In John Sung's
Steps

...

Dr. John Sung was probably the greatest preacher of this
century. I have heard almost all the great preachers from
1910 until now, including R. A. Torrey, Billy Sunday, Henry
Jowett, the great holiness poachers, the Methodist bishops,
including Bishop Quayle, even Harry Emerson Fosdick, who
set a great example of the homiletic art, though I did not
agree with him, and finally Billy Graham. Yet John Sung
surpassed them all in pulpit power, attested by amazing and
enduring results, of which we will give examples later.
— William E. Schubert

BY THE SAME AUTHOR

An Anthology of Sermons and Verses.
Songs and Verses from the Holy Land.
Pioneering

in Dyak Borneo by Jason

Linn.

(Translation from Chinese).

An Abridgment of Calvin's lnstitutes of the Christian Religion

Vol. l, Book I & ll.
Forty John Sung Revival Sermons.
(Translation from Chinese).

THE STORY OF LIM PUAY HIA}.i

ln JOHN SUNG's STEPS
TIMOTHY TOW

Far Eastern Bible College Press,

94, Gilstead Road,
Singapore, 11.

Lives

of great men all remind

us

We can make our lives sublime,
And, departing, leave behind us
Footprints on the sands of time.
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FOREWORD

During the wilderness wanderings of the lsraelites God
caused some of Moses' spirit to rest on Eldad and Medad.
Later in the land of Canaan God similarly ordained that the
spirit of Elijah should rest on Elisha, his devoted disciple,
and with comparable results. The heathen knew that there
was a living God in lsrael for they witnessed His mighty
acts. These men were not mere hero worshippers or imitators,
attempting to do in their own strength what their heroes
had done in the power of the Spirit. Every great preacher
people who vainly thinl<
has had his would-be imitators
- are the message. They
that the method and the mannerisms
seldom achieve anything beyond a passing notoriety. Eldad
and Medad, on the other hand, genuinely prophesied while
Elisha bore all the marks of a true prophet with similarities
to his master but certainly not a mere slavish imitation.
John Sung will always rank in the history of evangelism
with D. L. Moody, R. A. Torrey, John MacNeill and W. P.
Nicholson, assessed, that is, by the long term results of his
campaigns. ln the course of a tour of East Asia which
made in 1960, sixteen years after John Sung's death, the
lasting influence of John Sung's campaigns was plain to see.
The spiritual leaders of the Chinese churches in Taiwan, the
Philippines, lndonesia, Singapore and Malaysia were men and
women whose lives had been revolutionized through John
Sung's ministry. I also met some non-Chinese nationals
who similarly paid tribute to the evangelist's influence on
their lives. The Chinese churches have never been the same
since those brief 15 years of divine visìtation.
lnevitably, John Sung had his imitators-young enthusiasts
who vainly aped the voice, the mannerisms, and the antics
I
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of that unique servant of God, but who lacked the power
and the presentation of the message. Like a match they
flickered for a moment or two but never like John Sung
burned into a flame. Lim Puay-hian of Swatow, Kwangtung,
was different. He was a man like Eldad, Medad and Elisha
upon whom the spirit of their leaders rested. Puay-hian was
the same age as Sung Shang-chieh but survived him by
31 years, His grandfather had been one of the earliest
Christians in the prefecture and was a convert of William
Burns, the Presbyterian pioneer. His father, too, became a

pastor but Puay-hian himself, as a young man, turned away

from his parents' faith and when John Sung visited
Swatow in 1933 he initially rejected the eccentric preacher

and his message, Finally, however, he was soundly converted to Christ and immediately responded to God's call to
a life of unreserved dedication,
follow in John Sung's steps
- and His service. As he unsacrifice and devotion to God
compromisingly preached repentance and the new birth to
sinners and the need for righteous living and zealous witness
to believers he witnessed a moving of the spirit similar to
that accompanying John Sung's ministry.
Bef ore the Sino-Japanese war, Puay-hian confined his
ministry mainly to the province of Ful<ien where he sometimes
prepared the way for John Sung's coming. ln 1940 the
family moved to Burma to live. When Puay-hian set out
again on his campaigns in Borneo he was to be separated
from his family for four years, for the duration of the war,
only to learn at the end of the war that his wife and three
daughters had been killed by an Allied bomb as Rangoon was
liberated f rom the Japanese. After the war, Puay-hian followed
in the tracks of John Sung to lndonesia, Taiwan, the Philippines, lndo-China, Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand restoring
backsliders and reaching a new generation of Chinese with
the same forthright Gospel preaching and with similar results

in the revival of the churches.
Puay-hian was certainly raised up by God to be a voice
14
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cry¡ng in the spiritual wilderness of East Asia. Like David
he faithfully served his generation by the will of God and
many thousands will rise up to call him blessed. This story
of the tr¡umph of God's grace in and through His servant
completes yet another chapter in the thrilling history of the
Chinese church and I warmly commend it to a generation of
readers who may not be sufficiently aware of their great
spiritual heritage.
Leslíe T. Lyall,
Crowborough, Sx.,
England, 1976.
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INTRODUCTION

ln the early years of the thirties, "the voice of one crying
in the wilderness" of the Church in China began to echo to
her sons and daughters in Southeast Asia. lt was the voice
of a Chinese John the Baptist, the greatest preacher China
has ever heard.
The voice of John Sung, preaching repentance and forgiveness of sins through the blood of Jesus Christ, brought
thousands, campaign after campaign, to the feet of the
Saviour. The voice of John Sung, preaching holiness and
dedication, called thousands more to an evangelistic crusade
and hundreds into the fulltime ministry. ln a brief fifteen
years, this apostle of modern China had traversed the length
and breadth of his own country and all over Southeast Asia,
winning several hundred thousand souls to Christ.
John Sung was born in Hinghwa, Fukien Province in 1901,
one of many sons and daughters of a Methodist pastor' A
brilliant scholar w¡th a high ambition, he found his way to
the United States in 1920, From 1920 to 1926 he applied
himself with all his might to the study of science' He
graduated with a Ph.D. in chemistry at the head of his class.
At the zenith of success glittering with many honours,
there came the Word of the Lord Jesus to him, "For what
shall it profit a man if he should gain the whole world but
lose his own soul?" (Mark 8:36).
Remembering his vow of earlier years to serve the Lord,
John Sung gave up a lucrative profession to study for the
Gospel ministry. He was introduced by a friend to Union
Theological Seminary in New York City. Alas! A seminary
that taught a "God-is-dead" theology under the care-taking
of a principal surnamed (Henry Sloane) Coffin became but
a "cemetery" to John Sung's troubled soul. But God showed
John Sung the way to salvation and life everlasting as he
diligently sought Him, the modernist theologians notwith-
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standing. This brought such a flood of joy to hls quickened
soul that he literally burst out to tell his teachers and friends
of his newfound salvation.
Supposing John Sung had lost his mind, the Seminary
authorities sent him to a mental hospital. Here he was
kept for 193 days, days of bitter suffering, yet of deeper
communion with his Lord. During this period, says William
E. Schubert his bosom friend, he read his Bible forty times!
His wilderness days over, John Sung made his way back
to China, answering the call of God to minister to his own
people. As the ship he sailed in ploughed through the Pacific
Ocean, he tossed into the sea all his academic awards, even
medals and gold keys, save his doctor's diploma to show
his father in filial oiety. "For whosoever will save his life
shall lose iU but whosoever shall lose his life for my sake
and the gospel's, the same shall find it" (Mark 8:35).
The first three years of his labours were years of probation.
From 1930 onwards, however, the Lord began to multiply
his ministry, more and more, until the close of the decade.
Knowing from the Lord that he had but "five-times-three"
years to finish his work, John Sung burned the candle of
his life at both ends without any let up. He died in Peking
August 18, 1944 at the age of forty-two, consumed in the
Master's service.
One decade after John Sung's death, his exploits were
made known to the English-speal<ing churches by Leslie T.
Lyall through "John Sung, the Flame for God in the Far
East." Other English publications on John Sung, such as
William E. Schubert's "l Remember John Sung" and numerous
articles appearing in magazines and periodicals from time to
time have also increased this knowledge, to the edification
of saints old and young.
When John Sung's Revival Campaign came to Swatow,
South China in 1933, a young man of his age heard him and
was "arrested" by the Holy Spirit. This young man heard
John Sung three times during the days of the campaign and
17
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rejected his preaching on each occasion. But God did not
reject him. He was soundly converted ¿rs he returned home
on the last day of the campaign. This man was Lim Pua¡' Hian'
lmmediately upon his conversion, he heard God's call to
follow in John Sung's steps. After forty days of "wilderness"
prayer and meditation, Lim Puay Hian set out alone, full oI
the Spirit. to revive churches in the Swatow region he had
l<nown so well -- he was a pastor's son.
A man of faith alrd ceaseless prayer, of rugged cotlrage
and perseverance, the Lord used him nrìghtily to round up
many more lost sheep not found by Johrr Sung. Now, while
John Sung's ministry extended through the length and breadth
of China, and all of Southeast Asia, God was pleased to
concentrate Lim Puay Hian on the Teochew and Hokkien
fields in South China, and to lead him to many more places
than John Sung in Southeast Asia.
Whilst .,lohn Sung had won souls by the ten-thousands,
Lim Puay llian hacl his share of thotlsands. However, this
happened only for a brief period of about five years in the
wake of John Sung's ministry. The greatest outpouring of
the Hoiy Spirit upon Puay Hian's ministry was during his
years in Southern Fulcien, 1935-1938.
Nevertheless, scores of souls colltitrued to be saved
through him in Southeast Asia up to the outbreak of the
Second World War. After the War he found particular
acceptance with the Chinese Churches in lndonesia. Thereafter, the words of the prophet began to fall on deaf ears.
The writer, still a school boy riding a bicycle when John
Sung first visired Singapore in 1935, was mightily blessed.
It was then that the vow his mother had made for him,
like Hannah for Samuel. became effectual, moving him to
give his whole life to the Lord. With such spiritual awakening
he now relished every preaching of God's Word. When Lim
Puay Hian came to Singapore tlrree years after John Sung,
the writer was equally enamoured with his sermons, This
19
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yearn¡ng for the exposition of God's Word also in hundreds of

others at that time was due to the sovereign working of the
Holy Spirit. Pentecost came to Singapore and the rest of
Southeast Asia like a rare monsoon, bringing unusual torrents
of spiritual rain. After John Sung and Puay Hian, it is hard
for any Chinese evangelist today to get a tenth of their
results.
When Evangelist Lim Puay Hian was called to glory on
March 12, 1975, this writer was one of the few present at
the funeral who knew of the blessings God had showered
on the Chinese Churches through him. He felt a holy urge
to write the story of his life, with this purpose in mind
that those who read thìs story might give glory to our Lord
Jesus Christ and yield themselves for His service. The life
of Lim Puay Hian in his conversion-and-consecration experience
is especially touching, and should be most helpful to some
young soul now in conflict, like him.
ln telling this story, the writer is not unmindful of the years
and decades of nurture contributed by faithful missionaries
who gave their lives for South China. Hence the deliberate
background historical notes which he has gratefully culled
from Edward Band's History of the English Presbyter¡an
Mission, 1847-1947. The exploits of William Burns, pioneer
of that mission, deserve particular mention.
lf the pages following will warm the reader's heart somewhat, this book will not have been made in vain.
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