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Introduction

‘Charles Wesley, Methodist hymn writer, 1707-1788’ is how we might simply introduce the man at the centre of our celebration this evening. Such simplicity would in some respects suit him, but it does not do him justice. Charles Wesley was much more than a Methodist and he did more than write hymns. 

The Wesley brothers, with the exception of the disciples James and John, are possibly the most famous pair of siblings in the history of Christendom. For almost 300 years their names have been conjoined as the most prominent leaders of the 18th century revival and founders of Methodism. For all those years Charles has had to live in the shadow of his more famous brother John, though it has to be said he was happy in the shadows. The Methodist music man was modest, moody, loving and loveable. He is therefore more human than John, but none the less impressive. 

In the fifty years following his conversion in May 1738, Charles wrote thousands of hymns of faith and praise, many of which are now shared and loved by the worldwide Christian family. And his talents, gifts and graces stretched beyond those of poetry and music: as an evangelist and minister of the gospel he was highly impressive and effective, as a pastor he was deeply devoted, and as a servant of God he had few peers.

The first hymn we sing together this evening is one of the greatest of all the Wesley hymns, and is still a firm favourite today: ‘O for a thousand tongues to sing my great Redeemer’s praise.’ 

Peter Bohler, the Wesley brother’s Moravian friend, once said to Charles, ‘If I had a thousand tongues I’d praise Christ with them all.’ Charles agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment and stored this wonderful acclamation away. He subsequently used it for a hymn celebrating the anniversary of his conversion. His relationship with Jesus Christ was the most important in his life, as so many of his hymns declare. 

Let me encourage you to engage not only your tongues but also your hearts, in praise of our great Redeemer tonight. Not least because he abundantly answered in his lifetime the prayer Charles expressed in the last verse of this hymn, and will do so again, here tonight, So let us celebrate Charles Wesley together, but more importantly, let us celebrate God.

‘O for a thousand tongues to sing, my great Redeemer’s praise.’

Prayer

In the fellowship of Christian love

let us give thanks to God for the gift of life,

for the witness of his Spirit in all our lives

for the mission of the church to all creation

and for the testimony of scripture to God’s universal and redeeming love.

Let us give thanks to God

for the renewal of the Christian faith in every generation

and for the integrity and devotion of his people in every age.

Let us bless the Lord

for homes where Christian faith is modeled and nurtured

and for the discipline and encouragement of Christian family life.

Let us give thanks to God

for the truth and assurance of the gospel

and for the voice hymns and songs give to both.

Chiefly at this time

let us bless the Lord

for the grace kindled in the heart of Charles Wesley

for the contribution he made to the spreading flame of the evangelical revival,

and still makes to the kingdom of God today;

for the talents, gifts and graces he exercised

and for the fellowship he experienced and encouraged.

And so, in communion with the church in heaven and on earth

let us offer before the throne of our heavenly Father

our celebration and praise,

saying together the words which our Lord himself gave us:

Our Father, who art in heaven,

Hallowed be thy name.

Thy kingdom come,

Thy will be done on earth, as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread,

and forgive us our trespasses

as we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation

but deliver us from evil.

For thine is the kingdom, 

the power and the glory,

for ever and ever.

Amen.

The Early Years

Charles Wesley was the seventeenth child of Samuel and Susanna Wesley. He was a premature baby and is said to have neither cried nor opened his eyes until the time he should have been born. 

Charles spent his childhood in the parish of Epworth in England, where his father was rector. At the time of the famous fire from which his brother John was miraculously delivered, Charles was just seventeen months old, and was himself dramatically rescued, by a maid. 

All the Wesley children were given an elementary education by their mother. Susanna was a capable teacher who took great pride above all in educating her children in the things of God. 

At the age of nine Charles went to Westminster School, where his older brother Samuel was Master, and subsequently to Christ Church, Oxford, where John had also studied. Charles excelled in academic life and the quality of his scholarship, not least his Biblical scholarship, is clearly evident in his hymns.

At the age of 20, Charles helped form the "Oxford Methodists", otherwise known as ‘The Holy Club’, a group which became the forerunner of the Methodist Societies, which eventually constituted The Methodist Church. John was so enamoured by the devotional and practical activities of The Holy Club, he left his curacy at Epworth and returned to Oxford to become its leader. George Whitfield was also a member. 

Charles would happily have remained in the academia and Holy Club of Oxford had John not insisted, in 1735, that his career be an ordained one. So Charles followed John and their father into the ministry of the Church of England and set out on a life-vocation as an Anglican clergyman. 

Undoubtedly Samuel and Susanna’s living faith and deep devotion made a lasting impression on their children. Susanna, a spiritually minded mother, carefully moulded the inner life of her children, and Samuel, a gifted scholarly father, encouraged their creative abilities. Wesley family life was not without its problems of course, but life-enriching habits were developed in Charles, which later revealed themselves in hymns like ‘When quiet in my house I sit’, which the choir will sing in a moment.

The choir will also sing ‘Ye servants of God, your master proclaim.’ During his years in Oxford Charles became a public figure and learned the necessity and value of serving God openly and unashamedly, lessons which lie at the heart of this wonderful hymn, still sung regularily and universally today.

And to the profound influences of home and The HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHoly Club may be added the formative effects of the grandeur of the Book of Common Prayer and the language of the King James Bible, which are easily traceable in the choir’s first hymn now, ‘My heart is full of Christ, and longs its glorious message to proclaim’. 

Let us rejoice in the way God worked in Charles Wesley’s life from the earliest days as the choir sings these beautiful hymns to the praise of His glory.

Charles Wesley’s Conversion

Charles Wesley’s faith was, as have heard, learned at home in Epworth, nurtured during his years at Oxford and exemplified in the beliefs and activities of the Oxford Methodists. Devotionally and practically it was strong. However, like John, he was not assured that his relationship with God was all it could and should have been.

Focus was given to this conviction on the difficult voyage with John to America in 1735. Employed primarily to minister to the settlers in the colony of Georgia, both John and Charles were traumatised during a severe storm. The joyful hymnsinging at the height of the storm of a group of Moravian Christians, and their fearlessness in the face of death, challenged Charles’s own faith experience and that of his brother John. 

Realising his concept of Christianity was more to do with his own obedience than with vital godliness, Charles experienced deep conviction over his sin and deep uncertainty about his relationship with God. ‘I longed to find Christ’, he wrote, ‘that I might show him to all mankind.’ 

His search came to an end when he was staying at a Mr Bray’s house. Seriously ill with pleurisy and fearing he might die, Charles was desparately reaching out to God. Mr Bray’s sister, Mrs Turner, seeing his need, shared her conversion experience with him and prayed for him.  He realised that a personal faith response to the grace of God in Christ Jesus was the key to true Christian faith and, three days before his brother John’s famous heart-warming conversion in May 1738, Charles Wesley trusted in Christ and in Christ alone for his salvation. 

Later in the day he opened his Bible at the words: ‘He hath put a new song in my mouth, even praise unto our God.’ The Lord who had now truly become his Saviour, was already directing him towards his life’s work.

That  night Charles wrote in his Journal: ‘I now found myself at peace with God….I saw that by faith I stood.” 

‘And Can it Be’ describes Charles’s experience of conversion. His own search for faith is easily discerned, as is the revelation that it is what God had done for him in Christ that saved him, not his own good works. 

But the hymn reaches beyond Charles’s personal feelings to describe the root and branch experience of all who stop striving for acceptance by God and have their fear replaced by peace when they come to know Jesus, and all in him, as their own. 

Let us sing this hymn as only a large gathering can sing it, and as it deserves to be sung. ‘And can it be that I should gain an interest in the Saviour’s blood’.

Charles’s Ministry

The popular conception of the Wesley brothers is that John was the preacher and Charles the hymnwriter. This is not altogether correct. 

Charles was also an excellent preacher. When a sermon of his entitled ‘Awake, Thou that Sleepest’ was printed as a pamphlet, it became one of the Wesleys’ best selling publications. Charles’s journal chronicles numerous sermons and the effectiveness of the famous open-air preaching was due as much to God’s blessing the ministry of Charles as it was to his blessing the ministry of his brother John.

Not even marriage was allowed to interrupt this ministry. In 1749 Charles married the much younger Sarah Gwynne, daughter of a wealthy and devout churchman who had converted to Methodism. Sarah was very supportive of Charles, even accompanying him as he fulfilled preaching engagements during their honeymoon! In spite of this imposition she continued to accompanied him on his evangelistic journeys until he ceased to travel in 1756. 

From that year onwards Charles devoted himself to the care of the Methodist Societies first in Bristol and then in London. 

He had a particular interest in the spiritual care of prisoners and often spent much time with those who had been sentenced to death, even accompanying them on their final journey to the gallows. 

Throughout his life Charles was prone to being easily cast down and depressed, experiences which gave him valuable pastoral insights. It was said that souls depressed or elated, full of doubt or serene in faith, found in Charles Wesley’s hymns, as nowhere else but in the book of Psalms, the appropriate words in which to pour out prayer and praise to God. 

In fact the hymns are so full of Biblical references they may be said to contain the Bible in solution. A 1762 hymnbook, based exclusively on passages of scripture, contained 2,030 hymns, and ranged over the whole Bible.

One of the hymns written for that hymnbook was ‘O Thou who camest from above’. 

The Biblical theme is ‘fire’ and the Biblical reference point is Leviticus 6 verse 13: ‘The fire shall ever be burning upon the altar; it shall never be put out.’ This fire is not normal fire. It is ‘the pure celestial fire’ sent by God to indicate both his presence and the acceptance of the sacrifices of the Israelites. 

Our hearts are the present day altars on which the flame of God’s love must never be allowed to go out. Charles Wesley guarded that holy fire in his life and ministry. We should seek to do the same today.

Together we sing, ‘O Thou who camest from above, the pure celestial fire to impart.’

Charles and John

John was almost five years older than Charles and their relationship was always close. 

John had no pretentions as a hymnwriter though he was the first to recognise the power of a number of German Moravian hymns and translate them into English. He is also credited with introducing hymns into America in 1737, two years before Isaac Watts first published a collection there. John liked hymns to be a creedal in nature and called an early collection ‘a body of experimental and practical divinity’.  

So John was quick to recognise the value of the devotional treasury Charles was busy producing. He saw the popular appeal and huge potential of hymn singing, and that Charles had the gift of expressing sublime truths in simple language. 

There are only a few recorded instances of John being unhappy with the work of his younger brother. One concerned ‘Jesu, lover of my soul’, which the choir will sing later: John considered the opening line too familiar and would not include it in the 1779 Wesleyan Hymnbook. In fact it wasn’t included in any Methodist hymnbook until after John’s death in 1791. 

However, John was undoubtedly an admirer of his brother’s work. In the preface to the 1779 hymnbook he asked editors of hymns never to attempt to improve those written by his brother, for none would be ‘able to mend either the sense or the verse’.

Charles was also an admirer of John’s work, but not always unquestioningly so. He took issue with John over his choice of a bride and prevented him marrying Grace Murray, the love of his life. An Anglican at heart, Charles struggled to accept the growing authority of lay itinerant preachers, and the increasing divergence between the Methodist Societies and the Church of England, both of which John was comfortable with. And Charles was closer to George Whitefield’s theological position than John.

Nevertheless, the brothers were a great team. John once described himself as the head, and his brother Charles as the heart of their work.

One of Charles’s great hymns of fellowship is ‘All praise to our redeeming Lord…’. It draws its inspiration from scriptures that speak of the body of Christ. 

It is a beautiful hymn and it found a special place in the affections of Methodists because of its ability to express a warmth of fellowship and to encourage fellowship.

Charles could not have written about loving and peaceful fellowship unless he had experienced such fellowship with those with whom he had disagreed, and in particular with his brother.

Let us sing it in fellowship together now: All praise to our redeeming Lord, who joins us by his grace, and bids us each to each restored, together seek His face.

Charles’s Music

Samuel Wesley Senior, and his three sons, Samuel Junior, John and Charles, were all musical and all wrote hymns. 

Charles and Sarah had 8 children, three of whom survived infancy: Charles Junior, Samuel, and their sister Sarah. Both Charles Junior and Samuel were organists and composers, and Samuel's son, Samuel Sebastian Wesley, was one of the foremost British composers of the 19th century. 

But it is Charles who takes pride-of-place as the pre-eminent family musician and hymn writer. He is reputed to have written more than 9,000 hymns, most of which were sung publicly, around 4,600 of which were published during his lifetime and over 400 of which are still in use around the world today. 

Thoughts and words seemed to burn within him. The sheer output is amazing and is partially accounted for by his habit of developing lyrics whilst travelling on horseback. Often such journeys ended with the cry of ‘pen and ink’ as Charles dashed indoors to commit his latest creation to paper.

But volume of output alone does not account for his reputation as one of the world’s greatest hymnwriters. 

Another explanation is that Charles’s hymns are charged with doctrine. In verse after verse great Biblical truths are expressed in language which is demanding today but which was plain speech when written. Charles gave voice to Methodist theology but it is their Biblical content that helped make his hymns so attractive.

Yet another explanation is the way they express our need of God and the sufficiency of His grace. During his lifetime Charles’s hymns, together with those of Isaac Watts and others, began to be widely used alongside and in place of the metrical psalms, which until then had been the only acceptable form of praise in established and dissenting churches. Their resonance with human sin and God’s grace ensured their acceptance and their popularity.

And then there is the poetic and musical quality of the hymns. Full of rich language and spiritual vitality, and with variety of metre and key, they set free the praises of God and so will always be cherished.

It is little wonder that Charles Wesley is looked upon as the person who, more than any other, set the standard for hymn writing and consequently shaped English hymnody not only for Methodism but also for all Christian denominations.

The choir is now going to sing ‘Christ whose glory fills the skies’, ‘Father whose everlasting love’, and ‘Jesus the first and last’. The first speaks of a Saviour whose glory fills the universe as well as the innermost part of our being, the second speaks of Him as having died for all, and the third of the extent of His work in a believer’s life.

Marvel now as the length and breadth and height and depth of the grace of God in Christ is revealed in just three hymns.

Charles Wesley’s Legacy

The hymns of Charles Wesley are his greatest legacy to the world.

As human beings we are born singers, and even if we can’t sing we like to feel the power of those who can. That power has been clearly evident in history: indeed it has been said that all great national movements acknowledge and use the power of song, and that Methodism is a prime example. Charles’s hymns certainly embodied and inspired the Methodist movement

One commentator wrote of Charles’s hymns; ‘There is the solid structure of historic doctrine, there is the thrill of present experience, but there is, too, the glory of a mystic sunlight coming directly from another world. This transfigures history and experience. This puts past and present into the timeless, eternal NOW.’ 

Until Isaac Watts appeared and opened the way at the end of the 17th century there were no popular sacred hymns in the English speaking world. By the end of the 18th  century a body of hymnology existed which remains the finest and most complete the Church has yet known. Foremost in that body are the hymns of Charles Wesley, acknowledged even by the great Watts, as peerless.  

So the hymns of Charles Wesley are his greatest legacy. They have nurtured and enriched the worship and devotion of the people called Methodists, and of Christians worldwide, for well over two hundred years and they still give voice to our actual and desired experience of God. 

Hymns should always be living forms of worship, not dead forms of words. Charles Wesley’s hymns are living forms of worship. 

‘If the succession of hymnwriters can be compared to a range of hills, Charles Wesley is like a towering peak among them.’, wrote Elsie Houghton in her book entitled Christian Hymn-writers. And Gary Best, in a magnificent biography of Charles Wesley published just last year, quotes verses written 50 years ago about him, on the occasion of the 250th anniversary of his birth:


Prophet speaking to all time 





Let that song in thunder come


 Ageless accents in your song: 




 To the deafened ears of man;

God’s word caught within your rhyme, 

Show once more the soul’s true home,

 God’s fire lighting on your tongue. 


 Raise our hearts to God again.

The best of the hymns of all the great hymnwriters of the ages will be sung as long as the Lord tarries – and perhaps even beyond then, and some of Charles Wesley’s hymns will surely be among them.

One of those hymns will have to be ‘Jesus the name high over all’.

Two aspects of this wonderful hymn typify Charles Wesley’s hymn-writing: the emphasis on Jesus, and the stress on the universality of his love and salvation. Jesus is the majestic Saviour whose power is unequalled, and whose salvation is available for every single person who has ever lived or who will ever live.

Let us all stand to sing, with as much energy as we can muster, 

‘Jesus is the name high over all’

Act of Thanksgiving and Dedication

An evening such as this ought not to end without some response from all of us to what we have heard. 

The story of Charles Wesley’s life is an inspiration. He was a gifted man, raised up by God to serve him in particular ways in a particular time and place. We can all be thankful for the gifting he had, and for the gift he was to the world.

The story of Charles Wesley’s hymns is an unfinished story. They continue to help us to worship God and to understand the Gospel message. As such they should always have a place in our hearts and in our worship, and we can dedicate ourselves to ensuring they always have both.

The story of hymns is a fascinating story. Most of the ones we know and love best were written in another century. But there are new hymns being written today and we can pray that God will continue to raise up new generations of hymn and song writers of the quality and usefulness of people like Charles Wesley.

It is however, the story of God’s activity in the life of Charles Wesley and in his hymns that really appeals to us this evening. The hymns and the life of the man who wrote them, have been for us again tonight a means of grace. God has been speaking to us through both and because he has been speaking we ought to be responding.

Will you join me then, in using the Act of Thanksgiving and Dedication printed in your order for this evening? Let us stand together.

Act of Thanksgiving and Dedication

It is good to praise the Lord 
and make music to your name, O Most High,

to proclaim your love in the morning and your faithfulness at night.

For you make me glad by your deeds, O Lord; I sing for joy at the works of your hands.

For Charles Wesley’s life and work



we give you thanks, O God.

For all that made him the man he was



we give you thanks, O God.

For the gift of his hymns to the Church


we give you thanks, O God.
For the legacy of his hymns to the world


we give you thanks, O God.

On church leaders in our generation



we ask your blessing, O God.

On all who have a godly influence today


we ask your blessing, O God.
On the hymn writers of the present




we ask your blessing, O God.

On the Church’s outreach to the world


we ask your blessing, O God.

To glorifying your name in our lives



we dedicate ourselves, O God.
To glorifying your name in our worship


we dedicate ourselves, O God.
To glorifying your name in our churches


we dedicate ourselves, O God.

To glorifying your name in our world



we dedicate ourselves, O God.
Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, from everlasting to everlasting.

Let all the people say, "Amen!" Praise the Lord. Amen!

Please be seated and the choir will sing ‘Jesus, lover of my soul…’

Love Divine

Our closing hymn this evening is "Love Divine, all loves excelling." 

Many of us have used it in our wedding service and perhaps for that reason alone it is one of our favourites. There are other reasons though: the love of God is a theme no true Christian tires of contemplating and an experience no true Christian tires of having. 

What does the hymn tell us about the love of God?

Verse one reminds us that in love Jesus willingly came into this world and that in love he willingly comes into the life of anyone who welcomes him into his or her heart.

Verse two speaks of the loving Holy Spirit whom our Lord uses to bring us rest and peace when our souls are troubled, and to empower us in our struggle with sin.

Verse three envisages lives of loving service in anticipation of the day when the Saviour will return and all who are his will experience the perfect love of heaven.

And verse four is a portrayal of the spiritual journey towards perfection each Christian should be making, which ends in heaven itself, and our being ‘lost in wonder, love and praise’.

Each verse is a prayer, seeking successively the blessings of Christ himself, His Holy Spirit, His life and His heaven.

Each verse is a prayer, but not an introspective, pietistic, isolationist prayer. Each verse asks for blessing upon all who are singing. This hymn was first published 260 years ago in a book entitled ‘Hymns for those that seek, and those that have redemption in the blood of Jesus Christ.’ It is therefore not solely for Christians. We who are Christ’s need to sing it with the unsaved in mind, and we who are not yet Christ’s need to sing it with faith and understanding. 

Tonight, we sing it either as those who are Christ’s, or as those who seek to be his. 

We sing it as lovers of hymn singing and of Charles Wesley’s hymns

We sing it as our final tribute to a great man of God.

We sing it to the glory of God.

And we sing it as a glorious prayer, that each of our lives will be filled with love divine until that day when we shall all cast our crowns before him, lost in wonder, love and praise.

Love divine, all loves excelling.

