ having once loved you, will love you to 
the end. Let this constrain you to obedience, and make you long and look 
for that blessed time, when he shall not only be your wisdom, and righteous-
ness, and sanctification, but also complete and everlasting redemption. 

Glory be to God in the highest! 

1  From George Whitefield, Sermons on Important Subjects (London: Thomas Tegg, 1833), 500–511.
2  Robert Trail (1642–1716) was a Scottish Presbyterian divine.
3  A loose rendering of portions of Article 9 on original sin in The Thirty-Nine Articles (1662).
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The SBJT Forum
 

SBJT: Why is it important to remember 
George Whitefield as a preacher?

Robert Vogel: Agree with what he 
said or not, one could not ignore the 
preaching of George Whitefield. Benja-
min Franklin, one of America’s promi-
nent Deists, was fascinated by White-
field and his preaching, and though 
Franklin was never converted, he and 
Whitefield were fast friends. Crowds 

thronged by the thousands to hear him in the fields or in the streets, filled 
with anticipation and enthusiasm, while knowing that he would confront 
their sin and warn them of the judgment of God. E. C. Dargan asserted 
that Whitefield’s preaching, “for earnestness, eloquence, and immediate 
effect, was the admiration of his own age, and is one of the most sacred 
traditions of the Christian pulpit for all time” (Dargan, A History of Preach-
ing , Vol. 2, 308). Accordingly, Whitefield is instructive to generations of 
preachers long after his time, and we would forget him at our peril. Here 
are three reasons why it is important to remember him. 

First, Whitefield had a profound influence on evangelical Christianity in his day 
and beyond. Over the course of thirty-four years, Whitefield preached ap-
proximately 18,000 sermons. And through his preaching, he had a pro-
found effect on both British and American Christianity as it developed in 
the 18th century, an era before modern media and travel made wide-ranging 
influence readily attainable. A newly-ordained Anglican, Whitefield began 
preaching outdoors to coal miners at Kingswood Common, near Bristol. 
He also preached in the evangelical awakening at Cambuslang, an extended 
outdoor meeting that continued for several months in 1743. Though Britain 
was his homeland, he made seven tours in the American colonies over a 30-
year period, preaching from Georgia to Massachusetts. These seven tours, 
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ranging in length from several months to as many as four years, accounted 
for approximately one-third of Whitefield’s ministry.  

While the number of conversions directly and indirectly attributable to 
his preaching cannot be known, the immediate impact of his ministry was 
considerable; souls were converted and converts, particularly the young, 
were drawn into churches where they formed societies for continued growth 
in the faith.  

Beyond the immediate, however, Whitefield helped set the course of 
American evangelicalism through his preaching. American evangelical iden-
tity is rooted deeply in the Great Awakening, in which Whitefield was a 
major shaping force. Through this influence, Whitefield has made a lasting 
mark on the American church.

As an evangelist, Whitefield sought to downplay denominational dis-
tinctions, and to promote the new birth among people of all religious back-
grounds as they gathered to hear him preach. His strategy of field and street 
preaching was implemented because he was often denied access to the pul-
pits of the churches (due, in part, to his “enthusiasm”—his animated deliv-
ery stood in stark contrast with the staid forms of expression that were the 
norm in the pulpits of his day). Providentially, his open-air efforts reached 
diverse masses that he might not otherwise have touched.

Second, Whitefield was both an evangelist and a Calvinist. Some contend that 
the doctrines of Calvinism paralyze evangelism. Such was not the case with 
Whitefield, and it need not be the case in contemporary preaching.

Whitefield demonstrated that one holding Calvinist convictions could 
also preach the gospel with evangelistic intent, passion, and zeal. He be-
lieved that his hearers needed to be confronted forcefully with their own 
depravity, a condition remedied only by the saving grace of God extended 
to helpless sinners through the atoning work of Jesus Christ alone. Further, 
he believed that sinners must be warned of the awful judgment of God that 
awaits the unconverted. Frequent themes of his preaching addressed bibli-
cal realities of death, hell, and divine judgment. At the same time, he openly, 
passionately and consistently called sinners to repent, that they might find 
salvation from their sin, and avoid its attendant consequences.

Third, Whitefield modeled qualities of skillful pulpit proclamation. Consensus 
among historians is that Whitefield possessed rare oratorical abilities. In-
deed, he has been called the “Demosthenes of the pulpit.” Joseph Wake-
ley reported that the actor David Garrick said on one occasion, “I would 
give a hundred guineas if I could only say ‘O!’ like Mr. Whitefield;” and on 
another, Garrick claimed that Whitefield could “make his audiences weep 
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or tremble merely by varying his pronunciation of the word Mesopotamia” 
(in O. C. Edwards, A History of Preaching, 435). In his youth, Whitefield had 
developed an interest in the theater, and the capacities for delivery learned 
there would serve him well in his preaching. For example, knowing how to 
project his voice enabled him to be heard by audiences as large as 30,000 
people, by Benjamin Franklin’s estimation.

Whitefield, however, did not see preaching as a theatric performance, but 
rather, he understood that skillful delivery enables one to engage an audi-
ence most effectively with the reality of the Gospel. While some moderns 
might believe that Whitefield’s flair for the dramatic made his preaching an 
act, his contemporaries agreed that his passion was the outflow of unquali-
fied sincerity (O. C. Edwards, A History of Preaching, 436, notes that “effective 
acting ... is the ability to be convincing in the portrayal of emotions that are 
not the actor’s own, while effective preaching is the ability to convey one’s 
own deepest convictions with power”). Whitefield’s passion was driven by 
biblical conviction, and by the selfless concern that sinners would repent 
in the interest of their own eternal welfare. Though some might contend 
that he manipulated his audiences with his dramatic oratorical skills, stir-
ring emotions such as fear, a better explanation of his ministry effectiveness 
is that his delivery was motivated by his confident passion for the Gospel, 
which he knew to be the power of God to save, and a message which had 
often been neglected in the pulpits of the churches.  

The need is the same in all ages; while moderns seek satisfaction in forms 
of both religious and secular pursuits, true satisfaction of human need is 
found only in the Gospel of Christ and the new birth. And genuine, Gos-
pel-driven passion in preaching is not manipulative.

Whitefield preached extemporaneously. This does not mean that his 
messages were not prepared. Rather, he preached without a written text or 
notes, which allowed him greater flexibility to adapt his message as warrant-
ed by the audience and the situation at hand. A departure from the pulpit 
norms of his day (i.e., read, lecture-like sermons), this then-novel approach 
gave a directness and a compelling quality to his messages—what Perry 
Miller has called a “rhetoric of sensation.” Extemporaneous preaching more 
readily accommodated the passions of the preacher, and established a con-
nection between preacher and hearer. Whitefield urged the pastors of his 
day to preach without notes, and some of them began to attend to senti-
ment, emotion, and the affections as a result. 

Because he preached extemporaneously, few of his sermons survive; and 
those that do exist, in print, probably do not do justice to the rhetorical 
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force they possessed as he preached them. Nonetheless, the literary artifacts 
reveal his ability to use figures of speech, turns of phrase, direct address, 
parallelism, rhetorical questions, exclamations, stories, pithy sayings, ar-
gumentation, and other literary and rhetorical features profitably. He used 
his powers of imagination and dramatic flair to make his narrative come to 
life. And although he was not the theologian that Jonathan Edwards was, 
he nonetheless respectably developed theological themes, particularly those 
directly related to the Gospel. Thus he was not merely one whose rhetorical 
devices veiled a lack of theological substance. His rhetorical abilities were 
used to engage his audiences and to press upon them the claims of the Gos-
pel truth he proclaimed.

Whitefield’s cultivation of delivery skills to express genuine heart-felt 
sentiments, his extemporaneous presentation, and his colorful idiom of ex-
pression are well worth emulation by contemporary preachers. Attention to 
these qualities can dispel boredom and enable engaging proclamation.

Some might contend that some of Whitefield’s rhetorical methods could 
be effective in preaching today, but that his austere Calvinism, particularly 
his portrayal of the severity of God and judgment, would not be received 
as credible. Accordingly, they would say, preaching must be more “user 
friendly,” adapted to contemporary thought preferences and devoted to the 
themes of religious humanism. But such accommodation simply will not do. 
The Gospel that Whitefield preached is the timeless, soul-satisfying truth of 
God, the message that helpless, hopeless sinners, dead in their sins, may find 
new birth and new life by the grace of God manifest in the redemptive work 
of Christ. And this Gospel is relevant for all people in all ages.

SBJT: You have just written a book 
on George Whitefield. What are some 
of the most important things the 
church in North America can learn 
from his life and ministry?

Steven J. Lawson: It was into the 
spiritual void of the eighteenth century 
that God raised up the English evangelist 
George Whitefield. Like lightning from 
a cloudless sky, Whitefield stepped onto 

the world stage as the most prolific herald of the gospel since the days of the 
New Testament. God empowered Whitefield to become a blazing lamp set 
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on a hill in the midst of Satan’s empire of darkness. This powerful figure of 
unusual gospel fervor stood at the headwaters of an Evangelical resurgence 
that is virtually unprecedented in church history. His thundering voice was 
the main catalyst for this spiritual awakening, as his preaching took the Brit-
ish Isles by storm and electrified the American colonies. 

It is virtually impossible to read the life and ministry of George White-
field without being impressed with his evangelistic zeal to proclaim the 
unsearchable riches of the grace of God through Christ. What do we learn 
from the life of George Whitefield, the great zealous evangelist of the eigh-
teenth-century? We learn at least four important things: (1) Fervent spiri-
tuality; (2) Blazing zeal; (3) Firm conviction; (4) Blood earnestness. Let us 
focus on each of these areas.

First, Whitefield’s passion in preaching was kindled by his own deepen-
ing love for God and his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. In turn, this affection 
overflowed in his love for lost sinners. Biographer, Joseph Belcher, describes 
Whitefield as being “fired with love, from being in habitual contact with 
the cross” (George Whitefield: A Biography, with Special Reference to His Labors 
in America [New York: American Tract Society], 514). Such blazing love for 
God, kindled by personal communion with Jesus Christ, was the consistent 
theme that filled his soul and life. Belcher adds that this noted evangelist was 
consumed with “a heart burning with love and zeal for his Lord and Master” 
(ibid., 351). This personal piety lies at the very center of Whitefield’s effec-
tiveness as a preacher. Perhaps he was more surprised than anyone that he 
was so mightily used by God and therein lies, in large part, the reason why 
he was used so mightily. He never lost sight of the reality that he was a lowly 
sinner saved by the matchless grace of His Master.

Second, this deep passion within Whitefield’s soul revealed itself in the 
blazing zeal of his preaching. No one better describes Whitefield’s pulpit 
presence and sermon delivery better than his gospel co-laborer, John Wes-
ley. This former classmate noted that Whitefield spoke with “divine pa-
thos”—that is, with God-aroused emotions –– and with “fervency of zeal, 
that was unequalled since the days of the apostles” (quoted by John Gillies, 
Memoirs of Rev. George Whitefield [New Haven: Whitmore & Buckingham, and 
H. Mansfield, 1834], 244). Wesley claimed that the power of Whitefield’s 
preaching “was not the force of education; no, nor the advice of his friends. 
It was no other than faith in a bleeding Lord” (ibid., 247). Whitefield, he 
stated, spoke with “eloquence” and an “astonishing force of persuasion, 
which the most hardened sinners could not resist” (ibid). It is recounted 
that Whitefield hardly ever preached with a flood of tears as he cried forth 
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for sinners to embrace Christ.
Third, Whitefield’s passion arose from the depth of his biblical convic-

tion. He was convinced God himself had taught him the biblical doctrines 
he embraced. Many preachers have weak convictions and therefore have 
little passion. However, George Whitefield was possessed with a full per-
suasion of the truth, which, in turn, fueled his passion. His heart was like 
a blazing furnace stoked by his belief in the gospel of grace. Such fervent 
convictions within Whitefield produced a power over his listener’s hearts. 
Even unbelievers were drawn to the force of his firm belief in the truth. Da-
vid Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he 
was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not 
believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does” (cited in R. Kent 
Hughes, Romans [Wheaton: Crossway, 1991], xii). It was this overwhelm-
ing conviction in the truth of the Word of God that drew many like a magnet 
to listen to Whitefield’s preaching.

Fourth, Whitefield preached with a deep sobriety and earnestness. 
Each time he mounted the pulpit, he was aware that eternal destinies were 
at stake. He knew the message he brought was of the utmost importance to 
his listeners. He preached the weighty message of a crucified Savior who 
secured eternal salvation for hell-bound sinners. Such preaching must 
be marked by gravity, not levity. The seriousness with which Whitefield 
approached his preaching was apparent to all. He proclaimed the gospel, 
Giles noted, with “a solemnity of manner” that conveyed “a sense of the 
importance of what he was about to say” (Gillies, Memoirs of Rev. George 
Whitefield, 273-274). J. C. Ryle notes the “tremendous earnestness” in 
Whitefield’s preaching (“George Whitefield and His Ministry,” Select Ser-
mons of George Whitefield [1958, reprint; Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth 
Trust, 1997], 36). Ian Paisley concurs, stating, “Whitefield was in deadly 
earnest. He preached as one who ‘had measured eternity and taken the 
dimensions of a soul’” (“George Whitefield—Or From Pub to Pulpit: A 
Sermon Preached on the 250th Anniversary of Whitefield’s Birth” [Belfast: 
Puritan Printing Co., 1964], 10-11). Such gravitas gripped his own soul 
and fueled his pulpit delivery.

Are we, like Jesus, like Paul, and like Whitefield, committed to seeing 
the conversion of our listeners? Do we long for their salvation in a way that 
our love, zeal, conviction, and earnestness can be heard, seen, and felt by 
them? Does our intense passion cause people to appreciate how serious 
the gospel call truly is? 

In 1675, the Archbishop of Canterbury was speaking with a noted actor 
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named Butterton. The Archbishop said to Butterton, “Mr. Butterton, 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?” But-
terton responded, “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.” When told this account, Whitefield respond-
ed, “Therefore, I will bawl [shout loudly], I will not be a velvet-mouthed 
preacher” (Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise 
of Modern Evangelicalism [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991], 239-40).

We must have the burden of Whitefield, who told his listeners, “I shall 
return home with a heavy heart, unless some of you will arise and come 
to my Jesus” (George Whitefield, Sermon “Blind Bartimeus,” The Works 
of the Reverend George Whitefield, vol. 5 [London: Edward and Charles Dil-
ly, 1772], 416). We need fewer dispassionate, exegetical lectures in the 
pulpit. Save those for the classroom. We need more strong proclamation 
as exemplified by Whitefield. We need fewer glib, light-hearted personal-
ities in the pulpit. Instead, we need more intense passion in preaching as 
demonstrated by this gifted evangelist. 

SBJT: Arnold Dallimore has written 
a very helpful and important two vol-
ume biography of George Whitefield. 
Discuss the circumstances around his 
writing this work. 

Ian Hugh Clary: Arnold Dallimore 
(1911–1998) was born in London, On-
tario, Canada, to English parents who had 
immigrated to Canada not long before 
his birth. His mother, Mabel, was from a 
middle-class background while his father, 
Arthur, was of working-class stock. They 

struggled to make a life in Ontario, with Arthur regularly taking low-paying 
farm work. Dallimore was converted in his youth and soon attended To-
ronto Baptist Seminary, then under the leadership of the fundamentalist 
pastor, T. T. Shields (1873–1955). This was during the Depression and Dal-
limore had to sleep in a window sill in a boarding house, often going over 
to a nearby department store for “tomato soup”— a mixture of hot water 
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and ketchup! In 1935 he graduated with a bachelor’s degree and pastored a 
series of churches in the Union of Regular Baptist Churches of Ontario and 
Quebec. After suffering through a serious bout of depression—precipitated 
by a bad church experience— he left ministry for a number of years. Upon 
his return he founded Cottam Baptist Church in Cottam, Ontario, Canada. 
Around this time the Fellowship of Evangelical Baptist Churches of Canada 
was founded (1953), which the Cottam church soon joined. 

Due to the poverty that marked much of his life he struggled to pro-
vide for his growing family. Having heard about a nearby pastor who 
made money writing biographies of Christians like Brainerd and Fin-
ney, Dallimore decided to try his hand at writing. In seminary he had 
read about the great eighteenth-century revivalist George Whitefield 
(1714–1770). Believing that most biographies of the Grand Itiner-
ant were inadequate, Dallimore thought he would try and improve on 
them and make a little money on the side. He had no formal training as 
an historian, and W. W. Fliescher, who had taught him church history 
at seminary, was admittedly weak. How did Dallimore accomplish the 
gargantuan task of writing a two-volume biography of Whitefield that 
many say is the most important biography written by an evangelical in 
the twentieth century?

Initially he wrote a three-hundred page draft in the 1950s that he felt 
did not really get at Whitefield the man. He had contacted a number of 
publishers to see if they would take it, but did not have the courage to 
send in his work. He eventually destroyed the manuscript and started 
again from scratch. Dallimore came into contact with Iain H. Murray 
of the Banner of Truth Trust in London, England, and Geoffrey Wil-
liams of the Evangelical Library. They both encouraged him to pursue 
Whitefield further, and he eventually flew over to the United Kingdom 
(UK) to do research. Murray brought Dallimore to Westminster Chapel 
and introduced him to Martyn Lloyd-Jones (1899-1981). During a two-
hour meeting, Lloyd-Jones strongly encouraged Dallimore to complete 
and finish is work on Whitefield. With this encouragement, Murray and 
Dallimore drove to Wales, stopping in Gloucestershire to stay in the Bell 
Inn where Whitefield was born. Dallimore went on by himself to the 
National Library of Wales, where he found relevant resources to help his 
biography. He also consulted the British Library and other libraries in 
the United States. Upon his return to Canada he began the new work.

It took Dallimore twenty years to complete volume one of the biog-
raphy. There was much heated discussion with his friends in England, 



127

particularly as they sought to temper his negative conclusions about 
John Wesley (1703-1791). The senior advisor of the Banner of Truth, S. 
M. Houghton, also heavily edited the manuscript, much to Dallimore’s 
chagrin. Around this time, and as a result of his reading of Whitefield’s 
theology, he came to believe in the doctrines of grace. With his new-
found theological convictions, he felt a sense of isolation from his Can-
adian Baptist peers. He also felt that they did not understand his writing 
endeavors. More and more he looked to the United Kingdom for friend-
ship; Lloyd-Jones in particular became a source of support. By and large 
volume one was well-received. It was positively reviewed by professional 
historians like Geoffrey Nuttall and Allen Guelzo. The Dutch-American 
apologist and theologian, Cornelius Van Til, was apparently spotted 
mowing his lawn with a copy of Dallimore’s work in hand!

With the completion of the first volume, Dallimore came to a critical 
point in his ministry. He had been the pastor in Cottam for nearly thirty 
years. The church was growing and in need of a new building. As a car-
penter, Dallimore had helped design and build the first church, and now he 
was faced with the prospect of having to do so again. He knew that if he took 
up hammer and saw that he would not be able to complete the much-needed 
and anticipated second volume of his biography. As a number of students 
in the church had left for seminary, he did not have anyone to lighten his 
ministerial load. Sadly, he also experienced pressure from his congregants 
to give up writing. Knowing the importance of completing the biography, 
he opted to retire from pastoral ministry to pursue writing full-time. Letters 
between Dallimore and the Banner of Truth indicate that the next ten years 
were a real struggle for him financially, and his publisher proved to be a tre-
mendous support. When he finally completed volume two, he had spent a 
combined total of thirty years working on Whitefield.

In an interview that I conducted with Mrs. May Dallimore, she ex-
plained to me that her husband always had a profound sense of calling. 
He felt it as a young man about to enter ministry; he felt it again when 
he returned after a hiatus to plant the church in Cottam. It was that deep 
sense of calling that undergirded his work on Whitefield. It is important 
to observe that had Dallimore not struggled financially, the Whitefield 
biography would not have been written. Thankfully he had the help of 
his publisher, which, coupled with his own detailed research, contrib-
uted to the writing of what David Lyle Jeffrey called, “The best modern 
study of Whitefield.”
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SBJT: What is the significance of your 
current project to produce a critical edi-
tion of George Whitefield’s letters?

David Ceri Jones: 2014 marks the 
tercentenary of the birth of George 
Whitefield (1714-70), the leader of the 
British evangelical revival and the Amer-
ican Great Awakening who, for a time in 
the middle decades of the eighteenth cen-
tury, preached to congregations number-
ing twenty and thirty thousand in Lon-
don, Bristol, Philadelphia and Boston. 

Despite achieving something ap-
proaching celebrity status throughout 
the British Atlantic world during his 
lifetime, Whitefield has remained a 
shadowy and poorly understood figure. 
A Church of England clergyman, White-

field was better known as an itinerant evangelist whose activities sparked 
religious revivals throughout the British Isles and the American colonies. 
For almost forty years, Whitefield was almost continually on the move, 
crossing the Atlantic on an unprecedented seven separate occasions. An 
expert networker he connected evangelicals throughout the Atlantic world 
often as far removed from one another socially and culturally, as well as in 
terms of geography. In the process he created the evangelical movement.

One of the main means he used to facilitate such interactions, and build 
such a movement, was letter writing. Letters have been called the “paste of 
history;” they bind together people, events and ideas, and through them 
we can often get the most revealing view into the past. While the letters 
and writings of some of Whitefield’s contemporaries, including John Wes-
ley, Charles Wesley and Jonathan Edwards, have been edited and subjected 
to sustained scholarly inquiry, Whitefield’s correspondence has never been 
collected in its entirety, nor properly edited and interpreted.

The British funding body, the Leverhulme Trust has recently awarded 
me a generous grant to produce a new edition of Whitefield’s trans-Atlantic 
correspondence. Numbering over 2,250 individual items, the collection nat-
urally includes exchanges with all of the leading religious figures of the day, 
including both Wesley brothers, the dissenting divine Philip Doddridge, 
the Welsh revivalist Howel Harris, the Countess of Huntingdon, the Mora-
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vian leader Count Zinzendorf, and the Americans Jonathan Edwards and 
Benjamin Franklin. However, what makes the correspondence of wider and 
compelling interest is the socially-extensive range of the collection. Hum-
ble converts, local lay Methodist preachers and leaders, women and native 
Americans all figure at different points.

Despite his best efforts, Whitefield was never able to escape the celebri-
ty and fame of his youth. It has also cast an extremely long shadow over his 
posthumous reputation and later attempts to understand him. Over-zeal-
ous editors keen to celebrate Whitefield’s achievements, preserve or en-
hance his reputation or popularise him through heavily abridged versions 
of some of what he wrote, have severely compromised the reliability of 
his extensive writings and manuscript papers, including his correspon-
dence. Many of these bowdlerized editions of his writings are the ones 
most commonly consulted, and the ones that remain in print. At the heart 
of this project is, therefore, an attempt at historical retrieval. Through the 
transcription and editing of Whitefield’s manuscript letters, this project 
will cut through the layers of later scholarship to reveal a more authentic 
Whitefield than has been seen hitherto.

The recovery of this important source will facilitate renewed investiga-
tion not only of Whitefield’s life and the evangelical movement, but also 
relations between Britain and America in the colonial period, the growth 
of “democratic” and egalitarian thinking, and the evolution of attitudes to-
wards race, class and gender. These will be addressed not only through the 
new edition of his correspondence, but also by means of a volume of critical 
essays, some of which were presented at the largest Whitefield conference to 
be held during this tercentenary year, at Whitefield’s alma mater, Pembroke 
College, Oxford in June 2014.
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Book Reviews
Paul and the Faithfulness of God: Christian Origins and the Question of God. By N. T. 
Wright. 2 vols. Minneapolis: Fortress, 2013. Xv + 1,696 pp., $89.00 paper.

N. T. Wright continues to be amazingly productive. In this two volume work 
on Paul, Wright, resumes his multi-volume work on “Christian Origins and 
the Question of God.” The book is divided into four parts. Wright begins by 
exploring the religious, social, political, and cultural world in which Paul 
lived (chapters 1-5). He then investigates the worldview of Paul, focusing 
on symbol and praxis (chapters 6-8). The third part zeroes in on Paul’s the-
ology under the themes of monotheism, election, and eschatology (chapters 
9-11). Finally, he considers how Paul’s theology interfaces with both the 
Greco-Roman and Jewish world of his day (chapters 12-15). The last chap-
ter discusses Paul’s aims and intentions (chapter 16). 

Another angle on the plan of the book helps us to see what Wright is try-
ing to accomplish. Paul’s worldview (chapters 6-8) precedes the explication 
of his theology (chapters 9-11), since Wright believes that Paul’s theology 
flowed from his worldview. In addition, chapters 12-15 return to the dis-
cussion of the historical, cultural, social, and religious world discussed in 
chapters 2-5. In these final chapters, Wright unpacks how Paul’s theology 
relates to its first century context. Wright’s work is grounded in history. He 
has no patience for those who attempt to do Pauline theology apart from the 
historical context of the day, and in this he is exactly right.

A short review cannot do justice to Wright’s contribution, and I will pick 
up on a few items of interest. The book is launched with a fascinating discus-
sion of Philemon, comparing Paul’s perspective on the runaway Onesimus 
with Pliny’s response to the runaway slave of Sabinianus. What is particular-
ly striking is how Paul’s response differs from Pliny’s, and we are introduced 
to Paul’s theology as he encounters a practical situation in everyday life. One 
cannot read this chapter without being struck anew with Wright’s creativity 
and genius. In some ways the whole of the book is in this first chapter, for we 
see, according to Wright, how Paul’s theology explains and sustains his worl-
dview. The symbolic praxis at the heart of Paul’s worldview was the unity of 
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the people of God, and hence Paul exhorted Philemon to be reconciled to 
Onesimus, for they were brothers in the same family. 

What were the symbols and praxis in Paul’s world? The Jews focused on 
Temple, Torah, land, family, zeal, prayer, and scripture. The boundary mark-
ers of Sabbath, circumcision, and food laws separated them from Gentiles. 
All of these matters were reconfigured and redrawn by Paul: the temple was 
the people of God, the land pointed toward the new creation, the family of 
Abraham consisted of both Jews and Gentiles and the boundary markers of 
the Torah which separated Jews from Gentiles were no longer in force. Ev-
erything was shaped by Paul’s monotheism which included Jesus Christ in 
the identity of God, by the election of both Jews and Gentiles in the church 
of Jesus Christ, and by the hope for a new creation.

When it came to the pagan world, Paul taught that idols were dehu-
manizing and robbed human life of its fullness. Even though Paul does not 
mention the Roman Empire specifically, his focus on the one God, on his 
rule over the world in Jesus, on Jesus as the true son of God and on the 
church as the true Israel, subverted the pretensions of empire. In particu-
lar, the church in its holiness, unity, and witness stands out as the central 
symbol of Paul’s thought. Paul trumpeted the one family of God, the true 
temple in the world. 

Paul needed to do theology, says Wright, because his worldview was rad-
ically different from both Jews and pagans. Wright unpacks Paul’s theolo-
gy under the themes of monotheism, election, and eschatology, reworking 
each theme in relationship to Jesus as Messiah and the Spirit. Wright main-
tains that the common polarities in Pauline theology are integrated when 
we rightly grasp the narrative and story characterizing his thought, and thus 
apocalyptic should not be played off against salvation history, nor is the 
forensic opposed to the transformational and participatory. Wright rightly 
opposes false dichotomies here. All these themes fit into the larger story 
of Paul’s covenant theology. Paul believed his theology or philosophy was 
superior to paganism because it truly led to human flourishing, and Jesus’s 
lordship put the lie to Caesar’s claim to be the world’s true lord. 

Much discussion has poured forth on Paul’s understanding of the human 
dilemma. Did the plight precede the solution, or did Paul see the solution 
and then argue for the plight? Wright says there is truth in both notions. 
Certainly Paul already saw a problem since the promises were not fulfilled 
and Israel was still in exile. Clearly something was wrong in Israel. At the 
same time, Paul’s recognition on the Damascus Road that Jesus was the cruci-
fied Messiah provoked him to reassess the plight of Israel. He now perceived 
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in a deeper and more profound way that Israel was also in Adam, that Israel 
was also captive to the power of sin. 

If Israel was as bad off as the Gentiles, if it too was vitiated by idolatry 
and self-serving, what becomes of Israel’s election, of God’s promise that 
Israel would be the means by which the world is transformed? In using the 
word election the focus is on the purpose of Israel’s election, the promise 
that Israel would be the means of blessing for the entire world. Abraham, 
in other words, was called to undo the curses introduced into the world by 
Adam. As God’s elect and saved people, Israel was to be a blessing to the 
world. What God commanded Adam to do was promised to Abraham. Here I 
demur a bit from what Wright says, for the story of Israel shows that Israel 
would not and could not be the means of the world’s blessing. Perhaps there 
is some common ground in that Jesus Christ is the true Israel, and he is the 
answer to the human dilemma.

God’s righteousness, says Wright, is his faithfulness to his covenant, but 
God is not only faithful to the covenant but also to creation, to his creational 
intentions in manifesting his righteousness. God’s righteousness, his cove-
nant faithfulness, testifies that he will fulfill his promise of a new exodus, 
but his righteousness also includes his covenant justice, his punishment of 
those who flout his law. Against Wright, God’s covenant faithfulness, his 
righteousness, cannot be equated with his mercy, his steadfast love, or sal-
vation, even though it includes all these notions. Defining righteousness as 
covenant faithfulness is not convincing. God’s righteousness fulfills the cov-
enant, but it shouldn’t be defined as covenant faithfulness.

Wright also considers here the issue of supersessionism with respect to 
election. He categorically rejects such an idea, for calling Paul’s theology 
supersessionist is as silly as calling the Qumran community’s theology su-
persessionist when they saw themselves as the new Israel. No, Paul believed 
his theology of election represented a fulfillment of what God promised in 
the Old Testament. Wright’s appeal to Qumran to support his contention is 
illuminating and persuasive.

Paul believed that the election of Israel is fulfilled in Jesus, for he is the 
true Israel. Wright maintains that monotheism and election both meet in 
the person of Jesus. The promises made to Israel are fulfilled in Jesus’s death 
and resurrection since he has conquered death and all God’s enemies. So, 
Jesus is the faithful Messiah of Israel, the one through whom God has shown 
himself to be faithful to his covenant promises. 

Wright rejects imputation in 2 Corinthians 5:21, a verse which is often ap-
pealed to in defense of the teaching. He finds three problems with such an 
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interpretation: 1) the text speaks of God’s righteousness, not Christ’s. 2) Paul 
does not say that righteousness is reckoned or imputed to us but says we “be-
come” God’s righteousness. The verbal language hardly fits with imputation. 
3) Paul discusses his own ministry here, and hence it does not fit to inject the 
idea of imputation into the context. What Paul teaches instead is that the cov-
enant faithfulness of God is embodied in his ministry as an apostle. Wright’s 
interpretation of 2 Corinthians 5:21 should be rejected, for God’s righteous-
ness is ours in union with Jesus Christ. Wright over-reads the verb “become,” 
and imputation appears to be present since we are righteous because we are 
united with Christ. Finally, it is quite doubtful that the first person plural here 
is restricted to Paul, for it most naturally refers to all Christians.

According to Wright, justification was not a major theme in first century 
Judaism. Paul reshaped and rethought the theme because of inaugurated es-
chatology, a new definition of the plight of Israel, the new work of the Spirit, 
and the equality of Jews and Gentiles in the people of God. Hence, the fun-
damental question was not how to get saved, for salvation and justification 
do not mean the same thing. God will rectify and solve the problems of the 
world through the covenant, so that the sin and idolatry and corruption of 
the world will be made right. Wright mistakenly reads justification funda-
mentally in terms of ecclesiology instead of soteriology. Yes, justification 
and salvation do not mean the same thing, but they both address the ques-
tion of the final judgment. Salvation asks whether we will be delivered at 
the last judgment and justification whether we will be declared to be right 
before the judge. The final judgment, says Wright, will be according to the 
life one has lived; it will be a judgment based on works. Still, the judgment 
of the last day is declared in advance, so that Christians are now declared to 
be in the right. Wright is almost right! The word “based” does not accord 
with Paul’s teaching that justification does not come via works of law or via 
works. Hence, it is better to say judgment is according to works instead of 
based on works.

Still, Wright helpfully says that justification is not transformative but cre-
ates or confers a status. The judge’s declaration actually creates a new status. 
It is a speech-act, just as a boss saying “you are fired” or a minister saying, 
“you are husband and wife” create a new status. Even if someone was noto-
riously wicked, the new status declared by God as the divine judge creates a 
new reality. Justification does not occur because of a character change in the 
human being. A person is in the right because of God’s verdict, the sovereign 
announcement and declaration of the covenant God. Wright’s definition of 
justification here and his incorporation of speech act theory are quite helpful.
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Wright also discusses eschatology, arguing that Israel’s eschatology grew 
out of its monotheism and election. In the resurrection of Jesus, Israel is 
redefined. He briefly discusses the return of Jesus where heaven and earth 
will be one and judgment will be meted out to those who disobey. I was sur-
prised that the discussion of Jesus’s return did not receive more attention, 
for it is a major theme in Paul’s thought and questions have been raised on 
Wright’s own view on the matter given his reading of the alleged second 
coming texts in the Gospels.

The interpretation of Romans 11:26 has long been contested. Wright ar-
gues that “all Israel” here refers to the church of Jesus Christ, and thus all 
Israel being saved does not prophesy a future salvation for Israel. Wright 
argues that if salvation were promised for ethnic Israel in the future, Gen-
tiles would have concluded that they could simply sit and wait for God to 
act. Space is lacking for a full exegesis here, but seeing a reference to both 
Jews and Gentiles does not fit with the flow of the argument. In the previous 
verse (11:25) Israel clearly refers to the Jews, and it is hard to see how the 
referent changes in v. 26, especially since Paul continues to speak of ethnic 
Israel in v. 28.

Paul’s mission was not simply to see souls saved but to see the whole 
creation renewed, which meant that rulers (like Rome) would be unmasked 
for the frauds they are. The church would express its worship of one God as 
a united body. In order to sustain the unity and holiness of the church Paul 
taught his “philosophy” or theology to unpack and explain what it meant to 
be one in the Messiah. Wright’s larger vision is helpful, but at the same time 
it should be added how crucial it is for people to be saved, for if they are de-
stroyed at the final judgment they will not enjoy the new creation. 

The entire vision articulated by Wright is summed up in Ephesians, for 
in Ephesians the church is God’s temple indwelt by the Spirit. The goal is to 
see the world transformed, to experience a new creation, to see individuals 
reconciled (like Onesimus and Philemon). 

We can be thankful for Wright’s significant and helpful contribution to 
scholarship, even if there are areas of his thought which are not persuasive.

_____

Thomas R. Schreiner
James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation   

     and Biblical Theology
Associate Dean of the School of Theology
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Mind and Cosmos: Why the Materialist Neo-Darwinian Conception of Nature 
Is Almost Certainly False. By Thomas Nagel. New York: Oxford, 2012, 
128 pp., $24.95 cloth.

Thomas Nagel, professor of philosophy and law at New York University, 
is an avowed atheist. In Mind and Cosmos he struggles to solve one of 
the chief inadequacies of atheism—its materialist conception of the uni-
verse, which cannot explain such fundamental aspects of human expe-
rience as consciousness, reason, and morality. But as an avowed atheist 
(95), he simply cannot allow theistic arguments into the conversation. 
Though he shows great respect for Christian philosopher Alvin Plantin-
ga, he confesses he does not share Plantinga’s sensus divinitatus (12), so 
he does the best he can without it. Nagel refuses to entertain the reality 
and agency of God. He thinks a secular theory is cleaner and intellectu-
ally more desirable (66). The frank recognition of the inadequacies of 
materialist notions of the universe is welcome, but in the end Nagel is 
no closer to explaining how human consciousness, reason, and morality 
are possible.

As Nagel sees it, the big problem is the reality of consciousness, a Rock 
of Gibraltar, if you will, on which the waves of “psychophysical reduction-
ism” (4) have pounded without effect through the years. Try as material-
ists might to deny the existence of mental states or to give them a strictly 
behaviorist account, they fail at the irreducibility of “the way sugar tastes 
to you or the way red looks or anger feels” (38). Descartes knew this to 
be the case, arguing, for instance, that matter was extended and mind was 
not. (You can use a ruler to measure a brain but not to measure sadness.) 
Alas, Descartes was a dualist, and Nagel prefers a leaner ontology, some 
form of monism (56)—but not just any old monism, for he is only slightly 
more patient with Bishop Berkeley’s “eliminative idealism” (37) than with 
the “eliminative materialism” of most Darwinists. 

Nagel’s feisty game is wonderful to watch. It’s radically counter-cul-
tural, given the materialist culture of the academy, where, in the field of 
biology, “physico-chemical reductionism ... is the orthodox view, and 
any resistance to it is regarded as not only scientifically but politically 
incorrect” (5). Looking beyond the guild, he also grants that his reserva-
tions will “strike many people as outrageous” because “almost everyone 
in our secular culture has been browbeaten into regarding the reductive 
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research program as sacrosanct, on the ground that anything else would 
not be science” (7). In the face of such scientific hegemony, he dares to 
confess, “For a long time I have found the materialist account of how 
we and our fellow organisms came to exist hard to believe, including 
the standard version of how the evolutionary process works” (5). He 
even puts in a good word for the intelligent design theorists, expressing 
appreciation for “the problems that these iconoclasts pose for the ortho-
dox scientific consensus” (10). 

When he gets down to the business of explaining consciousness, he 
says we need two components to our account (54)—one “constitutive” 
(the what) and one “historical” (the how and when). The former can be 
either “reductive” (with “protopsychic” elements written into all matter) 
or “emergent” (with mental features showing themselves at a certainly level 
of material complexity). The latter, the historical, can tell one of three sto-
ries—the “causal” (with a sort of falling dominoes version of what came 
next); the “teleological” (with direction written into the primordial stuff); 
and “intentional” (with God engineering the whole affair at the outset, and 
perhaps along the way). 

Though he is far from dogmatic, he thinks that some sort of “panpsy-
chism,” with “protomental” powers at play in the earliest matter, will do 
the trick (52, 65). (In this, he does not jettison evolution, but rather just 
tweaks it [123].) In sketching out his “overarching psychophysical theory” 
(52), he tips his hat to process philosopher, Alfred North Whitehead, who 
held that even electrons should be understood “as somehow embodying a 
standpoint on the world” (58). But he identifies most closely with Aristotle 
and his teleological “fourth cause,” whereby, for instance, acorns “contain” 
oaks (66, 93). But when he says that the universe “is gradually waking up to 
itself” (85), is becoming “aware of itself” through us (124), and is naturally 
“biased toward the marvelous” (92), the account sounds right Hegelian, 
with its self-refining Weltgeist.

Nagel is particularly hard on the causation account of consciousness, 
which flies in the face of Leibniz’s (and others’) principle of sufficient rea-
son, which says that things do not just happen—in this case, consciousness 
just popping into existence at some point along the evolutionary string. 
(43) He says that you need a why behind a “this came next”—a significant 
explanation of why such a development might have been expected (45). 

He uses, for example, a calculator, which displays the numeral ‘8’ after 
the figures ‘5,’ ‘+,’ and ‘3’ have been keyed in. It’s not enough to say the 
keying caused the ‘8.’ Rather, you need to put it all in mathematical and elec-
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tronic context (48). But this is the sort of thing the Darwinists do not sup-
ply regarding consciousness, if they acknowledge its existence at all. They 
just stipulate a material cause, a move Nagel ironically and deliciously calls 
“Darwinism of the gaps” (127), and leave it at that. Not so his own “overar-
ching psychophysical theory.”

Nagel then moves from consciousness, which is passive, to cognition, 
which is active (84). He agrees with Plantinga that while evolution may 
account plausibly for such basic behaviors as fighting, fleeing, feeding, 
and reproducing, it cannot account for reason, logic, reflection, and such. 
While perceptual accuracy is important in sizing up physical dangers, and 
you might give an evolutionary pedigree for emotional and appetitive 
behavior (72), you need something more to account for the pursuit of 
truth in the theoretical and moral sense (82). Indeed, you cannot argue 
the truth of evolutionary theory on the grounds that it is a deliverance 
of evolution, for this is to run in a circle (81). Besides, we search for ac-
curacy (80) rather than genealogy when justifying our claims (80). And 
regarding the canons of reason, “avoiding contradictions” is not the same 
as “avoiding snakes and precipices” (83).

Indeed, the fiascos of politics, business, courtship, and even the mod-
ern university, suggest that candor and devotion to unvarnished truth are 
inimical to success. Power, profit, romance, and promotion are as much at-
tributable to sophistry, pride, smoke and mirrors, ambition, treachery, and 
political correctness as to the dogged pursuit of and unwavering defense of 
verities. So whence the children of Socrates, with their irritating dialogical 
hunt for transcendent answers? And how do you get a philosophically fear-
less Nagel out of mere matter? After all, this book might well have stymied 
his quest for tenure had he written it as a junior professor.

Moving to ethics, he makes a similar claim, that we are seeking objective 
moral truths which are more than shorthand for our subjective feelings and 
desires, a view he attributes to David Hume (98). He then quotes New York 
University colleague Sharon Street to say that Darwinism is incompatible 
with “moral realism,” so, by her lights, that is too bad for moral realism; he 
agrees on the incompatibility of the two, but takes the opposite tack—too 
bad for Darwinism (105).

As with the pursuit of truth, the pursuit of virtue is problematic for 
materialists. For one thing, it’s unlikely that the ability to “detect mind-in-
dependent or evaluative truth” about morality makes any “contribution 
to reproductive fitness” (107). Jihadist terrorists, celebrity libertines, and 
atheistical tyrants seem to have no have difficulty in attracting and im-
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pregnating mates, if not veritable harems. So why should evolution give 
any value to self-denying honesty, justice, loyalty, and compassion (113)? 
Nagel cannot find a reason for it, the sociobiological blandishments of a 
Richard Dawkins notwithstanding. 

His alternative is a simple grasp of moral reality, not reducible to likes and 
dislikes, to pain avoidance and pleasure seeking. In this, it seems to me he 
shows kinship to the moral intuitionism of atheist G. E. Moore: You simply 
see rights and wrongs, duties and impermissibilities on the face of things, 
once you know the facts. In Nagel’s case, these connect to the foundational, 
teleological nature of things, to which humans and thus the universe have 
awakened as we and it have grown up together. (This would seem friendly to 
some sort of natural law theory of ethics, but I do not think that he is ready 
to go there.) Thus, practical reason becomes one of our cognitive faculties 
(116), whereby we can control our behavior “in response to reasons” and 
not just impulses (117). And yes, he takes a hard free will stance, distancing 
himself from compatibilism, which, in his opinion, fails to undergird moral 
responsibility (113-114).

Noting that human good is different from the good of bees, he de-
clares himself a “value pluralist” (119). It all depends on what kind of 
thing you are. He observes, for instance, that bacteria have a telos of their 
own, but, no doubt to the frustration of some environmentalists, he says 
rocks lack a telos (117).

Nagel’s reliance on the notion of the “psychophysical” character of the 
universe is unconvincing. If the prime ingredients of reality were both some-
how “psycho” (even if only “proto”) and physical, how can we count them 
as neutral and monistic, as he wishes to do? Has not the book demonstrated 
that the two elements are irreducible? So is he not guilty of the charge he 
has leveled against the materialists, that of papering over a constitutive crack 
in the wall? I know that Peter Strawson and other neutral monists have given 
it a go, but I just cannot see how it works. The only monism I understand is 
Berkeley’s, but it is not neutral.

What’s his problem with accepting or at least crediting this view? He 
mentions the problem of evil (25) and faults the creationists for teaching, in 
effect, that “biological and mental organization are no more part of the nat-
ural order ... than airplanes or telephones are” (95). If only he could be dis-
abused of these confusions with careful application of, in the first instance, 
the free-will defense or a soul-making theodicy, and in the second, with a 
sermon on how we are “fearfully and wonderfully made” in the “image of 
God.” But he has heard it all before. 
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Perhaps, though, he is not far from the kingdom, a hopeful case on 
the order of Antony Flew, who died before he could complete his journey 
from atheism to theism/deism to Christ. Nagel certainly has the requi-
site impatience with physicalism and an admirable modesty in saying he is 
simply working in the realm of “relative plausibility,” (126) and not smug 
certainty. Were he to go at his Aristotelian answer hammer and tongs, the 
way he goes at materialism, I think he would find its relative plausibility 
sinking below that of the theistic creationist account. Perhaps he has an ir-
reducible commitment to metaphysical parsimony (monism vs. dualism) 
or a desire to persuade his secular colleagues on their own terms. But, as 
he admirably argues in his book, personal preference and public relations 
are not ends in themselves when you are pursuing truth.

Over all, Nagel’s critique of Darwinian, psychophysical reductionism 
is a delight. How refreshing it is to hear an atheist say that this hallowed 
perspective is “antecedently unbelievable—a heroic triumph of ideolog-
ical theory over common sense” (128). Unfortunately, his alternative 
is both implausible and unnecessary, given the fact that God has creat-
ed men with consciousness, cognitive capacity, and the wherewithal to 
grasp moral reality.

_____

Mark Coppenger
Professor of Christian Apologetics
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Story of Martyrdom. By 
Candida Moss. New York: HarperCollins, 2013, 310 pp., $14.99 paper.

Candida Moss’s The Myth of Persecution: How Early Christians Invented a Sto-
ry of Martyrdom is written for a readership with a taste for conspiracy 
theories in which sinister elites manipulate history for their own das-
tardly ends. In this case, according to Moss, it was the fourth-century 
Christian bishop Eusebius of Caesarea who invented most, if not all, of 
the martyrdom narratives of the first three centuries to reinforce what 
he regarded as a tradition of orthodoxy (215-246). Moss, professor of 
New Testament and Early Christianity at the University of Notre Dame, 
has the scholarly credentials and knowledge to make her case sound con-
vincing, though in the final analysis, her thesis is far from compelling. 
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She is right to maintain that the experience of the ancient church was 
not one of relentless persecution. This is not however a new or startling 
insight—even Eusebius agreed with this. As respected historian Everett 
Ferguson has noted, “Christianity was occasionally repressed in sporad-
ic persecutions, but there was no general effort to root it out” (Church 
History, Vol. 1 [Zondervan, 2009], 160). What is new and startling is her 
remarkable contention that only six of the early church’s martyrdom 
accounts have any semblance of authenticity (92). The six martyrdom 
accounts are those regarding (1) Polycarp of Smyrna, (2) Justin Mar-
tyr, (3) Ptolemaeus and Lucius—all three in the middle of the second 
century—(4) the martyrdom of Pothinus, bishop of Lyons and other 
believers in southern Gaul around 177, (5) the Scillitan Martyrs in 180, 
and (6) Perpetua and her companions in North Africa at the turn of the 
third century. In fact, by the time that even these accounts have been 
subjected to Moss’s withering criticism, there seems to be virtually no 
evidence of persecution in the early centuries of the church.

Rather than examine each of these accounts, this review is focused on 
one martyrdom story, namely that of Polycarp of Smyrna, to see what re-
sponse can be made to Moss’s thesis. Charles E. Hill has recently reiter-
ated the statement of Helmut Koester that Polycarp of Smyrna, bishop of 
Smyrna and one-time disciple of the Apostle John, was “doubtlessly the 
most significant ecclesiastical leader of the first half” of the second cen-
tury (From the Lost Teaching of Polycarp [Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck], 1). The 
letter by Ignatius of Antioch—also a martyr—to him would have made his 
name known throughout the eastern Mediterranean since collections of 
Ignatius’s letters circulated widely. And in the account of his martyrdom, 
his pagan persecutors described him as “the teacher of Asia, the father of 
the Christians, the destroyer of our gods” (Martyrdom of Polycarp, 12.2).

In Moss’s main discussion of the text of his martyrdom, which has 
been reckoned to be an eyewitness account of the death of the aged Poly-
carp in the mid-150s, she argues that the story of his death is probably 
a third-century invention (94-104). Her reasons for coming to this con-
clusion are essentially four-fold. First, there are elements of the account 
that seem to be like a repetition of the gospel accounts of Jesus’s death: 
“Polycarp retreats outside the city [of Smyrna], prays there, enters the 
city on the back of a donkey, is betrayed by someone close to him, is 
arrested at night, and is opposed by a figure named Herod and by blood-
thirsty Jews (98).” Then, there are a couple of miraculous events—the 
heavenly voice that is heard when Polycarp enters the stadium in Smyrna 
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where he will die and the smell of his burning flesh as he is martyred, 
“like (hōs) bread baking or like (hōs) gold and silver being refined in a 
furnace” or the odor of frankincense (Martyrdom of Polycarp, 15.2)—that 
raise suspicions in Moss’s mind that the entire account is a fabrication 
(95-97). Third, Moss finds the text’s emphasis on the relics of Polycarp’s 
body and the explicit rejection of the concept of voluntary martyrdom 
to be anachronistic (Martyrdom of Polycarp, 18.2-3, 4.1). According to 
Moss, the devotional interest in relics and the condemnation of people 
volunteering for martyrdom are both part and parcel of the third-cen-
tury church scene rather than the middle of the second century when 
the martyrdom of Polycarp is supposed to have happened (100-104). 
Finally, Moss argues that the Martyrdom of Polycarp is supposed to be 
“the first text to recognize the category of martyrdom and develop a real 
theology of martyrdom,” but everything in the account seems to assume 
that martyrdom already exists as a developed concept in the life of the 
Mediterranean churches. This must mean that the text has been written 
well after the events it purports to describe (101-102).

Moss’s first reason for regarding the Martyrdom of Polycarp as a fabri-
cation deserves careful consideration, for it is not unreasonable to ask 
whether the parallels with the life of Christ were contrived. Literary art 
in itself does not however demonstrate that an account is inauthentic. As 
Clayton Croy notes, Moss’s contention is that if there have been any edi-
torial emendations or literary devices used at all, then the whole account 
is worthless as history. He rightly argues that “surely literary flourishes 
versus historical information is a false dichotomy. The same is true for 
allusions to the Gospels, alleged anachronisms, and other peculiarities. 
Some of these are hardly as compelling as Moss thinks; others, even if 
valid, scarcely require us to dissolve the account into sheer fiction” (Re-
view of Biblical Literature 10 [Oct. 3, 2013]). The fact that this account 
of Polycarp’s martyrdom has certain stylized literary features does not 
mean that Polycarp did not die as a martyr or that it did not happen sub-
stantially as the account describes.

Moss’s approach to the miracles in the Martyrdom of Polycarp is typical 
of New Testament scholars who approach the canonical scriptures with 
a hermeneutic of suspicion. Miracles simply do not happen, they be-
lieve, hence any account of them renders the document containing them 
suspect. It is also noteworthy that with regard to one of the miracles—
Polycarp’s burning flesh being like the smell of baking bread, of gold and 
silver being refined, and of incense—the use of the term hōs indicates 
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that a series of analogous comparisons are being made. As Polycarp was 
consumed by the flames, it was as if the smell issuing forth from the 
flames was like bread in an oven, or like gold and silver in a smelter’s 
furnace, or like burning incense in a temple. The author is indicating 
that Polycarp’s death was well-pleasing to God and is similar to passages 
in the New Testament that speak of elements of the Christian life being 
a sweet-smelling aroma to God—like Ephesians 5:2: “walk in love, as 
Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacri-
fice to God.” As for the mention of preserving the remains of Polycarp’s 
body, Moss’s contention that this is anachronistic and redolent of third 
or even fourth-century practice seems somewhat arbitrary. A practice 
has to start somewhere, and this may well be an early expression of what 
would become a major feature of piety in the early Middle Ages after the 
collapse of the western Roman Empire.

The same reasoning can be made with regard to the rejection of vol-
untary martyrdom, which is indeed a leading feature of the Martyrdom of 
Polycarp. Martyrdom according to the gospel is not voluntary martyrdom. 
This became a major problem for the church after the rise of Montanism, 
which took place in the 160s, a decade or more after the death of Polycarp. 
And although Montanism arose in Phrygia, where the volunteer martyr, 
Quintus, hailed from, as noted in the Martyrdom of Polycarp 4, this does 
not mean Quintus is being identified as a Montanist. If Quintus was be-
ing identified as a Montanist, any text written after the rise of Montanism 
would have made this identification explicit. Could it not be the case that 
Quintus was actually from Phyrgia? And could it not be the case that the 
church in Phrygia had a tendency in this regard even before Montanism 
emerged in the region?

Finally, as for the Martyrdom of Polycarp being the first text to develop a 
theology of martyrdom, this belies the evidence of a number of other late 
first and second-century texts, which Moss well knows, but omits discuss-
ing as they would damage her argument. Which texts? The reader should 
consider the account of Revelation 2:13 (the martyrdom of Antipas), the 
letters of Ignatius, written by common reckoning in the first decade of the 
second century and all of which breathe the air of martyrdom (especially 
his Letter to the Romans, 5.3), and the Odes of Solomon, a number of which 
speak explicitly of violent persecution (see Odes, 5, 28, 29).

Moss advances similar arguments for each of the other five early mar-
tyrdom accounts. She rejects them as largely inauthentic. They more or 
less bear witness to occasional violence perpetrated against the church 
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by the Roman state. Moss is correct that such violent persecution was 
episodic rather than constant. Historians have long recognized this. But 
Roman persecution of Christians was no light and momentary burden, 
as Moss would have us believe. Modern Christians are not wrong when 
they remember that from the beginning the church has often gone the 
way of her Lord along an ignominious path of societal and cultural ostra-
cism that has ended in violent death. 

_____

Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and Biblical Spirituality
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Handbook on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament: Exegesis and 
Interpretation. By G. K. Beale. Grand Rapids, Baker Academic, 2012, xv + 
173 pp., $13.17 paper.

G. K. Beale serves as the J. Gresham Machen Chair of New Testament 
and Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology at Westminster 
Theological Seminary in Philadelphia. This volume offers a practical 
guide to interpreting Old Testament citations and allusions within the 
New Testament. It found its genesis in a class that he taught about this 
issue in 1985 at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary (ix). In it he 
provides a sketch of the method used by the commentators in the Com-
mentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (xvii). The intended 
audience is “serious-minded Christians, students, and pastors,” but he 
seeks to fill a gap in scholarship by offering a coherent methodology and 
pointing the reader to necessary sources (xvii).

In chapter 1, Beale surveys the field, introducing the reader to the ma-
jor debates within the study of the New Testament’s use of the Old Tes-
tament. For example, he surveys the influence of Jewish interpretation on 
the New Testament writers and the definition and nature of typology. Beale 
concludes this survey by arguing that modern readers can and should “re-
produce the exegesis of the New Testament” (27). He emphasizes that these 
debates impact both method and theology.

In chapter 2, Beale considers the first step that one must take when ana-
lyzing the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament: identify quotations 
of and allusions to the Old Testament within the New Testament. Here, 



145

Beale defines an allusion as “a brief expression consciously intended by an 
author to be dependent on an OT passage” (31). Beale explains and adapts 
Richard Hays’s criteria for determining allusions and echoes, stating that his 
work provides “one of the best ways to discern and discuss the nature and 
validity of allusions” (34). Beale also suggests that the term “inner-bibli-
cal exegesis” or “inner-biblical allusion” should replace the term “intertex-
uality” since the previous two terms are “less likely to be confused with 
postmodern reader-oriented approaches of interpretation, where the term 
‘intertextuality’ had its origin” (40).

Chapter 3 is a key chapter. In fact, Beale elaborates chapter 3 in sub-
sequent chapters. He offers a nine-step approach to interpreting the New 
Testament’s use of the Old Testament (54). However, he acknowledges that 
there is no “airtight method” to insure a correct and comprehensive inter-
pretation (41). The steps are listed below:

1. Identify if the OT reference is a quotation or an allusion.
2. Analyze the broad NT context where the OT reference occurs. 
3. Analyze the OT context.
4. Survey the use of the OT text in early and late Judaism.
5. Compare the texts, including the textual variants.
6. Identify the form of the text used by the NT author.
7. Analyze the author’s interpretative use of the OT. 
8. Analyze the author’s theological use of the OT.
9. Analyze the author’s rhetorical use of the OT.

In chapter, 4 he addresses the seventh step in his interpretative pro-
cess, analyzing the author’s “interpretive” use of the Old Testament. Beale 
maintains that categorizing the way the New Testament authors use the 
Old Testament is important because it gives the interpreter a frame of ref-
erence to use when analyzing these texts (55). He describes thirteen ways 
the New Testament authors use the Old Testament. He acknowledges that 
these ways do not exhaust the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament, 
but he suggests that they are the primary ways. This chapter is especially 
helpful.

In chapter 5, Beale further develops the eighth step of his hermeneutical 
process: analyzing the New Testament writer’s theological use of the Old 
Testament. He states that one’s understanding of the New Testament au-
thors’ presuppositions is essential because this method helps one perceive 
how they interpreted the Old Testament within its original context (95). 
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Beale assumes that these presuppositions are rooted in the Old Testament, 
serving as a heuristic guide for its interpretation. Consequently, he main-
tains that any issues raised with the New Testament authors’ interpretation 
of the Old Testament must be redirected toward their presuppositions. 

In chapter 6, Beale addresses the fourth step of his hermeneutical ap-
proach, determining the relevance of Jewish backgrounds. He argues that 
this literature is essential to the study of the New Testament because of the 
shared body of literature. He further develops this step by providing both 
annotated bibliographies on Jewish sources and examples where the overlap 
between these bodies of literature is exegetically significant. 

Finally, in his seventh chapter, Beale examines the use of Isaiah 22:22 in 
Revelation 3:7 to illustrate his proposed method. This chapter is particular-
ly helpful because it provides the reader with a model of how to apply the 
entire method within one contained example.

Beale has written a remarkably helpful guide, affording much insight 
and expertise. Naturally, in a matter this important and complex, I long 
for more. I would profit from a more extensive explanation of Beale’s 
distinction between an allusion and an echo (31-35). I also would have 
benefited from specific examples of scholars who hold the various po-
sitions that Beale discusses in his first chapter (1-27). I would like to 
see also a more extensive bibliography, especially to include some of 
the more recent works in the areas of Jewish backgrounds and Septtu-
agint studies.

Beale’s work on the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament is a 
timely, well written, and unique contribution to this important topic. 
This resource will greatly benefit readers who seek to interpret the New 
Testament’s use of the Old Testament. The value of this work is demon-
strated in the unique contribution it makes to the study of the New Tes-
tament’s use of the Old. Beale’s method is immensely helpful, and he 
provides the reader with many exegetical tools by which to understand 
the New Testament’s use of the Old Testament. Beale’s work should pro-
vide a tremendous service to students, pastors and scholars interested 
in this field.

_____

Michael T. Graham Jr.
Ph.D. candidate
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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Early Evangelicalism: A Reader. By Jonathan M. Yeager, ed. New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 2013, xiv+404 pages, $35.00 paper.

As anyone familiar with the American cultural and social landscape of the 
past half-century knows, evangelicals have been a potent force for change or 
impediment to change, depending upon your point of view. Not surprisingly, 
there have been in recent years a good number of excellent studies by both 
British and American scholars of the origins and history of evangelicalism. 
However, this new volume by Jonathan Yeager, currently teaching religious 
history at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, fills a definite lacuna 
for there has been no truly comprehensive text of primary sources that covers 
all of the permutations in the formative era of evangelicalism in the eighteenth 
century. In part, this lacuna existed due to the fact that up until recently many 
scholars discounted the importance of religion in history, for such religiosity 
had no parallel in their own experience and the maudlin excesses of Victorian 
evangelicals especially made the exploration of religious sensibility somewhat 
embarrassing. But times have changed and religion is increasingly, and rightly, 
seen as an important factor in our cultural past.

Excerpts of sermons, tracts, revival accounts, and hymns by all of the 
major evangelical figures are here, including the Moravian Nicholas von 
Zinzendorf, George Whitefield, the Wesley brothers—the leading Anglican 
evangelists of the century—hymn writers William Williams Pantycelyn and 
John Newton, American theologian Jonathan Edwards, Francis Asbury, the 
father of American Methodism, the Baptist missionary William Carey, and 
the English abolitionist William Wilberforce. But Yeager rightly includes 
writings from a host of “lesser” figures since at its heart evangelicalism has 
ever been a popular, grass-roots movement. So we find, for example, a se-
lection of poems by the African-American poet Phillis Wheatley, including 
her delightful “On Virtue” where she argues that true Christianity issues in 
the moral transformation of character: for “the heav’n-born soul,” the born-
again evangelical, “virtue is near thee” (278). There is an admonition from 
the Mohegan preacher Samson Occom to his fellow Native Americans about 
the abuse of alcohol (268-270). There are excerpts from the diary of Esther 
Edwards Burr, third daughter of the famous Jonathan Edwards and mother 
of the infamous Aaron Burr, Jr., including a fabulous piece in which she re-
counted her silencing of a Mr. Ewing, a man with “mean thoughts of Wom-
en,” when he stated that “he did not think women knew what Friendship 
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was, they were hardly capable of anything so cool and rational as friendship” 
(202). Not surprisingly, Yeager includes a piece by the Scottish evangelical 
Presbyterian John Erskine, whose life and thought Yeager has recently ex-
plored in his Enlightened Evangelicalism (Oxford, 2011). And I was thrilled to 
find selections from three of my Baptist “heroes”—Anne Steele (included 
here is the hymn “God the only refuge of the troubled mind” recently re-
prised by the music group Indelible Grace), Andrew Fuller and John Ry-
land, Jr.—the latter two both correspondents of John Erskine.

While every reader might wish for a favorite who is not included in 
this selection (I would have included a selection from the Baptist Oliver 
Hart, pastor of Charleston’s First Baptist), the range of authors selected 
is quite impressive. No denominational body influenced by evangelical-
ism in the eighteenth century is left out and there are a goodly number of 
women and non-Europeans (about a quarter of the sixty authors in the 
book). Also, while most of the authors selected held to Reformed Prot-
estantism or Calvinism, there are a number here whose theology did not 
fall entirely within this tradition: Zinzendorf, the Wesleys, John Fletcher 
and his wife Mary, Henry Alline, and the American Methodists Francis 
Asbury and Thomas Coke.

Guiding Yeager in his selection is the now-famous definition of evangel-
icalism that British historian David Bebbington developed in his inductive 
tour-de-force Evangelicalism in Modern Britain (1989), namely, that the main 
characteristics of evangelicalism are “the need for conversion, a high regard 
for the Bible, Jesus Christ’s death on the cross as the means of salvation, and 
missionary involvement” (2). In particular, Yeager points to conversionism 
as “the distinguishing mark” of eighteenth-century evangelicalism (3). The 
evangelical authors and activists found in this book, however, would proba-
bly consider the highlighting of conversionism as their key conviction as far 
too simplistic and far too narrow. Yeager himself notes that a statement of 
faith like that of John Ryland, which was firmly grounded in Nicene Trini-
tarianism and Chalcedonian Christology and deeply imbued with the sote-
riology of the Reformation (294–299), represents “most of the doctrines 
early evangelicals believed” (294). Nevertheless, Yeager is surely right—
here following the path trodden by scholars like David Bebbington and 
Mark Noll—in arguing that evangelicalism is “a distinct religious movement 
within Protestant Christianity” (2), though the Bebbington quadrilateral 
may not be the best way of explaining it.

In recent days, a number of historians have lamented the path taken 
by evangelicalism, regarding it as a regrettable dumbing-down of the doc-
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trinal richness of the Reformation. But Yeager’s collection speaks better 
things—it reveals a powerful movement, theologically rich with true af-
fective interiority, that brought about a profound transformation of life 
and culture in the trans-Atlantic world.

_____

Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and Biblical Spirituality
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

Archbishop Justin Welby: The Road to Canterbury. By Andrew Atherstone. Lon-
don: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2014, viii+152 pages, $20.00 paper.

What drew me to this unauthorized biography of Justin Welby, the 105th (and 
current) Archbishop of Canterbury, was frankly the author, Andrew Ather-
stone, currently Tutor in History and Doctrine at Wycliffe Hall, Oxford. Hav-
ing profited greatly from books that he was written in the past, I looked for-
ward to the same in this sympathetic biography. 

Welby was born into wealth and was very successful in the world of fi-
nance—he was a treasurer in the oil industry and had a salary of £100,000 per 
annum in 1989; but the compulsion of the Spirit and constraints of the gospel 
led him to train for vocational ministry at Cranmer Hall in Durham. During 
the early days of his Christian life after a distinctly evangelical conversion he 
was deeply shaped by the Vineyard movement as it found expression in the 
ministry of Holy Trinity Brompton. 

His first ministerial charge was at Chilvers Coton in the diocese of Cov-
entry. This diocesan locale proved to be important for Welby’s long-term ca-
reer. The destruction of Coventry and St. Michael’s Cathedral in 1940 during 
World War II had led to the formation of the Community of the Cross of Nails 
(so named because of three medieval nails from the destroyed cathedral that 
were fused into a cross after the bombing), which came to focus on recon-
ciliation projects in trouble spots around the world. In time, reconciliation 
became a defining hallmark of Welby’s ministry.

From Chilvers Coton Welby went to Southam, Warwickshire, as the rec-
tor of Sr. James, where he became increasingly concerned for parish renew-
al, the relationship between theology and ethics, and the ministry of rec-
onciliation. The latter frequently took him to Africa, where he faced mortal 
danger more than once, especially in Nigeria where violent clashes between 
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Muslim and Christian were becoming more and more frequent in the 2000s. 
Welby has insisted that he is “an orthodox Bible-believing evangeli-

cal,” for whom Scripture is “my final authority for all matters of life and 
doctrine” (p. 90). But his concern for reconciliation has also led him to 
seek to preserve the unity of the Anglican communion despite recent 
deep divisions over women’s ordination and the question of same-sex 
marriage. There is no doubt that the latter issue will severely test his 
abilities as Archbishop, for, in the final analysis, same-sex marriage is 
incompatible with a high view of Scripture.

Three things in particular struck me in Atherstone’s story of Welby’s life 
thus far: Welby’s concern for unity. In his own words, it is an “absolute essen-
tial” (p. 113). Sadly, because unity has all too often in the past century been 
the prevailing concern of ecumenical types with a low of scriptural authority, 
evangelicals have not paid the matter the attention it deserves. But such an 
attitude is in tension with both scripture and the tradition of evangelicalism. 
The critical question, of course, has to do with the dynamics of making it hap-
pen. Then, there is Welby’s early experience with the charismatic movement 
and Third Wave theology that seems to have given him a life-long desire for 
revival, which, he would argue, is rooted in the resurrection: “Our hope of re-
vival is based on the resurrection. Again and again in church history churches 
far worse off than us have, with clear leadership, found new life, and finding it 
have seen astonishing growth. Personally I believe passionately that it is pos-
sible” (p. 131). To be honest, I did not expect the Archbishop of Canterbury 
to speak in such terms. Yet, his words are welcome and wise.

Third, it is clear that while Welby’s roots are evangelical, he has moved 
beyond the boundaries of evangelicalism in his practice of the Christian life. 
For instance, Atherstone notes Welby’s deep indebtedness to both Benedic-
tine and Ignatian spirituality (pp. 94–97, 143). Reading this, it struck me that 
Welby typifies so many other evangelicals who have turned to other traditions 
of piety to enrich their faith. To be sure, it is not the case that we evangelicals 
have nothing to learn from these traditions. But the questions lay burning in 
my heart long after I had finished reading this biography: do we not have a 
tradition of piety that can nurture the deepest recesses of the believer’s heart 
(forsooth we do) and why is it not being retrieved and taught?

_____

Michael A. G. Haykin
Professor of Church History and Biblical Spirituality
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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