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In 1606, a chain of 83 islands in the South Pacific was discovered by a Spanish 
explorer.  They were named the New Hebrides, today they are called the nation of 
Vanuatu.  

If you were stand in Sydney, Australia and travel 1500 miles northeast you would be in 
the center of the New Hebrides.  To the best of our knowledge there was no Christian 
influence on those 83 islands until 1839 when John Williams and James Harris from the 
London Missionary Society docked their boat on the shore, shortly after they stepped 
foot on the beach – the natives clubbed, killed, cooked and ate them right at the bow of 
their ship.

In 1887 these words were written (just 48 years after Williams & Harris were killed)…
On our New Hebrides, more than 12,000 Cannibals have been brought to 
sit at the feet of Christ, though I mean not to say that they are all model 
Christians; and 133 of the Natives have been trained and sent forth as 
teachers and preachers of the Gospel. (p. 265)

Today Vanuatu has a population of 239,000 – 83% claiming an allegiance to Christianity.  
That’s 199,000 of the 239,000 peoples identifying themselves as Christians.
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It certainly begs the question, what happened between Williams & Harris in 1839 and 
12,000 Cannibals worshipping at Jesus’ feet in 1887, which today has blossomed into a 
Christian nation?  One answer is the life and ministry of John G. Paton.

All that we know about Paton’s life is captured in this one volume autobiography that I’m 
encouraging each of us to read thru together over the Lenten season.  At least tackle 
the first 225 pages and the last 100 pages – it’s a great read, I put it in the top 10 of all 
the books I’ve read in my life.  Everything we’re walking thru this morning comes from 
this book and then some ancillary research I did to fill in a few gaps.  We’ve got some 
copies available for you to buy if you’d like to today, if we run out then you can go to 
Amazon.com and order a copy. 

http://www.amazon.com/John-Paton-Missionary-Hebrides-Autobiography/dp/1402178433/ref=sr_1_1?
s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1298569876&sr=1-1 

Here’s how we’re going to unpack Paton’s life, in each era I’ll give you one word that 
captures the heart of that era of his life.

 His early years 

 His call to cross-cultural missions 

 His years on Tanna 

 His ministry on Aniwa 

His early years – Father 
John Paton was born in rural Scotland in 1824, one of 11 children born to James & 
Margaret Paton.  James was a stocking maker and at break times during his shift he 
would walk out into the woods for some time of prayer and Scripture reading, he did it 
routinely and un-be-knownst to him a young lady was watching him day after day.  She 
watched him kneel under this tree, listened to him call out to God and recite Scripture.  
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Then… 
…curiosity awed itself into a holy respect.  When she saw him lay aside 
his broad Scotch bonnet, kneel down under the sheltering wings of some 
tree, and pour out his soul in daily prayers to God…she slipped in quietly, 
stole away his bonnet, and hung it on a branch near by, while his trance of 
devotion made him oblivious of all around; then, from a safe retreat, she 
watched and enjoyed his perplexity in seeking for and finding it!  A second 
day this was repeated…on the third day, when he came to his accustomed 
place of prayer, a little card was pinned against the tree just where he 
knelt, and on it these words – “She who stole away your bonnet is 
ashamed of what she did; she has a great respect for you, and asks you 
to pray for her, that she may become as good a Christian as you.” (p. 12)

Now that’s a vision for courtship and dating.  Singles, give the whole of your heart over 
in devotion to Christ, become consumed with His love for you, put your focus on 
knowing Him and walking with Him.  Then trust God to orchestrate the circumstances of 
your life that you’ll meet your future spouse in the time and manner that He has 
ordained.  James Paton was single, working in a stocking factory, and pre-occupied not 
with finding a mate but with passionately knowing Jesus.  And what might happen if 
more relationships began with an awe that turned into holy respect?

James and Margaret cultivated a God-centered home in the midst of the busyness of 
raising 11 children.  The relationship between John and his father is worth the price of 
the autobiography itself, I was so challenged and inspired as a father reading this.  Most 
nights after dinner, James would shut himself in what the family called a “Sanctuary 
Closet”, a small prayer room in their house.  He prayed so fervently that his wife and 
children would hear him calling out to God, just like under that tree behind the stocking 
factory.  

Though everything else in religion were by some unthinkable catastrophe 
to be swept out of memory, were blotted from my understanding, my soul 
would wander back to those early scenes, and shut itself up once again in 
that Sanctuary Closet, and, hearing still the echoes of those cries to God, 
would hurl back all doubt with the victorious appeal, "He walked with God, 
why may not I?" (p. 8) 
How much my father's prayers at this time impressed me I can never 
explain, nor could any stranger understand. When, on his knees and all 
of us kneeling around him in Family Worship, he poured out his whole 
soul with tears for the conversion of the Heathen world to the service of 
Jesus, and for every personal and domestic need, we all felt as if in the 
presence of the living Savior, and learned to know and love him as our 
Divine friend. (p. 21) 

Dads, there’s a vision for spiritual leadership in our homes.  That our children would 
grow up with the echoes of our communion with Jesus ringing in the chambers of their 
souls.  
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One scene in particular captures the depth of impact John’s father had on his life.  The 
time came for John to leave the house and attend divinity school, he was in his early 
20’s and the train station was a 40-mile walk from the Paton house.  

My dear father walked with me the first six miles of the way. His counsels 
and tears and heavenly conversation on that parting journey are fresh in 
my heart as if it had been but yesterday [writing this 40 years later]; and 
tears are on my cheeks as freely now as then, whenever memory steals 
me away to the scene. For the last half mile or so we walked on together 
in almost unbroken silence – my father, as was often his custom, carrying 
hat in hand, while his long flowing yellow hair (then yellow, but in later 
years white as snow) streamed like a girl's down his shoulders. His lips 
kept moving in silent prayers for me; and his tears fell fast when our eyes 
met each other in looks for which all speech was vain! We halted on 
reaching the appointed parting place; he grasped my hand firmly for a 
minute in silence, and then solemnly and affectionately said: "God bless 
you, my son! Your father's God prosper you, and keep you from all evil!" 
Unable to say more, his lips kept moving in silent prayer; in tears we 
embraced, and parted. I ran off as fast as I could; and, when about to turn 
a corner in the road where he would lose sight of me, I looked back and 
saw him still standing with head uncovered where I had left him – gazing 
after me. Waving my hat in adieu, I rounded the corner and out of sight in 
an instant. But my heart was too full and sore to carry me further, so I 
darted into the side of the road and wept for a time. Then, rising up 
cautiously, I climbed the dyke to see if he yet stood where I had left him; 
and just at that moment I caught a glimpse of him climbing the dyke and 
looking out for me! He did not see me, and after he gazed eagerly in my 
direction for a while, he got down, set his face toward home, and began to 
return - his head still uncovered, and his heart, I felt sure, still rising in 
prayers for me. I watched through blinding tears, till his form faded from 
my gaze; and then, hastening on my way, vowed deeply and oft, by the 
help of God, to live and act so as never to grieve or dishonor such a father 
and mother as he had given me. (pp. 25-26) 

That’s living out Deuteronomy 6, where parents are charged to impress the ways of the 
Lord upon their children.  That’s living out Exodus 20, where children are charged to 
honor their father and mother.  

The fruit of the life of John G. Paton has its roots in a father, James and a mother, 
Margaret, who whole-heartedly led their children to love God and to love what God 
loves, all people, everywhere.  Oh, what might happen in our generation if there was a 
revival of James Paton fatherhood and Margaret Paton motherhood?!

His Call to Foreign Missions – Surrender 
In 1847, at the age of 23, John applies for and is accepted as a city missionary to the 
city of Glasgow, Scotland.  Think of it as a Jay Height at Shepherd Community Center 
type role.  He spends 11 years developing a very fruitful ministry and then he comes 
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across an advertisement from the Reformed Presbyterian Church that they are looking 
for a missionary to begin a work in the New Hebrides.  

Almost overpoweringly was the impulse to answer aloud, “Here am I, send 
me.”  But I was dreadfully afraid of mistaking my mere human emotions for 
the will of God.  So I resolved to make it a subject of close deliberation 
and prayer for a few days longer and to look at the proposal from every 
possible aspect…The wail and the claims of the Heathen were constantly 
sounding in my ears. (p. 53)

After he made the phone call to offer himself for the New Hebrides mission, he wrote… 

I returned to my lodging with a lighter heart than I had for some time 
enjoyed, feeling that nothing so clears the vision, and lifts up the life, as a 
decision to move forward in what you know to be entirely the will of the 
Lord. (p. 54)

He did his homework, he patiently prayed thru the decision, then he stepped out in faith 
and followed what He believed to be the prompting of the Holy Spirit.  And it was 
approached in a posture of surrender – not my will but Yours be done, Lord.  Good 
framework for discerning God’s will. 

Because his ministry in Glasgow was so successful, several Christian friends struggled 
with his decision.  One elderly man said to him, “The Cannibals!  You will be eaten by 
cannibals!”

Mr. Dickson, you are advanced in years now, and your own prospect is 
soon to be laid in the grave, there to be eaten by worms; I confess to you, 
that if I can but live and die serving and honoring the Lord Jesus, it will 
make no difference to me whether I am eaten by Cannibals or by worms; 
and in the Great Day my Resurrection body will rise as fair as yours in the 
likeness of our risen Redeemer. (p. 56) 

Not everyone is going to stand and cheer when you step up and step out for Christ, 
especially when any level of risk is involved.  But its been one of my prayers in 
preparing this that God would raise up another Paton in our midst, a young man or a 
young woman who will take the gospel into the least reach areas of our world, someone 
who maybe even this hour is hearing the voice of Jesus saying, “Go.”  Who doesn’t 
flinch at the cost or the sacrifice, who says “I will” to the Lord no matter the instructions.  

Years on Tanna – Courage 
On April 16, 1858 – John Paton, at the age of 33, and his young pregnant wife, Mary, 
set sail from Scotland for the New Hebrides.  Four months and fourteen days later they 
arrived at the New Hebrides.  
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“We found the Tannese to be painted Savages, enveloped in all the 
superstition and wickedness of Heathenism.  All the men and children go 
in a state of nudity…they are exceedingly vicious, and bigoted, and almost 
void of natural affection.” (p. 86)

They learned that most of the villages on the island were at war with other villages, the 
victors typically ate those they conquered, widows and children were sacrificed in belief 
that their spirits would unite with their deceased husband and father, and that their 
whole worship structure was one of slavish fear.  No hint of mercy and grace could be 
detected.

Paton spoke to one of the tribal chiefs about why they beat and abuse their women so 
severely.  Here is the tribal chief’s response…

“If we did not beat our women, they would never work; they would not fear 
and obey us; but when we have beaten, and killed, and feasted on two or 
three, the rest are all quiet and very good for a long time to come.” (p. 97)

The physical illnesses they endured were unrelenting.  John Paton himself would 
become struck with ague, which was a malaria type fever, no less than 14 times.  The 
illness would keep him burning in fever or shivering in chills, sometimes for weeks at a 
time.  Losing consciousness often, each time those around him not knowing if he would 
wake up again.  

Mary gives birth to a son, shortly after she contracts ague and dies.  Shortly after Mary 
dies, his newborn son contracts ague and dies.  This all occurred within the first 5 
months of his time on Tanna.  

No furlough, no home assignment, no medical leave – now, its him alone on a island of 
cannibals that have repeatedly made it clear they don’t want him there, they don’t want 
to hear about this Savior Jesus, they don’t want to change their Satanic worship 
practices, and if he persists there is a good chance he’ll end up like Williams & Harris – 
clubbed and cooked. 

And his response?  He dug a grave for his wife, a grave for his son, he grieved their 
passing then he set his face like flint to the work that the Lord had called him to.  He 
continued building living quarters and a mission meeting house and a place to gather for 
worship.  He started learning the language by pointing at various objects and listening to 
the words from the natives that corresponded with the object.  And all the while he found 
a communion with Jesus in the valley of his sufferings that he said must have been 
what Stephen found in his moment of martyrdom or what Paul found in his repeated 
beating and persecutions.
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"Our continuous danger caused me now oftentimes to sleep with my 
clothes on, that I might start at a moment's warning. My faithful dog Clutha 
would give a sharp bark and awake me. . . . God made them fear this 
precious creature, and often used her in saving our lives" (p. 178). 

“My enemies seldom slackened their hateful designs against my life, 
however calmed or baffled for the moment. . . . A wild chief followed me 
around for four hours with his loaded musket, and, though often directed 
towards me, God restrained his hand. I spoke kindly to him, and attended 
to my work as if he had not been there, fully persuaded that my God had 
placed me there, and would protect me till my allotted task was finished. 
Looking up in unceasing prayer to our dear Lord Jesus, I left all in his 
hands, and felt immortal till my work was done.” (p. 117)

And Paton’s courage was also on display when he would physically confront his 
attackers, sometimes even as they held an ax over his head, he would scold them… 

“One morning at daybreak I found my house surrounded by armed men, 
and a chief intimated that they had assembled to take my life. Seeing that 
I was entirely in their hands, I knelt down and gave myself away body and 
soul to the Lord Jesus, for what seemed the last time on earth. Rising, I 
went out to them, and began calmly talking about their unkind treatment of 
me and contrasting it with all my conduct towards them. . . . At last some 
of the Chiefs, who had attended the Worship, rose and said, ‘Our conduct 
has been bad; but now we will fight for you, and kill all those who hate 
you.’”(p. 115) 

Once a native named Ian called Paton to his sick bed, and as Paton leaned over him, 
he pulled a knife and held it to Paton's heart. 

“I durst neither move nor speak, except that my heart kept praying to the 
Lord to spare me, or if my time was come to take me home to Glory with 
Himself. There passed a few moments of awful suspense. My sight went 
and came. Not a word had been spoken, except to Jesus; and then Ian 
wheeled the knife around, thrust it into the sugar cane leaf. And cried to 
me, ‘Go, go quickly!’ . . . I ran for my life a weary four miles till I reached 
the Mission House, faint, yet praising God for such a deliverance. (p.191) 

And here’s a snapshot into his soul in the midst of these waves of hardships…

Life in such circumstances led me to cling very near to the Lord Jesus; I 
knew not, for one brief hour, when or how attack might be made; and yet, 
with my trembling hand clasped in the hand once nailed on Calvary, and 
now swaying the scepter of the universe, calmness and peace and 
resignation abode in my soul. (p. 117) 
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The circumstances on Tanna got so bad that there came a point where he knew the 
Lord was leading him to leave the island for awhile.  Leaving with the specific intent to 
return.  He got word that a group of tribes were planning his execution and that they had 
staked out all the trails between his house and the harbor where he could get in a canoe 
and attempt to row over to a neighboring island.  One of the chiefs gave him the advice 
of climbing up into this one particular tree and wait there for further instruction, the 
problem was that this chief wasn’t the most trustworthy of characters.  In other words, it 
could have been a setup for his capture as easily as a help for his escape.

Being entirely at the mercy of such doubtful and vacillating friends, I, 
though perplexed, felt it best to obey. I climbed into the tree and was left 
there alone in the bush. The hours I spent there live all before me as if it 
were but of yesterday. I heard the frequent discharging of muskets, and 
the yells of the Savages. Yet I sat there among the branches, as safe as in 
the arms of Jesus. Never, in all my sorrows, did my Lord draw nearer to 
me, and speak more soothingly in my soul, than when the moonlight 
flickered among those chestnut leaves, and the night air played on my 
throbbing brow, as I told all my heart to Jesus. Alone, yet not alone! If it be 
to glorify my God, I will not grudge to spend many nights alone in such a 
tree, to feel again my Savior's spiritual presence, to enjoy His consoling 
fellowship. If thus thrown back upon your own soul, alone, all alone, in the 
midnight, in the bush, in the very embrace of death itself, have you a 
Friend that will not fail you then? (p. 200) 

That’s a good image to hold onto – the image of this Scottish man, up in a tree, the very 
people he’s come to share of the love of Jesus with are wielding spears all around, 
bellowing out savage like war cries, plotting his death – there he is, on a branch, 
clinging to His Savior, His Friend, His Lord.  Not regretting the hours spent in those 
circumstances for the experience of the Immanuel-life in that moment.  Church, that’s 
the kind of Christlike character its going to take to finish the Great Commission.  

There’s some very good reasons why the places in our world that are bound in spiritual 
darkness have been in that condition for as long as they’ve been.  One of the core 
reasons is the level of hostility to the message of the Cross.
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Non-blue = most strongly resistant to the Gospel

North Korea is not suddenly going to roll out the welcome mats for followers of Jesus to 
come and share their good news.  Saudi Arabia isn’t suddenly going to commission the 
building of local churches all around their country.  Gadhafi in Libya isn’t going to swing 
open the doors and beg for the Gospel to come to his land.  

Its going to take Paton like boldness and courage and sacrifice and perseverance.  It’s 
going to take a massive work of the Spirit of Jesus in the hearts of this next generation 
of believers to press into the territories that are not just unwelcoming but passionately 
hostile toward the Cross and the name of Jesus.  

There’s no lack of Tanna-like territories in our world today – people groups that are 
entangled in a web of spiritual darkness – but there is a lack of laborers who have what 
it takes to count everything rubbish compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing 
Christ Jesus our Lord.  Who have what it takes to climb up into that tree in the middle of 
the night and cling to the Savior’s hand and stay faithful to the mission.
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Students and young adults that’s the calling that needs to be discerned, that’s the 
mission that needs to be embraced and for some of you that may be your Ephesians 
2:10 purpose, the good work that God has prepared in advance for you to do.

And parents, the revival needed in our hearts is the prayerfulness and modeling and 
release of our children to the New Hebrides mission fields in our world today.  We need 
the kind of heart and perspective and attitude that James & Margaret Paton had when 
their son came to them and said God had called him to an island of cannibals.

It turns out the chief’s advice was helpful this time, as he goes from the tree to a winding 
escape route that rivals a scene from Borne Identity or Indiana Jones.  

He eventually takes a ship over to Australia where he spends the next chapter of his life 
mobilizing churches to embrace the mission to reach the New Hebrides with the Gospel.

He was driven off the island of Tanna in February 1862, about 4 years after his arrival, 
so he’s now 37 years old.  He spends the next 4 years raising money for a mission ship 
that would help transport goods to and from the New Hebrides, it was called the 
DaySpring and as he raised money he raised awareness and called believers to 
embrace the mission to reach the island natives.  

His ministry on Aniwa – Joy

He remarries in 1864 to a woman named Margaret.  And in 1866, he and Margaret 
travel back to the New Hebrides this time landing on the island of Aniwa – a small 
island, about 7 miles long and 2 miles wide.  Again, no known Christian witness among 
the cannibalistic peoples who lived there.  The spiritual and physical conditions were 
similar to what he experienced on Tanna – massive spiritual darkness, openly Satanic 
practices, hostile toward the Gospel, enslaved by fear on every level.  

John and Margaret had two daughters and eight sons. Four of the ten children died very 
young.  So, by the time he was 50, John Paton had buried 1 wife and 5 of his 11 
children.  That’s an example of what Peter said in 1 Peter 4 about participating in the 
sufferings (plural) of Christ.   

So, he and Margaret have landed on Aniwa and they begin learning the language, 
building a mission house, building an orphanage, building a small church to gather in for 
worship.  They ministered to the sick, dispensed medicine, and Mrs. Paton began to 
work with some women who were interested in learning how to sew.  

Then…
“The first Aniwan that ever came to the knowledge and love of Jesus was 
the old Chief Namakei.  We came to live on his land, and as it was near our 
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harbour; and upon the whole, he and his people were the most friendly; 
though his only brother on two occasions tried to shoot me.” (p. 330)

The island of Aniwa lacked any fresh water supply, they relied on storing up rain water 
for their survival.  Paton decided to dig a well in the hopes that the Lord would guide his 
shovel to a source of fresh water.  The natives laughed it off and mocked him as they 
watched him work.  Paton said his greatest fear was that if he did eventually reach 
water, that it would be salt water.  When he got down to about 30 feet in depth, he said 
the coral reef that he was digging thru began to get moist.  He gathered the tribal chiefs 
in the area together and told them that tomorrow Jehovah was going to send rain from 
the ground and he asked if they would gather at the well.  

Imagine that night of prayer, imagine all that was at stake…

“Next morning, I went down again at daybreak and sank a narrow hole in 
the centre about two feet deep.  The perspiration broke over me with 
uncontrollable excitement, and I trembled through every limb, when the 
water rushed up and began to fill the hole…I eagerly tasted it, lapping it 
with my trembling hand, and then I almost fell upon my knees in that 
muddy bottom as my heart burst up in praise to the Lord.  It was water!  It 
was fresh water!  It was living water from Jehovah’s well!” (p. 350) 

Remember Namakei, the first Aniwan to become a Christian, he came to Paton and 
asked if he could speak at the next church service because he expected a large crowd 
to gather as a result of the well.  Paton agreed.  Here’s a portion of Namakei’s words… 

“My people, the people of Aniwa, the world is turned upside down since 
the word of Jehovah came to this land!  Who ever expected to see rain 
coming up through the earth?  It has always come from the clouds!  
Wonderful is the work of this Jehovah God.  No god in Aniwa ever 
answered prayers as the Missi’s God has done…The gods of Aniwa 
cannot hear, cannot help us, like the God of Missi.  Henceforth I am a 
follower of Jehovah God.  Let every man that thinks with me go now and 
fetch the idols of Aniwa the gods which our fathers feared, and cast them 
down…Let us burn and bury and destroy these things of wood and stone, 
and let us be taught by the Missi how to serve the God who can hear, the 
Jehovah who gave us the well, and who will give us every other blessing, 
for He sent His Son Jesus to die for us and bring us to Heaven.  This is 
what the Missi has been telling us every day since he landed on Aniwa.  
We laughed at him, but now we believe him.  The Jehovah God has sent 
us rain from the earth.  Why should He not also send us His Son from 
Heaven?” (p. 355)

Paton says that was the moment that broke the back of heathenism on Aniwa.  One 
native after another began to bring their idols and pile them up and watch them burn.  
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The ones that couldn’t be burned they buried in pits 12-15 feet deep, picture the size of 
that pile of idols.  

What happened in Ephesus in Acts 19, is what happened on Aniwa in 1867 – they 
burned their sorcery scrolls, confessed their evil deeds and bowed at the feet of Jesus.  
Over the next 15 years they saw virtually the entire island turn to Christ.  

Paton said the natives tried in 6 or 7 different places to dig a similar well and each time 
they either landed upon some section of coral rock that was impenetrable or they did 
come to a source of water but each time it was salt water.  Further strengthening the 
islanders faith that indeed John G. Paton’s God had guided that shovel and brought 
forth fresh water from the ground.

Time doesn’t afford us but you’ve got to read about the first baptism service and the first 
communion and the translation of the Scriptures into their native language.

John and Margaret ministered together for 41 years, much of it on the island of Aniwa, 
some travelling back and forth to Australia and England to raise money and awareness 
of the ministry in the New Hebrides.

He wrote in his elderly years that Aniwa was truly a Christian land – from cannibals to 
Christians!  Because one Scottish man listened and obeyed a prompting of the Spirit to 
take the Gospel to a set of islands that was known much more for their hostility than 
their hospitality.    

Then on January 24, 1907 at the age of 83, John G. Paton took his last breath in this 
life.  Can you imagine the greeting in glory that he received?  Can you picture that first 
embrace with that same Jesus that he clung to in that tree on Tanna?  That same Jesus 
who held back the tomahawks and the muskets time after time.  The same Jesus who 
brought forth fresh water from an island anchored in salt water.  Imagine the well done, 
imagine the standing ovation, imagine the islanders from the New Hebrides picking him 
up on their shoulders and carrying him to the worship stadium.  Can you see it?!  

There’s only one explanation for a life like John G. Paton, and that’s a Savior like Jesus 
of Nazareth.  Only Jesus can explain a life like Paton’s, only Jesus.  

I have a quote in my office that says, “We ought to live lives that demand an 
explanation.”  

I close with some words from the last page of his book… 

“...if God gave me back my life to be lived over again, I would without one 
quiver of hesitation lay it on the altar of Christ, that He might use it as 
before in similar ministries of love, especially amongst those who have 
never yet heard the Name of Jesus…God gave His best, His Son, to me; 
and I give back my best, my All, to Him.” (p. 444)
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