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Psalm 86,  2 Timothy 3:16–4:5

In 1794, the second chaplain to the Colony of New South Wales arrived in

Sydney– just six years after the First Fleet. His name was Samuel Marsden , and

he and his wife Elizabeth came to assist – and eventually take over the work of –

the first Chaplain, The Rev. Richard Johnson.

• Samuel Marsden was one of dozens of clergy whose theological education was

financed by a group of English evangelical clergy who were passionately

concerned with seeing the gospel go to the ends of the Earth.

This was essentially the same circle of men who had lobbied for a Chaplain to

come out on the First Fleet, and who eventually founded the Church Missionary

Society in 1799 – 200 years ago this year.

Among other things, Marsden served as Rector of St. John’s Parramatta, was

missionary to New Zealand, and also spent his last years at St. Matthew’s

Windsor, where he died in 1838.

In Parramatta, when Samuel and Elizabeth Mardsen’s firstborn son arrived in

1803, they named him after the leader of the Evangelical clergy in England – the

people who sent Marsden to New South Wales  – and so, their little boy was

baptised “Charles Simeon Marsden” .

You can see his grave in the Marsden family plot in the St. John’s cemetery in

O’Connell Street, Parramatta. 

• Why did Samuel Marsden name his son after Charles Simeon? I hope that in

the next few minutes we’ll get a glimpse of the answer.

But first, I should explain. This morning we’re celebrating Reformation Sunday.

Each year, we pause for one week to remember – so we don’t take for granted the
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good things we have now – things such as the ability to read the Bible in our

own language – and the expectation that we can come to church and hear the

Bible taught – and actually hear the service in our own language.

None of those things were true before the Reformation in Europe and England

in the 16th century. The church had lost its way because it had lost the Bible – it

had stayed far away – and it had to be reformed. It had to hear afresh God’s Word.

One thing that the Reformers were convinced of is that the church has to be

continually reformed – and that’s because we so easily lose the plot. As soon as

we take our eyes off God’s Word, we’ll go astray.

That’s why we’re looking at someone in history today who is halfway between

the 16th Century Reformation and today.

Charles Simeon was a key figure in England. He came to have far more influence

than any archbishop. He was someone whom the Lord raised up to mightily

bring glory to his Name. So much blessing can be traced back to the ministry of

Charles Simeon as he faithfully and fearlessly proclaimed the Word of God.

He lived for 77 years, from 1759 to 1836. So he lived through the American

Revolution, the French Revolution and almost into the decade of the telegraph

and the railroad.

– So I want you to come with me in your imagination to the English university

town of Cambridge, in the year 1779.

1.)  A student comes to Cambridge

We know little of Charles Simeon’s upbringing, but we do know that it wasn’t a

Christian one. His father was a wealthy lawyer, who respected the Church, but he

wasn’t a believer. His mother probably died early, so that he never knew her. 

At the age of just seven, he was sent to England’s top boarding school, The Royal
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College of Eton. The atmosphere there was irreligious and degenerate in many

ways. 

As far as we can tell, Simeon had no Christian friends – either at Eton or when

he went up to Cambridge University at the age of 19 in January 1779.

Simeon followed in the footsteps of his two older brothers in enrolling as a

scholar at King’s College, where he would also live.

•• In 1779, there were only two universities in England – at Oxford and at

Cambridge. Generally speaking, if you went to either place, you went with the

intention of being ordained into the Church of England. While you might study

other things, admission into the ranks of the clergy was something like joining a

club – the Old School – so being ordained didn’t necessarily mean that you were

going to serve in the Church – and it certainly didn’t mean that you were a

genuine Christian either!

The problem was that the Church of England was in a pretty bad way. (One might

add – much as it is today!) People like John and Charles Wesley had brought a

revival of spiritual life to England with their Methodism, and their emphasis on

reading the Bible and prayer. 

But these people were seen as threats to the establishment of the Church of

England, and so anyone who did not swear their membership of the Church of

England was barred from entrance to the universities up until 7 years before

Simeon went to Cambridge.

Such was the irrational fear of the Methodists and the Free-Churches, that in the

1778, six students were expelled from Oxford University after they were accused

of meeting to study the Bible! Both Oxford and Cambridge suffered from the

stranglehold of life-less formalised religion.

• It was in his first four months at Cambridge that the Lord brought Charles

Simeon from darkness to light. The amazing thing about this is that the Lord did

it with no other Christian around. Cambridge was so destitute of evangelical,
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Christian faith that, even after he was converted, Simeon did not find one other

believer on campus for almost three years.  This is how it happened… 

Three days after he arrived at Cambridge, the Provost of King’s College sent a

summons to all members of the College to attend a service of the Lord’s Supper. 

In those days it was compulsory for all students to attend chapel.

Just as at Eton, the form of religion practised bore outward similarity to

Christianity – but that was all. Going to church was nothing more than a

tradition – and not a very helpful one either.

We know that in some cases, the entire service was rushed through in just 10

minutes! There was no opening of God’s Word, no sermon – indeed, the whole

thing had become a sham – a farce – an empty ritual that did no-one any good.

Worse still, it gave the impression that you were pleasing God and winning

merit with him when, in fact, you were doing nothing of the sort.

Yet, despite this, when he received the summons to attend chapel, Simeon was

terrified. We can see, in retrospect, that this was the work of God in his life. He

knew enough to know that it was dangerous to come to the Lord’s Supper when

you are not right with God. He wrote –

What! said I, must I attend? On being informed that I must, the thought
rushed into my mind that Satan himself was as fit to attend as I; and that
if I must attend, I must prepare for my attendance there.

• So Simeon began with a great earnestness to comb his past and to mourn his

former misdeeds. He set out to undo the harm of his sins if at all possible.

He had known only one religious book besides the Bible in his 12 years at Eton. It

was a devotional book of the 17th century called The Whole Duty of Man. It was

a disaster. It was so bad that when the famous preacher George Whitefield found

a copy he ordered it to be thrown in the fire. It preached a gospel of salvation by

rule-keeping, and not the gospel of free forgiveness through Jesus Christ.
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Facing the prospect of having to front up at the Lord’s table, Simeon began

desperately to read and to try to repent and make himself better. He began with

that book he had read – The Whole Duty of Man– but got no help there. 

He passed through that first communion ridden by guilt – and so he kept

searching, because he knew that he would have to come attend another

Communion service on Easter Day. He came across a book by a Bishop Wilson on

the Lord’s Supper. As Easter Sunday approached something wonderful

happened.

Keep in mind that this young man had almost no Christian background. He has

no mother. His father is an unbeliever. His boarding school was a godless and

corrupt place. He has no Christian friends. And it is likely that none of the clergy

in his College are Christians either! His university is destitute of other believers,

as far as he knows. He is nineteen years old, sitting in his dormitory room as the

week before Easter begins at the end of March, 1779.

Here is his own account of what happens as he reads about the meaning of the

sacrifice that the Old Testament believers made in the Temple. Suddenly he

understands how he can get right with God. He writes –

In Passion Week, as I was reading Bishop Wilson on the Lord’s Supper, I
met with an expression to this effect – “That the Jews knew what they
did, when they transferred their sin to the head of their offerin g.” 

The thought came into my mind, ‘What? May I transfer all my guilt to
another? Has God provided an Offerin g for me, that I may lay my sins on
His head? Then, God willing, I will not bear them on my own soul one
moment longer.’

Accordingly I sought to lay my sins upon the sacred head of Jesus…  and
on the Sunday morning, Easter-day, April 4, I awoke early with those
words upon my heart and lips, ‘Jesus Christ is risen to-day! Hallelujah!
Hallelujah!’ 

From that hour peace flowed in rich abundance into my soul; and at the
Lord's Table in our Chapel I had the sweetest access to God through my
blessed Saviour.
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Simeon understood that we can only be right with God by accepting his mercy

shown to us in Christ.  He understood that nothing that he could do would wipe

the slate clean and make him acceptable to God. 

All he could do was to trust in the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus on his behalf. All

he could do was to lay his sins on the head of Jesus who had died and who rose

for him.

He found peace with God – he found his sins forgiven.

That’s how Simeon became a Christian. That’s what changed his life. That’s what

gave him purpose.

2.)  Opposition

After he became a Christian, Simeon knew how he wanted to spend the rest of

his life. In May 1782 he was ordained a deacon in the Anglican Church, and spent

four months during the summer as interim preacher in St. Edwards’ Church in

Cambridge.

During those months, the congregation was swelled by hundreds of people eager

to hear the Bible clearly explained. But that temporary appointment came to and

end, and Simeon was about to leave the university to live in his father’s home.

He wondered where he might spend the rest of his life.

• He had often walked by a strategically placed church right in the middle of the

university area – it was the Church of the Holy Trinity . He used to say to himself 

“How should I rejoice if God were to g ive me that church, that I might
preach the g ospel there and be a herald for Him in the University.” 

It was then, in October 1782, that the vicar of Holy Trinity died. The parish was

vacant.
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Much to his surprise, (after his father had suggested it to the Bishop and the

pastor at St. Edwards had given him an endorsement) the Bishop appointed him

to the parish. And so Charles Simeon became the Vicar. He was 23 years old.

He preached his first sermon there 10th November, 1782. And there at Holy

Trinity in Cambridge, in the midst of the university, he stayed for fifty-four years

– until he died on 13th November, 1836.

Simeon began as he planned to finish. His plan was to so preach that God might

use him to evangelise both the townspeople of Cambridge and the academics.

And that he did.

• Well, how did it start off? How did the congregation receive this new

appointment from the bishop? They definitely didn’t like his focus on the Bible.

It was quite novel that someone should take religion so seriously that it should

affect your life!

So the first thing the congregation did in rebellion against Simeon was to refuse

to let him be the Sunday afternoon lecturer. This was like a second Sunday

service on Sunday afternoon. For twelve years Simeon was shut out of that

position in his own church building.

He tried to start a later Sunday evening service and many townspeople came. But

the churchwardens would lock the doors while the people stood out in the street.

Once Simeon had the doors opened by a locksmith, but when it happened again

he pulled back and dropped the service.

The second thing church members did was to lock the pew doors on Sunday

mornings. The pew holders refused to come and they also refused to let others sit

in their personal pews. So Simeon set up seats in the aisles at his own expense.

But the churchwardens dragged the seats out and threw them in the street. 

• Any lesser man – and I suspect, many of us if we were in his shoes – would

have chucked it in. Either we might say, “This good-for-nothing congregation

doesn’t deserve to hear the gospel – and they don’t deserve my ministry!” – and
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leave…

or, we might descend to a slanging match or pointed criticism from the pulpit

that would do no-one any good.

Not so Simeon. He let his steady, relentless ministry of the Word and prayer and

community witness gradually overcome the resistance. He wrote,

I saw no remedy but faith and patience . 

• There was opposition, too, from the university authorities, from his peers at

Kings College, and from students. The students held Simeon in derision for his

Biblical preaching and his uncompromising stand as an evangelical and they

repeatedly disrupted his services. On more many occasion he was pelted with

rotten eggs as he left the church building.

Students who were converted through Simeon’s preaching were soon ostracised

and ridiculed. 

It was not an easy time. It was a terrible time. But year in and year out, Charles

Simeon kept on expounding the Bible. He wanted men and women to hear of

the salvation that could be theirs, if only they turned to Christ. 

One of the marks of our times is that we give up easily. We don’t have staying

power.

We are easily hurt. Our faith breaks easily. Our happiness breaks easily. And so

does our commitment to the Lord. We are easily disheartened, and it seems we

have little capacity for continuing in the face of criticism and opposition. 

We see few today whose lives spell out the words of James 1:3, “Count it all joy ,

my brothers, when you fall into various trials”.

When historians list the character traits of the last part of our century, the words

“commitment, constancy, tenacity, endurance, patience and perseverance” won’t
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be on the list. Instead, the list will cover words like “self-esteem, self-

assertiveness, self-enhancement and self-realisation”. 

That’s why we need to hear about people like Charles Simeon, whose lives prove

there is another way to live. In Hebrews 6:12, God’s Word says, 

“Be imitators of those who through faith and patience inherit the promises.”

Simeon was, through God’s grace, a man who battled against incredible odds – a

man who is a testimony to the mercy and the faithfulness of Jesus Christ. He was

no flash in the pan.

3.)  What kept Simeon going

God’s Word gave him strength. He wrote –

I have continually had such a sense of my sinfulness as would sink me
into utter despair, if I had not an assured view of the sufficiency and
willin gness of Christ to save me to the uttermost .

He struggled constantly with his own sinfulness – but he knew that he had been

forgiven – and fully forgiven – by Christ.

All through these difficult years, evangelical friends supported him – including

people like John Newton, the hymn writer. Another crucial influence was Henry

Venn, an elderly evangelical clergyman who was a mentor to Simeon. Venn was

himself something of a statesman figure. Living just 12 miles from Cambridge,

Venn was close enough for Simeon to ride or walk over to see him for spiritual

counsel. 

In much the same way that the apostle Paul was a spiritual father to Timothy, so

Henry Venn was a spiritual father to Simeon. And Venn, like Paul, pointed his

disciple to the great task ahead. 

We heard earlier Paul’s words to Timothy in 2 Timothy 4. He tells Timothy to
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preach the Word – no matter what – “in season and out of season” – to never

give up. But he also tells Timothy to do it gently and with love. Paul wrote –

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus who is to judge
the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: 

proclaim the word, be urgent in season and out of season, convince,
rebuke, and exhort, be unfailin g in patience and in teachin g. 

He also tells Timothy that there will be many who don’t want to hear this

message – and they will turn aside to anyone who tells them what they want to

hear.

It was true for Timothy. It was true for Charles Simeon of Cambridge. And it will

be true for you and me.

Sure, we might not find ourselves in the position of being a pastor-teacher as

Timothy and as Charles Simeon were – but nevertheless, we have this priceless

message of salvation and forgiveness in Christ. 

How can we keep silent when we see people all around us rushing headlong

towards hell – and being comforted even as they do that, by the purveyors of

false religion?

Also key to Simeon’s staying power was his commitment to reading the Bible

and prayer. He was committed to doing it every day.

4.)  Simeon’s legacy

More than anything else, Simeon was a man who loved the Lord Jesus and who

sought to clearly explain his Word. 

He was something of a novelty in preaching expository sermons – that is,

sermons which take the Bible and seek to work through a passage, letting it speak

to his hearers. He wrote, 
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“My endeavour is to bring out of Scripture what is there, and not to
thrust in what might be there.”

But as well as public preaching, he was determined to have a lasting influence

for the gospel on each generation of students – particularly those training for the

ministry.

He wanted to see those who weren’t yet Christians converted, and then he

wanted to see them equipped for a life of Christian service.

He held what he called “Conversation Parties” and sermon classes in his rooms

in Kings College – to teach ordinands how to preach from the Bible. 

Over his fifty-four years of parish ministry he had a unique impact on each

succeeding generation of students. Hundreds of young men were – over the

years – won to Christ and the cause of evangelical Christianity. 

He set up – and encouraged the setting up – of trusts to pay for the theological

education of promising young men – men like Samuel Marsden. And he was

the key people to encourage the formation of that group known as the Eclectic

Society (sometimes known as the Clapham Sect) that sent Richard Johnson and

Samuel Marsden to New South Wales – and that formed the Church Missionary

Society.

• He aimed to rehabilitate the Church of England, so that it was once again a

Church that stood firmly on the authority of the Scriptures.

When Simeon started out at Cambridge, there was only a handful of evangelical

clergy left in all the Church of England. When he died, it was estimated that

nearly one third of the pulpits in the Church of England were occupied by

evangelical, Bible-believing clergy.

Simeon, under God, laid the foundation for the great Christian work among

university students that started at Cambridge and Oxford in the succeeding
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generations –  and continues today in the universities and colleges in Sydney

and around the world.

Certainly, standing up for the truth brought great persecution to Simeon. But it

also brought great respect – even from those who hated the message he brought.

When he died, in 1836, the shops of Cambridge were closed and about half the

members of university came to pay their respects.

Such was the influence of this man. It was out of affection for him that Samuel

and Elizabeth Marsden – half a world away – named their first born son.

We, too, must thank God for Charles Simeon of Cambridge and the gospel he

preached.
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