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William Corrie Johnston  (1848? – 1910) 
From the time of his conversion WCJ wanted to be a gospel preacher.  In his homeland 
Scotland he trained to be a Presbyterian minister but for health reasons moved to New 
Zealand – and then Melbourne – before completing his training.  Throughout this period 
he was active in evangelical work and in Melbourne commenced a magazine, Words of 
Grace, in October 187673.   

His own brief autobiographical notes tell his story most effectively: 

… my story requires to be told, though it will be done as briefly as possible. 

One may say, therefore, that, as an orphan boy, with a very poor, defective 
education, at about ten years of age, I had to shift for myself. This was done by 
working on farms, and in another place as a stable boy. Toil was sweet, and hope 
was bright, as God, in His mercy, brought me to rejoice in Christ Jesus when I 
was only twelve years of age.  Then the desire was given to become a preacher of 
the Gospel.  By means of the spare time and hard earnings of a stone-cutter’s life, 
I prepared and passed through a four years’ course in the Glasgow University.  
While going through a similar term in the Divinity Hall, study, together with 
mission work and open-air preaching, brought on incipient consumption, and I 
was advised to come to New Zealand.  Health recruited, and evangelistic work 
was carried on, in which I spoke with about four or five hundred anxious souls.  
This work, together with the damp of the South, awoke my old malady, so that I 
went to Melbourne, and confined myself to study till the last examination was 
passed and the Presbytery commended me for license.  I requested that this 
should be postponed, and went on with such work as had been done in New 
Zealand.  In one place about 200 souls professed conversion.  For about twelve 
months I then preached in a leading church in South Melbourne.  I had only then 
[1875] discovered, to my amazement, that brethren had a literature.  I got the 
books, and read them and Scripture for many hours almost daily for many 
months.  Mr Darby, the late J G Deck, and R T Grant, then [April 1876] came to 
Melbourne. I attended lectures and readings, and had an hour with Mr Darby in 
his own room in the mornings.  At one time or another, more than ten different 
churches were offered to me as spheres of labour; but the work of the evangelist 
was before me, so that license by the church, or settling as a minister, or 
fellowship with brethren, for the time being, were all avoided.  To help on 
Gospel work, a magazine was commenced [October 1876], which eventually 
became a snare.  The extending of the circulation took me first to Adelaide74, and 
the to Sydney75.  After preaching, in the way of supply, in a central church in the 

                                                           
73 The State Library of Victoria holds all five volumes of this magazine.  For October 1876 to September 1877, it 

was published by J & W Corrie Johnston, 68 Queen Street.  Volume 3 (1878-1879) adds “Words of Grace” 
Offices: Melbourne, Sydney, Adelaide, Brisbane, & Dunedin.  Volumes 4 and 5 are by The Colonial 
Publishing Society, Limited; 315 Pitt Street Sydney, and 14 Swanston Street Melbourne. 

74 Departed Melbourne for Adelaide, Tuesday 3rd April 1877.  Words of Grace, vol.1 p.226. 
75 Arrived Sydney January 1878.  Words of Grace, vol.2 p.151. 
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latter place for six months76, I withdrew from Presbyterianism.  [About August 
1878.] 

Truth and principles pressed on my conscience.   Mr Powley was then in Sydney, 
and we were frequently together.  I knew nothing of forms, so, without notice or 
even asking for fellowship, I went and took my place one morning at the Lord’s 
table.  Mr Powley rose and gave out my name, and I broke bread. My publication 
continued.  Besides my own articles, it contained tracts and sermons, and notices 
of Gospel work wherever it might be known77.  Two brothers in fellowship, 
employed by me as collectors, were told by some brothers that they being 
servants might go on; but, as the paper was mine, brethren did not see how I 
could, consistently.  Saying nothing, I stayed away from the meetings.  The paper 
drew me further into the world78; though preaching was kept up almost 
continually.  My business was formed into a publishing company79; and, on 
account of the provisions of the prospectus not being carried out, I hastily 
resigned the management.  Enamoured of my idol, I had taken no money, and 
retained 3,500 paid-up one pound shares, as my interest in the concern, besides a 
considerable amount in stock and book debts.  Now, as having no control of the 
company’s affairs, my warnings as to the policy pursued in management being 
disregarded, I had to stand by helpless and see the Company and myself ruined 
financially.   Not justifying myself, it may be said that my calf had cast me off 
(Hos.8:5).  I had kindled a fire and sought to walk in the light of the sparks; and, 
though not taking from the responsibility of men, I know and confessed that it 
was from God’s hand that I had to lie down in sorrow (Isa.50:11).  Yet, in it all, I 
was often led to think that there was a needs be as to future work.  Five months 
before I again came into fellowship, I wrote to Mr Powley, as to a father, telling 
him all, and that I wanted to come into fellowship again as soon as I was cleared.  
He replied, and asked me to come to Wellington and make his house my home, 
till I saw my  way.  My affairs kept me in Melbourne.  Knowing all, friends, with 
one or two exceptions, were very merciful, and gave me a private settlement. 

About this time I went and saw Mr G J Stewart and Mr Bastow, in Melbourne, 
and told them about writing to Mr Powley some five months before, and that I 
now thought of coming again into fellowship.  …  One Lord’s day morning the 
words, “All things are possible to him that believeth,” came vividly to mind.  
Then the conclusion was drawn that I should go and break bread.   In taking my 
place, I said: “I believe you are seeking to own the Church of God, the body of 

 
76 Words of Grace, vol.2 p.183 [February 1878], “The Rev. Dr. White, of St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, 

Sydney, is about to sail for Britain towards the end of this month, having been granted nine months’ leave of 
absence.  At his request and with the approval of the session, we have been invited, and have agreed to supply 
the pulpit for six months.” 

77 The magazine was very ecumenical in character – only uncompromising with regard to the gospel.  But other 
truths of God’s word were necessarily compromised by its latitude. 

78 Volume 3, for example, notes a £6000 prospectus and promotes investment in a Coffee Palace — touted as a 
means of wooing drinkers from hotels in furtherance of the temperance movement. 

79 The Colonial Publishing Society, Limited; 315 Pitt St., Sydney, and 14 Swanston St., Melbourne. 
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Christ, and that it is my place to be with you.”  Mr Bastow told the saints about 
our interview, and I was allowed to break bread.  It seems the Sydney and 
Melbourne brothers had a long correspondence about this matter…  We may see 
how Mr G J Stewart wrote then80 in the printed letters circulating in the 
gatherings; though I understand he has bowed to Sydney high churchism since 
then.  His letter was to Mr McAdam, London:– 

“You will perhaps remember Corrie Johnston, the editor of ‘Words of 
Grace’, who some time ago came into fellowship with us; his endeavour to 
make his paper a financial success harassed him so that his mouth was 
closed, and he was very little at the table.  About this time (some twelve or 
eighteen months back), the brethren in Sydney deemed his continued 
absence needed care, and he was visited, and eventually his name was 
announced as having left the Lord’s table. The Lord has taught him a lesson.  
He has attempted preaching again, but cannot find rest where the truths that 
have been pressed home upon him of late — especially the unity of the Spirit, 
the one body — are not held and taught, so that he has given all up, and just 
come into fellowship again here, and awaits the clearance of his difficulties 
to take up his special line of work.  He seems humbled, but happy in his 
place at the table, and enters nicely into all the meetings, etc.” 

Though written with the best intention, this grieved many, as well as myself, at 
the time it appeared.  I said nothing then, and it can be left now… 

Besides, having to visit Sydney shortly afterwards, I was a good deal with 
Mr Powley at the meetings and at Mr Winter’s house.  He was as free with me as 
ever, and he encouraged me in my thought of going out in the Lord’s work; 
though he kindly and wisely said: “Now is the time to judge roots.” 

Some months afterwards I began to preach in the room in Melbourne, and 
laboured with Mr G J Stewart, and then went throughout the Western District of 
Victoria. Having had New Zealand before me, I came with Mr F G Patterson in 
January, 1883. 

From W Corrie Johnston, The Arrow of the Lord’s Deliverance, p.29-30 

He also includes some biographical material in his Preface to “The Church of God versus 
The Churches of Men”: 

It is now about eleven years since the things here presented began to dawn upon 
myself.  Prayer for, and longings after, something of the kind, were of a much 
earlier date. The way and the quarter whence light came were unexpected, as 
when it was said, “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?”  The late 
Dr Cameron, St Kilda, Melbourne, gave me a little book describing the literature 
and influence of the writings of Brethren.  It was written by one while he was 
still a Presbyterian minister81.  This fact, together with the person by whom it 

 
80 About 1881.  The publication by Mr McAdam is not known.  Can anyone assist here? 
81 William Reid, The Literature and Mission of the So-Called Plymouth Brethren, 1875. 
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was given to me, disarmed my ignorant prejudice.  Some of the books by 
Mr Darby, Mr Kelly and others, were soon obtained.  I read and compared them 
with Scripture, spending many hours almost daily for many months, and have 
followed up the literature ever since.  The learning, the ability displayed, and 
especially the way the word of God was appealed to and opened up, and the work 
and the Person of Christ presented, put things hitherto learned in a new light; 
moved my entire being; changed the current of my thoughts; and gradually, in 
spite of my own will, gave to my life another bent and motive. 

It would have been well if there had been more simplicity, faith, and courage at 
the beginning.  Lacking these things, and dreading the consequences of following 
the light, I drifted into, and became mixed up with, the world, though more or less 
always preaching the gospel.  The effect of learning divine principles was to make 
me painfully conscious of not being in a position to live out, or bear witness to, the 
truths apprehended in connection with gathering and worship.  It had also to be 
learned, however slowly, that the difficulties, the losses, and even the wrongs 
sustained in connection with the publishing business, when rightly viewed, were 
the Lord’s hand acting in discipline. As with the remnant of old, it was found that 
all passed through was because of the neglect of what was due to the Lord in 
scriptural worship — Hag.1:5-11; 2:15-19.  This acknowledgment is due, in now 
writing on such subjects, and it may be a beacon-light to warn others of danger. 
When the Lord takes hold of one by the truth, that one may have to get broken and 
crippled; but, in the end, he must become a worshipper at Bethel — Gen.25.  Much 
sorrow to myself, and dishonour to the Lord, would have been avoided by being 
simple, lowly, obedient, and more willing to be nothing, at the outset.  But the 
patience, the grace, the mercy of the Lord followed, restored, and said “the second 
time”, “go”, “preach the preaching I bid thee”. Remembering also the words, 
“When thou art converted. strengthen thy brethren”, one would entreat and warn, 
lest any should refuse light, choose his own way, miss much blessing, or plunge 
himself into great sorrow, or moral darkness, by yielding to the plausible 
considerations of expediency. 

In the little book mentioned, the writer was replying to a student who had asked 
him what books to read in order to refute the views of Brethren.  He gave him an 
account of their writings, and advised him to study these in the light of Scripture 
for seven years, and then he would hear and weigh his opinion.  This came back 
to my mind after, without thinking of the advice, I had actually carried it out 
myself.  It was interesting also to find that the one who wrote the little book, had 
also written the book, “The Blood of Jesus”, which had been, years before, the 
means of showing me the forgiveness of sins. 

I now send forth what follows, trusting, that through the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ, some to whom the Lord has, in His goodness, used me in the gospel, may 
also, with others, be led to “see what is the fellowship of the mystery, which 
from the beginning of the world hath been hid in God, who created all things by 
Jesus Christ, to the intent that now unto the principalities and powers in heavenly 
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places might be known by the Church the manifold wisdom of God, according to 
the eternal purpose which he purposed in Christ Jesus our Lord” — Eph.3:9-11. 

Within two years of departing from Melbourne for New Zealand with F G Patterson, due 
to troubles and division arising in Reading (England) and Montreal (Canada), Corrie 
Johnston found himself on the side of divisions opposite to many of the brethren with 
whom he had recently found links.  He later toured Great Britain and North America for 
several years and became further confirmed in this opposing position.  After returning to 
New Zealand, accompanied by William Easton, he played an instrumental role in 
encouraging many NZ meetings to align themselves with Reading/Montreal. 

Corrie Johnston’s story is a sad one.  He was married on 3 October 189482 to Fanny 
Malcolm83.  Their daughter Ailsa published a biographical novel, “O Wheel”, detailing 
much of the sadness.  In the novel all names have been changed in an attempt to preserve 
dignity and privacy. 

Publications 

Words of Grace, Volumes 1-5 [1876 to 1881]. 

The Baptism of the Holy Ghost 

Papers on Scriptural Baptism 

The Church of God and the Churches of Men 

The Arrow of the Lord’s Deliverance 

Grace and Truth vs Violence and Falsehood 

Recent Disruptions: The Divisions, The Doctrines and the Discipline 

Charges Disclaimed 

“O Wheel” – a biographical novel.  A Corrie-Johnstone.  ISBN 0-473-01549-8. 

 
82 Field and Work, December 1894. 
83 Surname provided by Robin Sides. 


