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Wesley, Whitefield, and Olivers

The close of the year 1998 reminds us of the 250th anniversary of the conversion of Thomas Olivers, one of John Wesley's most unusual itinerants. He
was converted in 1748 not by John Wesley but by the preaching of George
Whitefield. At first he intended to become one of Whitefield's followers, but
was discouraged by one of Whitefield's preachers. He subsequently joined the
Methodist Society at Bradford on Avon where he met John Wesley.
Olivers was born in 1725 at Tregynon near Newcastle. His father died
when he was but four years old and his mother died soon after. He was passed
on to the care of various relatives, none of whom provided him with much
education and with only a formal religious training. He was apprenticed to a
shoemaker, but lived such an ungodly life that he was forced to move from
the town. He made his way through various places, ending at Bristol. At fi..rst
he was penniless and miserably poor. Later, however, he secured work and
lived for a time at the home of a Methodist who had evidently lost his religion
and had become a hopeless drunkard.
One day, seeing a crowd of people, he asked where they had been. One
of them answered "To hear Mr. Whitefield." Olivers had heard bf-Whitefield
and had even sung songs about him. Now he resolved to go hear what he had
to say. The evangelist used as his text, "Is not this a brand plucked out of the
fire?" Olivers came under conviction, and resolved to give his heart to God.
He went to hear Whitefield again and again, having developed a great respect
for the man. He followed Whitefield faithfully even walking after him in the
streets. He once wrote, "The love I had for Mr. Whitefield was inexpressible.
I used to follow him as he walked-the streets, and could scarce refrain from
kissing the very prints of his feet."
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When John Wesley met him at the Society in Bradford on Avon he immediately recognized the man's ability and engaged Olivers as one of his itinerants. Olivers proceeded to Cornwall where he preached with great fervor,
making numerous converts. For a time he aided Wesley in the publication of
The Arminian Magazine, but his lack of education did not fit him for this
work. For forty years he continued as an itinerant preacher. He died quite suddenly while preaching in London in 1799.
Though uneducated, he became known as a hymn writer and musician.
According to John Julian who wrote A Dictionary of Hymnology, his tune
Helmsley and his hymn The God of Abraham Praise made him widely known.
He also wrote Come, Immortal King of Glory as well as 0 Thou God of My
Salvation. He wrote An Elegy on the death of John Wesley. His hymns and
Elegy were reprinted as late as 1868.
The story of his religious experience can be found in The Experience and
Ministerial Labors of Several Methodist Preachers . .. with the late Rev. John
Wesley. My copy was published in New York in 1812 and is an example of
rare early American Methodistica.
It is to Smile

Whitefield once heard a young man profane the name of the Lord.
Unfortunately, the young man swore so constantly that Whitefield finally
rebuked him, telling him that God would not hold him guiltless. Then he
requested the young man to swear no more.
The man replied, "Doctor, it is very hard that you will not let a man go to
Hell in his own way!"
The story ends there, and no one knows who the young man was or what
became of him.
On another occasion Whitefield was in Boston, intending to go down to
Philadelphia. His friend Anthony Benezet, with whom he often stayed, was
dead and Whitefield wrote of his problem to Benjamin Franklin.
Franklin wrote, "You know my house; if you can make shift with its
scanty accommodations you will be most heartily welcome." Whitefield
replied that if Franklin had made the kind offer for Christ's sake he would not
miss of his reward. To which Franklin responded, "Don't let me be mistaken
in giving you the invitation; it was not for Christ's sake but for your sake."
Franklin was a very practical man.

Johnson on Whitefield
It is interesting to learn what the great lexicographer Samuel Johnson
thought of Whitefield. Boswell records this opinion: "Whitefield never drew
as much attention as a mountebank does; be did not draw attention by doing

Discovery

133

better than others, but by doing what was strange. Were Astley to preach a sermon standing upon his head on a horse's back, he would collect a multitude
to hear him; but no wise man would say he made a better sermon for that. I
never treated Whitefield's ministry with contempt; he did good. He had devoted himself to the lower classes of mankind, and among them he was of
use. But when familiarity and noise claim the praise due to knowledge, art
and elegance we must beat down such pretensions."

