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Beyond Amazing Grace: Timeless Pastoral Wisdom from the Letters, 

Hymns, and Sermons of John Newton, edited by J. Todd Murray, Great Writing 

Publications, 2016. [39 Quotes selected by Doug Nichols.] 

1. Teaching on Sanctification. 

While many preachers within the eighteenth-century Evangelical movement, including 

Newton himself, addressed the weighty and essential doctrine of justification by faith, I 

know of no other writer from this period of church history who offered so much clear 

teaching on sanctification as he did. His candid and humble insights into every 

believer's battle with remaining sin and his teaching on trusting God during affliction 

and suffering are certainly the hallmarks of his ministry.-- J. Todd Murray [Page 16] 

2. Newton’s Goodness. 

The fruit of Newton's ministry is worthy of our consideration today. It was rightly said 

of him that ‘It was his goodness rather than his greatness that rendered him so 

especially attractive--the abundance of the grace of God that was in him.’ [Page 23] 

3.  Newton Fellowshipped with Those of Differing Doctrinal Views. 

In contrast to many Calvinists, Newton fellowshipped freely with many who did not 

agree with all his own doctrinal views. His friendship with John and Charles Wesley is 

perhaps the most notable example. Newton’s generosity and humility regarding the 

doctrine is captured in these two quotations: 

Though a man does not accord with my view of election, yet if he gives me good 

evidence that he is effectually called of God, he is my brother... If he loves Jesus, I 

will love him, whatever hard name he may be called by, and whatever incidental 

mistakes I may think he holds. His differing from me will not always prove him 

wrong, except [i.e. since] I am fallible myself. (Letters intended as a sequel to the 

Cardiphonia, ‘ Eighteen Letters to the Rev. Mr S…’ Letter 18) 

I hope I am up on the whole scriptural preacher; where I find I am considered as 

Armenian among the high Calvinists, and as a Calvinist among strenuous 

Armenians. (Quoted by Cecil, John Newton, page 193) [Pages 53- 54] 

4. Worship in God, Not Arrogance. 

I am shocked to overhear someone once say, ‘I'm a Calvinist and proud of it!’ I 

remember wondering how it was possible that the teaching which, more than any other 

in the entire Bible, deals a crushing blow to pride could produce such a statement. 

Learning of man's utter spiritual destitution and inability, and God unreserved free 

mercy and grace, should induce worship, not arrogance. Such truths should cause us to 
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rejoice in declaring that salvation, from beginning to end, belongs not to man, but to 

our God! [page 57] 

5. Newton’s Ecumenicity. 

Even with Newton strong doctrinal convictions, he managed to be truly ecumenical in 

the best sense of the word. His ability to delineate clearly between primary and 

secondary doctrinal issues made it possible for him to enjoy the friendship of believers 

from various religious persuasions. He was himself a Calvinist, yet fellowshipped with 

the Methodists of his time. He was an Anglican, he had sometimes cancelled his own 

evening services in Olney and took his entire congregation to worship with the Baptists. 

He did not agree with all of Whitefield’s teachings, yet deeply admired his preaching. 

Newton pursued a kind of warm-hearted unity that avoided two extremes: first, the 

kind of unity that is based on uniformity of doctrinal agreement, even in theological 

nonessentials; and, secondly, the sort of unity that ignores all doctrinal distinctions and 

that compromises on theological points that are crucial to the definition of Christianity. 

[Pages 64-65] 

6. The Perfections of Christ. 

Just to read Newton’s enumeration of the offices and works of Jesus on behalf of 

undeserving sinners is a joy. If you are plagued with doubts concerning your salvation, 

rather than engaging in further introspection in your own imperfections, pick up your 

Bible and meditate on the perfections of Jesus Christ! [Page 73] 

7. Knowledge of Christ Found in His Word. 

Assurance is the result of a competent spiritual knowledge of the person and work of 

Christ as revealed in the gospel, and a consciousness of dependence on him and his 

work alone for salvation…This knowledge is wrought in us by the [Holy] Spirit, through 

the medium of the written Word. [Page 74] 

8. God Sustains Us through All. 

We cannot watch, unless he watches with us; we cannot strive, unless he strives with 

us; We cannot stand one moment, unless he holds us up; and we believe we must 

perish after all, unless his faithfulness is engaged to keep us. (Forty-one Letters on 

Religious Subjects, Letter 9) [Page 78] 

9. Problems with Perfectionism. 

It was while Newton was held the post of Surveyor of the Tides (a customs official) at a 

busy international port of Liverpool that he became acquainted with John Wesley. 

There he heard Wesley preach as often as the itinerant preacher’s ministry brought him 

to that area. In time, the two became acquainted with one another. Newton developed a 
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respect for Wesley, who was twenty-two years his senior, and through correspondence 

discussed with him his own growing desires to be a preacher of the gospel. Their 

rapport developed into friendship and the two exchanged letters frequently. Newton 

was a pallbearer at the funeral of John's brother Charles Wesley, another great hymn 

writer. 

But while Newton agreed with Wesley concerning the doctrines of original sin, 

justification by faith and holiness, he also saw weaknesses in his friend's theology. He 

particularly took issue with Wesley’s teaching on perfectionism, which claims that a 

Christian could reach a state of ‘instantaneous and entire sanctification’ in which the 

person no longer sinned. While Newton and Wesley’s differing views over doctrines of 

predestination, the extent of atonement and final perseverance had never caused a 

significant strain in their relationship, Newton considered Wesley’s view on 

perfectionism so dangerous to the church that eventually their friendship cooled. He 

wrote to Wesley, ‘But with respect to Perfection, I confess that I am not so indifferent. I 

should think it my duty to oppose it (if it had any prevalence in these parts) with my 

whole strength, not as an opinion, but as a dangerous mistake, which appears to me 

subversive of the very foundations of Christian experience--and which has in fact given 

occasion to the most grievous offenses, in the wildest sallies of Enthusiasm [i.e., 

fanaticism].” [Pages 87-88] 

10. Growing in Holiness. 

When it comes to growing in holiness, who is responsible--you, or God? The Bible 

teaches that the answer to that question is ‘Both’. Newton was careful to offer this 

balanced view of the doctrine of sanctification. On the one hand, he acknowledges that, 

due to the extent of our depravity and spiritual weakness, we are utterly unable to 

accomplish any spiritual work on our own; on the other hand, he reminds us of the 

sizable list of New Testament imperatives regarding our responsibility to work actively 

and diligently ridding our lives of sin. [Pages 103- 104] 

11. Struggling with Indwelling Sin. 

In this letter, Newton comforts a Christian woman who is extremely grieved by the sin 

that she observes in her own life. Newton expresses his fear that she has been exposed 

to the harmful teaching of perfectionism, which was continuing to make inroads into 

the evangelical landscape. The idea of achieving sinless perfection this side of heaven 

has plagued the church of Christ throughout many generations, leaving in its wake 

many confused and disillusioned believers. I almost wish then it were true! The idea of 

never sinning again, never grieving the heart of my God, never hurting those around 

me, is enormously attractive, but unfortunately utterly contrary to both the plain 

teaching of Scripture and my own experience. Newton comforts this discouraged 
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believer and reminds her that a struggle with indwelling sin is not only normal, and 

Scripture teaches that it is actually a defining characteristic of a Christian. [Page 107] 

12. Newton Followed the Writings of John Bunyan. 

It is interesting to note Newton's allusion to John Bunyan, who preached a hundred 

years earlier in Bedford, just a few miles from Olney. Bunyan wrote over sixty books, 

including The Pilgrim’s Progress, one of Newton’s favorites. Indeed, Newton wrote the 

preface to, and contributed to the notes of, the 1776 edition. He frequently read aloud 

from it to those who gathered for the Tuesday prayer meetings in Olney. Bunyan's 

autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, contains many of the same 

honest confessions of struggles with indwelling sin, suggesting that he may have had a 

strong influence on Newton’s views on sanctification. [Page 112- 113] 

13. The Lord’s Kingdom Is Not of This World. 

Querulus wastes much of his precious time in declaiming against the management of 

public affairs; though he has neither access to the springs which moves the wheels of 

government, nor influence to accelerate or retired their motions… This would be a 

weakness if we consider him only as a member of society, but if we consider him as a 

Christian, it is worse than weakness; it is a sinful conformity to the men of the world, 

who looked no farther than two second causes, and forget that the Lord reigns…Our 

Lord's Kingdom is not of this world; and most of his people do their country much 

more essential service by pleading for it in prayer, then by finding fault with all the 

things which they have no power to alter. (Forty-one Letters on Religious Subjects, 

Letter 35) [Pages 116- 117] 

14. On Modesty. 

I could not help but ask, as I have at many points over the years, ‘Lord, what is wrong 

with the church today? What is wrong with those young ladies’ fathers, that they would 

allow them to walk out of the door like that? Where is the guidance of those girls’ 

mothers as they dressed for worship that morning?’ 

In the following letter published in a periodical, Newton asked similar questions and 

expresses his own concern about women dressing in a way that it is appropriate to their 

profession of faith. Notice how his needed pastoral instruction avoids legalism by not 

only addressing external standards of attire but also, in more importantly, exposing the 

sinful motives in the heart of those whose dress is immodest. If Newton was alarmed by 

what he observed among those who filed the pews of the churches of the eighteenth-

century England, what would he have said of the situation today? The issues he 

addresses sound frighteningly contemporary. The same note of warning needs to be 

sounded again in our day, both by parents and pastors, with similar directness, warmth 

and courage. [Page 124] 
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15. Lament Psalms. 

When most people think of the book of Psalms, they think of words of exuberant praise 

and enthusiastic thanksgiving. But it's important to keep in mind that approximately 

half of the 150 psalms are lament psalms--that is, sad songs that plead with God for 

help. Psalm 42 and 43, which were probably originally one song, are examples of many 

lament psalms in which we ‘overhear’ the psalmist as he counsels his own despairing 

soul--alternately questioning and admonishing his dark thoughts. [Page 130] 

16. Evidence of Grace. 

To hold fast the word of promise, to maintain a hatred of sin, to go on steadfastly in the 

path of duty, in defiance both of frowns and the smiles of the world, we have but little 

comfort, is a more certain evidence of grace than a thousand things which we may do or 

forebear when our spirits are warm and lively. [Page 133] 

17. On Reading Spiritual Literature. 

As a Christian, Newton attests to the beneficial impact of spiritual literature on his own 

heart. In a list of his reading prior to entering the ministry, he mentions his 

appreciation of the works of men such as Matthew Henry, John Wesley, Ralph Erskine 

and Phillip Doddridge. In a letter to a fellow minister, Newton refers to John Owen’s 

Discourse on the Holy Spirit as the ‘epitome, if not the masterpiece, of his writings’. He 

thought so highly of this work that he wished to see it reprinted. In that same letter, he 

also expresses his admiration for Jonathan Edwards’ work on the free will of man. 

[Page 152] 

18. Be Discerning. 

Books that have a savor and unction may likewise be helpful, provided we read them 

with caution, compare them with Scripture, and do not give ourselves implicitly to the 

rules or decisions of any man or set of men, but remember that one is our Master and 

infallible teacher, even Christ. [Page 153] 

19. The Bible and Prayer. 

… the chief and grand means of edification without which all other helps will 

disappoint us, and prove like clouds without water, are the Bible and prayer, the word 

of grace in the throne of grace period [Page 153] 

20. History of the Heart of Man. 

The Word of God affords a history in miniature of the heart of man, the devices of 

Satan, the state of the world, in the method of grace. (Cardiphonia, ‘Six Letters to Rev 

Mr B…,’ Letter 3) [Pages 153- 154] 
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21. The Word of God. 

Set a high value upon the word of God. All that is necessary to make you wise to 

salvation is there, and there only. In this precious book you may find a direction for 

every doubt, a solution of every difficulty, a promise suited to every circumstance you 

can begin. There you may be informed of your disease by sin, in the remedy provided 

by grace. [Page 156] 

22. Reading Scripture Through in Its Entirety. 

I know not a better rule of reading the Scripture than to read it through from beginning 

to end and, when we have finished it once, to begin it again. [Page 157] 

23. Nothing in Scripture Should Be Overlooked. 

The Old and New Testament, the doctrines, precepts, and promises, the history, the 

examples, admonitions, and warnings, etc. would mutually illustrate and strengthen 

each other, and nothing that is written for our instruction would be overlooked. [Page 

158] 

24. Times of Corporate Prayer. 

Times of corporate prayer were numerous and a vital part of Newton's first ministry in 

Olney. On Sundays, a group would gather at 6:00 a.m. to pray for their pastor's 

ministry that day. Following the morning and afternoon services, a small group would 

gather in the Newton's home after tea, for an hour of singing and prayer. This little 

home prayer groups swelled to seventy and eventually gave rise to an evening service. 

Newton divided his entire parish into groups of eight to twelve so that he could meet 

with them to talk and pray once every six weeks. In addition there were specially called 

times of prayer for various needs or national crises. A regular Tuesday evening prayer 

meeting, which began around forty adults, eventually was relocated to Lord 

Dartmouth’s Great House, adjacent to the church, which could accommodate up to 130 

persons. [Page 180] 

25. The Preciousness of the Savior. 

This Savior is very precious to those who believe in him, and who obtain redemption by 

his blood. How can it be otherwise? Grace like this, when known, must captivate and 

fix the heart! Not only to save, but to die, and to die for his enemies! Sent costly love, 

productive of such glorious consequences, and to such unworthy creatures! (Fifty 

Sermons on Handel's the Messiah, Sermon 48) [Page 192] 

26. Family Worship. 

Newton began his practice of family worship five or six years into his marriage after 

reading Phillip Doddridge’s book The Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul. The 
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impact of Newton's regular spiritual leadership in the home is astounding and 

encouraging. So powerfully blessed was the family’s morning worship that household 

servants who were required to attend came to saving faith in Christ. Eliza Cunningham, 

an orphaned, twelve-year-old niece, came to live with the Newtons in London. Her 

uncle's public preaching, coupled with private family worship, made a profound 

impression on her and she was converted shortly before her death from tuberculosis at 

the age of fourteen. Young ministers and ministerial students were often found in 

attendance during the morning worship in the Newtons’ home, learning from him how 

to construct worship not only in the pulpit, but in their homes. 

Since you men today have been fortunate enough to have such a mentor in the area of 

family worship, this letter offering advice on how to conduct a family worship will come 

as welcome advice from a wise, experience, faithful man like Newton. [Page 205] 

27. Christ’s Divinity. 

I shall content myself with observing this general proof of the divinity of Christ, that 

the Scriptures, were given to make us wise to salvation, do ascribe to him the names of 

God, particularly Jehovah; the essential attributes of God, such as eternity, 

omnipresence, omnipotence; the peculiar works of God [i.e. the works that only God 

can do], as creation, providence, redemption, and forgiveness of sin; and finally, 

command us to pay him those divine honors, and to rely on him with that absolute 

dependence which would be idolatry if referred anywhere below the Supreme Majesty 

of heaven and earth. (Sermon entitled, ‘On the Savior, and his Salvation) [Page 224] 

28. Knowing God’s Will Comes from Scripture. 

In a letter on guidance, Newton warns his reader to avoid misusing scripture, relying 

on subjective impressions and trusting in ‘freedom’ in prayer or in dreams when trying 

to discern God’s will. Instead, he suggests that the best way to know the will of God on 

any manner is to possess ‘an habitual frame’, or a constant mindset, ‘of spiritual 

wisdom’, which comes from a deep knowledge of the Scriptures. [Page 230] 

29. Newton’s Studies and Writings. 

I believe I may say that for more than twenty years, very single days have passed 

when… I did not spend from six to ten hours daily in subjects and employments which 

had a direct suitableness to pulpit service. I've written several perhaps I may say reams 

of paper in the forms of discourses, and for about ten or twelve years after I came to 

Olney, I seldom preached upon any text on which I had not previously written to some 

extent… [the] day seems rather lost and tedious if I had not had the opportunity of 

spending some hours with my pen in my hand, in the Bible opened before me. (Quoted 

by Cecil, John Newton, page 199) [Page 240] 
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30. Declaring God’s Whole Will. 

Thus [God's] ministers are to declare his whole will, whether men will hear, or whether 

they shall forebear. And if they do this with a single eye to his glory, in humble 

dependence upon his blessing, they are not answerable for the event; they shall in no 

wise lose their reward. (Twenty Sermons preached in the Parish Church of Olney, 

Sermon 1) [Page 244] 

31. Seeking Advice from Newton. 

…it was not only fellow Anglicans like Scott, but also Dissenters, Baptists and 

Methodists who sought advice from the wise and experienced Rev. John Newton. Some 

of these men had the privilege of attending morning family worship in the Newton 

home in London, which was followed by a time of informal questions and answers. One 

of those who were privileged to attend these breakfast gatherings wrote, ‘… a good old 

man, in his velvet cap and damask dressing gown, was then fresh and communicative, 

always instructive, always benevolent. His expositions of Scripture with his family, 

which consisted of niece [Betsy], some aged servants, and some poor blind inmates of 

his house, were particularly simple and devout. [Page 248] 

32. God Choses Ministers. 

My first maxim is that none but the one who made the world can make a minister of the 

gospel. If a young man has capacity, [then] culture and application may make him a 

scholar, philosopher, or an orator; but a true minister must have certain principles, 

motives, feelings, and aims, which no industry or endeavors of men can either acquire 

or communicate. They must be given from above, or they cannot be received. 

I adopt, as a second maxim, that the Holy Scriptures are, both comprehensively and 

exclusively, a grand treasury of all that knowledge which is requisite and sufficient to 

make the minister the man of God, thoroughly furnished for every branch of his office. 

[Page 248] 

33. Judging Ministers In and Out of the Pulpit. 

I measure ministers by square measure. I have no idea of the size of a table, if you only 

tell me how long it is; but you also say how wide, I can tell its dimensions. So when you 

tell me what a man is in the pulpit, you must also tell me what he is out of it, or I shall 

not know his size. (Quoted by Edwards, ) [Page 252] 

34. A Minister in His Study. 

A minister, wherever he is, should always be in his study. He should look at every man, 

and at everything, as capable of affording him some instruction. (Quoted by Cecil, John 

Newton, page 192) [Pages 252- 253] 
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35. Sermons Being Too Long. 

Overlong sermons break in upon family concerns, and often call thoughts from the 

sermon to the pudding at home, which is danger of being over boiled. Quoted by 

Edwards, Through Many Dangers, page 175) [Page 253] 

36. Christ’s Position and Our Position. 

Christ has taken our nature into heaven, to represent us; and he has left us on earth, 

with his nature, to represent him. [Page 255] 

37. Predestination and Our Inheritance. 

Some creatures near Olney dwelt on the doctrine of predestination. An old woman said, 

‘Ah! I had long settled that point: for, if God had not chosen me before I was born, I'm 

sure he would have seen nothing in me to have chosen me afterwards. 

The heir of a great estate, while a child, thinks more of a few shillings in his pocket than 

of his inheritance. So a Christian is often more elated by some frame of heart than by 

his title to glory. [Page 256] 

38. Our Self. 

I have read of many wicked popes, but the worst pope I have ever met with is Pope Self. 

[Page 256] 

39. The End of Newton’s Life. 

My memory is nearly gone; But I remember two things: that I'm a great Sinner and that 

Christ is a great Savior. (Quoted by Edwards, Through Many Dangers, pages 347- 8) 

[Page 280] 

 


