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The Convincement of 1653


An account of John Burnyeat’s convincement in 1653; the deep exercises of mind through which he and his early companions passed; and the gospel worship into which they were gathered



In the year 1653 it pleased the Lord, in his love and mercy, to send his faithful servant George Fox among us, along with others of his faithful servants and messengers of the Gospel of peace and glad tidings. He furnished them with the eternal power of his word. In the wisdom and power of that word they proclaimed the day of the Lord to us here in the county of Cumberland and in the northern parts of England. They showed the right path of life to thousands who were in error. These were people who sought the Lord but did not know where to find him, nor how to become acquainted with him — though he was not far from us.


This blessed man, George Fox — one of a thousand, many may say, and chosen before many thousands — was sent among us in the power of the Most High, filled with the strength of God’s word. In the wisdom of that word he directed thousands to the light and appearance of Christ Jesus their Saviour in their own hearts. He directed them so that they might come to know Christ, and through him the glory of the Father, and so believe in him with the heart and confess him with the mouth to salvation.


Blessed be the Lord, and blessed be the day of mercy in which he visited us. He was pleased to make this labour of love effectual to thousands, among whom he sent his servants to work. It pleased the Lord to grant me the favour of a share in that blessed visitation. By it I came to be informed about the right way of the Lord, and was directed to the true light. It was the same light the apostle was sent to turn people to in his day, that he might turn them from darkness and from the power of Satan to God and his blessed power. Waiting in that light, I received it.


Through it a deep judgment sprang up in my soul, and a great affliction grew in my heart. It brought me into tribulation and sorrow such as I had never known in all my profession of religion, so that I might truly say in spirit that it was the day of Jacob’s trouble. For the God of Heaven, by the light of his blessed Son which he had lighted me with, and which shone in my heart, let me see the body of death and the power of sin that reigned in me. He brought me to feel the guilt of it upon my conscience, so that I could say he made me, as it were, to possess again the sins of my youth.


For years I had professed an imputed righteousness. I had held that although I lived in the act of sin, the guilt of it would not be charged on me, but imputed to Christ, while his righteousness was imputed to me. Yet I found it was otherwise once I was turned to the light, which makes every reproved thing manifest. Then I came to see that the guilt remains as long as the body of death remains, and as long as its power leads us into the act of sin. I saw that we need a Saviour to save us from sin, and not only the blood of a sacrificed Christ to blot out sin, and faith in his name for the remission of sins past.


Then began the warfare of truly striving to enter the kingdom. Then Paul’s condition was seen: to will was present with me, but many times the power to do was lacking. Then I knew the cry of the apostle. “O wretched man that I am, who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” I longed to be freed from the prevailing power of the law that remained in my members. It warred against the law of my mind, and brought me into captivity to the law of sin.


When this war was truly begun, all my high conceit in my invented, notional faith was overthrown, and with it my pretence and my hopes of being justified by it. Everything I had built up over several years of profession was seen to be nothing but a tower of Babel, and God brought confusion upon it. It was a profession begun in the days of my youth, when there had been tender stirrings in me after acquaintance with the Lord, and after the knowledge of him and peace with him. It could never be finished so as to reach heaven, because it stood outside the faith of his covenant. It could never bring anyone to trust truly in his word and rely upon it. Instead it led out into inventions, into willing and self-acting, however differently we talked about it.


So I saw all my works confounded by the visitation of God, and by the springing of the day from on high which shows things as they are. I saw them all end at Babel, and the God of heaven bringing confusion upon them. I was amazed. Fear beset me on every side, and I began at times to fear I was undone for ever. Something had entered my heart which had turned the fruitful field into a wilderness, and had made what I thought was the garden of Eden into a forest. The day of God showed it all to be desolation, dryness and barren heath, and brought my soul into a deep lamentation, into the beginning of sorrows I had never known before.


Many a time I lamented and bewailed myself, and wished myself in a wilderness where I would meet neither temptation nor provocation from outside that I had to withstand in my spirit — such was my weakness. All the notions I had to talk of concerning the imputation of Christ’s righteousness were only my own; I had no seal for them from his Spirit, and so they were only presumption. I saw clearly that they were my own invention, and no better than Adam’s apron of fig leaves, in which he could not stand before God’s coming.


O the woe that overtook me! The distress that seized me! The horror and terror that sprang up in my bosom! The poverty and want that my soul saw itself in, as the discovering light sprang up, and the eye of my soul turned towards it! And as that light sprang up — the light the apostle of old wrote of — it made all things manifest. It showed me not only the want I was in, but the reproved things also. Then sin became exceedingly sinful. Its load and burden became exceedingly grievous, and all its pleasure was taken away from me, and from many more in that day.


Then we began to mourn after a Saviour, and to look for a deliverer, and to cry for a helper and a healer. The day of the Lord that makes desolate had overtaken us. The fire and the sword that Christ brings upon the earth, by which he takes away peace, had reached us. We did not yet know where it came from, though the burning and the judgment by it had already begun, and by them the filth was to be taken away.


Now in this distress our groanings and our cries to the Lord were deep, and they reached him. He was pleased to hear, and to show mercy. We often assembled together, as the Lord’s messengers whom he had sent among us had urged us to do. We minded the light of Christ in our hearts and what it showed us. In our spirits, with its help, we warred and watched against the evil it revealed. According to the understanding we had received, we waited in that light upon the Lord to see what more he would show us. We had a holy resolution to obey his will as far as we were able, whatever it cost us. This, I know, was the condition of many in that day.


We set no value on the world, or on any glory or pleasure in it, compared with the redemption of our souls out of that state. We longed for freedom from the horror and terror we were in under the Lord’s indignation, because of the guilt of sin upon us. Being given up to bear the Lord’s indignation because we had sinned, we tried to wait until that indignation should be over. We waited until the Lord in mercy should blot out the guilt that remained and occasioned wrath. We waited until he should sprinkle our hearts from an evil conscience, and wash us with pure water. Then we might draw near with a true heart in full assurance of faith, as the Christians of old did. Hebrews x. 22.


But we had no such boldness, for the living faith was still wanting. We had no true heart to draw near with, and therefore could have no full assurance. We were surrounded by fears, horrors and amazement. Yet we came to know there was no other way but to dwell in these judgments and to wait in the way of them, understanding that we must be redeemed with judgment, as was said of Zion. Isaiah i. 27. Waiting there, we began to learn righteousness and to desire strongly to walk in it, and we could no longer be satisfied with talk about it.


So we waited for the Lord and sought after him, though we were greatly ignorant of him. We had a deep sense of our own unworthiness and unfitness to meet him because of the pollution of our hearts, which his light shining there had shown us. We were still bowed down in spirit, afflicted and tossed in soul, and not comforted. Our hearts were unstable as water. The waves went over our heads, our souls were in jeopardy every moment, and our faith was so little that we were ready to sink like Peter, crying out in the danger.


In that distress and vale of tears where we walked, our hearts became quite dead to the world and to all its pleasure and glory. We were dead also to all our former lifeless profession. We saw there was no life in it, and no help or salvation from it, though some of us had tried it thoroughly. We saw it was vain to look to such hills or mountains for salvation.


Then we began to forsake everything on both hands. We saw the emptiness of it all: the glory, vanity and pleasure of the world on the one side, and on the other the dead image of profession. We had set that image up in our imaginations and inventions, and had worshipped it with unprepared hearts and unsanctified spirits. We were slaves and captives to sin, as all must be who obey it in its lusts. Romans vi. 16. When we thus saw and felt how insufficient everything was, whether what we had or what we could do, to give ease or help or salvation, then we denied it all. As we had been directed, we turned our minds to the light of Christ shining in our hearts and believed in it, according to Christ’s command. John xii. 36. And so we met together to wait upon the Lord in it.


Then the profane began to mock, scoff and abuse us. Our own relations and old companions became strangers to us and took offence at us. They hated us, and began to speak evil of us, and thought it strange that we would not run with them into the same excess of riot as before, just as it was of old. 1 Peter iv. 4. The professors too — the very people we had once walked with in fellowship in our lifeless profession — began to reproach us, vilify us and speak against us. They charged us with error and schism and with departing from the faith. They also began to reproach the light of Christ as natural, insufficient, a false light and a false guide. So Christ in his spiritual appearance was reproached, vilified, slighted and undervalued, and set at naught by the carnal professors of Christianity. It was just as he had been treated in his appearance in the flesh by the Jews, the carnal professors of the law, who did not see through the veil to the end of it.


In this weak condition we were beset on every hand, and greatly distressed, tossed and afflicted, like poor Israel when the sea was before them and the Egyptians behind. Their hope was so small that they looked for nothing but death, and said to Moses, “Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast thou taken us away to die in the wilderness?” Exodus xiv. 11. So it is that all who strive rightly to enter the kingdom must enter it through many tribulations, according to Christ’s command. Luke xiii. 24.


We were thus in deep fear. Our minds were not yet well acquainted with the striving that prevails — the striving out of self, in the light and Seed of life. Nor did we know true waiting and standing still, out of our own thoughts and willings and runnings, which never obtain anything. Then the Lord sent his servants, who had learned of him, to direct us: to show us what to wait in, and how to stand still out of our own thoughts and self-strivings, in the light that discovers. They often urged us to abide and dwell in the judgment we received in that light.


As we had been turned to the light, so our understandings were informed. We came to some degree of steadiness in our minds, which before had been like the troubled sea, and a hope began to appear in us. We met together often, and waited to see the salvation of God that we had heard of — the salvation he would work by his own power.


We had met together for some time, as we had seasons and opportunities. We had also sought the Lord with travailing spirits, night and day, at our callings and upon our beds, for we could not cease; our souls were so afflicted. Then, while we were exercised in our assemblies in the living judgment that sprang up in the light in our souls, and were looking for the salvation of God, the wonderful power from on high was revealed among us.


Many hearts were reached by it, and broken and melted before the God of the whole earth. Great dread and trembling fell upon many. The very chains of death were broken by it, the bonds were loosed, and many souls were eased and set at liberty. The prisoners of hope began to come forth, and those who had sat in darkness began to show themselves. The Lord’s promises spoken of by the prophet Isaiah came to be fulfilled to many. Isaiah xlix. 9; lxii. 7; lxi. 23. Some came to taste the oil of joy, and a heavenly gladness entered the hearts of many. In the joy of their souls they broke out in praises to the Lord. So the tongue of the dumb, which Christ the healer of our infirmities had unloosed, began to speak and to utter the wonderful things of God.


Great was the dread and the glory of that power, which in one meeting after another was graciously and richly manifested among us, breaking and tendering and melting our souls and spirits before the Lord. Then our hearts began to delight in the Lord and in the way he had cast up. With great fervency and zeal we began to seek after him, and to meet together more often than before, our hearts being drawn by the presence of that blessed power which broke forth daily among us in our meetings. Through it we were greatly comforted, strengthened and edified. For this was that same Comforter our blessed Lord had promised he would pray the Father to send. John xiv. 16, 26. This Comforter, having come and been received, taught us to know the Father and the Son. As we came into acquaintance with it, and into unity with it, we came to be taught by it, and so taught of the Lord. This was according to that promise of the new covenant: they shall be all taught of the Lord. Isaiah liv. 13; John vi. 45.


Then our hearts were inclined to hearken to the Lord. The ears he had opened to hear were bent to hear what the Spirit’s teaching was, and what he said to the Church — he who is the chief Shepherd and Bishop of the soul. So we were gathered by him into a right gospel exercise and gospel worship. Through his name we had received remission of sins past. His blood had sprinkled our hearts from an evil conscience, and he gave the pure water that washed and made clean.


Many now began to draw near to God with true hearts, in the full assurance of faith, as the ancient saints did, and were accepted. We had access by that one Spirit, and by it we came to be baptized into one body and to drink into one Spirit. We were refreshed and greatly comforted, and grew up together in the mystery of the gospel fellowship. So we worshipped God, who is a Spirit, in the Spirit received from him — which is the gospel worship, according to Christ’s own appointment. John iv. 24.


Then we came to see over all the worships in the world that had been set up either by imitation or by human invention. We saw that it is vain to worship God while teaching for doctrines the commandments of men, as our Lord had said. Matthew xv. 9. Therefore we were constrained to withdraw from them, and many of us were constrained to go and bear witness against them in their invented and traditional worships, where they were ignorant of the life and power of God.


So we were gathered by the Lord Jesus Christ, that great Shepherd and Bishop of our souls. We became his sheep. We learned to know his voice and to follow him, and he gave us eternal life and showed the riches of his grace in our hearts. By that grace we were saved through faith, and delivered from the wrath and fear and terror that had lain so heavily on our souls. We were delivered too, in some measure, from the power of that death which had reigned and made us miserable and wretched. We came to share in that life in which blessedness consists.


The Lord became our Shepherd, and he taught us, and led us out into green pastures, where we fed and rested together with great delight. O the joy, the pleasure, the great delight that overcame our hearts many times in our reverent and holy assemblies! How our hearts were melted as wax, and our souls poured out as water before the Lord, and our spirits offered up to the Lord like oil and frankincense and myrrh, as sweet incense! And not a word was spoken aloud in the whole assembly. Then the Lord delighted to come down into his garden, and to walk among the beds of spices. He caused the north wind to awake and the south wind to blow upon his garden, and the pleasant showers to fall, to refresh his tender plants, so that they might grow more and more.


To those who had known the night of sorrow, the joyful morning had now come, according to David’s ancient experience. Psalm xxx. 5. Some had been in the deep afflictions, tossings and distresses described above. They came to witness that great gospel promise fulfilled: “O thou afflicted, tossed with tempest, and not comforted, behold, I will lay thy stones with fair colours, and lay thy foundations with sapphires. And I will make thy windows of agates, and thy gates of carbuncles, and all thy borders of pleasant stones. And all thy children shall be taught of the Lord, and great shall be the peace of thy children. In righteousness shalt thou be established: thou shalt be far from oppression, for thou shalt not fear; and from terror, for it shall not come near thee.” Isaiah liv. 11, 12.


So through him we were gathered into covenant with God, and came to witness the fulfilling of the promises of God, in whom all the promises are yea and amen. We came to sit together in heavenly places in him, and to feed on the heavenly food, the bread of life that came down from heaven, which Christ the heavenly Shepherd gave us. He had gathered us out from among the shepherds who fed themselves with temporal things taken from the flock, but who did not know how to feed the flock with spiritual food, because they had none.


Now, coming to be acquainted with the power of the Lord Jesus Christ in our hearts, we became great lovers of it and delighted in the enjoyment of it. We had already counted all things dross and dung compared with the excellency we saw in it. So we were willing to suffer the loss of everything, if only we might win him, as it was with the apostle of old. And blessed be the Lord, many obtained their desire. They found their beloved. They met with their Saviour. They witnessed his saving health, by which their souls were healed, and so became his flock and his family, the household of faith.
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