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“The Spirit of God began extraordinarily to set in, and wonderfully work amongst 
us; and there were, very suddenly, one after another, five or six persons who 
were to all appearance savingly converted, and some of them wrought upon in a 
very remarkable manner”. 
 
“Presently upon this, a great and earnest concern about the great things of 
religion and the eternal world became universal in all parts of the town, and 
among persons of all degrees and all ages . . .  All other talk but about spiritual 
and eternal things was soon thrown by . . .  unless so much as was necessary for 
people carrying on their ordinary secular business”. 
 
“The work of conversion was carried on in a most astonishing manner, and 
increased more and more; souls did as it were come by flocks to Jesus Christ.  
From day to day, for many months together, might be seen evident instances of 
sinners brought out of darkness into marvellous light”. 
 
“There were many instances of persons that came from abroad on visits or on 
business, that had not long been here before to all appearance they were 
savingly wrought upon, and partook of that shower of divine blessing that God 
rained down here and went home rejoicing”. 
 
“This work of God, as it was carried on, and the number of true saints multiplied, 
soon made a glorious alteration in the town; so that in the spring and summer 
following, anno 1735, the town seemed to be full of the presence of God: it never 
was so full of love, nor so full of joy; and yet so full of distress, as it was then.  
There were remarkable tokens of God's presence in almost every house.” 
 
These are some quotes from one of the most famous and influential reports of a 
revival ever written.  Jonathan Edwards’ description of events in Northampton 
Massachusetts in 1734/35 used the word “revival” for almost the first time.  He 
later wrote: 
 
“Ever since the great work of God that was wrought here about nine years ago, 
there has been a great abiding alteration in this town . . .  among the youth of 
the town, with respect to revelling, frolicking, profane and unclean conversation, 
and lewd songs; instances of fornication have been very rare; there has also been 
a great alteration amongst both old and young with respect to tavern-haunting.  I 
suppose the town has been in no measure so free of vice in these respects, for 
any long time together, for this sixty years, as it has been this nine years past.  
There has also been an evident alteration with respect to a charitable spirit to the 
poor”.  

 
A wonderful work of God, which changed a whole community!  But that was not 
all.  Indeed it was only a small beginning.  Edwards named 35 other towns where 
similar things happened.  Far more significant though was what happened when 
his report reached Britain.  It was published in London in 1738 and was soon 
widely distributed.  The timing was perfect, because amongst those who read it 
were the newly converted John and Charles Wesley, as well as 24 year old 
George Whitefield who had been converted three years earlier.  It amazed them 
and raised their expectations of what could happen in Britain also.  Soon 
afterwards, through their passionate, Holy Spirit empowered open-air preaching 
they saw thousands converted and the nation changed!  As they say, the rest is 
history . . . 



 
It seems that most Christians in our nation do not know that Australia also has a 
rich and inspiring history of revivals.  Much of this arose out of the Methodist 
movement begun by the Wesleys, which had reached its full influence in Britain 
by 1788, when the First Fleet sailed.  I believe that if we become aware of these 
great acts of God in our own land, they can raise our expectations also.  What 
God will do here again can be just as inspiring, as we earnestly seek Him and His 
blessing through prayer and evangelism.   
 
Attached to each fortnightly prayer letter for the Jesus. All About Life project will 
be my summary of one of these past great outpourings of the Holy Spirit in our 
own land.  Edwards’ account of revival, as well as those in the Acts of the 
Apostles, have triggered countless revivals elsewhere.  My hope is that this will 
happen here also, through knowing our own spiritual history!  There is no reason 
why we should not raise our expectations for this! 
 
Did you know that the second known revival in Australia occurred near Dapto in 
1838?!  Stay tuned . . .  



 
REVIVAL AT DAPTO 

Jeff Stacey 
19 June 2009 

 
The first white pioneers came to the Illawarra in about 1816.  William Bursall and a Mr 
Robinson, both zealous Methodists, were among the early settlers in the Dapto area.  
They began praying earnestly in 1831 for a Methodist “local preacher” (layman) to come 
to their district.  After praying for seven years, their prayers were answered when John 
Vidler arrived.  As a young man in England he had been involved with a gang of 
smugglers.  But through the Methodist movement there he experienced a profound and 
joyful conversion to Christ.  Like his two praying friends, he first worked as a farm 
labourer and was employed near Marshall Mount. 
 
Colwell’s old official history of Australian Methodism (published in 1904) recorded what 
soon happened: 
 
“He held his first church service some time before Christmas 1838, in his own hut, built of 
blankets on a rough frame work.  His congregation was his wife, himself and his brother 
James . . .  Next year he took a farm at Dapto, preaching regularly in his own house.  A 
revival soon broke out, when thirty persons were converted.”   
 
Thirty may not seem significant.  But the total Illawarra white population was just 423 in 
1828 and only 3100 by 1851.  So there would have been perhaps 200 in the Dapto district 
in 1838.  That means about 15% of them were converted! 
 
Henry Osborne of Marshall Mount, a well-known settler and an Anglican, was so impressed 
with Vidler that he invited him to preach regularly in his own house.   But some other 
people of influence took offence and prevailed upon Vidler’s landlord to evict him from his 
farm tenancy at Dapto!  Osborne then offered him the choice of any part of his large farm, 
rent-free for life!  But Vidler declined.   
 
Instead, he moved to the Campbelltown area for eight years before coming back to settle 
at Jamberoo.  Travelling to remote places including parts of the Shoalhaven, he was often 
away from home for weeks.  He held prayer meetings and preached wherever he could, in 
homes and under trees, to many people who had never heard the Gospel.  There was a 
steady flow of conversions. 
 
This kind of Spirit-empowered zeal was typical of the many Methodist “local preachers” 
who were active across pioneering Australia throughout the 1800’s.  Some were 
instruments of revivals in several places throughout their lifetimes.  They were true heroes 
that we Aussie Christians should all know about!  Even Henry Lawson was deeply 
impressed by his contact with them.  See his short stories “Shall we gather at the river”, 
“His brother’s keeper” and “The story of gentleman once”, or his challenging five-verse 
poem “The Christ of the Never”, where part of verse two is:  
 

“God’s preacher, of churches unheeded,  
God’s vineyard though barren the sod, 
Plain spokesman where spokesman is needed,  
Rough link ‘twixt the bushman and God”. 
 

In answer to earnest prayer, God raised up these outstanding Christians and did 
wonderful things through them in our land.  He can do this again, and I believe that He 
can inspire us through our Australian “spiritual history”.  Such as praying for seven years 
and preaching wherever they could, as “plain spokesmen ‘twixt the bushman and God”.  
These are the kinds of lives from which revivals are born. 
 
Next I will look at what could be seen as a “model revival”.  It occurred at Parramatta in 
1840. 



JOHN WATSFORD AND THE 1840 REVIVAL AT 
PARRAMATTA 

 
A model for the people of any local church and their region 

Jeff Stacey 
2 July 2009 

 
 
John Watsford’s father had been a convict.  Later he began the first coach service 

between Sydney and Parramatta.  John was born in 1820 at Parramatta, the third of 

twelve children. They were a church-going Methodist family.  He “was the first 

outstanding preacher to be born in Australia . . .  He saw genuine revivals at several 

periods during his ministry” (Iain Murray, Australian Christian Life from 1788, 

Edinburgh, Banner of Truth, 1988, page 141).  The following are some observations 

and principles about revival, with relevant Bible verses, drawn from Watsford’s 

description of the 1840 revival at Parramatta. 

Their attitudes  - wholehearted love for God and people!   
 They had a heart-yearning for lost people, longing to see them find salvation 

 They overcame any bad attitudes they could have felt against the Pastor or church  

 They did not expect the Pastor to “do it all on his own” 

Principle:  Maintaining right heart-motivations and attitudes is our greatest challenge 

(Proverbs 4:23, 16:2,  Psalms 51:6-17,  66:18,  86:11-12,  139:23-24,  

Mark 12:30-31, 1Corinthians 4:4-5) 

They were committed to keep up specific prayer  
 They set up a daily personal prayer discipline, with some fasting   

 This was private, secret prayer, not for any recognition  

 They prayed together as well as alone, similar to a “prayer triplet” 

 They prayed for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the "ordinary church services"  

Principle:   Keep on praying for revival and believe that our prayers can be answered 

even here and now!  (Daniel 6:10, Matthew 6:5-6, Luke 11:9-13, Acts 4:23-31)  

When the Holy Spirit came in power 
 God used many people, not just one leader or praying person   

 This especially included young people (John Watsford was 20 at the time)  

 Many were converted or recommitted to Christ 

 The whole region was impacted! 

Principle:  God can do amazing things, even through people like us (John 14:12-14) 







What is a revival? 

Jeff Stacey 
20 July 2009 

 

Why am I interested in revivals?  On holidays at the end of 1992 I happened on 

an old book by J.Edwin Orr:  Evangelical Awakenings in the South Seas.  This 

startled me with its historical accounts of many Christian “awakening” 

movements in Australia that I had never heard about.  Looking further, I found 

numerous other records of Australian revivals.  They were so inspiring to read!  

Some of these I have already written about.  Later I did an academic research 

project on the main historical features of revivals.  Here are some of the things I 

discovered. 

 

I started out with this quotation:  “The problem with revival now is that it means 

whatever we want it to mean!”  Often true.  I soon found that even the use of the 

word “revival” did not come from the Bible but was first used by Christian writers 

from about 1700.  So the definition of “revival” is an important issue and is dealt 

with by most books on the subject. 

 

My approach was to start from historical examples, so I studied some famous 

revivals from the 1700’s.  Their main features were multiple conversions to Christ 

over a relatively short period of time, with whole towns and even regions 

experiencing a powerful sense of God’s influence.   

 

Then I looked in the Bible for historical records of similar events.  There are many 

occasions in the Old Testament where even complete nations were impacted by 

encounters with God’s powerful “presence”.  Similar situations also occurred 

during Jesus’ ministry.  But actual Christian conversions in large numbers did not 

happen until after Jesus’ ascension.   

 

The accounts of these are of course contained in the Book of Acts.  It records an 

international movement in which whole cities and towns were impacted.  As well 

as describing individual conversions at some places, there are narratives of 

relatively large numbers turning to faith in Christ in at least 13 locations.  These 

were at Jerusalem, Joppa, Caesarea, Syrian Antioch, Pisidian Antioch, Iconium, 

Derbe, Thessalonica, Berea and Corinth, with even whole towns responding at “a 

city of Samaria”, and Lydda and Sharon.  Look them up!  It seems that these 

events became so commonplace that Acts records them in less and less detail.  

Finally the revival at Derbe occupies only half a verse! 



 

Acts clearly states that these dramatic multiple responses were due to the Holy 

Spirit being “poured out” or “coming upon” large numbers of people at one time.  

So I now generally prefer to speak of and pray for “outpourings of the Holy Spirit” 

rather than “revivals”.  This is the biblical description and highlights the core 

feature of what happens.  My hope is that this will make for less confusion about 

defining what is meant. 

 

My analysis also showed that the Acts outpourings of the Holy Spirit and later 

similar historical events involved four phases for the churches.  I classified these 

as the “before”, “start”, “during” and “after” phases.  I will write more on this 

next time.  

 

 



What have been the main features of revivals? 

Jeff Stacey 
31 July 2009 

 

 

Acts describes major “outpourings” of the Holy Spirit at 13 locations.  These had 

many similarities which can be grouped as four “phases”:  before, start, during 

and after.  For example, at Jerusalem these were:  

“Before” The Apostles and other disciples under Peter’s leadership met 

constantly for prayer and to deal with current problems (Acts 1:12-26) 

“Start”  The “outpouring of the Holy Spirit” on the Day of Pentecost, triggering 

miraculous events followed by powerful preaching and resulting in 

about 3000 conversions  (Acts 2:1-41) 

“During”  The ongoing ministry of the Apostles, with further miracles and rapid 

increases in the number of believers.  This infant church gathered 

frequently and experienced rich fellowship and caring.  But there were 

also persecution and some internal problems.  This phase ended when 

violent external attacks caused most of the believers to flee (Acts 2:42 

– 8:3) 

“After”  The Jerusalem church’s ongoing leadership, preaching, fellowship and 

caring, with further persecution and internal problems.  Some more 

miracles but few conversions (various references from Acts 8:4 – 

28:31, as well as a few from the Epistles) 

 

Later historical “revivals” generally followed a similar pattern.  Obviously the 

most inspiring features were in their “start” and “during” phases.  The powerful 

influences of the Holy Spirit resulted in multiple conversions.  This is why we all 

desire and seek revivals, and for good reason!  Rev Jonathan Edwards led a 

revival in his church, town and region in 1735.  He wrote in his famous A Faithful 

Narrative of Surprising Conversions: “When God in so remarkable a manner took 

the work into His own hands, there was as much done in a day or two, as at 

ordinary times is done in a year”.    

 

Yet we can also learn from some features of the “before” and “after” phases.  The 

outpourings of the Spirit in Acts 2-20 (start and during phases) were followed by 

Paul’s imprisonments and preaching (Acts 21-28).  At the same time and later, 

Paul and others wrote the Epistles to address pastoral problems in various 

churches, with teaching and instructions (after phases).   

 



So Acts mostly reported the spiritual birth of multitudes, whereas the Epistles 

dealt with their “growing pains” towards maturity.  Mostly this took place in the 

midst of troubles, external and internal, theological and practical. 

 

Historically, many denominations and individual churches were born through 

some kind of revival events.  Large numbers of people were either converted to 

Christ or renewed in faith.  But typically the “after phase” pattern soon 

developed.  External opposition and internal problems increased, with few further 

conversions.  This tends to be the mixture in many churches today.   

 

However, the “before” phase pattern can bring hope and a strategy.  Often 

revivals have come as a surprise, in the midst of corrupt and apparently 

unfavorable circumstances.  But there have been those in the churches who “all 

joined together constantly in prayer”, just like the first 120 believers in the upper 

room (Acts 1:12-15).  Sooner or later, the momentum of the Holy Spirit’s work 

accelerated into an “outpouring”! 

 

The Mt Kembla mine disaster occurred exactly 107 years ago today, killing 96 

miners.  But four months earlier there had been an “explosion” of the Holy Spirit 

there, with 131 conversions.  Dr Stuart Piggin is both a historian of the disaster 

and a leading Australian revival scholar.  He wrote:  “revivalism has been a 

recurring phenomenon in Australian Christianity, but its finest flowering, the 

culmination of much prayerful hope and expectation, was in Illawarra in 1902.”  

That revival at Mt Kembla and other local mining villages will be my next subject. 

 

 

 



Revival in the Illawarra in 1902 

Jeff Stacey 
14 August 2009 

 

In February and March 1902 an evangelistic tent mission travelled through the Illawarra 

from Nowra to Helensburgh.  When it reached the mining villages, one of the most 

amazing revivals in Australian Christian history occurred.  131 conversions were 

recorded at Mt Kembla, 214 at Mt Keira, 183 at Balgownie, 318 at Corrimal, 292 at Bulli 

and 234 at Helensburgh.  This total of 1372 in about 6 weeks was around 15% of the 

whole Illawarra population!  Most of the new Christians were men, mainly coal miners. 

 

W.G.Taylor, the renowned founder of the Central Methodist Mission in Sydney (now 

Wesley Central Mission) said  “I have never known a revival of religion like unto this!”  

The historian and revival scholar Dr Stuart Piggin has commented “revivalism has been 

a recurring phenomenon in Australian Christianity, but its finest flowering, the 

culmination of much prayerful hope and expectation, was in Illawarra in 1902.”   

 

Something that became famous in the Welsh revival of 1904 was that the converted 

miners stopped swearing at the pit ponies when working them.  Without this the ponies 

became confused and didn’t know what to do!  But two years earlier the Illawarra 

Mercury reported that the same thing had happened in the Mt Keira mine!  

 

What was the background of all this?  Australia was a pretty tough place in those days.  

An economic depression had lasted throughout the 1890’s.  Forty million sheep died in 

the drought of 1895-1903.  Industry, farming and transport were powered by men, 

horses or steam engines.  Underground coal mining was by hand, cramped for space 

and lit by burning lamps and candles.  It was dangerous, poorly paid and even 

employed boys as young as 13.  

 

Yet despite these difficult times a spiritual tide had been rising across the nation.  A 

series of major campaigns by famous evangelists had been held in the capital cities with 

revivals in some places.  Prior to the Australian Federation in 1901 there was a 

nationwide petition by Christians.  They succeeded in having a clause inserted at the 

start of the Australian Constitution to say that the Commonwealth was “humbly relying 

on the blessing of Almighty God”.   

 

Ebenezer Vickery was the Managing Director of the Mt Kembla Mining Company, a State 

politician and a very wealthy and generous Christian.  After seeing the effectiveness of 

evangelistic tent missions in Sydney in late 1901 he decided to pay for several of these 



to travel through country towns.  On 26 February 1902, right in the middle of the South 

Coast mission, the new Federal Government gazetted a public holiday to pray for an end 

to the drought.  In spiritual terms this prayer was abundantly answered in the Illawarra 

harvest of souls! 
 

Then four months later, catastrophe!  At 2pm on 31st July 1902 a massive gas explosion 

erupted in the Mt Kembla mine.  96 men and boys were killed, including at least 40 

committed Christians.  A special cemetery was quickly set up in Mt Kembla at Windy 

Gully (where a memorial service is held every year on 31st July).  This loss of life was 

the worst Australian civil disaster for the next 106 years (until 173 died in the Black 

Saturday Victorian bushfires this year).  

 

It was a terribly tragic and distressing ending to the revival’s “during” phase.  What 

followed in its “after” phase?  There was a Christian emphasis on a number of the grave 

headstones, such as for 17 year old David Kembla Stafford at Mt Kembla Anglican 

Church cemetery:- 

 

Death little warning to me gave, 

And quickly called me to my grave. 

Make haste to Christ, make no delay, 

For no-one knows their dying day. 

 

Three years later, a letter to the Editor of the South Coast Times said:  “Ah, Kembla is 

not the place it used to be! . . .  God’s name is freely blasphemed . . .  we ought to feel 

thankful, however, that there is a silver lining . . .  sturdy intelligent Christian people, 

who are doing their best to counteract these growing evils.  These good people meet 

regularly together in the churches with the view to gain wisdom and spiritual power, and 

with the hope of persuading others to join them”.   

 

The calamity had left grief and ongoing hardship for many, as well as the loss of 

potential future Christian leaders.  Yet a faithful Christian community survived and 

thrived, with renewed spiritual ploughing, sowing and watering, in hopes of another 

harvest (1Corinthians 3:6-9).   

 

 


