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PREFACE

The idea for this volume came from the Rev. Joe Fort, then
pastor of Kingwood United Methodist Church in the Hous-
ton suburb of Kingwood, Texas. Rev. Fort suggested that it
might be handy to have a small collection of Wesley writ-
ings to put in the hands of interested laypersons. I myself
had perceived a need for such a collection for the use of my
students (in this case to supplement existing collections of
John Wesley's Sermons), and so I have developed the fol-
lowing collection of writings from John and Charles Wes-
ley with some introductory comments.

I want to express my gratitude to my wife, Dale Marie, who
has diligently worked through these texts to be sure that
they conform to the printed versions that have been cited,
primarily that of the Jackson edition of the Works of John
Wesley.

This book is dedicated to the memory of my maternal
grandmother, Frankie Jane Powers Cammack (1903-1995)
and my paternal grandfather, Elam Allen Campbell (1898-
1995). I dedicated my earlier book on The Religion of the
Heart (1991) to their spouses, who had collaborated in
writing a history of St. Luke's United Methodist Church in
Beaumont, Texas, and thus foreshadowed my work as an
historian of the Methodist tradition. The two to whom this
volume is dedicated, however, had no complicity in the
writing of Methodist history, and so I take them as models
of faithful Methodist laypersons, the folk for whose edifica-
tion the present work is intended.
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INTRODUCTION

This introduction gives a very brief account
of the lives of John and Charles Wesley to
show the contexts in which the works in-
cluded were composed. It then offers some
specific advice on reading the works of John
and Charles Wesley, and some suggestions
for further reading.

The Writings in Their Historical Contexts

John Wesley was born in 1703 in the village Early lives of John and
of Epworth, Lincolnshire, where his father Charles Wesley
served as priest of the Anglican (Church of
England) parish church. His brother Charles
was born in the same village in 1707. The
brothers were influenced by their scholarly
father and by their independently minded,
well educated, and pious mother Susanna
(née Annesley) Wesley, along with one older
brother and a host of younger sisters. John
attended Charterhouse School in London,
Charles attended Westminster School in
London. Both brothers then proceeded to
study for degrees at Oxford University
where they were students at Christ Church
College. After a conversion to religious seri-
ousness around 1725, the brothers sought or-
dination to the Anglican priesthood. At
about the same time, they began meeting
with a group of Oxford students who sought
to live a common life emphasizing worship,
discipline, and service. John became a fel-
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low (faculty member) of Lincoln College,
Oxford, in 1727.

Following their father's death in 1735, the The Georgia mission
brothers went to the newly established (1735-1738)
colony of Georgia in North America, John

as a missionary of the Society for the Propa-
gation of the Gospel and Charles as personal
secretary to General James Oglethorpe, the
founder of the colony. During the Atlantic
crossing en route to Georgia, the Wesley
brothers met Moravian Christians intent on
founding a colony there, and in the colony
they would have contact with Moravians and
with Lutheran Pietists. Both of these groups
emphasized to the Wesley brothers the im-
portance of heartfelt religious faith. The
brothers stayed in North America until early
1738, when they returned to England. On
board ship returning to England in January
1738, John Wesley wrote out a personal in-
trospection, giving a narrative of his reli-
gious life up to that point as a progression
through a number of theological and spiritu-
al perspectives (item 1 in this collection).

Back in England in the spring of 1738 and ~ Conversion experiences
still under the influence of these pietistic (1738)
Christians, both brothers had profound reli-

gious experiences. Charles' experience came

on Pentecost Sunday, 21 May 1738, and

John's came three days later on Wednesday

evening 24 May 1738 at a meeting in Alder-

sgate Street, London. John Wesley subse-

quently wrote an account of this experience

for his published Journal (item 2).
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A year later (in 1739) Charles Wesley would
write a poem celebrating the anniversary of
his conversion experience (item 5). This was
published in 1740 and serves as a example
of an outpouring of poetic work that flowed
from Charles in the years immediately fol-
lowing 1738. A collection published in 1739
included two of his best known hymns: the
Christmas hymn that begins “Hark how all
the welkin rings” (thankfully revised by
George Whitefield to “Hark, the herald an-
gels sing”) and the Easter hymn that begins
“Christ the Lord is risen to-day” (item 4).
Three years later, Charles Wesley would de-
scribe the struggles of the soul leading to
conversion in a long poem entitled
“Wrestling Jacob” (item 7), which many
consider to be his poetic masterpiece.

Meanwhile, John Wesley had witnessed
George Whitefield preaching in the open air
near Bristol in March 1739, and on 2 April
of that year John Wesley himself tried open-
air preaching or field preaching for the first
time. He described his hearing of Whitefield
and his own first outdoor preaching in an ex-
cerpt from his published Journal (item 3).

When Whitefield left in the summer of 1739
to take up the work that John Wesley had
left in Georgia, he left John Wesley in
charge of religious societies that Whitefield
had organized in Bristol. John and Charles
Wesley met for a while with joint Moravian-
Anglican societies in London, but by 1740
their followers had departed from these ear-

Charles Wesley's verse,
1739-1742

John Wesley's first field
preaching (1739)

Organization of
Methodist societies,

1739-1743
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lier groups, so that by the early 1740s there
were societies both in London, Bristol, and
elsewhere in the care of the Wesley brothers.
In 1743, John and Charles Wesley drew up a
set of “General Rules” that functioned as the
original charter or covenant laying out terms
for membership and participation in their so-
cieties (item 8).

John and Charles Wesley together passed
through periods in which they emphasized
the more distinctive teachings of their own
branch of the revival movement and argued
against other popular theological teachings.
The early 1740s were such a period. John
Wesley's sermon on “Christian Perfection”
(1741, item 6) is an account of one of the
most distinctive Wesleyan teachings, the
doctrine of Christian perfection or entire
sanctification, the goal of loving God with
all of one's being. In 1747 Charles offered a
poem on this distinctive Wesleyan teaching.
This poem (item 10) begins with the words
“Love Divine, all loves excelling” and
would become one of the best known of
Charles Wesley's hymns in Methodist hym-
nals, although many Methodists do not real-
ize that its central subject is the doctrine of
Christian perfection.

In the early 1740s the Wesleys often argued
vociferously against Calvinistic clergy (such
as Whitefield) who taught a doctrine of pre-
destination that involved the belief that God
had intended only the salvation of a limited
number of those elect or predestined to sal-

Teaching on the
doctrine of
Christian perfection
in the 1740s

Opposition to the
doctrine of
predestination in
the 1740s
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vation. Charles Wesley's hymn on “The
Great Supper” (1747, item 10) strongly as-
serts the universal availability of God's grace
to all human beings against the teaching of
predestination.

In the early 1740s, the Wesleys came into Teaching about the
conflict with a peculiar group of London means ofhirilceé:
Moravians (peculiar by Moravian as well as 74
Anglican standards) who had insisted that

seekers who had not experienced the new

birth and the “assurance of pardon” should

not partake of such “means of grace” as the

Lord's Supper. In 1745 John Wesley re-

sponded to this idea in a sermon on “The

Means of Grace” (item 9). Two years later

Charles Wesley published a collection of

hymns which includes the piece mentioned

above on “The Great Supper” (item 10). Se-

lected verses from this longer hymn have

been used in Methodist hymnals both as

hymns that call for the repentance and con-

version of sinners and as hymns that cele-

brate Christ's grace and presence in the

sacrament of holy communion.

Despite these periods of conflict, the Wes- Attempts to build

leys sought at other points in their careers to reléﬂops.mth other
) : ) ) ) ristians (1749)

build alliances with others, including the

Calvinistic clergy. The year 1749 marked

one of these more irenic periods. In this year

John Wesley published a sermon on a

“Catholic Spirit,” (item 11), which makes

the case while that Christians should agree

on some foundational principles and prac-

tices, they can “think and let think” (those
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are John Wesley's own words) on matters of
“opinions” or “modes of worship.” From the
same year is John Wesley's “Letter to a Ro-
man Catholic” (item 12), which gives us
some insight into the doctrines and attitudes
that, in Wesley's view, should have been
common to all Christians, Catholic as well
as Protestant.

In expressing their most distinctive teach-
ings, the Wesleys not only inveighed against
other viewpoints they believed to be danger-
ous (like the Calvinistic understanding of
predestination), but they also laid out a rich
and complex understanding of the “way of
salvation,” that is, what they believed to be
the typical path of the spiritual life in three
stages: 1) God's grace preparing human be-
ings for salvation (the Wesleys would call
this “preventing” grace; later Methodists
would call it “prevenient” grace), involving
repentance, “awakening” to God's call, and a
desire to please God; 2) God's grace pardon-
ing our sins as we are empowered to believe
in Jesus Christ (justifying grace); and 3)
God's grace leading us to greater and greater
holiness (sanctifying grace), culminating in
complete love for God (which Methodists
sometimes termed “Christian perfection” or
“entire sanctification). John Wesley's ser-
mon on “The Scripture Way of Salvation”
(1765, item 13) lays out this pattern in sec-
tion I of the sermon, defining and describing
each of these terms along the way.

Teaching on the
“way of salvation”
(1765)
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The latter years of John Wesley's life were
concerned with the future of the Methodist
movement. John and Charles Wesley dif-
fered very seriously in their visions for the
Methodist future. Charles insisted that the
Methodists should remain Anglican in every
way, including strict obedience to Anglican
customs and church law (“canons”). His fol-
lowers were sometimes described as
“Church Methodists,” that is, Methodists
who elected to remain clearly within the for-
mal structures and laws of the Church of
England. After the 1750s, Charles ceased
itinerating (traveling the countryside to
preach outside of the context of Anglican
churches). Although John would never ad-
mit to a break with the Church of England
and always considered himself to be a priest
of that Church, he was willing for the sake
of his mission to take steps that were con-
trary to the formal rules or canons of his
Church. Most notably, in response to Ameri-
can independence in the 1770s and the lack
of ordained ministers in North America,
John Wesley decided in 1784 to ordain cler-
gy who could celebrate baptism and holy
communion in North America. This led to
the formal organization of an American
Methodist church in that year. Charles Wes-
ley disagreed strongly with this move: he
wrote a poem to protest it, while John wrote
out a letter justifying his reasons for taking
this action (item 14).

John Wesley also involved himself in some
of the crucial moral issues of his age. He

Provision for a
Methodist church in
North America

(1784)



18

consistently opposed slavery, and the “Gen- Letter to William
eral Rules” that he and Charles had drawn Wilberforce on
slavery (1791)

up in 1743 (item 8) forbade Methodist peo-
ple from engaging in the slave trade. The
last letter we have from John Wesley was
written in 1791 to encourage William
Wilberforce's attempts to secure abolition of
the slave trade (and eventually the institution
of slavery) in British dominions (item 15).

By the time John Wesley wrote this letter to
Wilberforce, his brother Charles had been
dead for three years (he died in 1788). John
died six days after writing this letter, on 2
March 1791. John is buried behind the
Chapel on City Road, London, and Charles
is buried in the consecrated (Anglican) Gar-
den of Rest cemetery at St. Marylebone
Church on Marylebone Road, London.

Reading John and Charles Wesley

The writings of John and Charles Wesley of- Sources of the readings
fered here are organized in chronological se-

quence as noted in the brief narrative given

above. All the readings given here, with the

exception of John Wesley's private self in-

spection (item 1), are taken from the editions

of John and Charles Wesley's works which

have been long in the public domain:

Thomas Jackson, ed., The Works of
the Reverend John Wesley, A.M. (14
vols.; London: Wesleyan Conference
Office, 1873). Cited as “Jackson,
Works.”
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George Osborn, ed., The Poetical
Works of John and Charles Wesley
(13 vols., London: Wesleyan Confer-
ence Office, 1868-1872). Cited as
“Osborn, Poetical Works.”

These are not by far the most recent and crit-
ical editions of John and Charles Wesley's
works, but the fact that their texts are in the
public domain makes them usable editions
for this reader. The other materials, includ-
ing this introduction and my introductory
comments, are copyrighted, but I have re-
leased them under the terms of a Creative
Commons license (see the reverse of the title
page) which allows the whole content of this
reader to be copied freely so long as it is
copied intact, with all author and copyright
notices preserved.

I have left materials in this collection in their Use of historic
eighteenth-century forms, including original forms
titles and British spelling of words. I have

retained verses and expressions that may

give offense to contemporary readers, and

which are consistently removed, for exam-

ple, in contemporary Methodist hymnals.

Charles Wesley's hymn on “Wrestling

Jacob,” for example, has the delicate line,

“To me, to all thy bowels move...” which

modern Methodist hymnals change to read,

“To me, to all thy mercies move...” Clearly

the meaning of the expression “bowels

moved” has changed in the last two hundred

years. Charles Wesley's hymn “For the An-

niversary Day of One's Conversion” (item 5)
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has a verse with a racially demeaning image,
asserting that when one believes and is born
again, Christ will illuminate the believer: in
Charles Wesley's image, Christ will “wash
the Ethiop white.” For appropriate reasons
of racial sensitivity, this verse has not been
included in Methodist hymnals, even in the
text-only version of the poem in the current
(1989) United Methodist Hymnal, which in-
cludes seventeen of the original eighteen
verses. I have included it in this collection,
however, since this collection gives histori-
cal texts in their original language and is not
designed (as a hymnal is) to be read or sung
as reflecting the consensus of a church.

In the works included here, John and
Charles Wesley use a number of English
forms that are now archaic. The second-per-
son pronoun “you’ in their usage was con-
sidered to be formal, and they often address
the reader using the second-person singular
pronoun “thou” which in their usage was the
more informal and “familiar” pronoun (“fa-
miliar” meaning the form that would be typ-
ically used in a family setting). “Thou” was
construed with the corresponding verb forms
ending with “-st” or “-est” as in “thou
diedst,” or “thou readest.” The objective
form of “thou” was “thee,” used as the ob-
ject of a sentence, the object of a preposi-
tion, or as an indirect object. The corre-
sponding second-person plural familiar pro-
noun was “ye” (in both subjective and objec-
tive forms). Third-person singular verb
forms (used with a singular noun or the pro-

Archaic grammatical
forms
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nouns he, she, it) were used with corre-
sponding verb forms ending in “-th” or
“-eth” as in “she loveth” or “he dreameth.”
Readers will also find some archaic
spellings of words, such as “shew” for
“show.”

We should note some of the particular liter- Reading John
ary genres employed by the Wesleys. John Wesley's dla}i)esrilfli
Wesley kept personal diaries for most of his

life after 1725. The diary was a private doc-

ument, and readers need to realize that John

Wesley's Journal, unlike his diaries, was

written for publication (that's why its title is

italicized) and was typically written down

months or years after the events described,

based on Wesley's memory, his diaries, and

his skill as a writer. This collection of Wes-

ley materials includes two excerpts from his

published Journal (items 2 and 3) and a

piece from January 1738 (item 1) that bears

a close resemblance to the Journal, even

though it was not published by John Wesley.

The longest pieces in this reader, by far, are Reading John
four sermons by John Wesley. Readers will Wesley's sermons
readily see that these sermons have very reg-

ular structures or outlines which make them

relatively easy to follow despite Wesley's

eighteenth-century English. I have added

notes leading readers through the structure

of the sermons in text boxes in the right-

hand margin.

Modern readers are seldom aware of the The “periodic” style of
“periodic” style in which Wesley and other ©ral delivery of sermons
preachers of his age would declaim such ser-
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mons. Rather than dividing the text into full
sentences, the oral performer of these texts
divided them into shorter “periods” in which
the voice would rise to a strongly empha-
sized “cadence” consisting typically of one
or two emphasized syllables and followed
by a pause during which the speaker would
breathe. John Wesley sometimes indicates
the end of a period by the use of a comma,
but in other places he does not indicate peri-
odic breaks in the text, and so the reader has
to find them. For example, the sermon on
“Christian Perfection” (item 6) begins with
the line, “There is scarce any expression in
Holy Writ...” which formed a period by it-
self, with “Holy Writ” the emphasized ca-
dence, followed by a pause before continu-
ing with the sentence. In some cases, howev-
er, there are one-syllable cadences and in
some places there are “semi-periods” with
very brief pauses between them before
reaching the end of a longer period. In any
case, it is important for readers to try to en-
vision the oral performance of these ser-
mons.

Charles Wesley wrote thousands of poems
and hymns throughout his lifetime. Many of
these were strictly poems and were not in-
tended to be sung. Others were clearly de-
signed to be sung by a congregation as
hymns. In many cases, Methodist churches
selected verses from Charles Wesley's longer
poems to form smaller hymns. In fact, John
Wesley did this with his brother's poem “For
the Anniversary Day of One's Conversion”

Reading Charles
Wesley's hymns and
poems
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(1739, item 5), forming the hymn “O, For a
Thousand Tongues to Sing.”

Suggestions for Further Reading

An important and very readable biography
of John Wesley is that of Henry Rack, Rea-
sonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the
Rise of Methodism (Philadelphia: Trinity
Press International, 1989). Richard Heitzen-
rater's John Wesley and the People Called
Methodists (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1995) offers a critical account of the lives of
John and Charles Wesley, intertwined with
the development of the Methodist societies
that would give rise to Methodist churches.

A seminal study of John Wesley's theology
was that of Colin Williams, John Wesley's
Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1960). Another popular (and short) account
of John Wesley's theology was given by Al-
bert C. Outler in Theology in the Wesleyan
Spirit (Nashville: Tidings, 1975). In more
recent decades, these works by Williams and
Outler have been supplanted by newer inter-
pretations of John Wesley's theology. Randy
Maddox's Responsible Grace (Nashville:
Abingdon Press/Kingswood Books, 1994)
offers a contemporary account of John Wes-
ley's theology in relation to the Christian tra-
dition and in dialogue with contemporary
theological issues. Theodore Runyon's The
New Creation: John Wesley s Theology To-
day (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998) also exam-
ines John Wesley's theology with respect to
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contemporary issues, especially those raised
by liberation theologies. Kenneth J. Collins's
The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart
of John Wesley's Theology (Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 1997) offers a carefully nu-
anced account of John Wesley's theology
and spirituality, focusing on the theme of the
“way of salvation,” the distinctively Wes-
leyan teaching about the way of the Chris-
tian life.

Two works that consider Wesleyan theology
in relationship to the formal doctrinal stan-
dards of American Methodist churches are
Scott J. Jones's United Methodist Doctrine:
The Extreme Center (Nashville: United
Methodist Publishing House, 2002), which
focuses on doctrine in The United Methodist
Church, and my own somewhat briefer
study of Methodist Doctrine: The Essentials
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), which
considers doctrine in a broader range of
Methodist denominations.

A standard collection of materials on
Charles Wesley is that edited by John R.
Tyson, Charles Wesley: A Reader (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1989). Tyson
also has authored a new biography of
Charles Wesley entitled Assist Me To Pro-
claim (William B. Eerdmans, 2007). A criti-
cal new biographical study of Charles Wes-
ley has been offered by Gareth Lloyd,
Charles Wesley and the Struggle for
Methodist Identity (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2007), which focuses on the
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struggle between John and Charles Wesley
over the role of the Methodist movement in
relation to the Church of England.






Item 1:

JOHN WESLEY, PRIVATE SELF-INSPECTION
DatED 25 JANUARY 1738

Comment: The following document was written out by
John Wesley in late January 1738 on board ship returning
to England from his journey to Georgia. This document
was written on separate sheets of paper and was neither part
of John Wesley's diaries nor of his published Journal, but
bears a strong resemblance to Journal entries in which he
looked back on his own life (see the next entry, item 2,
which bears similarities to this document). This is an
account of theological pilgrimage, written in a distressing
period in which John Wesley's hopes for the Georgia
mission had failed and also after a failed relationship with a
young woman in Georgia, Sophia Hopkey. From John
Wesley's careful records of his readings, scholars are able to
reconstruct on some detail the spiritual and theological
pilgrimage he offers here.

This narrative depicts roughly a) John Wesley's own
upbringing (the first two paragraphs), b) his study in
European Protestant (Lutheran and Reformed) theologians,
¢) his study of “Caroline” Anglican theologians (those who,
in contention with Puritans had developed a more Catholic
understanding of the Christian faith) and Non-Jurors (those
who broke fellowship with the Church of England over the
legitimacy of the Stuart monarchs, and who also favored a
consistently Catholic interpretation of Christian faith), d)
his study of works on ancient Christianity that emphasized
the model of the primitive church in the first four centuries,
e) his study of mystical writers, probably under the tutelage
of William Law, although he does not explicitly mention
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Law here, and then f) a recognition of problems with the
mystical writers.

Source: The document was originally published in Henry
Moore's Life of The Rev'd John Wesley (1824-1825), 1:342.
The version given here has been scanned from Nehemiah
Curnock, ed., The Journal of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M. (8
vols.; London: Epworth Press, 1909-1919), 1:418-420.

For many years I have been tossed by vari-
ous winds of doctrine. I asked long ago,
'What must I do to be saved?' The Scripture
answered, Keep the commandments, be-
lieve, hope, love; follow after these tempers
till thou hast fully attained, that is till death;
by all those outward works and means
which God hath appointed, by walking as
Christ walked.

[ was early warned against laying, as the “Papists”: a derogatory
Papists do, too much stress on outward term foé:iﬁg}f‘crsl
works, or on a faith without works; which,

as it does not include, so it will never lead

to, true hope or charity. Nor am I sensible

that to this hour I have laid too much stress

on either; having from the very beginning

valued both faith, and the means of grace,

and good works, not on their own account,

but as believing God, who had appointed

them, would by them bring me in due time

to the mind that was in Christ.

But before God's time was come, 1 fell Study of Continental
among some Lutheran and Calvinist authors, Protestant theologians
whose confused and indigested accounts
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magnified faith to such an amazing size that

it quite hid all the rest of the command- “Popery”: a derogatory
ments. I did not then see that this was the term for Catholicism
natural effect of their overgrown fear of

Popery; being so terrified with the cry of

merit and good works, that they plunged at

once into the other extreme. In this labyrinth

I was utterly lost; not being able to find out

what the error was, nor yet to reconcile this

uncouth hypothesis either with Scripture or

common sense.

The English writers, such as Bishop Studies in Caroline

Beveridge, Bishop Taylor, and Mr. Nelson, a Anglican theologians
. : . and Non-Jurors

little relieved me from these well-meaning,

wrong-headed Germans. Their accounts of

Christianity I could easily see to be, in the

main, consistent both with reason and Scrip-

ture. Only when they interpreted Scripture in

different ways, I was often much at a loss.

And again, there was one thing much in-

sisted on in Scripture—the unity of the

Church—which none of them, I thought,

clearly explained or strongly inculcate.

But it was not long before Providence . Studies inhanCieI}t
brought me to those who showed me a sure _ Clristianity: the Latin

. . . . quotation (from Vincent
rule of interpreting Scripture, viz. of Lérins) means “The
'Consensus veterum: quod ab omnibus, quod consensus of the

ubique, quod semper creditum.' At the same ancients: that which has

time they sufficiently insisted‘upon a dqe re- beer;\})eerl}ls\‘,ﬁgrle)?’azﬂ}i’
gard to the one Church at all times and in all always”
places.

Nor was it long before I bent the bow too far
the other way: 1. By making antiquity a co-
ordinate rather than subordinate rule with
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Scripture. 2. By admitting several doubtful
writings as undoubted evidences of an-
tiquity. 3. By extending antiquity too far,
even to the middle or end of the fourth cen-
tury. 4. By believing more practices to have
been universal in the ancient Church than
ever were so. 5. By not considering that the
decrees of one Provincial Synod could bind
only those provinces whose representatives
met therein. 6. By not considering that the
most of those decrees were adapted to par-
ticular times and occasions; and con-
sequently, when those occasions ceased,
must cease to bind even those provinces.

These considerations insensibly stole upon
me as I grew acquainted with the Mystic
writers, whose noble descriptions of union
with God and internal religion made
everything else appear mean, flat, and insip-
id. But in truth they made good works ap-
pear so too; yea, and faith itself, and what
not? These gave me an entire new view of
religion-nothing like any I had before. But,
alas! it was nothing like that religion which
Christ and His apostles lived and taught. I
had a plenary dispensation from all the com-
mands of God: the form ran thus, 'Love is
all; all the commands beside are only means
of love: you must choose those which you
feel are means to you, and use them as long
as they are so.' Thus were all the bands burst
at once. And though I could never fully
come into this, nor contentedly omit what
God enjoined; yet, I know not how, I fluctu-
ated between obedience and disobedience. I

Studies in mystical
theological and spiritual
writers

Recognition of
problems with mystical
writers
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had no heart, no vigour, no zeal in obeying;
continually doubting whether I was right or
wrong, and never out of perplexities and en-
tanglements. Nor can I at this hour give a
distinct account how or when I came a little
back toward the right way: only my present
sense is this—all the other enemies of Chris-
tianity are triflers; the Mystics are the most
dangerous of its enemies. They stab it in the
vitals; and its most serious professors are
most likely to fall by them. May I praise
Him who hath snatched me out of this fire
likewise, by warning all others that it is set
on fire of hell.






ItEm 2:

JouN WESLEY, JournNaL ENTRY
FOR 24 May 1738

Comment: The following passage includes the best known
single piece of John Wesley's writings, namely, his account
of his Aldersgate Street conversion experience of 24 May
1738. However, most collections of Wesley materials
include only paragraphs 13 and 14 of this extended
account, and it is important to see these paragraphs in the
context of the whole extended passage. In fact, it is the
larger context of the “fascicles” or installments in which
Wesley originally issued the Journal that explains why this
experience has been interpreted as a conversion experience:
the first published fascicle concludes with John Wesley's
admission “that I who went to America to convert others,
was never myself converted to God” (Journal for 29
January 1738); the second fascicle begins with the events
leading up to the Aldersgate Street experience of May
1738. However, it is also the case that John Wesley later
added a footnote to his claim that he had not been
converted before 1738, and the later footnote questions his
earlier implication that he had not been a Christian in any
sense before the Aldersgate Street experience. In fact,
readers will notice that in the first numbered paragraph
below, John Wesley states that “till I was about ten years
old I had not sinned away that 'washing of the Holy Ghost'
which was given me in baptism,” and this indicates his
consistent belief that the baptism of infants conveys the
grace of regeneration (the new birth in Christ), even if one
later “sins away” this grace.
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Source: Jackson, Works, 1:98-104.

What occurred on Wednesday, 24, 1 think
best to relate at large, after premising what
may make it the better understood. Let him
that cannot receive it ask of the Father of
lights, that He would give more light to him
and me.

1. I believe, till I was about ten years old I
had not sinned away that “washing of the
Holy Ghost” which was given me in bap-
tism; having been strictly educated and care-
fully taught, that I could only be saved “by
universal obedience, by keeping all the com-
mandments of God;” in the meaning of
which I was diligently instructed. And those
instructions, so far as they respected outward
duties and sins, I gladly received, and often
thought of. But all that was said to me of in-
ward obedience, or holiness, I neither under-
stood nor remembered. So that I was indeed
as ignorant of the true meaning of the Law,
as I was of the Gospel of Christ.

2. The next six or seven years were spent at I}ere JO%IIFI Wesley

. : . _ refers to his time at
school; where, outward restralpts being re Charterhouse School,
moved, I was much more negligent than be- London, 1714-1720

fore, even of outward duties, and almost
continually guilty of outward sins, which I
knew to be such, though they were not scan-
dalous in the eye of the world. However, I
still read the Scriptures, and said my pray-
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ers, morning and evening. And what I now
hoped to be saved by, was,

1. Not being so bad as other
people.

2. Having still a kindness for
religion. And,

3. Reading the Bible, going
to church, and saying my
prayers.

3. Being removed to the University for five
years, I still said my prayers both in public
and in private, and read, with the Scriptures,
several other books of religion, especially
comments on the New Testament. Yet I had
not all this while so much as a notion of in-
ward holiness; nay, went on habitually, and,
for the most part, very contentedly, in some
or other known sin: Indeed, with some inter-
mission and short struggles, especially be-
fore and after the holy communion, which I
was obliged to receive thrice a year. I cannot
well tell what I hoped to be saved by now,
when I was continually sinning against that
little light I had; unless by those transient
fits of what many Divines taught me to call
repentance.

4. When I was about twenty-two, my father
pressed me to enter into holy orders. At the
same time, the providence of God directing
me to Kempis’s “Christian Pattern,” I began
to see, that true religion was seated in the
heart, and that God’s law extended to all our
thoughts as well as words and actions. I was,

Here John Wesley
refers to his time at
Christ Church College,
Oxford, 1720-1726

1725
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however, very angry at Kempis, for being
too strict; though I read him only in Dean
Stanhope’s translation. Yet I had frequently
much sensible comfort in reading him, such
as [ was an utter stranger to before: And
meeting likewise with a religious friend,
which I never had till now, I began to alter
the whole form of my conversation, and to
set in earnest upon a new life. I set apart an
hour or two a day for religious retirement. I
communicated every week. | watched
against all sin, whether in word or deed. I
began to aim at, and pray for, inward holi-
ness. So that now, “doing so much, and liv-
ing so good a life,” I doubted not but I was a
good Christian.

5. Removing soon after to another College, ~John Wesley became a

I executed a resolution which I was before 1Y of Igncoln College,
. . xford, in 1726

convinced was of the utmost importance,—

shaking off at once all my trifling acquaint-

ance. [ began to see more and more the

value of time. I applied myself closer to

study. I watched more carefully against actu-

al sins; I advised others to be religious, ac-

cording to that scheme of religion by which

I modelled my own life. But meeting now

with Mr. Law’s “Christian Perfection” and

“Serious Call,” although I was much offen-

ded at many parts of both, yet they con-

vinced me more than ever of the exceeding

height and breadth and depth of the law of

God. The light flowed in so mightily upon

my soul, that every thing appeared in a new

view. I cried to God for help, and resolved

not to prolong the time of obeying Him as I
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had never done before. And by my contin-
ued endeavour to keep His whole law, in-
ward and outward, to the utmost of my
power, I was persuaded that I should be ac-
cepted of Him, and that [ was even then in a
state of salvation.

6. In 1730 I began visiting the prisons; as-
sisting the poor and sick in town;and doing
what other good I could, by my presence, or
my little fortune, to the bodies and souls of
all men. To this end I abridged myself of all
superfluities, and many that are called neces-
saries of life. I soon became a by-word for
so doing, and I rejoiced that my name was
cast out as evil. The next spring I began ob-
serving the Wednesday and Friday Fasts,
commonly observed in the ancient Church;
tasting no food till three in the afternoon.
And now I knew not how to go any farther. I
diligently strove against all sin. I omitted no
sort of self-denial which I thought lawful: I
carefully used, both in public and in private,
all the means of grace at all opportunities. I
omitted no occasion of doing good: I for that
reason suffered evil. And all this I knew to
be nothing, unless as it was directed toward
inward holiness. Accordingly this, the image
of God, was what I aimed at in all, by doing
his will, not my own. Yet when, after con-
tinuing some years in this course, I appre-
hended myself to be near death, I could not
find that all this gave me any comfort, or
any assurance of acceptance with God. At
this I was then not a little surprised; not ima-
gining I had been all this time building on
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the sand, nor considering that “other founda-
tion can no man lay, than that which is laid”
by God, “even Christ Jesus.”

7. Soon after, a contemplative man con-
vinced me still more than I was convinced
before, that outward works are nothing, be-
ing alone; and in several conversations in-
structed me, how to pursue inward holiness,
or a union of the soul with God. But even of
his instructions (though I then received them
as the words of God) I cannot but now ob-
serve, 1. That he spoke so incautiously
against trusting in outward works, that he
discouraged me from doing them at all. 2.
That he recommended (as it were, to supply
what was wanting in them) mental prayer,
and the like exercises, as the most effectual
means of purifying the soul, and uniting it
with God. Now these were, in truth, as much
my own works as visiting the sick or cloth-
ing the naked; and the union with God thus
pursued, was as really my own righteous-
ness, as any | had before pursued under an-
other name.

8. In this refined way of trusting to my own
works and my own righteousness, (so zeal-
ously inculcated by the mystic writers,) I
dragged on heavily, finding no comfort or
help therein, till the time of my leaving Eng-
land. On shipboard, however, | was again
active in outward works; where it pleased
God of his free mercy to give me twenty-six
of the Moravian brethren for companions,
who endeavoured to show me “a more ex-

The “contemplative
man” John Wesley
refers to here was
probably the spiritual
writer William Law

John Wesley's voyage to

Georgia in late 1735
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cellent way.” But I understood it not at first.
I was too learned and too wise. So that it
seemed foolishness unto me. And I contin-
ued preaching, and following after, and
trusting in, that righteousness whereby no
flesh can be justified.

9. All the time I was at Savannah I was thus
beating the air. Being ignorant of the right-
eousness of Christ, which, by a living faith
in Him, bringeth salvation “to every one that
believeth,” I sought to establish my own
righteousness; and so laboured in the fire all
my days. [ was now properly “under the
law;” I knew that “the law” of God was
“spiritual; I consented to it that it was good.”
Yea, “I delighted in it, after the inner man.”
Yet was I “carnal, sold under sin.” Everyday
was I constrained to cry out, “What I do, |
allow not: For what I would, I do not; but
what I hate, that I do. To will is” indeed
“present with me: But how to perform that
which is good, I find not. For the good
which I would, I do not; but the evil which I
would not, that I do. I find a law, that when I
would do good, evil is present with me:”
Even “the law in my members, warring
against the law of my mind,” and still
“bringing me into captivity to the law of

2

Sin.

10. In this vile, abject state of bondage to
sin, I was indeed fighting continually, but
not conquering. Before, I had willingly
served sin; now it was unwillingly; but still I
served it. I fell, and rose, and fell again.
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Sometimes I was overcome, and in heavi-
ness: Sometimes [ overcame, and was in joy.
For as in the former state I had some fore-
tastes of the terrors of the law, so had I in
this, of the comforts of the Gospel. During
this whole struggle between nature and
grace, which had now continued above ten
years, | had many remarkable returns to
prayer; especially when I was in trouble: I
had many sensible comforts; which are in-
deed no other than short anticipations of the
life of faith. But I was still “under the law,”
not “under grace:” (The state most who are
called Christians are content to live and die
in:) For I was only striving with, not freed
from, sin: Neither had I the witness of the
Spirit with my spirit, and indeed could not;
for I “sought it not by faith, but as it were by
the works of the law.”

11. In my return to England, January, 1738, John Wesley's return to
being in imminent danger of death, and very England in early 1738
uneasy on that account, I was strongly con-

vinced that the cause of that uneasiness was

unbelief; and that the gaining a true, living

faith was the “one thing needful” for me.

But still I fixed not this faith on its right ob-

ject: I meant only faith in God, not faith in

or through Christ. Again, I knew not that I

was wholly void of this faith; but only

thought, I had not enough of it. So that when

Peter Bohler, whom God prepared for me as

soon as I came to London, affirmed of true

faith in Christ, (which is but one,) that it had

those two fruits inseparably attending it,

“Dominion over sin, and constant Peace
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from a sense of forgiveness,” I was quite
amazed, and looked upon it as a new Gos-
pel. If this was so, it was clear I had not
faith. But I was not willing to be convinced
of this. Therefore, I disputed with all my
might, and laboured to prove that faith might
be where these were not; especially where
the sense of forgiveness was not: For all the
Scriptures relating to this I had been long
since taught to construe away; and to call all
Presbyterians who spoke otherwise. Besides,
I well saw, no one could, in the nature of
things, have such a sense of forgiveness, and
not feel it. But I felt it not. If then there was
no faith without this, all my pretensions to
faith dropped at once.

12. When I met Peter Bohler again, he con-
sented to put the dispute upon the issue
which I desired, namely, Scripture and ex-
perience. I first consulted the Scripture. But
when I set aside the glosses of men, and
simply considered the words of God, com-
paring them together, endeavouring to illus-
trate the obscure by the plainer passages; |
found they all made against me, and was
forced to retreat to my last hold, “that exper-
ience would never agree with the literal in-
terpretation of those scriptures. Nor could I
therefore allow it to be true, till I found
some living witnesses of it.” He replied, he
could show me such at any time; if I desired
it, the next day. And accordingly, the next
day he came again with three others, all of
whom testified, of their own personal exper-
ience, that a true living faith in Christ is in-
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separable from a sense of pardon for all past,
and freedom from all present, sins. They ad-
ded with one mouth, that this faith was the
gift, the free gift of God; and that he would
surely bestow it upon every soul who earn-
estly and perseveringly sought it. I was now
thoroughly convinced; and, by the grace of
God, I resolved to seek it unto the end, 1. By
absolutely renouncing all dependence, in
whole or in part, upon my own works or
righteousness; on which I had really groun-
ded my hope of salvation, though I knew it
not, from my youth up. 2. By adding to the
constant use of all the other means of grace,
continual prayer for this very thing, justify-
ing, saving faith, a full reliance on the blood
of Christ shed for me; a trust in Him, as my
Christ, as my sole justification, sanctifica-
tion, and redemption.

13. I continued thus to seek it, (though with
strange indifference, dulness, and coldness,
and unusually frequent relapses into sin,) till
Wednesday, May 24. I think it was about
five this morning, that I opened my Testa-
ment on those words, T&X PEYLOTX AUV Kol
TIHLX ETTRYYEAUOTO dEdwpnTaL (VK
yéveoBe Belag kolvolvol OoewC.
“There are given unto us exceeding great
and precious promises, even that ye should
be partakers of the divine nature.” (2 Peter
1:4.) Just as I went out, I opened it again on
those words, “Thou art not far from the
kingdom of God.” In the afternoon I was
asked to go to St. Paul’s. The anthem was,
“Out of the deep have I called unto thee, O
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Lord: Lord, hear my voice. O let thine ears
consider well the voice of my complaint. If
thou, Lord, wilt be extreme to mark what is
done amiss, O Lord, who may abide it? For
there is mercy with thee; therefore shalt thou
be feared. O Israel, trust in the Lord: For
with the Lord there is mercy, and with him is
plenteous redemption. And He shall redeem
Israel from all his sins.”

14. In the evening I went very unwillingly to
a society in Aldersgate-Street, where one
was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle
to the Romans. About a quarter before nine,
while he was describing the change which
God works in the heart through faith in
Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I
felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for sal-
vation: And an assurance was given me, that
he had taken away my sins, even mine, and
saved me from the law of sin and death.

15. I began to pray with all my might for
those who had in a more especial manner
despitefully used me and persecuted me. I
then testified openly to all there, what I now
first felt in my heart. But it was not long be-
fore the enemy suggested, “This cannot be
faith; for where is thy joy?” Then was I
taught, that peace and victory over sin are
essential to faith in the Captain of our salva-
tion: But that, as to the transports of joy that
usually attend the beginning of it, especially
in those who have mourned deeply, God
sometimes giveth, sometimes withholdeth
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them, according to the counsels of his own
will.

16. After my return home, I was much buf-
feted with temptations; but cried out, and
they fled away. They returned again and
again. [ as often lifted up my eyes, and He
“sent me help from his holy place.” And
herein I found the difference between this
and my former state chiefly consisted. I was
striving, yea, fighting with all my might un-
der the law, as well as under grace. But then
I was sometimes, if not often, conquered;
now, [ was always conqueror.
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17. Thur. 25.—The moment I awaked, “Je-
sus, Master,” was in my heart and in my
mouth; and I found all my strength lay in
keeping my eye fixed upon him, and my
soul waiting on him continually. Being again
at St. Paul’s in the afternoon, I could taste
the good word of God in the anthem, which
began, “My song shall be always of the lov-
ing kindness of the Lord: With my mouth
will I ever be showing forth thy truth from
one generation to another.” Yet the enemy
injected a fear, “If thou dost believe, why is
there not a more sensible change?” I
answered, (yet not I,) “That I know not. But
this I know, I have ‘now peace with God.’
And I sin not today, and Jesus my Master
has forbid me to take thought for the mor-

2

Trow.

18. “But is not any sort of fear,” continued
the tempter, “a proof that thou dost not be-
lieve?” I desired my Master to answer for
me; and opened his Book upon those words
of St. Paul, “Without were fightings, within
were fears.” Then, inferred I, well may fears
be within me; but [ must go on, and tread
them under my feet.






Item 3:

JOHN WESLEY, JOURNAL ENTRIES
FOR 31 MARcH — 2 ApriL 1739

Comment: The following entries from John Wesley's
Journal depict the beginning of his open-air preaching. As
he states here, he had witnessed George Whitefield doing
the same, and Whitefield had been in communication with
the Welsh itinerant Howell Harris, who had begun
preaching outdoors from the winter or spring of 1736. The
Act of Toleration of 1689 provided that worship should be
conducted in an Anglican church or chapel or in a
registered dissenting place of worship. Outdoor preaching
could be and was seen as contradicting this foundational
law for eighteenth-century England, and John Wesley was
within a few days upbraided by the Bishop of Bristol, who
objected to the practice on the grounds of the Act of
Toleration.

Source: Jackson, Works, 1:185.

Saturday, 31. In the evening I reached Bris-
tol, and met Mr. Whitefield there. I could
scarce reconcile myself at first to this
strange way of preaching in the fields, of
which he set me an example on Sunday;
having been all my life (till very lately) so
tenacious of every point relating to decency
and order, that I should have thought the
saving of souls almost a sin, if it had not
been done in a church.
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ArriL 1.—In the evening (Mr. Whitefield be-
ing gone) I begun expounding our Lord’s
Sermon on the Mount, (one pretty remark-
able precedent of field-preaching, though I
suppose there were churches at that time
also,) to a little society which was accus-
tomed to meet once or twice a week in Nich-
olas-Street.

Mon. 2.—At four in the afternoon, I submit-
ted to be more vile, and proclaimed in the
highways the glad tidings of salvation,
speaking from a little eminence in a ground
adjoining to the city, to about three thousand
people. The scripture on which I spoke was
this, (is it possible any one should be ignor-
ant, that it is fulfilled in every true Minister
of Christ?) “The Spirit of the Lord is upon
me, because he hath anointed me to preach
the Gospel to the poor. He hath sent me to
heal the brokenhearted; to preach deliver-
ance to the captives, and recovery of sight to
the blind: To set at liberty them that are
bruised, to proclaim the acceptable year of
the Lord.”



IteEm 4:

CHARLES WESLEY,
“HyMN FOR CHRISTMAS-DAY”
AND “HymN FOR EASTER-DAY” (1739)

Comment: The two hymns given here are among the best
known of Charles Wesley's hymns. They were both
published in a collection of Hymns and Sacred Poems
(1739), which lists both John and Charles Wesley as
authors, although it is doubted whether John actually
composed any of the poems and hymns in the collection
and these two have always been attributed to Charles.
Within this large collection of hymns and poems, these two
appear within a liturgical sequence of five hymns: for
Christmas day, Epiphany, Easter Sunday, Ascension day,
and Pentecost. Later, Charles Wesley would compose a
series of whole collections of hymns for four of these
celebrations in the Christian liturgical year: Hymns on the
Nativity (1745), Hymns for our Lord's Resurrection (1746),
Hymns for Ascension-Day (1746), and Hymns of Petition
and Thanksgiving for the Promise of the Father subtitled
Hymns for Whitsunday (1746; “Whitsunday” is a British
term for Pentecost Sunday). The Anglo-Saxon term
“welkin” in the first line below denotes the arc of the
heavens; it was George Whitefield who changed this first
line to “Hark, the herald angels sing.” (Thanks, George.)

Source: These hymns were first published in Hymns and
Sacred Poems (1739, pp. 206-208, 209-211). The versions
cited here are from Osborn, Poetical Works, 1:183-184,
185-186.
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Hymn for Christmas-Day

Hark how all the welkin rings,
"Glory to the King of kings,
Peace on earth, and mercy mild,
God and sinners reconciled!"

Joyful, all ye nations, rise,

Join the triumph of the skies;
Universal Nature, say,

"Christ the Lord is born to-day!"

Christ, by highest heaven adored,
Christ, the everlasting Lord,

Late in time behold Him come,
Offspring of a virgin's womb.

Veil'd in flesh, the Godhead see,
Hail the' Incarnate Deity!

Pleased as man with men to' appear
Jesus, our Immanuel here!

Hail the heavenly Prince of Peace!
Hail the Sun of Righteousness!
Light and life to all He brings,
Risen with healing in His wings.

Mild He lays His glory by,
Born—that man no more may die,
Born—to raise the sons of earth,
Born—to give them second birth.

Come, Desire of Nations, come,
Fix in us Thy humble home;
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Rise, the woman's conquering Seed,
Bruise in us the serpent's head.

Now display Thy saving power,
Ruin'd nature now restore;

Now in mystic union join

Thine to ours, and ours to Thine.

Adam's likeness, Lord, efface,
Stamp Thy image in its place;
Second Adam from above,
Reinstate us in Thy love.

Let us Thee, though lost, regain,
Thee, the Life, the Inner Man:
O! to all Thyself impart,
Form'd in each believing heart.

Hymn for Easter-Day

"Christ the Lord is risen to-day,"
Sons of men and angels say!

Raise your joys and triumphs high;
Sing, ye heavens; and, earth, reply.

Love's redeeming work is done,
Fought the fight, the battle won:
Lo! our Sun's eclipse is o'er;
Lo! He sets in blood no more.

Vain the stone, the watch, the seal;
Christ has burst the gates of hell!
Death in vain forbids His rise:
Christ has open'd paradise!
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Lives again our glorious King:
Where, O Death, is now thy sting?
Dying once, He all doth save:
Where thy victory, O Grave?

Soar we now, where Christ has led?
Following our exalted Head,

Made like Him, like Him we rise,
Ours the cross, the grave, the skies!

What though once we perish'd all,
Partners in our parent's fall?
Second life we all receive,

In our Heavenly Adam live.

Risen with Him, we upward move;
Still we seek the things above;
Still pursue, and kiss the Son
Seated on His Father's throne:

Scarce on earth a thought bestow,
Dead to all we leave below;
Heaven our aim, and loved abode,
Hid our life with Christ in God!

Hid; till Christ, our Life, appear,
Glorious in His members here:
Join'd to Him, we then shall shine
All immortal, all Divine!

Halil, the Lord of earth and heaven!
Praise to Thee by both be given:
Thee we greet triumphant now;
Halil, the Resurrection Thou!
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King of glory, Soul of bliss,
Everlasting life is this,

Thee to know, Thy power to prove,
Thus to sing, and thus to love!






ITeEm 5:

CHARLES WESLEY,
PoEM “FOR THE ANNIVERSARY DAY
ofF ONE's ConvERSION” (1739)

Comment: The following poem includes the verses that
would be used in 1780 by John Wesley to form the shorter
hymn “O, For a Thousand Tongues to Sing,” traditionally
the first hymn in Methodist hymnals. The poem was written
by Charles Wesley in 1739 to celebrate the first anniversary
of his own conversion experience, which had occurred on
May 21, 1738, three days ahead of his brother's Aldersgate
Street experience. Although six or seven of the verses are
well known to Methodist people, some of the other verses
(like “Harlots, and publicans, and thieves/In holy triumph
join”) might be found surprising by a pious Methodist
congregation.

Source: The poem was originally published in Hymns and
Sacred Poems (1740, pp. 120-123). The version cited here
is from Osborn, Poetical Works, 1:299-301.

For the Anniversary Day of One's Conversion

Glory to God, and praise, and love
Be ever, ever given,

By saints below, and saints above,
The church in earth and heaven.

On this glad day the glorious Sun
Of Righteousness arose;
On my benighted soul He shone,



56

And fill'd it with repose.

Sudden expired the legal strife;
"Twas then I ceased to grieve;
My second, real, living life

I then began to live.

Then with my heart I first believed,
Believed with faith Divine;

Power with the Holy Ghost received
To call the Saviour mine.

I felt my Lord's atoning blood
Close to my soul applied;

Me, me He loved—the Son of God
For me, for me He died!

I found, and own'd His promise true,
Ascertain'd of my part;

My pardon pass'd in heaven I knew,
When written on my heart.

O for a thousand tongues to sing
My dear Redeemer's praise!

The glories of my God and King,
The triumphs of His grace.

My gracious Master, and my God,
Assist me to proclaim,

To spread through all the earth abroad
The honours of Thy name.

Jesus, the name that charms our fears,
That bids our sorrows cease;
'Tis music in the sinner's ears,
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'Tis life, and health, and peace!

He breaks the power of cancell'd sin,
He sets the prisoner free;
His blood can make the foulest clean,
His blood avail'd for me.

He speaks; and, listening to His voice,
New life the dead receive,

The mournful, broken hearts rejoice,
The humble poor believe.

Hear Him, ye deaf; His praise, ye dumb,
Your loosen'd tongues employ;

Ye blind, behold your Saviour come;
And leap, ye lame, for joy.

Look unto Him, ye nations; own

Your God, ye fallen race!

Look, and be saved through faith alone;
Be justified by grace!

See all your sins on Jesus laid;

The Lamb of God was slain,

His soul was once an offering made
For every soul of man.

Harlots, and publicans, and thieves
In holy triumph join;

Saved is the sinner that believes
From crimes as great as mine.

Murderers, and all ye hellish crew,
Ye sons of lust and pride,
Believe the Saviour died for you;
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For me the Saviour died.

Awake from guilty nature's sleep,
And Christ shall give you light,
Cast all your sins into the deep,
And wash the Ethiop white.

With me, your chief, you then shall know,
Shall feel your sins forgiven;

Anticipate your heaven below,

And own that love is heaven.



ITteEm 6:

JoHN WESLEY,
SERMON ON “CHRISTIAN PERFECTION” (1741)

Comment: Perhaps the most distinctive and controversial
aspect of John Wesley's theology and spirituality was his
claim that by divine grace Christians could love God
completely and in this sense they could cease sinning, since
sin implies lack of love for God. Wesley did not hesitate to
utilize the biblical term “perfection” (Matthew 5:48 as well
as the passage from Philippians that is the text of the
following sermon) to describe the realization of the Great
Commandment, “You shall love the Lord your God with all
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind”
(Deuteronomy 6:4, Matthew 22:37, etc.).

Source: Jackson, Works, 6:1-19.

"Not as though I had already attained,
either were already perfect." Phil. iii. 12.

1. TuErE is scarce any expression in Holy Introduction
Writ which has given more offence than this.

The word perfect is what many cannot bear.

The very sound of it is an abomination to

them; and whosoever preaches perfection

(as the phrase is,) that is, asserts that it is at-

tainable in this life, runs great hazard of be-

ing accounted by them worse than a heathen

man or a publican.
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2. And hence some have advised, wholly to
lay aside the use of those expressions; "be-
cause they have given so great offence." But
are they not found in the oracles of God? If
so, by what authority can any Messenger of
God lay them aside, even though all men
should be offended? We have not so learned
Christ; neither may we thus give place to the
devil. Whatsoever God hath spoken that will
we speak, whether men will hear, or whether
they will forbear; knowing that then alone
can any Minister of Christ be "pure from the
blood of all men," when he hath "not
shunned to declare unto them all the counsel
of God."

3. We may not, therefore, lay these expres-
sions aside, seeing they are the words of
God, and not of man. But we may and ought
to explain the meaning of them, that those
who are sincere of heart may not err to the
right hand or to the left, from the mark of
the prize of their high calling. And this is the
more needful to be done because in the verse
already repeated the Apostle speaks of him-
self as not perfect: "Not," saith he, "as
though I were already perfect." And yet im-
mediately after, in the fifteenth verse, he
speaks of himself, yea, and many others, as
perfect: "Let us," saith he, "as many as be
perfect, be thus minded."

4. In order, therefore, to remove the diffi-
culty arising from this seeming contradic-
tion, as well as to give light to them who are
pressing forward to the mark, and that those
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who are lame be not turned out of the way, I
shall endeavour to show,

First, in what sense Christi-
ans are not; and,

Secondly, In what sense they
are, perfect.

L. 1. In the first place I shall endeavour to L. The senses in
show, in what sense Christtians are not per- cal‘;":;itf;‘::‘:gz
fect. And both from experience and Scrip- perfect
ture it appears, First, that they are not perfect

in knowledge: they are not so perfect in this ~_They cannot expect to
life as to be free from ignorance. They be free from ignorance
know, it may be, in common with other men,

many things relating to the present world;

and they know, with regard to the world to

come, the general truths which God hath re-

vealed. They know, likewise, (what the nat-

ural man receiveth not, for these things are

spiritually discerned,) "what manner of

love" it is wherewith "the Father" hath loved

them, "that they should be called the sons of

God." They know the mighty working of

his Spirit in their hearts; and the wisdom of

his providence, directing all their paths, and

causing all things to work together for their

good. Yea, they know in every circumstance

of life what the Lord requireth of them, and

how to keep a conscience void of offence

both toward God and toward man.

2. But innumerable are the things which they
know not. Touching the Almighty himself,
they cannot search him out to perfection.
"Lo, these are but a part of his ways; but the
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thunder of his power who can understand?"
They cannot understand, I will not say, how
"there are Three that bear record in heaven,
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and
these three are one;" or how the eternal Son
of God "took upon himself the form of a ser-
vant;"—but not any one attribute, not any
one circumstance of the divine nature.
Neither is it for them to know the times and
seasons when God will work his great works
upon the earth; no, not even those which he
hath in part revealed by his servants and
Prophets since the world began. Much less
do they know when God, having "accom-
plished the number of his elect, will hasten
his kingdom;" when "the heavens shall pass
away with a great noise, and the elements
shall melt with fervent heat."

3. They know not the reasons even of many
of his present dispensations with the sons of
men; but are constrained to rest here, —
Though "clouds and darkness are round
about him, righteousness and judgement are
the habitation of his seat." Yea, often with
regard to his dealings with themselves, doth
their Lord say unto them, "What I do, thou
knowest not now; but thou shalt know here-
after." And how little do they know of what
1s ever before them, of even the visible
works of his hands!—how "he spreadeth the
north over the empty place, and hangeth the
earth upon nothing?" how he unites all the
parts of this vast machine by a secret chain
which cannot be broken? So great is the ig-
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norance, so very little the knowledge, of
even the best of men!

4. No one, then, is so perfect in this life, as They cannot expect to
to be free from ignorance. Nor, Secondly, be free from mistakes
from mistake; which indeed is almost an un-
avoidable consequence of it; seeing those
who "know but in part" are ever liable to err
touching the things which they know not. It
1s true, the children of God do not mistake as
to the things essential to salvation: They do
not "put darkness for light, or light for dark-
ness;" neither "seek death in the error of
their life." For they are "taught of God;" and
the way which he teaches them, the way of
holiness, is so plain, that "the wayfaring
man, though a fool, need not err therein."
But in things unessential to salvation they do
ert, and that frequently. The best and wisest
of men are frequently mistaken even with re-
gard to facts; believing those things not to
have been which really were, or those to
have been done which were not. Or, suppose
they are not mistaken as to the fact itself,
they may be with regard to its circum-
stances; believing them, or many of them, to
have been quite different from what, in truth,
they were. And hence cannot but arise many
farther mistakes. Hence they may believe
either past or present actions which were or
are evil, to be good; and such as were or are
good, to be evil. Hence also they may judge
not according to truth with regard to the
characters of men; and that, not only by sup-
posing good men to be better, or wicked
men to be worse, than they are, but by be-
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lieving them to have been or to be good
men, who were or are very wicked; or per-
haps those to have been or to be wicked
men, who were or are holy and unreprov-
able.

5. Nay, with regard to the Holy Scriptures
themselves, as careful as they are to avoid it,
the best of men are liable to mistake, and do
mistake day by day; especially with respect
to those parts thereof which less immedi-
ately relate to practice. Hence, even the chil-
dren of God are not agreed as to the inter-
pretation of many places in holy writ: Nor is
their difference of opinion any proof that
they are not the children of God on either
side; but it is a proof that we are no more to
expect any living man to be infallible than to
be omniscient.

6. If it be objected to what has been ob-
served under this and the preceding head,
that St. John, speaking to his brethren in the
faith says, "Ye have an unction from the
Holy One, and ye know all things:" (1 John
ii. 20:) The answer is plain: "Ye know all
things that are needful for your souls'
health." That the Apostle never designed to
extend this farther, that he could not speak it
in an absolute sense, is clear, First from
hence;—that otherwise he would describe
the disciple as "above his Master;" seeing
Christ himself, as man, knew not all things:
"Of that hour," saith he, "knoweth no man;
no, not the Son, but the Father only." It is
clear, Secondly, from the Apostle's own
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words that follow: "These things have I writ-
ten unto you concerning them that deceive
you;" as well as from his frequently repeated
caution, "Let no man deceive you;" which
had been altogether needless, had not those
very persons who had that unction from the
Holy One been liable, not to ignorance only,
but to mistake also.

7. Even Christians, therefore, are not so per- _ They cannot expect to
fect as to be free either from ignorance or er- be free from infirmities
ror: We may, Thirdly, add, nor from infirmit-
ies.—Only let us take care to understand this
word aright: Only let us not give that soft
title to known sins, as the manner of some

is. So, one man tells us, "Every man has his
infirmity, and mine is drunkenness;" Anoth-
er has the infirmity of uncleanness; another
of taking God's holy name in vain; and yet
another has the infirmity of calling his
brother, "Thou fool," or returning "railing
for railing." It is plain that all you who thus
speak, if ye repent not, shall, with your in-
firmities, go quick into hell! But I mean
hereby, not only those which are properly
termed bodily infirmities, but all those in-
ward or outward imperfections which are
not of a moral nature. Such are the weakness
or slowness of understanding, dulness or
confusedness of apprehension, incoherency
of thought, irregular quickness or heaviness
of imagination. Such (to mention no more of
this kind) is the want of a ready or of a re-
tentive memory. Such, in another kind, are
those which are commonly, in some meas-
ure, consequent upon these; namely, slow-



66

ness of speech, impropriety of language, un-
gracefulness of pronunciation; to which one
might add a thousand nameless defects,
either in conversation or behaviour. These
are the infirmities which are found in the
best of men, in a larger or smaller propor-
tion. And from these none can hope to be
perfectly freed, till the spirit returns to God
that gave it.

8. Nor can we expect, till then, to be wholly  They cannot expect to
free from temptation. Such perfection belon- be free from temptation
geth not to this life. It is true, there are those
who, being given up to work all uncleanness
with greediness, scarce perceive the tempta-
tions which they resist not; and so seem to
be without temptation. There are also many
whom the wise enemy of souls, seeing to be
fast asleep in the dead form of godliness,
will not tempt to gross sin, lest they should
awake before they drop into everlasting
burnings. I know there are also children of
God who, being now justified freely, having
found redemption in the blood of Christ, for
the present feel no temptation. God hath said
to their enemies, "Touch not mine anointed,
and do my children no harm." And for this
season, it may be for weeks or months, he
causeth them to ride on high places he
beareth them as on eagles' wings, above all
the fiery darts of the wicked one. But this
state will not last always; as we may learn
from that single consideration,—that the Son
of God himself, in the days of his flesh, was
tempted even to the end of his life. There-
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fore, so let his servant expect to be; for "it is
enough that he be as his Master."

9. Christian perfection, therefore, does not
imply (as some men seem to have imagined)
an exemption either from ignorance, or mis-
take, or infirmities or temptations. Indeed, it
is only another term for holiness. They are
two names for the same thing. Thus, every
one that is holy is, in the Scripture sense,
perfect. Yet we may, Lastly, observe, that
neither in this respect is there any absolute
perfection on earth. There is no perfection of
degrees, as it is termed; none which does not
admit of a continual increase. So that how
much soever any man hath attained, or in
how high a degree soever he is perfect, he
hath still need to "grow in grace," and daily
to advance in the knowledge and love of
God his Saviour.

II. 1. In what sense, then, are Christians per-
fect? This is what I shall endeavour, in the
Second place, to show. But it should be
premised, that there are several stages in
Christian life, as in natural;- some of the
children of God being but new-born babes;
others having attained to more maturity. And
accordingly St. John, in his first Epistle, (1
John ii. 12, &c.,) applies himself severally to
those he terms little children, those he styles
young men, and those whom he entitles fath-
ers. "I write unto you, little children," saith
the Apostle, "because your sins are forgiven
you:" Because thus far you have attained,—
being "justified freely," you "have peace

I1. The senses in
which Christians
can expect to be
made perfect
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with God, through Jesus Christ." "I write
unto you, young men, because ye have over-
come the wicked one;" or (as he afterwards
addeth,) "because ye are strong, and the
word of God abideth in you." Ye have
quenched the fiery darts of the wicked one,
the doubts and fears wherewith he disturbed
your first peace; and the witness of God, that
your sins are forgiven, now abideth in your
heart. "I write unto you, fathers, because ye
have known him that is from the beginning."
Ye have known both the Father and the Son
and the Spirit of Christ, in your inmost soul.
Ye are "perfect men,” being grown up “to
the measure of the stature of the fulness of
Christ."

2. It is of these chiefly I speak in the latter
part of this discourse: For these only are per-
fect Christians. But even babes in Christ are
in such a sense perfect, or born of God, (an
expression taken also in divers senses,) as,
First, not to commit sin. If any doubt of this
privilege of the sons of God, the question is
not to be decided by abstract reasonings,
which may be drawn out into an endless
length, and leave the point just as it was be-
fore. Neither is it to be determined by the
experience of this or that particular person.
Many may suppose they do not commit sin,
when they do; but this proves nothing either
way. To the law and to the testimony we ap-
peal. "Let God be true, and every man a
liar." By his Word will we abide, and that
alone. Hereby we ought to be judged.
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3. Now the Word of God plainly declares,
that even those who are justified, who are
born again in the lowest sense, "do not con-
tinue in sin;" that they cannot "live any
longer therein;" (Rom. vi. 1, 2;) that they are
"planted together in the likeness of the
death" of Christ; (verse 5;) that their "old
man is crucified with him," the body of sin
being destroyed, so that henceforth they do
not serve sin; that being dead with Christ,
they are free from sin; (verses 6, 7;) that
they are "dead unto sin, and alive unto God;"
(verse 11;) that "sin hath no more dominion
over them," who are "not under the law, but
under grace;" but that these, "being free
from sin, are become the servants of right-
eousness." (verses 14, 18)

4. The very least which can be implied in
these words, is, that the persons spoken of
therein, namely, all real Christians, or be-
lievers in Christ, are made free from out-
ward sin. And the same freedom, which St.
Paul here expresses in such variety of
phrases, St. Peter expresses in that one: (1
Pet. iv. 1, 2:) "He that hath suffered in the
flesh hath ceased from sin,—that he no
longer should live to the desires of men, but
to the will of God." For this ceasing from
sin, if it be interpreted in the lowest sense, as
regarding only the outward behaviour, must
denote the ceasing from the outward act,
from any outward transgression of the law.

5 . But most express are the well-known
words of St. John, in the third chapter of his

They can expect to be
made free from sin
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First Epistle, verse 8, &c.: "He that commit-
teth sin is of the devil; for the devil sinneth
from the beginning. For this purpose the Son
of God was manifested, that he might des-
troy the works of the devil. Whosoever is
born of God doth not commit sin; for his
seed remaineth in him: And he cannot sin
because he is born of God." And those in the
fifth: (verse 18:) "We know that whosoever
is born of God sinneth not; but he that is be-
gotten of God keepeth himself, and that
wicked one toucheth him not."

6. Indeed it is said, this means only, He sin-
neth not wilfully; or he doth not commit sin
habitually; or, not as other men do; or, not
as he did before. But by whom is this said?
By St. John? No. There is no such word in
the text; nor in the whole chapter; nor in all
his Epistle; nor in any part of his writings
whatsoever. Why then, the best way to an-
swer a bold assertion is simply to deny it.
And if any man can prove it from the Word
of God, let him bring forth his strong reas-
ons.

7. And a sort of reason there is, which has
been frequently brought to support these
strange assertions, drawn from the examples
recorded in the Word of God: "What!" say
they, "did not Abraham himself commit sin,
—prevaricating, and denying his wife? Did
not Moses commit sin, when he provoked
God at the waters of strife? Nay, to produce
one for all, did not even David, 'the man
after God's own heart,' commit sin, in the
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matter of Uriah the Hittite; even murder and
adultery?" It is most sure he did. All this is
true. But what is it you would infer from
hence? It may be granted, First, that David,
in the general course of his life, was one of
the holiest men among the Jews; and,
Secondly, that the holiest men among the
Jews did sometimes commit sin. But if you
would hence infer, that all Christians do and
must commit sin as long as they live; this
consequence we utterly deny: It will never
follow from those premises.

8. Those who argue thus, seem never to have
considered that declaration of our Lord:
(Matt. xi. 11:) "Verily I say unto you,
Among them that are born of women there
hath not risen a greater than John the
Baptist: Notwithstanding he that is least in
the kingdom of heaven is greater than he." I
fear, indeed, there are some who have ima-
gined "the kingdom of heaven," here, to
mean the kingdom of glory; as if the Son of
God had just discovered to us, that the least
glorified saint in heaven is greater than any
man upon earth! To mention this is suffi-
ciently to refute it. There can, therefore, no
doubt be made, but "the kingdom of
heaven," here, (as in the following verse,
where it is said to be taken by force.) or, "the
kingdom of God," as St. Luke expresses it,
—is that kingdom of God on earth where-
unto all true believers in Christ, all real
Christians, belong. In these words, then, our
Lord declares two things: First, that before
his coming in the flesh, among all the chil-
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dren of men there had not been one greater
than John the Baptist; whence it evidently
follows, that neither Abraham, David, nor
any Jew was greater than John. Our Lord,
Secondly, declares that he which is least in
the kingdom of God (in that kingdom which
he came to set up on earth, and which the vi-
olent now began to take by force) is greater
than he:—Not a greater Prophet as some
have interpreted the word; for this is palp-
ably false in fact; but greater in the grace of
God, and the knowledge of our Lord Jesus
Christ. Therefore, we cannot measure the
privileges of real Christians by those
formerly given to the Jews. Their "ministra-
tion," (or dispensation,) we allow "was glor-
ious;" but ours "exceeds in glo