
 
  

 

 
 

Stories of Upside Down Faith:  John Newton 
 

Excerpt taken from Roots of Endurance by John Piper 
 

John Newton was born July 24, 1725, in London to a godly mother and an irreligious, seafaring father. His 
mother died when he was six. Left mainly to himself, Newton became a debauched 
sailor—a miserable outcast on the coast of West Africa for two years; a slave-trading sea-captain until an 
epileptic seizure ended his career; a well-paid “surveyor of tides” in Liverpool; a loved pastor of two 
congregations in Olney and London for forty-three years; a devoted husband to Mary for forty years until she 
died in 1790; a personal friend to William Wilberforce, Charles Simeon, Henry Martyn, William Carey, John 
Wesley, and George Whitefield; and, finally, the author of the most famous hymn in the English language, 
“Amazing Grace.” He died on December 21, 1807, at the age of eighty-two. 
---- 
Newton wrote in his Narrative that he was in school only two of all his growing up years.  He never had any 
formal or theological education.  At the age of 11 he began to sail the high seas with his father.  He made five 
voyages to the Mediterranean before he was 18.  He wrote about his relationship to his father: 
“I am persuaded that he loved me, but he seemed not willing that I should know it.  I was with him in a state 
of fear and bondage.  His sternness broke and overawed my spirit.”  
---- 
As a young adult, newton was captured, imprisoned, beaten, and eventually became captain of several slave 
ships transporting slaves from west Africa.  During his 1748 voyage to England, Newton had a spiritual 
conversion. The ship encountered a severe storm off the coast of Donegal, Ireland and almost sank. Newton 
awoke in the middle of the night and, as the ship filled with water, called out to God. The cargo shifted and 
stopped up the hole, and the ship drifted to safety. Newton marked this experience as the beginning of his 
conversion to evangelical Christianity. 
 
He began to read the Bible and other religious literature. By the time he reached Britain, he had accepted the 
doctrines of evangelical Christianity. The date was 10 March 1748,[7] an anniversary he marked for the rest 
of his life. 
----- 
In the years between his seafaring and becoming a pastor in England, Newton was a very active ministerial 
layperson.  He interacted with evangelicals, like George Witefield, devoted himself to a rigorous program of 
self-study and applied himself to Greek, Hebrew, and Syriac.  Newton combined his study of doctrine and 
personal experience to pastor two churches until the end of his life.   
Newton was known as a habitually tender minister.  The most remarkable instance was perhaps William 
Cowper, the mentally ill poet and hymn writer.  Newton took Cowper into his home for five months during 
one season and fourteen months during another when he was so depressed it was hard for him to function 
alone.  In fact, another friend said that over Newton’s lifetime, “his house was an asylum for the perplexed or 
afflicted.”   
 
About Cowper, newton was recorded as saying “he suffered much here for 27 years, but eternity is long 
enough to make amends for all, For what is all he endured in this life, when compared with the rest which 
remaineth for the children of God.”  
___ 



 
  

 In 1788, 34 years after he had retired from the slave trade, Newton broke a long silence on the subject with 
the publication of a forceful pamphlet Thoughts Upon the Slave Trade, in which he described the horrific 
conditions of the slave ships during the Middle Passage. He apologized for "a confession, which ... comes too 
late ... It will always be a subject of humiliating reflection to me, that I was once an active instrument in a 
business at which my heart now shudders." He had copies sent to every MP, and the pamphlet sold so well 
that it swiftly required reprinting.  Newton became an ally of William Wilberforce, leader of the 
Parliamentary campaign to abolish the African slave trade.   
---- 
In 1779, as a pastor whose eyes and ears were failing, his good friend, Richard Cecil suggested he cease 
preaching when he turned 80, to which newton responded “What!  Shall the old African blasphemer stop 
while he can speak?”  The last time he was in the pulpit wasin 1806 when he was 81 years old.   
Til the day he died, he never ceased to be amazed that God spared and pardoned him.  Neton saw himself as 
an enemy of God, brought near to God and thus, lived to bring others near as well.   
From His last will and testament we read: 
 
“I commit my soul to my gracious God and savior, who mercifully spared and preserved me, when I was an 
apostate, a blasphemer, and an infidel, and delivered me from the state of misery on the coast of Africa into 
which my obstinate wickedness has plunged me (though most unworthy) to preach His glorious Gospel.” 
This was one of the deepest roots of his habitual tenderness.  He could not get over the wonder of his own 
rescue by sheer triumphant grace.   

 
--- 

T'was Grace that taught my heart to fear. 
And Grace, my fears relieved. 

How precious did that Grace appear 
The hour I first believed. 

Through many dangers, toils and snares 
I have already come; 

'Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far 
and Grace will lead me home. 

Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound, 
That saved a wretch like me. 

I once was lost but now am found, 
Was blind, but now I see. 

 
 
 

 


