
 

At least thirteen editions of the Directions appeared before 1812. 
Even so, as late as 1888 the service was not incorporated in the 
Wesleyan Order of Administration of the Sacraments. Revisions 
were frequently made to the text and surviving copies used by 
preachers consistently display much deletion and changing of 
words. This was always in the direction of a discernable softening 
of much of the awesome language of the original, and an obvious 
desire to shorten the pre-sacramental service by reducing the ten-
part Covenant Prayer.  
 
By the mid-nineteenth century, Methodists had problems with 
such language as: "O Most dreadful God. . .I beseech thee accept of 
thy poor Prodigal now prostrating himself at thy door," or "O 
blessed Jesus, I come to thee hungry, wretched, miserable, blind, 
and naked; a most loathsome, polluted wretch, a guilty, 
condemned malefactor."   
 
Revisions were made by the Wesleyans in 1879 and 1897. British 
Methodists of all persuasions had some form of Covenant service, 
although they differed considerably in length and content. With the 
exception of the Methodist New Connection and Wesleyan 
Reformers, it never claimed the same allegiance among the 
dissenting bodies. Further revisions were made in 1999 in the 
current Methodist Worship Book. 
 
The service for the Renewal of the Covenant is normally held on 
the first Sunday in January in most Methodist churches world wide.  
 
The traditional Covenant prayer (shown on the front cover) makes 
it very clear that this affirmation is a serious one that embraces the 
whole of our life, in all its parts. Most people find it quite tough to 
say, and really mean it. But the prayer is so central to the Christian 
life that other Churches have also adopted it. 

 

The Methodist Covenant Service 
A brief History 

 
 
 
 
 

'I am no longer my own but yours.  
Put me to what you will,  

rank me with whom you will;  
put me to doing,  

put me to suffering;  
let me be employed for you,  

or laid aside for you,  
exalted for you,  

or brought low for you;  
let me be full,  

let me be empty,  
let me have all things,  
let me have nothing:  

I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things  
to your pleasure and disposal.  

And now, glorious and blessed God,  
Father, Son and Holy Spirit,  

you are mine and I am yours’ 
So be it 

And the Covenant now made on earth, 
 let it be ratified in heaven Amen’. 

 
Each new year, Methodist congregations around the world hold 
‘Covenant Services’, a practice that dates back to the movement's 
founder, John Wesley. 



 

In 1663 Puritan Pastor Richard Alleine published Vindiciae Pietatis: 
or, A Vindication of Godliness in the Greater Strictness and 
Spirituality of It. 
 
On many occasions Anglican priest and evangelist John Wesley 
republished Alleine’s work in his A Christian Library in 1753, and on 
August 11, 1755, used a chapter from the book, “Application of the 
Whole”, in what was probably the first celebration of the Covenant 
Service in the Methodist movement. 
 
Wesley urged that an opportunity be provided for Methodists to 
make, or renew, their "covenant" with God. His first formal 
covenant service was held in 1755 at the French Church (borrowed 
for the occasion to accommodate large numbers), situated in the 
Spitalfields area of east London.  
 
This is what Wesley wrote in his journal about the event: 
 

"I mentioned to the congregation another means of 
increasing serious religion which had been frequently 
practiced by our forefathers, namely, the joining in a 
covenant to serve God with all our heart and with all our 
soul. I explained this for several mornings, and on Friday, 
many of us kept a fast to the Lord, beseeching him to 
give us wisdom and strength, to make a promise unto 
the Lord our God and keep it.  
 
"On Monday...I explained once more the nature of such 
an engagement and the manner of doing it acceptably to 
God.  
 
"At six in the evening we met for that purpose. After I 
had recited the tenor of the covenant proposed, all those 
who desired to give testimony of their entrance into this 

 

covenant stood up, to the number of about 1,800 
persons. Such a night I scarce ever saw before. Surely the 
fruit of it shall remain forever." 

 
The building in which the historic covenant service took place still 
stands in Spitalfields,  London. 
 
Preparation for the first Covenant was meticulous, the original 
Covenant service was  in the form set out by Joseph Alleine . It was 
long in explanation and by catechising in depth. Full-length 
preparatory services were a common feature, especially in places 
where people were to engage in the Covenant Service for the fist 
time. Fasting and prayer, the appeal to historical continuity, and 
the generating of expectancy were all significant features for 
Wesley.  
 
The Renewal of the Covenant defined something that had gone 
before. It was not a new relationship to be honored and marked, 
but one established by God, first with God's original people and 
now with the new Israel. It demanded particular reminder and 
renewal with gathered witnesses at least annually. The covenant of 
grace was operative from baptism; it was therefore a 
reinforcement of baptismal vows. It was also a renewal of all the 
limitless promises arising from the new birth, for baptism without 
regeneration had no permanent validity.  God's covenant with his 
people was therefore re-enacted firstly by initiation and then 
actualization and made the contractual demand of being re-
confirmed through individual and collective renewal.  
 
An element of mystery surrounds the means by which John Wesley 
distributed the text of the Directions. Apart from the form in 
volume 30 of his Christian Library, a work hardly likely to be carried 
by the preachers or retained in many chapels, the text was not 
published until 1780  


