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Matthew Prior, that politician-poet whom John Wesley ranked above Pope, and only just
below Milton, once said—

“Examples draw when precept fails,
 And sermons are less read than tales.”

The second line was perhaps of doubtful truth when he wrote it, but it is certainly true now.
Sermon-reading is almost a thing of the past. Very few printed sermons, especially old ones, are
able to compete with the latest utterance of the latest popular preacher. One has a little sympathy
with George Eliot’s phrase, “One may prefer fresh eggs, though laid by a fowl of the meanest
understanding, but why fresh sermons?”

Methodists, at any rate, have been trained to appreciate—or at least to tolerate—sermons
which have reached a condition which is far from fresh. One is reminded of the society steward
who glanced at a preacher’s bethumbed and faded manuscript, remarking, “I don’t know what
your text is, but I know what it ought to be—‘Lo, these many years do I serve thee’!”

Going back far beyond the comparatively short working life of the modern sermon,
however, do we really appreciate the great heritage that is ours in the sermons of John Wesley?
Of course, we all know—it has prompted many a smile in Local Preachers’ Meetings and
Synods—that all Methodist preachers are supposed to have read the “Standard Sermons,”
whether 53 or 44. Perhaps it is this very fact which has caused the neglect of Wesley’s Sermons;
for Methodists, like any normal human beings, display a healthy dislike for anything which is
forced upon them from above, willy-nilly.

Yet, once the initial prejudice has been conquered, it is surprising how much these
sermons can offer us, as evangelical theology, as devotional reading, as models of exposition, as
literature pure and simple. Those who relish a happy phrase will find “Wayside Pulpits” by the
score in Wesley’s Sermons. Examples?—

“God’s time is always the best time.”
“There can be no little sin, till we can find a little God.”
“Christianity is essentially a social religion; and to turn it into a solitary one is to destroy

it.”

Of course the reader misses the personal magnetism exercised most unexpectedly by that
dapper little clergyman with the sparkling eye. Yet he does not lose as much as in reading the
sermons of many great preachers, for with Wesley there was no bludgeoning of the emotions to
the point where his hearers were ready to believe and to do anything under the hypnotic
influence of dramatic oratory. John Selden had given a recipe for the popular preacher in the
previous century:—

“To preach long, loud, and Damnation, is the way to be cried up. We love
a man that Damns us, and we run after him to save us.”

Many of Wesley’s contemporaries were preachers of this stamp; but not Wesley. Indeed,
one of the strangest psychological phenomena of early Methodism was that the calmly reasoned,



comparatively unemotional preaching of John Wesley at first occasioned such strange physical
manifestations.

Wesley’s first sermon was preached at South Leigh, eight miles from Oxford, on Sunday,
September 26, 1725, his text being “Seek ye first the Kingdom of God.” His last sermon, at
Leatherhead, on Wednesday, February 23, 1791, was from a similar text, “Seek ye the Lord
while he may be found.” From the forty or fifty thousand sermons he delivered between these
dates the note of appeal was seldom absent. Yet it was always an appeal based on a foundation of
careful reasoning. The fourteen neatly written pages of his first sermon reveal the calm
orderliness of his mind, which his warmed heart never destroyed.

The first sermon which Wesley published, in 1735, was on Job iii. 17—one of the
handful of sermons which he preached before the staff and students of Oxford University
assembled at St. Mary’s. The next, Salvation by Faith, was also preached there, less than three
weeks after the momentous experience of May 24, 1738. It was the first manifesto of
Methodism, an old sermon preached with a new conviction, to be unhesitatingly accorded the
first place in the “Standard Sermons.” Other published sermons followed: Free Grace (which
brought to a head his estrangement from George Whitefield) in 1739; The Almost Christian
(another University sermon), and Christian Perfection in 1741; Charles Wesley’s Awake, thou
that sleepest (which has the top score for frequency of publication among Methodist writings) in
1742; and Scriptural Christianity, his last University sermon, which finally barred St. Mary’s
pulpit against him, in 1744.

In an age which swarmed with sermons, this total of seven is very meagre, especially
compared with the seventy-seven other publications that Wesley had issued up to the end of
1745. One reason was that he was content to exhort his preachers and people to study the
collection of Homilies which King Edward VI and Queen Elizabeth had sponsored two hundred
years before. These Wesley had read to his congregation in Georgia, and in 1739 had published
extracts from them, entitled The Doctrine of Salvation, Faith, and Good Works. His friends were
not satisfied, however; and the first two Methodist Conferences, meeting in 1744 and 1745,
urged upon him the duty of publishing a volume of his own sermons.

The renewed prodding in August, 1745, resulted in Wesley’s issuing a tiny circular, dated
September 9, 1745, entitled: “Proposal for Printing by Subscription, Three Volumes of Sermons,
By John Wesley, M.A., Fellow of Lincoln-College, Oxford.” Those who were prepared to
support him in this literary venture were asked to pay 1s. 6d. down for each unbound volume,
and a shilling more on delivery. Booksellers subscribing for six copies were promised a seventh
free. The circular stated that “Each Volume will contain at least Ten Sermons, on the same Paper
and Letter with these Proposals”—adding optimistically, “The first Volume will be in the Press
about Michaelmas, and will be delivered to the Subscriber (if God permit) at or before
Christmas.” Actually it was not until November of the following year that the Gentleman’s
Magazine could announce the appearance of “A volume of sermons, by J. Wesley, M.A.”

The preface is one of Wesley’s best efforts; its theme, “I design plain truth for plain
people.” The sermons are written for “the bulk of mankind”—Wesley’s equivalent of our “man
in the street.” “Nothing here appears in an elaborate, elegant, or oratorical dress,” he proclaims,
and disavows any intention of showing off his learning, though admitting that he may
occasionally quote the original Scriptures, or inadvertently slip into unfamiliar phrase. (Actually
he quotes a little of Homer’s Greek in this very preface, as well as using the famous phrase
“Homo unius libri.”)

Volume I of these Sermons on Several Occasions offered two more than the minimum



ten promised to the subscribers. Volume II, published in 1748, also contained twelve, as did
Volume III, issued in 1750. Ten years later Wesley added a fourth volume, which he mistakenly
described as “probably the last which I shall publish.” This contained seven sermons, over half
of it being taken up with six miscellaneous tracts, partly original, partly extracted from other
writers. Nearly thirty years were to pass before Wesley published another volume of sermons,
and then, in 1787–8, four new volumes appeared at once, together with reprints of these earlier
four. The new ones contained fifty-six sermons, forty-two of which had already been published
in monthly instalments in the Arminian Magazine. A ninth volume was added after his death.

It was John Wesley himself who by legal action perpetuated his sermons as a doctrinal
yardstick for his followers. His Model Deed for Methodist “preaching-houses,” first published in
1763, provided that therein should be proclaimed “no other doctrine than is contained in Mr.
Wesley’s Notes upon the New Testament, and four volumes of Sermons.” All succeeding Model
Deeds, including the latest in 1932, have contained a similar phrase.

There has been some confusion, however, as to the exact meaning of the later wording
about “the first four volumes” of Wesley’s Sermons, the editor of the standard edition of his
Works maintaining that Wesley referred to the first four of the thirty-two volumes of his
collected writings issued in 1771, which contained fifty-three sermons. It seems that Wesley
himself realised the ambiguity, for when he came to re-issue his sermons separately in 1787–8,
the contents of the first four volumes reverted to the original lay-out of the 1746, 1748, 1750,
and 1760 volumes, with the addition of one sermon on Wandering Thoughts, which had been
appended to a subsequent edition of Volume III before the 1763 Model Deed was published.
These forty-four sermons have now been legally recognised as the “Standard Sermons” of
Methodism.

The new Model Deed of the Methodist Church keeps us anchored firmly to these
doctrinal standards, stating that “no person or persons whomsoever shall at any time hereafter be
permitted to preach or expound God’s Holy Word” on Methodist premises “who shall maintain,
promulgate, or teach any Doctrine or Practice contrary to what is contained” in these volumes.
Let those who are inclined to rebel against this forthright declaration read also the explanatory
clause in the Deed of Union—

“The Notes on the New Testament and the 44 Sermons are not intended to
impose a system of formal or speculative theology on Methodist Preachers, but to
set up standards of preaching and belief which should secure loyalty to the
fundamental truths of the Gospel of Redemption and ensure the continued witness
of the Church to the realities of the Christian experience of salvation.”

We believe Wesley himself would have rejoiced in these comforting yet challenging
words. Wesley’s Sermons, like the Scriptures on which they are based, get to grips with the
spiritual needs and opportunities of the ordinary man; and Methodism to-day would certainly not
suffer from a renewed emphasis on such practical—even if not always popular—preaching.

By Rev. Frank Baker, B.A., B.D.
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