
IAN PAISLEY: A PERSONAL RECOLLECTION 
 
On the 12 September 2014, Rev Dr Ian Paisley (or as he was also known, Lord 
Bannside) left this world and went out into God’s eternity. The leading lights of the 
political and business world lined up to pay tribute to the man who dominated Northern 
Ireland for over six decades. In a world of colourless and conviction-lite politicians, 
nothing about this man was ever dull or uncertain. People recognised that he had 
something different. Indeed, he received the highest vote of any politician in the UK 
when he ran for office in the EU elections.  
 While much has been written about his political legacy and public image, few 
have touched on the real man. Ian Paisley was first and foremost a gifted and faithful 
preacher of the Gospel. In his lifetime, thousands of men and women were gloriously 
converted through his anointed preaching of the Word of God. Today many men are on 
the mission field or pastoring churches that were called by God through his preaching. 
He founded the Free Presbyterian denomination on 17 March 1951, which has grown to 
more than 15,000 members with more than one hundred churches spread throughout 
the world. Through his pastoral labours, the Lord erected the Martyrs Memorial Free 
Presbyterian Church in Belfast, which at the time was the largest church in the UK. This 
church he declared was to, “stand for everything God is for and against everything that 
God is against.” 

Few preachers could ever dominate a pulpit with the presence Ian Paisley had. 
He was a giant in every way. His large physical stature, booming voice, charismatic 
personality, and an incredible gift of oratory coupled with a deep knowledge of God’s 
Word could hold a congregation in rapt attention for hours. He could inspire people to 
pray more, give more, and serve more like few ever could.   

Ian Paisley had a profound personal impact in my own family. My father grew up 
in an ecumenical and liberal church, where no gospel was ever preached. His “minister” 
spent every Saturday night drunk in a local pub! When he started working as an adult, he 
was brought by some friends to a Gospel mission in Ian Paisley’s church and 
wonderfully converted to Christ. Later five of his siblings were saved in another Free 
Presbyterian Church that was personally founded by Ian Paisley. It was through the 
witness of the Free Presbyterian Church that my grandparents were also later converted. 
Three of my uncles became elders in the Free Presbyterian Church and my father has 
been a Free Presbyterian minister for almost forty years.  

Ian Paisley had a razor sharp intellect and could handle any question. Few dared 
debate with him on theology because of his knowledge of the Word of God and church 
history. For those who did, they invariably came off the worst. He had a personal library 
of thousands of books, and he was blessed with an almost photographic memory. 
Despite his incredibly busy schedule, he claimed to read at least one religious book 
through every day. I remember discussing with him the life of Joseph Parker, the great 
nineteenth century preacher whose church was opposite my workplace in London. To 
my amazement, Ian Paisley was able to describe in great detail from memory the life of 
Parker from three biographies he had read many years before.  

He also had a remarkably positive outlook on life. No matter how dark were the 
circumstances he saw the light at the end of every tunnel. He always believed revival was 
around the corner. This made him a great encourager to those who did not have the 
strength of faith that he had. Not only was he always positive, but also he always had a 
vision to go forward at every opportunity. Retreat was never in his vocabulary. Many 
churches were planted because he had the vision to buy land or put up a tent in a field 
for a gospel meeting. Often he bid for land with no money believing that God would 
send the funds. Every time he proved God’s faithfulness. His own Martyrs church was 



particularly generous to help pay for many church buildings. When my wife and I were 
heading to Asia as missionaries, he sent his wife to pass us a financial gift to encourage us 
on the mission field. Such generosity was typical of the man. Many Christians could bear 
testimony to this fact.  

One of my earliest recollections of Ian Paisley was in the pulpit. As a boy I 
listened when he came down to preach at the last night in a gospel mission near where I 
had grown up. Other evangelists had faithfully sown the seed for many days but with no 
outward fruit. Ian Paisley was invited to bring the closing message. When he entered the 
packed building, I immediately sensed that this was a different meeting than the rest. The 
power of God was evident in the life of this preacher in a very special way. Intuitively I 
felt that this would be a meeting when God would save sinners. It was no surprise that a 
number of souls were converted.  

I can never claim to have been particularly close to Ian Paisley but I knew 
something of him in private. For twelve months I had the unique privilege to share the 
same house with him when he stayed in London on his weekly visits there. I was a 
university student in London and he an MP in Westminster and an MEP in Europe.  
 There were a number of things that struck me about Ian Paisley in his private life. 
He was first of all a spiritual man. Ian Paisley loved to speak of the things of God. He 
was grieved when he heard of the sins of others and never rejoiced. When he heard any 
blasphemy on the television, he immediately switched it off, as he could not stand to 
hear His Lord hurt in this way. He was totally unashamed of his faith and witnessed 
constantly to those he met. He shared the gospel with the Queen, successive Prime 
Ministers, and Presidents of the USA. Even his enemies admitted his faith was genuine. 
For many years he wore a badge on his suit, which said, “Jesus is Lord.” Once when he 
met President George Bush in Washington, the President looked at his badge and said, 
“I can say that also – Jesus is my Lord.”  

No matter how late Ian Paisley arrived into London, he was always courteous. 
He had an amazing habit of sleeping almost immediately he went to bed and for most of 
his working life had 4-5 hours of sleep each day. Without fail he was up very early in the 
morning and out through the door to the airport to catch the first flight to Brussels or to 
Belfast. It fell to me as the youngest in the home to ensure that when he left that the 
house was securely locked up when he went away. No matter how early it was, he was 
always cheerful and uncomplaining. Every morning he would pause at the door to pray 
for safety for his day, and then for my family, and those who were in the house. Then he 
headed out the door to face a day of incredible pressure and attention.  

Periodically, the Rev William McCrea MP, Nigel Dodds MP, and the current first 
minister of Northern Ireland, Peter Robinson MP would stay in the same house when 
they came over for N Ireland matters at Westminster. Despite the claims of some critics, 
there was always a wonderful camaraderie and friendship between these four men. It was 
a hotbed of political discussion that I enjoyed listening to. Laughter was common in their 
conversations. They enjoyed being together. The three younger men never exhibited any 
jealousy or rivalry towards their undoubted leader, Ian Paisley. There was no backbiting 
or attempts to undermine one another. It was evident they respected him and loved him. 
The tension that seemingly grew between Ian Paisley and especially Nigel Dodds and 
Peter Robinson in the last few years of his political life should not be seen as indicative 
of their relationship.  

Many claim that Ian Paisley was divisive. He was certainly a determined man, 
which at times made him too forthright in his opinions and actions. Yet it must be 
observed, that he managed to inspire incredible love and loyalty to him from a wide 
spectrum of followers. People often forget that he led a local church, denomination, and 
political party for the best part of six decades. This was at a time of incredible tension 



and bloodshed in Ulster. The Ulster-Scots people are emotional but also an 
argumentative breed. Hypocrisy is scorned. We pride ourselves on calling a spade a 
spade. Despite this, Ian Paisley was loved, rarely criticized, and the various groupings he 
led were universally recognised as being more like a “family” rather than a typical church 
or political party. Many times he went discreetly behind the scenes to patch up broken 
relationships within the church and the party. I believe few have given him credit for that 
unifying aspect of his personality.  

Another notable thing about Ian Paisley was his incredible work ethic. For most 
of his life, he managed to write books, edit a monthly magazine, pastor a large church for 
over 60 years, and lead the Free Presbyterian denomination as moderator for over 50 
years. Every Sunday he had to preach at least three different sermons. Sometimes he was 
called to preach more. Every Friday he would stand in the front of the City Hall in 
Belfast and preach the Gospel in the open air. He was lecturer in church history and 
President of the Whitefield College of the Bible, sat on the Board of Bob Jones 
University, and was the Chairman of the World Congress of Fundamentalists. In his 
“spare time” he managed to found and lead the largest political party in Northern 
Ireland, and fulfill the duties of a MP in Westminster and an MEP in Brussels. If that 
wasn’t enough, in later years at the age of 81 he added the duties of First Minister of the 
Northern Ireland Government. The demands on his time were immense. From early 
morning to late at night, he laboured without rest. No one could keep up with him. The 
pressures and burdens that he bore would have been too much for five men yet he 
endured without complaint. On multiple occasions terrorists tried to assassinate him. 
Every day for forty years armed police bodyguards followed him everywhere and he was 
driven around in a bulletproof car. His house was like a mini-fortress. 

Ian Paisley was a devoted family man to his wife and five children. Every night, 
when he was away from home, he faithfully called his wife to share with her the burdens 
of the day. He always had a great interest in the lives of his beloved children. On the day 
of his death his wife Eileen stated, “We loved him and he adored us and our earthly lives 
are forever changed.” It could also have been truthfully said, “He loved his church and 
his country and God’s people loved him in return.” 

Ian Paisley was not a perfect man. Who is? But he had far more great qualities 
than bad ones. Even those former colleagues in politics who question his political 
judgment in his later years, still have a tremendous love and respect for him. Flawed and 
fallible he undoubtedly was, but he was a man that stood head and shoulders above his 
generation. He led many to Christ and inspired many to live a more spiritual life by his 
words and example. That is his greatest and abiding legacy. The truth is that most never 
really recognised was that a giant walked among us. The profound sense of sadness that 
touched those who knew him on the news of his death is that we will probably never see 
his like again here on earth. If greatness can be measured by how many eternal souls he 
saw positively impacted by his life and ministry, and I think it can, then Ian Paisley was 
assuredly a great man.  

One of Ian Paisley’s greatest heroes was CH Spurgeon. He had a signed portrait 
of the great preacher in his study. When CH Spurgeon died, his close friend the Rev 
Archibald Brown gave a wonderful tribute to his departed friend and mentor. These 
words struck me as particularly appropriate for the death of Ian Paisley also. Archibald 
Brown closed by saying, 

 
“Champion of God thy battle, long and nobly fought, is over; the sword 
which clave to thy hand, has dropped at last; a palm branch take its place. 
No longer does the helmet press thy brow, oft weary with its surging 



thoughts of battle; a victor’s wreath from the great Commander’s hand has 
already proved thy full reward.  
 
Here for a little while shall rest thy precious dust. Then shall thy Well-
Beloved come; and at His voice thou shalt spring from thy couch of earth, 
fashioned like unto His body, into glory. Then, spirit, soul, and body shall 
magnify thy Lord’s redemption. Until then beloved, sleep. We praise God 
for thee, and by the blood of everlasting covenant, hope and expect to 
praise God with thee. Amen.” 
 
 
Ian Paisley spoke much of his heaven in his sermons. He loved to sing songs 

about reunions and about heaven. One of his favourites was, “God be with you till we 
meet again.” Speaking about death during one sermon, he said: “If you hear in the press 
that Ian Paisley is dead, don’t believe a word of it. I’ll be more alive than ever… I’ll be 
singing as I sang never before.”  

We do not sorrow today as they that have no hope as the body of Ian Paisley is 
laid to rest. We rejoice that we will all meet again in the better land that has no farewells. 
Heaven is the place of perfect reunions. The anchor still holds in the wildest storms of 
life. It is well with our souls. 
 
 
Rev Dr Paul Ferguson 
15 September 2014 


