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Birth, Childhood, and Convincement


Southwark, 1675-1695



I have great cause to acknowledge the regard and protection of divine Providence at every stage of my life. I therefore think it may be of service to others if I leave behind me the following account of my life and travels.


I was born on the 3d day of the Third month [May], 1675, in Southwark, and I came of honest and religious parents. They were very careful of me, and brought me up in the fear of the Lord. They counselled me often to sobriety, reproved me for wantonness, and were careful to nip in the bud that light spirit which is natural to youth. I have cause to bless God, through Christ, on behalf of my tender parents.


I must not forget how God dealt with me in my earliest years. When I was between eight and ten, my father and mother sent me nearly two miles to school, to Richard Scoryer, in the suburbs of London. I generally went by myself, and I went through many and various trials on the way. I was beaten and stoned along the streets, for the plain dress my parents put on me marked out to everybody what profession I belonged to. Several of them told me it was no more sin to kill me than to kill a dog.


About this time the Lord began to work strongly on my mind by his grace. I could not keep silent when other boys took the name of the Lord God in their mouths in vain. I would remind them of the third commandment: “Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain, for the Lord will not hold him guiltless that taketh his name in vain.” I would remind them too of Christ’s saying, that “every idle word that men shall speak, they shall give an account thereof in the day of judgment.” Some mocked and derided me for it; others would sometimes leave off such bad words when I reproved them.


I remember being once among some men, one of whom I had reproved. He told the rest of it, then turned to me and said that I was no Christian, and asked me when I said the Lord’s prayer. I asked him whether he said it. He replied that he did. I then asked him how he could call God Father and yet be so wicked as to swear and take God’s name in vain, which I had often heard him do. I told him what Christ said to the Jews: “ye are of your father the devil, because his works ye do.” Those who did the devil’s work, I said, could not truly call God Father, according to Christ’s own doctrine. They were convicted in their consciences that what I said was true, and all fell silent. They wondered that one so young should speak in such a way. I remember I had great peace and satisfaction in it, and from then on those men let me alone.


Although I hated to hear wicked words, I loved play exceedingly. I was persuaded there was no harm in it so long as we used no bad words. One time I was playing with the children at a neighbour’s house, and in the middle of my sport I was reached with such strong conviction that I could not keep from weeping. The children’s mother, seeing me weep, asked why. I told her I could not tell, unless it was because I was a naughty boy. “Oh,” said she, “don’t believe him — that’s the devil telling you so, for you are the best boy in all our street.” But I knew that conviction had told me the truth, and that she was mistaken. It was plain to me, both from that clear conviction and from the holy Scriptures I had been brought up reading, that I was too vain and wanton. I loved music, dancing, and playing at cards, and delighted in them too much, and the judgments of God followed me for it in the secret of my soul. Whatever I did in those sports and games, I always took care to do out of sight of my tender parents and without their knowledge. I was afraid of the reproofs and corrections I was certain to have if any word of it reached them.


I remember buying a pack of cards without my parents’ knowledge, meaning to use them when I went to see my relations in the country. There was liberty in that family to play, at a place called Woodford, about seven miles from London, where I was sometimes allowed to go. At the time called Christmas I went to see them. Five miles along the way I went to a meeting at a town called Wanstead, where a minister of Christ declared against the evil of gaming, and of cards in particular. He said that the very time people pretend to keep holy for Christ’s sake is spent by most of them in wickedness, sports and games, even by some who pretend to be religious. Generally speaking, more sin and evil is committed in that season than in the same space of time in all the rest of the year. So the devil is served instead of Christ being honoured.


From that meeting at Wanstead I went on to the house of my relations. The parson of the next parish was lodging there that night, and he sometimes played cards with them. As the time drew near for our games, my uncle called to the doctor, as he styled him, and to me and my cousin, to come and take a hand. Strong convictions came upon me not to do it, as being evil, and I cried secretly to the Lord to keep me faithful to him. Lifting up my eyes, I saw a Bible lying in the window, and I was glad at the sight of it. I took it, sat down, and read to myself, greatly rejoicing that I was preserved out of the snare. Then my uncle called again: “Come, doctor, you and I, my wife and daughter, will have a game at cards, for I see my cousin is better disposed.” Then he looked at me and said that he was better disposed also.


So their sport was spoiled for that time, and mine in that practice for ever. I never played with them again, so far as I remember, and as soon as I came home I offered my new and untouched pack of cards to the fire. I am certain that cards are of evil consequence, and that they draw the mind away from heaven and heavenly things. For that reason all Christians ought to shun them as engines of Satan. Music and dancing generally tend the same way, and ought therefore to be refrained from. The judgment of the Waldenses, a people held in great esteem among Protestants, is worth the consideration of every Christian. They held that as many paces, or steps, as a man or woman takes in the dance, so many paces or steps they take towards hell.


I remember very well the work of God upon my soul when I was about ten years old. There was one occasion in particular, after I had been rebelling against God and my parents in vanity and lightness. I had offended both, and I was corrected by both. I felt not only the anger of my parents but the frown of the Lord, so that I trembled exceedingly. It was as though I heard a voice say to me, “What will become of thee this night, if I should take thy life from thee?” I was amazed and in great fear. Then I made a covenant with God. If he would be pleased to spare my life — for I thought he would take it from me that very moment — I would be more sober, and mind his fear more than I had done before.


Nevertheless I broke my covenant with God my Maker. My adversary tempted me to it, telling me I was only a child, and that it was natural for children to be brisk and to play. He told me too that God would wink at my childhood and youth, and that it would be time enough to become religious when I was a man. But God still followed me with his chastising rod. He often put me in mind of the covenant I had made with him in my distress, and that he had granted the request I made then. Unless I would take up a cross against my own corrupt will and inclinations he would take me out of the world. Then — oh, then! — I cried, “Lord, help, or I die! Save me, or I perish for ever! I cannot keep thy covenant, nor do thy will, without thy help and assistance!” And indeed, if the Lord had not helped me, I had been undone for ever.


I continued bowed down in my mind, calling on the Lord, thinking and meditating on heaven and heavenly things. I was aware that I had an inward enemy always seeking my hurt and overthrow. But I have cause to bless God, who by his grace, as my eye was turned towards it, helped me to do his will as he was pleased to show it to me. So some change was worked in me both inwardly and outwardly.


I then began to delight in reading and in sobriety, which had been irksome to me before. When I read the holy Scriptures I asked God to open them to my understanding, and many times he did so, to my edification. I begged the Lord earnestly to be with me, and to make me like those children and servants of his whom I read of in the holy Scriptures, who served him faithfully all their days. When I read of the crucifixion of our blessed Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, it would break my soul into tenderness. I thought it enough to awaken and humble any well-meaning soul that had any sense of the power, love and grace of Christ.


So I went on for several years, feeling that peace which passes natural understanding, and which often accompanied my poor and needy soul. By the time I was about fourteen or fifteen I remember that I used to shun the cross of speaking the plain language to those I talked with. It was the language I always read in the holy Scriptures. I did use it to my father and mother, who would not allow me to speak otherwise. My conscience convicted me that it was not right to play the hypocrite in that way. Then on a certain occasion I had to speak with an officer, a great man in our neighbourhood, and my heart trembled within me for fear I should shun the cross of Christ. For it was Christ’s language to all, as we may read in the New Testament, and all the Scriptures, from Genesis to the Revelation, say thee and thou to a single person.


So I took up the cross and said thee to him. He was much affronted, and said, “Thee! what dost thou thee me for?” I asked him soberly whether he did not say thee to his Maker in his prayers, and whether he was too good, or too great, to be spoken to in the same language he used to address the Almighty. He made no reply, but seemed to fall out of his passion into wonder, as one smitten in himself. He treated me with respect ever after, and I greatly rejoiced that I had been preserved faithful. This may look a little thing to some, but I found it good, as the Scripture says, not to despise the day of small things.


About the twentieth year of my age I was pressed and carried on board a vessel belonging to a man-of-war. I was put down into the hold in the dark, with nothing to lie on but casks. What made it worse was the company: wicked, debauched men, whose conversation was as dark and hellish as the place we were shut up in. In the morning — for which I longed more than the watchman does — the lieutenant called us up on deck and examined us, to learn whether we were willing to serve the king. He called me to him and asked whether I was willing to serve his majesty. I answered that I was willing to serve him in my business, and according to my conscience. But as for war or fighting, Christ had forbidden it in his excellent sermon on the mount, and for that reason I could not bear arms, or be instrumental in destroying or killing men. Then the lieutenant looked at me, and at the people, and said, “Gentlemen, what shall we do with this fellow? He swears he will not fight.” The commander of the vessel answered, “No, no — he will neither swear nor fight.” At that they turned me on shore. I was thankful to be delivered out of their hands, and my tender parents were glad to see me again.


As I grew older, the world began to take too much root in me, and my unwearied enemy would tell me it was lawful enough. Indeed I see that he hurts many by lawful things when he knows unlawful ones will not take. Here I would have been lost, if God had not been gracious to me. But he in whose presence I delighted withdrew, and deprived me of the enjoyment that was more grateful and comfortable to my soul than anything else. Then I prayed with tears that it might be with me as it had been at other times before; and I was willing to let the world go, rather than grace and the glory of God. The Psalmist says, “no good thing will he withhold from them that walk uprightly.”


About this time I was much concerned to distinguish rightly between the voice of Christ and the whisperings of Satan. It opened to me in this way. Christ, the Truth, always speaks good and for a good end, and there is divine life to the soul in that speaking. But the devil never speaks good, unless sometimes for a bad end, and then it is not good in reality, but only coloured with good, or given a fair show.


Keeping under this exercise, the Lord appeared to me again and many times refreshed my heart with his goodness. When I was at my business among men, I knew the Holy Ghost, the Comforter, to be near me, and that was more to me than all the world and all its riches, glory and beauty. The love of God was so sweet to my soul and spirit that my breathings, prayers and supplications went up to the Lord. I prayed that my neighbours, my acquaintance and my relations might share the same precious faith and love that I enjoyed. I prayed too that the children of men might answer the great and good end for which the Lord created them, so that glory, honour, and praise might ascend and be given to him.


I had such a sense and fear of dishonouring God that I often cried out with tears: never let me live to dishonour thee. Oh, it had been better for me never to have been born, than to live to dishonour thee, or wilfully reproach the name of Christ, who with the Father alone is worthy of divine honour.


In this concern I felt the gospel power of our Lord Jesus Christ working on my soul. The word of God was as a seed in my heart, growing and opening in me, speaking to me, and making my understanding fruitful in the things of his kingdom. In the ability given me of God, through his grace and Holy Spirit, I exhorted people to repentance and amendment of life, and I always humbly asked for the help and divine influence of God’s eternal Word in it. Oh, how fervently I prayed that I might minister the gospel in the power of Jesus! For I discerned clearly, in the light of the Son of God, that all ministering out of Christ’s power neither edifies souls nor works upon them. I therefore earnestly begged God to continue the gift of his Spirit to me, so that I might be enabled to preach the gospel in the power of Christ Jesus. The concern that lay upon me on this account at that time is hard to put into words.
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