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Henry Martyn of Truro

This account has been prepared by William Rule, of Gloweth Chapel, Truro, for the encouragement 
of the local church, and to make available on the internet an account of the life of Henry Martyn, 
for anyone searching for a brief overview.

Text and images may be freely quoted or copied without prior permission. Every effort has been 
made to check sources, though some widely attested quotes are difficult to confirm. The portrait 
of Martyn on the cover page is a composite but faithful image based on contemporary sources. The 
woodcut image on the back cover is also a new reconstruction from contemporary sources.

For further information on Henry Martyn, I recommend “The Life and Letters of Henry Martyn” by 
John Sargent, published by the Banner of Truth Trust.

William Rule
May 2026
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Henry Martyn of Truro

Introduction — Henry Martyn and Truro
Visitors to Truro who take the small passenger ferry, The Enterprise, down the River 
Truro,  pass quietly through one of the most peaceful stretches of water in Cornwall. 
Along the wooded banks, the guide will often point out a house associated with a 
name that is unfamiliar to many passengers but significant in the history of Christian 
mission: Henry Martyn. The tour guide will always make a few brief remarks: enough 
to say that Martyn was born in Truro and that he became known for translating parts 
of the New Testament into languages of the East. Then the boat continues on its way, 
to the River Fal, and Falmouth.

That small moment in the experience of a present-day river trip hints at a larger 
story. Henry Martyn was born in Truro in 1781, and the early years of his life were 
shaped by the landscape and community of Cornwall. Yet his work and influence 
extended far beyond the town in which he was raised. During a short and 
demanding life, he became one of the most remarkable figures in the early history 
of Protestant missionary scholarship, devoting his energy to Bible translation for 
communities far from his own country.

Martyn himself would have been uncomfortable with the idea of fame. His writings 
show little interest in reputation  for its own sake. Instead, they reveal a man whose 
life was increasingly governed by deep conviction: that the message of the Christian 
Scriptures should be made accessible to people of every language. His intellectual 
gifts and his discipline were directed toward that single purpose. So too was his 
willingness to make personal sacrifices.

The story of Henry Martyn is not simply a tale of travel or accomplishment. It is the 
story of a life shaped by faith, by the study of Scripture, and by a sense of calling that 
led him far from the town and river where it began.
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Henry Martyn’s Early Life in Cornwall
Henry Martyn was born in Truro on 18th February 1781. His father, John Martyn, was 
a man of modest means who had worked as a clerk in the mining trade before 
establishing himself in business in the town. The family belonged to the hard-
working middle of Cornish society, shaped by commerce, mining, and seafaring life. 
Cornwall in the late eighteenth century was not remote from the wider world: ships 
left its harbours for distant places, and ideas as well as goods moved through its 
towns. For a boy growing up in Truro, though, it would have been easy to imagine 
that his whole life would remain within Cornwall.

From an early age Henry showed unusual intellectual ability. His education at Truro 
Grammar School prepared him for a path that would take him far beyond the town 
where he had been raised, and in time he entered St John’s College, Cambridge. 
There his gifts quickly became evident. Henry distinguished himself in mathematics, 
one of the most demanding academic disciplines of the period, and he achieved a 
high reputation among his contemporaries. For a young man of ambition, such 
success opened the possibility of a comfortable academic career.

At this stage in his life, Henry Martyn wanted the same things many ambitious young 
men around him wanted: academic success, recognition, and a respectable career. 
He worked diligently for academic distinction and took satisfaction in the 
recognition it brought. Even in these early achievements there are hints of the self-
scrutiny that would later characterise his journals and letters. Reflecting on his 
academic success after graduating, he wrote words that would later be widely 
remembered: “I obtained my highest wishes, but was surprised to find that I had 
grasped a shadow.”

The remark was not a rejection of learning or intellectual effort. Martyn remained 
throughout his life a capable scholar. Rather, it marked the beginning of a deeper 
questioning about the purpose to which he should direct his gifts. The ambitions 
that had once seemed sufficient were beginning to appear less substantial. With this 
quiet realisation, he took one of the first steps in profoundly reshaping his life’s 
direction.

“I obtained my highest wishes, 
but was surprised to find 

that I had grasped a shadow.”
Henry Martyn
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Henry Martyn’s Awakening Faith
During his years at Cambridge, the direction of Henry Martyn’s life began to change 
in ways he had not anticipated. His academic success had brought recognition and 
the prospect of a respectable career within the university world. Alongside his 
studies, another influence was quietly at work. Through friendships and reading, 
Henry Martyn came into contact with a circle of Christians whose faith was marked 
by seriousness, personal devotion, and a deep reverence for the authority of 
Scripture. These influences prompted him to examine more closely the foundations 
of the Christian faith he had inherited.

Martyn began to read the Bible with a new attentiveness. In his journals he later 
recalled the effect of this renewed engagement with Scripture. Reflecting on the 
beginning of this period of spiritual searching, he wrote simply, “I began with Acts... 
and whilst I was entertained with the narrative, I found myself insensibly led to 
inquire more attentively into the doctrines of the Apostles.” The remark captures 
something of the way his thinking was changing. The Bible was no longer merely a 
familiar religious text but a book whose message spoke with urgency and coherence 
about the person of Christ and the purposes of God.

This process of reflection did not take place overnight. Like many thoughtful people 
wrestling with questions of belief, Martyn moved gradually from uncertainty toward 
conviction. As his reading and prayer continued, the reality of the Christian faith 
became increasingly clear to him. At one point in his journal he expressed that 
growing certainty in direct and memorable words: “This is real. I can no more doubt 
it than I can my own existence. The whole current of my desires is altered - I am 
walking quite another way; though I am incessantly stumbling in that way”

Such moments of conviction did not lead Martyn away from intellectual seriousness. 
On the contrary, his faith deepened alongside his scholarly pursuits. But it did begin 
to reshape the way he thought about the direction of his life. If the message of the 
Scriptures was true, and if the knowledge of Christ was meant for all people, then 
Martyn had to decide what he was going to do with his own life. For Martyn, the 
answer would gradually take the form of a calling that led him far beyond the 
academic world he had once imagined as his future.

“I have hitherto lived to little purpose…
Now let me burn out for God.”

Henry Martyn
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Henry Martyn’s Calling to Mission
As Henry Martyn’s Christian faith deepened during his years at Cambridge, the 
question of how that faith should be lived out became increasingly pressing. The 
intellectual world of the university had once seemed a natural destination for his 
gifts. Now he began to sense that the knowledge he had gained carried with it a 
responsibility beyond personal advancement. If the message of the Scriptures was 
for all people, then Martyn could not justify using his gifts simply to build an 
academic career for himself.

At Cambridge, Martyn came under the influence of Charles Simeon, a prominent 
Anglican minister whose preaching and pastoral work had helped to shape a 
generation of evangelical students. Simeon encouraged a form of Christian 
discipleship marked by devotion to Scripture, seriousness of character, and a 
willingness to place one’s life in service of the gospel. Under such guidance Martyn’s 
growing convictions began to take a more definite direction.

It was during this period that the possibility of missionary service first came clearly 
before him, he read with enthusiasm of the life and work of the pioneer missionary 
David Brainerd. He also listened to Charles Simeon's talk on William Carey and his 
missionary efforts in Serampore, India. The idea was not without precedent. The 
late eighteenth century had seen the beginnings of renewed missionary activity, and 
the translation of the Bible into new languages was increasingly recognised as an 
essential part of that work. For someone of Martyn’s intellectual ability, the careful 
study of languages and the rendering of Scripture for other peoples offered a natural 
field of service.

Martyn did not make the decision lightly. A life devoted to missionary labour would 
require leaving behind the familiar landscapes of his homeland and the company of 
friends and family. For Martyn the question was not simply one of career but of 
obedience to the call of God. If the truth of the Christian message was as real as 
Martyn now believed, then it carried implications for how his life should be spent.

In time his course became clear. Martyn was ordained in the Church of England and 
accepted the prospect of service overseas. The decision would lead him far from the 
places that had shaped his early life, and it would set the direction for the 
demanding work that lay ahead. But even as that path began to unfold, it was 
accompanied by personal tensions and sacrifices that would test the resolve with 
which he had embraced his calling.

Prior to embarking, he returned to Cornwall for final farewells. He was refused the 
pulpits of many churches, but was welcomed in Marazion, and at Kenwyn in Truro, 
where crowds gathered to hear him. He preached from Paul's second letter to the 
Cornithians: “Now then we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God did beseech 
you by us; we pray you in Christ's stead, be ye reconciled to God. For He hath made 
Him to be sin for us, who knew no sin, that we might be made the righteousness of 
God in Him.”
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Henry's Lydia
The direction that Henry Martyn’s life was beginning to take did not unfold without 
personal difficulty. Among the most poignant aspects of this period was his 
relationship with Lydia Grenfell, a young woman from Marazion with whom he 
formed a deep attachment. Their relationship brought into focus a question that 
was not merely practical but deeply personal: whether Martyn’s future might lie in a 
settled life at home rather than in the uncertain path he had begun to contemplate.

For Martyn, the possibility of marriage to Lydia represented something both natural 
and good. A life rooted in Cornwall, surrounded by familiar landscapes and enduring 
relationships, would have been an honourable and understandable course. It would 
have allowed him to pursue his vocation within the ordinary rhythms of local life 
and wider English society rather than the hardships of distant travel and missionary 
labour. The affection between Henry Martyn and Lydia was genuine, and he did not 
dismiss lightly the prospect of a settled life with her.

The sense of calling that had begun to shape Martyn’s thinking did not easily yield to 
these hopes. The more he reflected on the direction of his life, the more strongly he 
felt he felt compelled by the will of God to go. This tension between personal 
happiness and duty weighed heavily on him. His journals and letters from this 
period reveal a man who did not arrive at his decision without deep personal 
struggle. In the end Martyn resolved to follow the path he believed the God had 
placed before him. The decision meant relinquishing the possibility of a life in 
Cornwall with Lydia and accepting the uncertainties of a missionary vocation 
overseas. It was a choice that illustrates something essential about his character. For 
Martyn, the question was never simply which course of life might offer the greatest 
comfort or fulfilment, but rather which one aligned best with the will of God.

That choice would soon carry him far from Cornwall. The decision to leave was not 
made because the ties of home were weak, but precisely because they were strong. 
The cost of his obedience was measured in the relinquishing deeply cherished 
alternatives. Henry Martyn set sail from Portsmouth on 17th July 1805 as a chaplain 
with the East India Company, as a route towards beginning missionary service. He 
departed England with a clear sense that the work before him would demand both 
intellectual discipline and personal endurance.

After all his hard farewells, Henry finally felt that his journey had truly begun, only to 
discover, after two days, that his ship was to anchor for a time in Falmouth. Henry 
was dismayed, and struggled with the unexpected three weeks back in Cornwall, 
though it gave him final opportunities for further farewells. On 10th August the fleet 
signalled readiness to set sail. Henry was 20 miles away, having been misinformed 
of the schedule, and had to be summoned urgently by express message. He writes 
poignantly, “At nine in the morning I was sitting at ease with the person dearest to 
me upon earth, intending to go out with her afterwards to see different views... four 
hours only elapsed and I was under sail from England.”

The south coast of Cornwall remained in sight for the whole day. He wrote to Lydia, 
“Mounts Bay will soon be in sight, and recall you all once more to my affectionate 
remembrance... I bid you a long farewell.”
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“Every Tribe, Nation, People and Language”
The expanding missionary efforts of the early nineteenth century had brought 
renewed attention to the importance of making the Christian Scriptures accessible 
in the languages of the peoples among whom missionaries served. For Martyn, 
whose academic training had already demonstrated unusual ability in languages 
and careful study, this task became the central focus of his work.

After travelling to the East, Martyn devoted himself with remarkable energy to the 
study of languages and the translation of the New Testament. Among the languages 
with which he worked, his most significant achievement was the translation of the 
New Testament into Persian, a language whose literary tradition and cultural reach 
extended across much of the region. Producing such a translation required not only 
linguistic skill but also sensitivity to the meanings and rhythms of both the original 
Greek text and the language into which it was being rendered. Martyn approached 
this work with the seriousness of a scholar and the devotion of a man who 
understood that the words he was translating were nothing less that the Word of 
God.

His work was not confined to Persian alone. Martyn also contributed to efforts to 
translate the New Testament into Hindustani, the widely spoken language of 
northern India that would later develop into modern Urdu and Hindi in their literary 
forms. In addition, he engaged with Arabic, participating in discussions and 
revisions connected with biblical texts in that language. These efforts reflected both 
the linguistic diversity of the regions in which he laboured and the collaborative 
character of missionary translation work during this period.

The labour involved in such work was considerable. Translation demanded long 
hours of concentrated effort, careful consultation with native speakers, and 
continual revision. He was determined to ensure that the meaning of the Scriptures 
was communicated clearly and faithfully. Martyn’s journals occasionally offer 
glimpses of the discipline with which he approached these tasks. The work required 
long hours of study and revision, often continuing late into the evening after the 
demands of the day had ended.

Through this patient and often exhausting labour, Martyn sought to accomplish 
something that he regarded not as an intellectual exercise but as an act of service to 
the cause of Christ. To place the words of the New Testament into languages that 
others could read and understand was, for him, a practical expression of the 
conviction that the message of the Gospel was intended for people of every nation 
and language. For Martyn, translating the Scriptures was essential in fulfilling the 
“Great Commission” of the Church- to “make disciples of all nations.”
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Endurance, Illness, and Submission to God
The years of labour that followed were marked not only by intellectual effort but 
also by increasing physical strain. The climate in which Henry Martyn worked, 
together with the demanding rhythm of travel, study, and translation, gradually 
weakened his health. From an early stage he had been prone to illness, and as the 
years passed the signs of exhaustion became more difficult to ignore. In spite of this, 
the records he left behind suggest that the inward character of his life during this 
period was shaped less by complaint than by reflection.

Martyn’s journals and letters reveal a man who was accustomed to examining his 
own motives and responses with unusual honesty. The hardships of his 
circumstances did not remove that habit; if anything, they intensified it.

Amid these difficulties Martyn continued to maintain close ties with those at home 
through his correspondence. Letters from family members were treasured 
reminders of the life he had left behind. On one occasion he recorded receiving a 
letter from his sister, reflecting on the mixture of comfort and longing such messages 
could bring. They reminded him not only of affection and friendship but also of the 
distance that now separated him from the familiar landscapes of Cornwall and the 
people among whom he had grown up.

Yet these reminders of home did not lead him to abandon the work he had 
undertaken. Rather, they seem to have deepened the seriousness with which he 
viewed the responsibilities before him. The combination of fragile health, isolation, 
and relentless intellectual labour might easily have discouraged a less determined 
spirit. For Martyn, however, the same circumstances appear to have strengthened 
his sense that the work of translating the Scriptures was a task worth pursuing even 
under considerable personal cost.

“I see no business in life but the work of Christ,
neither do I desire any employment to all eternity

 but his service.”
Henry Martyn
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The Impact of Henry Martyn’s Work
The translation work to which Henry Martyn devoted so much of his strength did not 
end with him. Like all such efforts, it formed part of a longer process in which others 
would later examine, revise, and build upon what he had begun. This is particularly 
true of his translation of the New Testament into Persian. While his version was 
recognised by contemporaries as a work of considerable care and learning, it was 
never regarded as final. Subsequent scholars and translators revisited the text, 
refining its language and adapting it more fully to the needs of those who would 
read it.

This process of revision should not be understood as a diminishing of Martyn’s work 
but as a natural continuation of it. The task of translating Scripture into another 
language is rarely completed in a single effort. It depends upon growing familiarity 
with linguistic nuance, increasing dialogue with native speakers, and the gradual 
shaping of a form of words that can be both accurate and widely understood. In this 
sense, Martyn’s contribution lies not only in the text he produced but also in the 
foundation he helped to establish for future work.

There is evidence that his Persian translation was received and used within 
developing Christian communities, even as it was subject to further refinement. The 
fact that later translators chose to engage with his work—correcting, improving, and 
sometimes reworking it—indicates that it had already taken its place within the 
ongoing life of the church in that region. What Martyn had undertaken in relative 
isolation became, over time, part of a broader and more collaborative endeavour.

This pattern reflects something important about the nature of the work to which 
Martyn had given himself. Translation, particularly of texts as central as the New 
Testament, is not the achievement of a single individual but the cumulative labour 
of many. Each contribution is provisional, open to improvement, and dependent 
upon those who come after. Martyn’s role within that process was significant, but it 
was not self-contained. His work pointed beyond itself to a future in which others 
would continue the task he had begun.

Seen in this light, the value of Martyn’s labour does not rest solely on the form of the 
text he produced, but on the part he played in enabling the Scriptures to become 
accessible in new linguistic and cultural settings. The continuation of that work by 
others stands as a quiet confirmation that what he undertook was both needed and 
worth pursuing.

“Even if I should never see a native converted, 
God may design by my patience 

and continuance in the work
to encourage future missionaries.”

Henry Martyn
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Henry Martyn’s Final Journey and Death
The physical weakness that had gradually overtaken Henry Martyn did not lessen as 
his work continued. By the later stages of his life, it had become clear that his 
strength was failing. But even as his tuberculosis advanced, he did not abandon the 
course he had set himself. Instead, he undertook a final journey, travelling westward 
in the hope that a return might restore his health. It was a demanding undertaking 
for a man already worn by years of labour.

That journey would be his last. In 1812, at the age of thirty-one, Martyn died far from 
the country of his birth, in the city of Tokat in present-day Turkey. His life had been 
brief, and much of the work to which he had given himself remained incomplete or 
in need of revision. Measured in ordinary terms, his years might seem too few and 
his circumstances too constrained to account for the influence he would later come 
to have.

Yet the words associated with the end of his life suggest that his thoughts were not 
directed toward what had or had not been accomplished. Instead, they were shaped 
by the same scriptural hope that had guided him throughout his years of labour. 
Drawing on the language of the New Testament he had spent so long translating, he 
spoke of “that new heavens and new earth wherein dwelleth righteousness.” The 
words, echoing 2 Peter 3:13, do not point to personal achievement or even to the 
completion of his work, but to a better future grounded in the determined purposes 
of God.

“Oh, when shall time give place to eternity! When shall appear that new heaven and 
new earth wherein dwelleth righteousness!”

In this sense, the close of Martyn’s life reflects the same pattern that can be traced 
throughout it. His efforts were directed toward something he would not fully see, 
and his hopes were fixed on a reality beyond the immediate circumstances in which 
he laboured. The expectation expressed in his final words was not confined to 
personal consolation, but extended to the renewal of all things—a world in which 
righteousness would dwell.

Martyn’s death, like his life, resists simple summary. It does not present a completed 
project or a clearly defined legacy, but rather a life wholeheartedly offered in the 
service of Jesus Christ. The work he began would be continued by others, and the 
Scriptures he helped to translate would be read and reworked in contexts he never 
knew. What remains is the record of a life shaped by conviction, sustained through 
difficulty, and oriented towards an eternal hope.

“Oh, when shall time give place to eternity!”
Henry Martyn
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Why Henry Martyn Still Matters
The life of Henry Martyn does not readily lend itself to simple conclusions. It offers 
no straightforward pattern for imitation, nor does it resolve into a clear measure of 
human success. His years were few, his work demanding, and many of the results lay 
beyond his own lifetime. Yet it is precisely these features that have led to his 
continued significance. What remains is not a finished project, but the record of a life 
shaped by conviction and directed by a sense of God's purposes that did not depend 
on immediate outcomes.

One aspect of that significance lies in the seriousness with which Martyn 
approached both faith and intellect. He did not set aside his intellectual gifts when 
his convictions deepened, but sought instead to place them in the service of his 
Saviour. His work as a translator required patience, precision, and sustained effort, 
qualities that were not separate from his faith but formed part of its expression. In 
an age that often separates belief from careful thought, his example suggests a 
different way of holding the two together.

There is also something enduring in the manner in which Martyn understood the 
relationship between personal calling and wider purpose. The decisions he made 
were not presented as heroic gestures, but as responses to what he believed God 
required of him. The cost of those decisions—seen in his departure from Cornwall, 
his separation from those he loved, and the strain of his later years—was real. Yet the 
direction of his life was not determined by the avoidance of difficulty, but by a steady 
commitment to what he understood to be his task.

At the same time, Martyn’s life resists being reduced to a story of individual 
achievement. The work to which he devoted himself was taken up and continued by 
others, and the translations he produced were revised and improved in ways he 
could not have anticipated. This does not diminish his contribution, but places it 
within a larger pattern in which the efforts of one person become part of a 
continuing process. His significance, in this respect, lies as much in the beginning of 
a work as in its completion.

For readers today, Martyn’s life may be encountered in different ways. Some may be 
drawn to the historical circumstances in which he lived, others to the intellectual 
demands of translation, and others to the questions of faith and purpose that run 
through his writings. What his life offers is not a set of answers to be applied directly, 
but an example of how those questions may be faced with seriousness and 
consistency. It is a reminder that a life shaped by evangelical conviction need not be 
defined by visibility or recognition, but may instead be directed toward ends that 
extend beyond what can be immediately seen.

“The spirit of Christ is the spirit of missions. 
The nearer we get to Him, 

the more intensely missionary we become.”
Henry Martyn
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Why does Gloweth Chapel Host an Account of Henry 
Martyn?
Gloweth Chapel is a small Christian church in Truro, and it is from that local setting 
that this account of Henry Martyn is offered. His life did not unfold within the 
particular tradition or structure of this local assembly, nor is there any claim to 
ownership of his legacy. Rather, he belongs to the wider history of the Christian faith 
as it has been lived out in Cornwall and beyond. To write about him here is simply to 
recognise that connection and to give it a clear and accessible form.

The decision to include material of this kind on the Chapel's website reflects a 
broader concern with the rootedness of Christian life in particular places. The story 
of Henry Martyn begins in Truro, among the ordinary circumstances of family, 
education, and community that shaped his early years. Although his later work 
carried him far from Cornwall, that point of origin remains part of the account. 
Remembering such lives helps to situate the present Gospel work within a longer 
story, both locally and across the world.

The purpose of this account is not to encourage admiration for a historical figure as 
an end in itself. Martyn’s own writings suggest that he would have resisted such 
attention. Martyn's life was directed by the convictions he came to hold, and the way 
in which his trust in God was worked out in practice. In that sense, his story is not 
presented as a model to be reproduced, but as part of a wider pattern of Christian 
commitment that can take many forms as God works in the lives of his people.

Gloweth Chapel remains a community concerned with the ordinary practices of 
Christian worship, preaching, teaching, and fellowship. The Chapel also supports 
contemporary missionary work of various kinds, including the ongoing task of Bible 
translation. Hosting this kind of article does not alter this local church's purpose, but 
sits alongside it as a way of engaging with the past, and laying thoughtful 
foundations for the future. It reflects a conviction that the Christian church is not 
only a matter of present belief, but also of historical continuity, guided by the Spirit 
of God, and shaped by the lives of those who have gone before.

For those who encounter this page while searching for information about Henry 
Martyn, it is offered simply as a careful account written from a local Christian 
perspective. For those already connected with Gloweth Chapel, it may serve as a 
reminder that the town in which they gather has brought forth Gospel-preaching 
men of service and devotion long before they were even born. Whether you found 
this article by searching, or you are a local, the intention here is not to claim 
significance, but to recognise it where it has already existed.
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You can find out much more about the church, and about 
Christian faith and life, by visiting our website 
glowethchapel.org. 

Details of all upcoming events are on the website and on 
Facebook.

“Now let me burn out for God.”
Henry Martyn of Truro

http://glowethchapel.org
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