
“ The love of God, as it is 
the sovereign remedy of all 
miseries... by the unspeakable 
joy and perfect calm, serenity, 
and tranquility it gives the 
mind, it becomes the most 
powerful of all the means of 
health and long life.”

Wesley and Well-being

So ends the Preface to John Wesley’s medical 
reference book, Primitive Physic, first published  
in 1747.

Wesley believed that Christian faith was the way to wholeness, 
and that it was a Christian’s duty to keep the body and mind 
healthy and wholesome, and to be prepared and set apart or 
kept ‘holy’ to serve God:

“ Above all, add to the rest, that old unfashionable Medicine 
Prayer. And have faith in God who “killeth and maketh 
alive, who bringeth down to the grave, and bringeth up.”

Christians have taken Jesus’ example and instructions as  
a mandate for their concern for spiritual and physical  
well-being for centuries:

“ Then Jesus called the twelve together and gave them power 
and authority over all demons and to cure diseases, and he 
sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal.” 
Luke 9: 1-2  (NRSV)

It was only in the eighteenth century that medicine in  
Western Europe began to be a respectable profession and care 
for the sick was not seen as an extension of the pastoral care 
provided the Church. 

When Wesley wrote and published Primitive Physic doctors were 
still more likely to kill at a price than cure for free. He wanted to 
put a “plain and easy way of curing most diseases” into ordinary 
people’s hands. 

Wesley opened free clinics and dispensaries in London, Bristol 
and Newcastle. He took remedies and cures from other 
published medical books and re-wrote them in plain English.  
He tried to make all the remedies cheap and easy to get hold of 
and he asked his preachers to sell the book, encouraging them to 
add their own cures. In this way, 23 editions of Primitive Physic 
were published in Wesley’s life-time. It is recognised as the  
best-selling popular medical book of its day.


