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Prayer And The Holy Club

John Wesley and the Evangelical Revival


Few movements have meant more to the world than the Holy Club. Though insignificant in its orgin its results cannot be measured. One young man gathered two other college students to pray with him, and under the shadow of that first prayer meeting have come to End spiritual uplift and warmth.


Charles Wesley had been a right-minded youth at Oxford University. During the spring of 1729, while John was serving as his father’s curate at Epworth, Charles became interested in his own spiritual condition. He wrote his brother that he had been awakened to a most serious and earnest desire of being devoted to God, and wished that John would pray him.


Finding another student in the university who was in need of soul aid Charles influenced him for righteousness by pointing him to Christ. They met each evening in Charles’s room for religious exercises. When John returned to the university in May of that year, he was attracted to the growing band, or club, which was centered around his brother. 

John’s stronger personality made him leader of the group which his brother had brought into being. At once the club began to hold its meetings in John’s room, who then was a fellow at Lincoln College. 

This room was destined to become famous as the place where Methodism really had its beginning. Tra- Dillon points it out at present as being on the first ‘or, on the south or right side of the college quad- It is shaded by the famous Lincoln vine, and is opposite the clock tower. 

Early in the following Novembers there were four who regularly met for Religious devotions, John and Charles Wesley, and two other students named Morgan and Kirkham. The gatherings were simple in order. At the beginning their interest was intellectual and the young students read the classics’ after a brief period of prayer. Soon the spiritual side became dominant, and the Greek Testament took the place of the classics. John was usually the reader. 

The meetings mere held on Sunday evenings. But the group was not long in discovering that one secsion a week was not sufficient for their growing interests, so Fao evenings a week were spent together. Finally, every evening from six until nine the band convened. 

They began theig . h then passed to the Greek ~lh~hg the text which John selected for their uplift, each one reviewed the events of the day in the light of their Common problem o~ buildings spiritual personalities. This became the foundation for the closed prayer meeting of Methodism, where the class leader seriously questioned eadh member as to his private life, secret thoughts, and daily practices. 

The foUowilag year it Cae of thsitir sesshons3 Morgan suggested that they give attepfinn to good works. Day he had visited a poor fellow in prison, ;bed the Wesleys to go with him on the morrow pray for him. They went, and soon the club was y engaged in charitable services. 

‘0ii Sunday evenings their special topic was divin- ity. John would read a book on the subject and the others would center their conversation around the text. 1rhe order Eor Wednesdays and Eridays became first a general fast when each one refrained from tahing any food, then dressed in a very frugal man- ner, tEe band searched together to one of the colleges where they received the Sacrament. It was these methodical procedures which Jiave birth to the term which was to mack them Methodists. 

1Theii: ~ ~I~wk on a serious cast and certain evenings Were set apart tO review their siru1 this usually being Saturday’s order. Sunday was the day to examine their lives as to the “Love of Chad and Simplicity,” and Monday’s topic was r’Love to Man.” They studied carefully to do the will of Mad in all things. 

Every meeting was opened and closed with prayer. But this was not enough. They determined to pray secretly an hour each morning, usually from five to and sometimes two hours were spent in these morning closet sessions with God. They added two more player times, and then morning, noon, and night found the baud in secret prayer. Still they felt they could be mote prayer-zealous and determined to offer ejaculatory prayers each hour of the waking day. Being good churchmen they repeated a collect at nine, twelve, and three, interspersed with stated times for meditations. 

Their discussions on “Cove to Man” caused them E to innuit Hiih?t/J.k;&l good as alley should have been, whether they had invited others to ‘]glace, and prayed diligently for those around them. This Eed them to give time each week to visiting the sick in the parishes. 

During 17301 lohn Gambold joined their number, Fakirs five in aU. Two years later four otiher students became members. In ‘~~ James Hervey cast his lot with thenL He was to become one of the most popular authors of the eighteenth century, writing MeditMions among tbe Toads. Which went through seventeen editions and was sold by the hundreds of thousands. 

The club was always small, never numbering more than twenty-fiver 

A few years later a young man entered the university who was to beaoa~e an outstanding preacher of the Christian centuries. Though he had served liquors in his parents’ taverns still Cod had bright achievements ahead for him. He was always desirous joining in with the club, which by this time had gained the name of the Holy Club but no openings seemed to present themselves. 

One morning, at a near-by workhouse where he was engaged, a poor woman cut her throat, and he rushed word to Charles Wesley to crane at cake. The next moaning Charles invited ills informer to breakfast with him. This began a famous friendship and George Whitefield became a member of the club, and soon had won a convert of his own. 

The students heaped persecutions upon the groups they called Bible Moths, Godly Club, Holy Club. One young fellow had earlier said of Charles and his companion that they were a new form of Methodist, referring to an old Roman order so named because of the methodical plan by which their lives were regulated. It was thus that Charles Wesley and not John was the first Methodist. The regularity of their behavior gave occasion for others take up the ridicule and call them Methodists. 

The severity of their rules became so tense that they directed every hour of the day. They abstained from all pleasures of a worldly type, gave away all they possessed, save barely enough to exist upon, even permitting their hair to grow long that the money might be devoted to charity.  John formulated a set of rules or questions which were used to keep their souls pure in God’s sight. At the end of each week they reviewed their sins, or break-overs, in the light of these questions. 

This regularity caused than to be so hated that Whitefield confessed that wean he first joined the club he was ashamed to be seen knocking on John’s door. 

Wesley’s only answer was,  “You must be singular, or be damned.”  His consecration to the rules of the Holy Club so intense that all his energies were consumed by putting them into practice. 

When John and Charles went to Cieorgia as missionaries, the Holy Club meetings continued regu- larly under the diitwtdon df; ‘ *e members who remained at the university. Crossing the Atlantic the two brothers practiced their prayer rules with the same precision as at Oxford. From four to five each g they held their private prayers. The next hours were devoted to readings the Bible together. They had public Stayers svith the other pas- ers. At noinn they’ Account ~o iach other oE they had done during the day. Again at four mere engaged in prayers. From five until six they held their private devotions once more, and at eight in the evening they joined with the German :oravians in their service. 

Returning from America, ]ohn was in serious doubts as to his spiritual condition. Early in the evening of May 241 1738, while Charles was sick, a group gathered in a secluded room in Aldersgate Street to conduct a prayer meeting. Someone invited to attend. This prayer meeting was to take up prayer-strain where the Holy Club had left off. 

Three months before the famous meeting John had been struggling with his soul. At five on the memorable day he held his morning hour of prayer as usual, and while reading the New Testament these words came to him, “Whereby are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises that by these ye might be partakers of the divine nature.” Then another verse literally leaped to his eyes, “Thou not far from the kingdom of God.” 

There is no record of what songs were sung, if any, nor of what prayers were said, nor who the leader was. But about a quarter to nine, someone was reading from Luther’s Preface to the Galatians. Let Wesley be the narrator of those stirring events: “While he was describing change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. 1 felt 1 did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for salvations and an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins1 even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death. Pray with all my might for those who had in a more especial manner despitefully used me and persecuted me. I then testified openly to all there what I now first felt in my heart.”

~lhhie Aldersgate Street prayer meeting shoved on to Charles’s sickroom. The little group knelt around the bed and prayed with Horn. 11hen Charles lifted ins voice in a song which he had written a few days previously. These were die beginning words, 

Where shall my wondering soul begin,

   How shall I all to heaven aspire?

 Lecky) the historians wrote about the incident, “It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that the scene which took place at that humble meeting in Aldersgate Street forms an epoch 1n English history.” 

Wesley’s prayer-practices, first established in the Holy Club, were to become regulating in~aences throughout his long life. The source of Ns victories in the inner and euter world is to be seen plainly svritten over the face of his journals. It was prayer, continual iarayef and communion with God. Among dis early resolves were there, “To dedicate an hollr1 ling and evening; no excuse, reason or pretense; ‘ray, every hough seriously, deliberately, fervently.” 

Throughout Wesley’s Journal, alike in years as far apart as 1738 and 1782, day after day, appears the simFIIe item marking the record, t’Prayed.” In the account of a busy day’s work, Mis recurs four, six, even more times. Another frequent Item 1s Singing.” On some days he sang as many as eight times. 

Thus the Holy Club prayer meeting and its prayer-offsprings made world history. It began with two college students in a prayer meeting, asking God for sJ)jritual aid and sustenance. Soon the number in- creased to four, and those prayer seasons were held three times daily, and hourly prayer ejaadations were added. These Holy Club meetings culminated spiritually in Wesley’s Aldersgate Street exyrlence, vhen Ids heart was warmed so strangely. Those Holy Club Arrayer rules marked john’s daily concourse with God for more than half a century. 

Out of the Holy Club and its convocations came John Wesley’s magnificent life which has touched all phases of religion since iris day until the present –the Methodist Church and all it has accomplished for God. The Holy Club was the inspiration of Charles Wesley and his more than eight thousand songs, which are more dearly loved today ever before. From the same band came George Field, doubtless one of the greatest preachers Paul. 

She Holy Club gave the world John, the organizer, Charles, the sweet singer, and Whitefield, the popular preacher--a combination of talent which the nation could not resist. 

The three brought forth the Evangelical Revival” which saved England from a social upheaval similar to the French Revolution. They gave the world Methodism and its salvation appeal. 

Wesley sent America young Asbury, who was to blaze a trail through our trackless wilderness and mark our history for God. Whitefield touched early America by his preaching, influenced Jonathan 1rds, who became the sire of the “Great Awak- ling1” wherein thousands entered the kingdom and hundreds of churches were organized. And Charles’s songs swept with waves of glory through rude churches . . . . open-air camp meetings . . . . stately cathedrals . . . . and Gifted multitudes nearer the gates of pearl. 

These are results, eternal in value, produced by one student, a seeker after God, father of the Holy Club, the first Methodist-Charles Wesley. 
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A FATHER’S SECRET PRAYER SANCTUARY 

The Source of John G. Paton’s Missionary Work

