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JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS
ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY
METHODIST BELIEFS

~JNTRODUCTION

- The previous chapter began to describe the core beliefs of
~Wes1eyan communities in the works of John Wesley by asking
~:about his understanding of common Christian faith, examining in
v-particular his understanding of common “essential” or “fundamen
~ tal” Christian beliefs affirmed in the Methodist movement. I turn in
~this chapter to consider John Wesley’s claims about distinctive
~. beliefs of the Methodist movement. As noted above, we have to dis

:tinguish, in the context of the eighteenth century, between the
Wesleyan movement, the movement led by John and Charles

;~:Wesley,1 and the broader Evangelical or “Methodist” movement
that denoted the Evangelical revival including Calvinistic preachers
and leaders as well as the Wesleys.2 The distinctive teachings of the

- or Evangelical movement in the eighteenth century
i:focused around the Christian’s pilgrimage from sin to salvation, the
~ pilgrimage described in the Reformed tradition as the ordo salutis,
~. the “order of salvation,” and which John Wesley preferred to call
~“the way of salvation” or “the way to heaven.”3 But as we shall see
:in this chapter, there were some other critical nuances to distinctly

~Methodist and Wesleyan teachings that will also be considered
here, namely, a distinctive emphasis on religious experience (“per
;ceptible inspiration”) as a grounds for claims about the religious
~e, and the teaching of entire sanctification as a very distinctive

I::ma~ of the Wesleyan branch of the Evangelical movement.
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WESLEYAN BELIEFS

Scholarly literature on the theology of John Wesley has often
pointed to the “way of salvation” as a distinctive mark of John
Wesley’s theology. In the previous chapter I attempted to discern
doctrines that John Wesley understood to be “essential” or “fun
damental” to Christian faith and life. That chapter examined Colin
Williams’s list of John Wesley’s essential doctrines and contrasted
Williams’s list with that of Lawrence Meredith’s 1962 Harvard dis
sertation “Essential Doctrine in the Theology of John Wesley with
Special Attention to the Methodist Standards of Doctrine.”4
Meredith’s dissertation focused on three essential doctrines in John ~j
Wesley’s thought, namely:

repentance
faith j
holiness

This list is based on a passage in John Wesley’s “Principles of a I
Methodist Farther Explained,” in which Wesley asserted that ~
“Our main doctrines, which include all the rest, are three,—that
of repentance, of faith, and of holiness.”5 It is clear that Meredith
had conceived of the project of “essential doctrine” in a different
way than Williams, whose work he had indeed seen before the
completion of his own thesis.6 Rather than identifying passages in
which Wesley had denoted a doctrine to be “essential” or funda
mental,” Meredith tried to find a logical consistency or coherence
to Wesley’s claims about characteristically Methodist teachings.
Despite the focus on “essential doctrine” in his dissertation, then,
what he sought was rather different from Cohn Williams’s quest
for the ecumenically significant core or fundamental doctrines in
John Wesley’s work. Using my own terminology, what Meredith
did was to restrict the ecclesial scope of the claims he examined
to distinctive claims emphasized by the Methodist movement.

Just as Cohn Wffliams’s list of essential Christian doctrines was
helpful in beginning our consideration in the previous chapter, so
Meredith’s work wifi be particularly important in this chapter
where we consider distinctly Methodist doctrinal emphases. Here
we are asking how John Wesley conceived of the distinctive marks
of the Methodist movement under his leadership. Again, we have
to exercise caution, for as we have seen in the previous chapter,
there were occasions when John Wesley used the terms
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JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

“Protestant” and “Methodist” as part of a meiosis, revealing sub
sequently that by these terms he denoted what was simply or corn
monly Christian. But as we shall see here, there are other occasions
when he more straightforwardly identified what is distinctly
Methodist in texts where he did not use the term as part of a rhetor
ical device.

t Although Cohn Williams identified other doctrinal emphases
consistent with his ecumenical concerns, he followed the general
pattern of the “way of salvation” in describing John Wesley’s the
ology7 and most Wesleyan scholars have shaped their considera
tions of John Wesley’s theology within the general framework of
the “way of salvation.” A version of it structured Albert C. Outler’s

I~: lectures and his subsequently published book Theology in the
Wesleyan Spirit (1975), which has an introductory chapter followed
by three chapters (originally lectures) on original sin, justification,
and sanctification.8 Randy Maddox’s Responsible Grace (1994) has
an extended discussion of salvation in “The Way of Salvation:
Grace Upon Grace.”9 Theodore Runyon’s The New Creation: John

~ Wesley’s Theology Today takes up teachings on the way of salvation
in two sequential chapters.’° Kenneth J. Collins has written at
length on the subject in The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart of
John Wesley’s Theology (1997), which focuses, as the title suggests,
on the “way of salvation,” and he has returned to this subject as a
central theme in his larger The Theology ofJohn Wesley: Holy Love and
the Shape of Grace (2007).h1

Methodist scholars in the early twentieth century, however, did
not focus on the way of salvation as a distinctly Wesleyan trait.
Such scholars as Umphrey Lee and Herbert Brook Workman
emphasized religious experience as the most distinctive aspect of

~ Wesleyan life.’2 Teachings about the need for personal religious
experience, the way of salvation, and entire sanctification would
all become consistent marks of Wesleyan communities. Together
With the con-’.mon Christian teachings considered in the previous

mpter, these more distinctive teachings form a nucleus of dis
Lflctive beliefs of Wesleyan communities as these beliefs were
Lnded on from the Wesleys to later Wesleyan and Methodist
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WESLEYAN BELIEFS

BACKGROUND: THE REFORMED TRADITION,

THE TESTIMONIUM INTERNUM, AND THE ORDO SALUTIS

The previous chapter has shown at a number of points that John
Wesley’s understanding of common Christian doctrines was
shaped by his Anglican creedal, doctrinal, and liturgical heritage,
and it has shown that the Anglicanism of his day was strongly
influenced by the Reformed tradition, most notably in its sacra
mental theology. When we begin to consider the more distinctive
teachings and practices of the Methodist movement, especially
teachings about the central importance of religious experience and
about the “way of salvation,” we need to consider again the for
mative role of the Reformed tradition on John Wesley’s thought
and practice. Although John Wesley defined his theology over
against that of the Reformed tradition at very crucial and specific
points (for example, the doctrine of limited atonement), in other
respects his thought and specific practices can be understood as
elements inherited from the Reformed tradition. Chapter 1 has
pointed out that Georgian Anglicanism was strongly Reformed in
character and it was not until the Oxford or Tractarian movement
o~ the nineteenth century that the ties between Anglicanism and
the Reformed tradition began to weaken. Robert C. Monk cites
Horton Davies’s claim that Methodism’s “evangelical passion and
experimental religion were a revival of Puritan religion.”13 But
although the importance of the Reformed tradition for Wesleyan
theology has been widely acknowledged by scholars and has been
explored in depth by Monk himself,’4 it has not figured promi
nently in recent interpretations of John Wesley’s theology where
there has been a strong interest in demonstrating Wesley’s
Anglican roots, often presuming that “Anglican” had to denote a
high church Anglican culture such as that of Caroline Anglicanism
or even of post-Tractarian Anglicanism. Similarly, contemporary
studies of John Wesley have also emphasized his ties to Catholic
writers and even his connections to ancient Eastern Christian writ
ers. In what follows, then, I am not so concerned to show the rela
tive strength of Reformed “influences” on John Wesley as I am
concerned to show that many of the Wesleys’ most distinctive
teachings and practices are best understood against a background
of Reformed teachings and practices.
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Jo~~ WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

In the first place, it was the Reformed tradition from Calvin on
that had emphasized the “inward witness” (or “inward testi
mony”) of the Holy Spirit (testimoniurn internum Spiritus Sancti),
and this idea of the inward witness as a ground of the religious life
would come to hold great prominence in the thought of John
Wesley and the other leaders of the Evangelical movement. In
Calvin’s Institutes, the inward witness of the Spirit was spoken of
primarily as the way in which the Spirit confirms the truth of the
sacred Scriptures, so for Calvin it was the direct work of the Spirit
and not the mechanism of the church and its traditions that con
firmed the truths of the Scriptures.15 But Calvin went on to associ
ate the inward witness of the Spirit with the ways in which the
work of Christ was applied to believers in the out-working of elec
Hon’6 and it was in this sense that subsequent Reformed theolo
gians were to elaborate the ordo salutis in a believer’s experience of
divine grace. This Reformed emphasis was certainly known in the
Wesley family: John Wesley reported to the anonymous corre
spondent he called “John Smith” that he had heard his father say
in the last eight months of the elder Wesley’s life, “The inward wit
ness, son, the inward witness, that is the proof, the strongest proof,
of Christianity,” harking back to the Reformed faith in which
Samuel Wesley had been formed.’7

In the second place, the Puritan movement of the late sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries developed the motif of spiritual pil
grimage as an order of salvation (ordo salutis), describing in identi
fiable stages the soul’s progress from sin to salvation. Developed at
first by such theologians as William Perkins (1558—1602) and
William Ames (1576—1633) as an understanding of the out-working
of predestination, Puritans consistently outlined the stages of the
Christian life following Romans 8:30 and a tradition of Calvinistic
exegesis in four or five discernible “degrees” or stages. For William
Perkins, these stages were as follows:

effectual calling
justification
sanctification
glorification’8

To these four stages, William Ames added a fifth, “adoption,”
between justification and sanctification,’9 thus
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WESLEYAN BELrEFS

effectual calling
justification
adoption
sanctification
glorification

The Westminster Confession of Faith (1648) had listed the follow
ing stages as chapters 10—13 of the Confession:

effectual calling
justification
adoption
sanctification2°

Thus the Westminster Confession followed Ames’s order,
although it did not deal with glorification in sequence with the
other elements of the ordo satutis.

Puritan teachers described “effectual calling” (also called “con
version” by Ames), as that event in which men and women are
brought to repentance and faith by means of the proclamation of
the Law and the Gospel.21 Both Perkins and Ames defined “justifi
cation” in characteristically Reformed language as the imputation
of Christ’s righteousness to the believer, and the believer’s being
“accounted” righteous before God on the basis of faith alone
through the work of Christ.22 They understood “sanctification” to
denote the Christian’s continuing death to sin (“mortification”)
and growth in life to Christ (“vivification”).23 Perkins and Ames
defined “glorification” as the completion of the Christian’s likeness
to Christ that begins at death and is consummated at the time of the
Final Judgment.24

Puritan teachers stressed the possibility that human beings can
know of their election to eternal life, although they differed in their ~
placement of this belief within their schemes. In his discussion of
effectual calling, William Perkins distinguished several “degrees” ~
of Christian faith. “The highest degree of faith,” he wrote, “is ~
plerophoria, a full assurance, which is not onely certaine and true, I
but also a full perswasion of the heart.”25 In the concluding chap- i
ter of A Golden Chaine, Perkins again returned to the question of the
knowledge of election, and maintained that believers may know of
their election both by “the Testimonie of Gods Spirit” and by the
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JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

works of sanctification which give evidence of a believer’s elec
tion.26 Where Perkins had but briefly discussed “adoption” as one
of the privileges bestowed by God on believers,27 Ames developed
the topic into a fifth section in his account of the order of salvation
interposed between justification and sanctification.28 Here Ames
claimed that one of the principal benefits of adoption is “the wit
ness of the Spirit which is given to believers” or the “assurance of
salvation.”29 As with Perkins, this meant assurance that one was
among the elect. As we shall see, these concepts and many of these
very terms would be utilized by John Wesley and would be
bequeathed by him to Wesleyan communities, although in the
thought of John Wesley they would be severed from the ground
work of Reformed thought on predestination.

The exposition of the order of salvation comprehending effec
tual calling, justification, sanctification, and glorification that
Perkins and Ames analyzed was popularized by Puritan preachers
and spiritual writers who produced biographies of saintly
Christians whose own lives illustrated the way of salvation. It was
also popularized in the widespread practice of keeping diaries or
journals recounting one’s own spiritual experience. What these
Puritan diaries accomplished was to make concrete the idealized
order of salvation that Perkins, Ames, and others had described.
They also served to illustrate the rangç of religious affections expe
rienced by women and men as they traversed the order of salva
tion. Perhaps the crowning literary expressions of the Puritan
understanding of the way of salvation were John Bunyan’s autobi
ography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), and then his
well-known allegorical account of The Pilgrim’s Progress from This
World to the Next (1678 with a second part published in 1684).

An understanding of the ordo salutis laid out in this Puritan pat
tern can be seen in the organizational scheme of a later but very
influential collection of eighteenth-century English Evangelical
hymnody that set a precedent for later Methodist hymrials. This
was one of the best-known of English-language hymn collections,
John Newton’s and William Cowper’s Olney Hymns (1779), the col
lection in which the text of the hymn “Amazing Grace” first
appeared. It was published the year before John Wesley issued his
Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (1780).
Book Ill of the Olney Hymns is entitled, “On the Progress and
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WEsLEYAN BELIEFS

Changes of the Spiritual Life.” The headings in this section follow
the traditional Calvinist understanding of the way of salvation,
although elaborated at points. These headings are as follows:

I. Solemn Addresses to Sinners
II. Seeking, Pleading, Hoping
III. Conflict
IV. Comfort
V. Dedication and Surrender
VI. Cautions
VII. Praise
VIII. Short Hymns

With exception of the last section of “Short Hymns,” we can see the
Puritan ordo salutis comprising effectual calling, justification1 sanc
tification, and glorification in these divisions and in the hymns
within them. The first three divisions (“Solemn Addresses to
Sinners,” “Seeking, Pleading, Hoping,” and “Conflict”) deal with
the state of sinners before conversion to Christ. The next two divi
sions deal with conversion itself, namely, “Comfort” and
“Dedication and Surrender.” The “Cautions” are directed toward
believers and so comprise at least a part of the believer’s sanctifi
cation, and “Praise” is the manner in which the believer on earth
appropriates the glories of heaven to come, or, in other words,
anticipates glorification.

Each of these Puritan beliefs would be transformed by the
Wesleys and within the Wesleyan movement. The Reformed
emphasis on the inward witness of the Spirit met the Moravians’
own distinct religious experienceS~ especially the experience of the
“assurance of pardon” that would be a critical element in the expe
riences of both John and Charles Wesley in 1738. As John Wesley
explicated his understanding of religious experience, he would uti
lize language derived from contemporary philosophy, including
the Cambridge Platonists and John Locke in addition to the ways
in which Reformed thought had described the “inward witness.”
The Reformed understanding of the “order of salvation” was
detached in the Wesleys’ thought and experience from its
Reformed moorings in the doctrine of election and was further
modified by the Wesleys’ insistence that entire sanctification is
possible in this life.
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JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT THE DISTINCTIVE BELIEFS

OF THE METHODIST (EVANGELICAL) MOVEMENT

With this Reformed background in mind, we now turn to con
sider John Wesley’s claims about distinctive Methodist beliefs,
beliefs that defined the self-understanding of the Evangelical move
ment and as a subset of that, of the Wesleyan movement. That is to
say, the doctrines with which we are concerned here were
expressed within a more restricted ecciesial scope that refers to the
“Methodist” (in the sense of “Evangelical”) movement or even
more specifically to the Wesleyan movement under John Wesley’s
leadership. Lawrence Meredith’s 1962 doctoral dissertation under
stood “essential doctrine” in this way. It focused on the Wesleyan
standards of doctrine and identified the triad of doctrines about
repentance, faith, and holiness as the key “essential” doctrines
emphasized by the Methodist movement. I would note, however,
that although Wesley did make claims about characteristically
Methodist teachings (see the qualification in the next paragraph), he
did not always use the terms “essential” or “fundamental” to
describe doctrines consistently emphasized by the Methodist move
ment. As we have seen in the citations given in the previous two
sections of this chapter, Wesley utilized these terms to describe
commonly held Christian doctrines, that is, doctrines that were
“essential” or “fundamental” to the Christian faith per Se. The more
characteristically Methodist teachings he called the “grand scrip
tural doctrines” or simply “our doctrines,” though it is important to
note that he believed most of these “Methodist” teachings to be
characteristic of the Evangelical movement in its Calvinistic as well
as Wesleyan or “Arminian” expressions.3°

There is, however, a further qualification we must make at this
point, and that is that John Wesley understood the characteristic
claims of the Evangelical movement (for example, claims about the
nature of repentance, faith, and holiness) to be closely linked to
common Christian teachings.,john Wesley sometimes appeared to
claim that in fact there were no distinctly Methodist claims, as in
the introductory paragraph of “The Character of a Methodist,”
where he wrote, “The distinguishing marks of a Methodist are not
his opinions of any sort.” The conclusion of the tract asserted that
Methodist teachings were reducible to “the common, fundamental

follow
ivation,
vs:

see the
n, sanc
hymns

asses to
~a1 with
~vo divi
‘t” and
toward

sanctifi
n earth
words,

by the
~formed
ravians’
De of the
[ie expe
Wesley

)Uld uti
Lcluding
[~ie ways
‘itness.”

was
rom its
further

~ation is

71



WESLEYAN BELIEFS

principles of Christianity.”3’ In the former case, however, it was
“opinions” with which Wesley was concerned, not with essential
doctrines, and in the latter case, the device employed was meiosis
in which Wesley made apparently restrictive claims (about “the
Character of a Methodist”) that were revealed at the end to be
much more comprehensive claims about the nature of Christian
faith. This was not merely rhetoric on Wesley’s part: he genuinely
believed that what the Methodist movement taught was in fact at
the heart of Christian belief. Nevertheless, despite these claims that
Methodism was reducible to common Christian principles, John
Wesley did on numerous other occasions attempt to clarify what
he understood to be the most consistent emphases or teachings of
the Methodist movement, and these are the claims examined in this
section.

“Perceptible Inspiration” as “The Main Doctrine of the
Methodists”

Before considering Wesley’s more familiar teachings about the
“way of salvation,” I want to point out that John Wesley often
claimed that religious experience and the knowledge of God that
comes via religious experience was a key emphasis of the
Methodist movement. He employed a variety of terms to describe
this characteristic emphasis. “Perceptible inspiration,” he wrote to
the anonymous correspondent he called “John Smith” in 1745, is
“the main doctrine of the Methodists.”32 Similarly, his “Earnest
Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion” (1743) begins with his
explanation of “faith” in the broadest or most general sense as
involving spiritual perception, following Hebrews i1:1.~~
Contemporary interpreters have shown that Jonathan Edwards
and John Wesley both developed epistemologies utilizing Lockean
categories but differing from Locke by claiming religious experi
ence as a valid source of knowledge (a source of “simple ideas,” in
Locke’s language).34 This concern for religious experience cannot
be seen as a point in the “way of salvation”; rather, like the
Calvinistic notion of the inward witness of the Spirit, it must be
seen as a consistent presupposition for the way in which the
Methodist movement understood the Christian life and the stages
involved in it. Thus repentance was understood as involving the
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Joiirs~ WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

spiritual perception of one’s need for grace, Christian faith35 was
understood as involving the spiritual perception that Christ died
“for me,” and regeneration and sanctification following it were
understood as involving the spiritual perception (as well as the
outward marks or signs) that one is a new being in Christ.

As we will see in what follows, John Wesley consistently identi
fied teachings about “the way of salvation” as being distinctive
marks of the Methodist movement. His understanding of “percep
tible inspiration” was a critical epistemological presupposition of
teachings on the way of salvation, especially as he emphasized not
only the objective facts of divine grace applied to human beings in
the way of salvation but also the human apprehension or experi
ence of divine grace at specific points in the way of salvation. Thus
the repentance of sinners prior to justification was an experiential
aspect of preventing or prevenient grace, and it could be under
stood as a species of “perceptible inspiration” whose object is the
sinner’s awareness of his or her own sin and need for grace.
Similarly, Wesley spoke of the “assurance of pardon” as a correlate
of justification (sometimes he spoke of it as a necessary correlate of
justification), and assurance could be understood as a species
of perceptible grace whose object was the believer’s awareness of
divine forgiveness. We now turn to the varied ways in which John
Wesley explicated the “way of salvation” as distinctive of the
Methodist movement.

Threefold Explication of the “Way of Salvation”

The “way of salvation” was John Wesley’s counterpart to the
Reformed understanding of the ordo salutis, and it was the topic on
which John Wesley was to make his most distinctive contribution
to Christian theology. Kenneth J. Collins has appropriately called
this concept “the heart of John Wesley’s theology,”36 and it was to
become enshrined in later Wesleyan tradition as it was taught in
hyninals and catechisms and as it became a pattern by which
Methodist people told their own stories of growth in grace and
faith.

John Wesley’s understanding of the “way of salvation” developed
during the earliest decades of the revival movement as he devel
oped a more and more consistent vocabulary and set of constructs
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WESLEYAN BELIEFS

by which he explained this set of teachings. The evolution of his
technical vocabulary can be seen by comparing two of his best-
known sermons, his 1738 sermon “Salvation by Faith” (tradition
ally the first sermon in collections of Wesley’s sermons) and his
1765 sermon “The Scripture Way of Salvation,” composed and
delivered twenty-seven years later. Both of these sermons were on
the epistle text Ephesians 2:8, “By grace are ye saved through faith”
(AV), and they have similar structures. It is possible, then, to see
the 1765 sermon as a much more mature version of the sermon
from 1738. The 1738 sermon has the following three main points:

I. What faith it is through which we are saved.
II. What is the salvation which is through faith.
III. How may we answer some objections.37

The 1765 sermon has these main points:

I. What is salvation?
II. What is that faith whereby we are saved? And
III. How are we saved by it.38

Both sermons have main points in which John Wesley defines
Christian faith and the salvation that comes by faith, although, as
can be seen from the juxtaposition of these outlines, the positions
of these two sections were reversed between the two sermons.
Within the sermon sections defining “salvation,” in particular, we
can see indications of the development of John Wesley’s thought
between these two sermons. In the 1738 sermon “Salvation by
Faith,” Wesley first made the point that salvation is a present real
ity, not only the eternal destination of the believer. He made the
same point in beginning the section on salvation in the 1765 ser
mon.39 After this, the 1738 sermon went on to explain that salvation
denotes salvation from sin (11:2), and then in three separate para
graphs it explained that this involves salvation from the guilt of
past sin (11:3), from the fear that results from sin (11:4), and from the
power of sin (11:5—6). In discussing freedom from the guilt of sin
(11:3) he used the term “justified,” and it would be tempting in the
light of his later uses of theological terminology to see these three
paragraphs as explicating what Wesley would call justification
(11:3), assurance of pardon (freedom from fear, 11:4), and sarictifica
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Joi~i’~ WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

tion (freedom from the power of sin, 111:5—6). However, in a sum
mary paragraph following these (11:7), John Wesley explained that
all of what he had described to that point could be summed up in
the single term “justification” and its concomitant, the new birth in
Christ. At the very end of this summary paragraph, Wesley stated
that one who is thus justified and born again will progress “until at
length he comes unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the
stature of the fullness of Christ” (Ephesians 4:13 AV).4° Wesley’s
language in the 1738 sermon, then, centered on justification, even
though he suggested a connection with sanctification in speaking
of the new birth, freedom from the power of sin, and the need to go
on to perfection. The emphasis on justification in this sermon was
consistent with Wesley’s enconiium on Martin Luther, “that glori
ous champion of the Lord of Hosts,” in the conclusion of the ser
mon.41 As Wesley came to focus more on sanctification, his
estimation of Luther seems to have waned and he dropped this
phrase from the sermon’s 1746 printing.42

In the 1765 sermon, by contrast, the section on the meaning of
salvation had a much more clearly delineated structure that uti
lized the terminology he had come to employ consistently in
describing the “way of salvation.” In fact, the term “way of salva
tion” as it is used consistently in Wesleyan studies comes from the
title of this sermon, “The Scripture Way of Salvation.” In this ser
mon, the section on salvation (which is section I) began with “pre
venting grace,” which Wesley included as a component of
salvation “in its utmost extent” (1:2). Preventing grace (later
Wesleyan studies would utilize the expression “prevenient grace”)
denoted all the work of God in a person prior to justification and
the new birth. Wesley then indicated that in a more restricted sense
(the sense “which the Apostle is directly speaking of”), salvation
had two parts: justification and sanctification. Justification denoted
“pardon” or “the forgiveness of all our sins” (1:3). Sanctification
began at the same moment as justification in the new birth and it
was a “real” change in a person as contrasted with the “relative”
change that occurred in justification (1:4). After an aside on the dan
ger of imagining that sin had been completely done away with
after justification (1:5—7), Wesley described the gradual work of
sanctification (1:8) and the believer’s hope for entire sanctification,
“a full salvation from all our sins” (I:9).~~ The comparison of
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these two sermons, then, shows that in the twenty-seven years
between 1738 and 1765 John Wesley had developed a more fully
orbed vocabulary for describing the process of salvation, progress
ing in three recognizable stages from (1) “preventing” grace to (2)
justification through (3) sanctification, culminating in entire
sanctification.

But John Wesley would explain these stages of the way of salva
tion in different ways. This can be seen, to give another example, in
John Wesley’s claims about the characteristic teachings of the
Methodist movement, given relatively early in the revival in his
“Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained” (1746). The passage
is as follows:

Our main doctrines, which include all the rest, are three,—that of
repentance, of faith, and of holiness. The first of these we account,
as it were, the porch of religion; the next, the door; the third, reli
gion itself.’~’

This triadic formulation served as the outline of Lawrence
Meredith’s discussion of characteristically Methodist teachings in
his 1962 Harvard dissertation. The treatise in which this expression
appeared had been written in response to a challenge from
Anglican clergyman Thomas Church, who saw Wesley’s move
ment as schismatic and had demanded Wesley’s resignation from
the priesthood.45

We may compare this reference to three primary doctrines
(repentance, faith, and holiness) with later expressions where
Wesley referred to a somewhat different set of doctrines. For exam
ple, in a letter to George Downing in 1761, John Wesley referred to
three “grand scriptural doctrines” uniting the Evangelical clergy as
the doctrines of original sin, justification, and the new birth.46
Would we be justified in correlating the preaching of “original sin”
(in the 1761 reference) with the preaching of “repentance” (in the
1746 reference)? John Wesley understood that a practical implica
tion of the doctrine of original sin was the need for the repentance
of sinners, that is, the acknowledgment that, because of the contin
uing effects of original sin, we as humans cannot save ourselves
and we stand in need of divine grace. Another instance of this pat
tern, describing the way of salvation with respect to the divine
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~, grace that makes each of these stages possible, can be seen in John
Wesley’s claim in the sermon “The Means of Grace” that the means
of grace are “the ordinary channels whereby [God] might convey

• to men, preventing, justifying, or sanctifying grace.”47 There is suf
ficient evidence to suggest a typical threefold pattern in his
thought that can be laid out as follows.

1746 1749 sermon
“Principles of “The Means
a Methodist of Grace”
Farther
Explained”

Original sin

1765 sermon
“The Scripture
Way of
Salvation”

I do not mean to suggest that the items in each row are precise
equivalents. The doctrine of original sin is the ground of preaching
repentance to those who are not yet justified; prevenient grace
includes repentance and awakening, regeneration is the beginning
of sanctification. I am suggesting that in these four loci we can dis
cern in Wesley’s thought a typical threefold pattern that involves
the work of grace prior to justification, the work of grace in justifi
cation itself, and the subsequent work of grace in sanctification
beginning with regeneration or new birth.

Other Explications of the “Way of Salvation”

In the period between the middle of the 1740s and the middle of
the 1760s, then, the threefold pattern of the “way of salvation”
examined above appeared in Wesley’s published works with some
regularity. But there were different patterns that appeared simul
taneously with these. John Wesley’s sermon “The Way to the
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Kingdom” was written around 1746 and its description of the
progress of the religious life involved only two elements: repen
tance and faith.48 Wesley’s sermon “The Spirit of Bondage and of
Adoption” was written in the 1740s,49 and involves a different
threefold pattern than that seen above. The structure of this sermon
describes the following three “states” of the spiritual life:

the state of a “natural man,” or the natural state
the state of a person “under the law,” or the legal state
the state of a person under grace, or the evangelical state5°

In this scheme the first two states describe a person prior to justifi
cation, and the third state is the state of a justified person.
Structuring the sermon in this way heightened the importance of
“awakening,” the moment when a person recognizes her or his
fearful state in relation to God and thus passes from the “natural”
to the “legal” state.

John Wesley’s 1785 sermon “On Working Out Our Own
Salvation” had yet a different pattern in a single paragraph, an
expansion of the threefold pattern observed above with a fourth
element added:

preventing grace
convincing grace
justification
sanctification5’

The element that is added here is that of “convincing grace,”
between preventing grace and justification. Wesley stated that con
vincing grace is “usually in Scripture termed repentance; which
brings a larger measure of self-knowledge, and a farther deliver
ance from the heart of stone.”52 Thus the distinction here between
preventing grace and convincing grace seems parallel to Wesley’s
much earlier distinction of the “natural” state and the “legal” state
in the sermon “The Spirit of Bondage and of Adoption,” allowing
Wesley to elaborate on the critical role of repentance in the progress
of the soul toward justification, although elsewhere even this would
have been included within the scope of prevenient grace.

John Wesley’s most frequently used preaching text in the first
year (1739) of the Evangelical revival was 1 Corinthians 1:30, “But
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of him are ye in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom,
and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption” (AV).53
Although we do not have a published sermon from John Wesley on
this specific text, he did cite it in the context of other sermons, and
Wesley’s comment on this text in his Explanatory Notes upon the
New Testament takes “righteousness” to denote justification
(Wesley knew that the words were the same in Greek), he took
sanctification to denote “a principle of universal holiness,” and he
took “redemption” to denote “complete deliverance from all evil,
and eternal bliss, both of body and of soul.”54 Although Wesley’s
comment on “wisdom” in this locus does not make it clear that it
denoted the repentance of sinners (since “the fear of the LORD is the
beginning of knowledge” or wisdom, Proverbs 1:7), it does appear
that this frequently used preaching text gave Wesley another occa
sion to describe the “way of salvation.” There is, moreover, a par
allel with George Whitefield, who did publish a sermon on this text
that explicated the “order of salvation” as repentance or effectual
calling (“wisdom”), justification (“righteousness”), sanctification,
and glorification (“redemption”).55

John Wesley’s organization of the influential 1780 Collection of
Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists reflects yet another
and even more complex understanding of the “way of salvation.”
We should note his comment on the organization of the 1780
Collection:

[The Collection] is large enough to contain all the important truths
of our most holy religion, whether speculative or practical; yea, to
illustrate them all, and to prove them both by Scripture and rea
son. And this is done in a regular order. The hymns are not care
lessly jumbled together, but carefully ranged under proper heads,
according to the experience of real Christians. So that this book is
in effect a little body of experimental and practical divinity.56

The main headings in the book are as follows:

Introductory Hymns (part I)
“Convincing” Hymns (part II)
Hymns for Mourners and Backsliders (part III)
Hymns for Believers (part IV)
Hymns “For the Society” (part V)
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A perusal of the subheadings reveals that parts II, III, and W com
prise the essence of the “way of salvation,” what Wesley appar
ently meant in referring to “the experience of real Christians.”
Moreover, parts II and III contain hymns addressed to “mourners”
or “sinners,” that is, persons who had not yet experienced justify
ing faith, or who had experienced justifying faith and had fallen
away from it (“backsliders”).57 Part IV contains hymns specifically
designated for “believers,” that is, those who had experienced jus
tification. Within this category are hymns for believers rejoicing,
fighting, praying, watching, working, suffering, seeking full
redemption (that is, seeking entire sanctification), “saved” (which
here denotes those who have experienced entire sanctification),
and “interceding for the world.”58

We should not miss the parallels between this structure and that
of the section of Cowper’s and Newton’s Olney Hymns described
above, which had been published in 1779, the year prior to the
Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists. The
parallel is not at all precise or exact, but it may be that the idea of
arranging a hymnal “under proper heads, according to the experi
ence of real Christians” was inspired by Wesley’s exposure to the
Olney Hymns. Whatever the source, the 1780 Collection set a prece
dent followed by almost all subsequent Methodist hyninals in
which a significant portion of hymns would be arranged according
to the pattern of the “way of salvation” or more typically “the
Christian life” (see chapter 5 below).

The sections within the 1780 Collection on believers “fighting”
and “suffering” raise an issue within the Wesleyan explication of
the “way of salvation.” Wesley’s shorter schemes of the way of sal
vation do not list this as a separate category, but Wesley and sub
sequent Methodists spoke frequently of the trials or problems
faced by Christians in the process of sanctification. Wesley himself
offered “Heaviness through Manifold Temptations,” “Wandering
Thoughts,” and what he called “The Wilderness State,” the state of
a person who has abandoned their faith and thus forfeited their
justification. This did in fact come to characterize later Methodist
views of the religious life, and would appear in the testimonies of
Methodist people and in the schemata of hymnals that were
arranged according to the way of salvation (see chapter 5 below).

John Wesley’s sense that this understanding of the “way of sal-
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JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY METHODIST BELIEFS

n” lay at the heart of the Methodist contribution can be seen
a sermon late in his career, “On God’s Vineyard” (1785), in
ich he offered an extensive comment on the distinctive knowl
;e that Methodists had of the relationship between justification

id sanctification:

5. It has been frequently observed, that very few were clear in

~‘ their judgment both with regard to justification and sanctifica
tion. Many who have spoken and written admirably well con
cerning justification, had no clear conception, nay, were totally
ignorant, of the doctrine of sanctification. Who has wrote more

&~r ably than Martin Luther on justification by faith alone? And who
was more ignorant of the doctrine of sanctification, or more
confused in his conceptions of it? In order to be thoroughly con

~. vinced of this, of his total ignorance with regard to sanctification,
there needs no more than to read over, without prejudice, his cel

~, ebrated comment on the Epistle to the Galatians. On the other
hand, how many writers of the Romish Church (as Francis Sales
and Juan de Castaniza, in particular) have wrote strongly and
scripturally on sanctification, who, nevertheless, were entirely
unacquainted with the nature of justification! Insomuch that the
whole body of their Divines at the Council of Trent, in their
Catechismus ad Parochos, (Catechism which every parish Priest is
to teach his people) totally confound sanctification and justifica
tion together. But it has pleased God to give the Methodists a full
and clear knowledge of each, and the wide difference between
them.

6. They know, indeed, that at the same time a man is justified,
sanctification properly begins. For when he is justified, he is
“born again,” “born from above,” “born of the Spirit;” which,
although it is not (as some suppose) the whole process of sancti
fication, is doubtless the gate of it. Of this, likewise, God has
given them a full view.

8. It is, then, a great blessing given to this people, that as they do
not think or speak of justification so as to supersede sanctifica
tion, so neither do they think or speak of sanctification so as to
supersede justification. They take care to keep each in its own
place, laying equal stress on one and the other. They know God
has joined these together, and it is not for man to put them asun
der: Therefore they maintain, with equal zeal and diligence, the
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doctrine of free, full, present justification, on the one hand, and of
entire sanctification both of heart and life, on the other; being as
tenacious of inward holiness as any Mystic, and of outward, as
any Pharisee.59

This passage does not follow the threefold pattern described
above, since it did not deal with the state of persons prior to justi
fication (that is, preventing grace, which would bring about awak
ening and repentance). It focuses on what John Wesley had
described as “salvation” in the proper sense of the term twenty
years earlier, that is, justification and sanctification. Wesley’s claim
here was that the careful and balanced relationship between the
two was a distinctive mark of the Methodist movement. Toward
the end of the passage cited above, in paragraph eight, Wesley
moved from speaking of “sanctification” or “the whole process of
sanctification” to speaking of “entire sanctification” as a distinctive
mark of the Methodist movement when balanced with the teach
ing of “free, full, present justification.” This brings us to another
point about John Wesley’s claims about distinctively Methodist
teachings.

JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT THE CHARACTERISTIC
EMPHASIS OF THE WESLEYAN REVIVAL

Within the scope of John Wesley’s teaching on the “way of sal
vation,” one element stands out as being distinctive of the
Wesleyan branch of the Evangelical revival, and that is his teach
ing on Christian holiness, and specifically his teaching about the
possibility of entire sanctification prior to death. The Minutes of
the early Wesleyan conferences asserted this belief as central to the
Wesleyan movement. Questions three and four of the collection of
Minutes historically described as the “Large Minutes” state the dis
tinctive mission and history of the Wesleyan movement as follows:

Q. 3. What may we reasonably believe to be God’s design in rais
ing up the Preachers called Methodists?

A. Not to form any new sect; but to reform the nation, particu
larly the Church; and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.
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Q. 4. What was the rise of Methodism, so called?

A. In 1729, two young men, reading the Bible, saw they could not
be saved without holiness, followed after it and incited others so
to do. In 1737 they saw holiness comes by faith. They saw like
wise, that men are justified before they are sanctified; but still
holiness was their point. God then thrust them out, utterly
against their will, to raise a holy people. When Satan could not
otherwise hinder this, he threw Calvinism in the way; and then
Antinomianism, which strikes directly at the root of all holiness.60

The responses to both questions show that holiness was under
stood to be the distinct mission of the movement associated with
“two young men,” that is, John and Charles Wesley.

The teaching of holiness as the end of humankind was in itself
hardly original: sanctification had been a consistent element in the
Puritan ordo salutis and in the preaching of such Evangelical lead
ers as George Whitefield. In a broad sense, the teaching about the
need for holiness had been part of the inheritance of the
Reformation, the Catholic tradition before it, and the long reaches
of Christian spirituality and theology in the East and the West. But
there was a critical nuance in the Wesleys’ teaching about sanctifi
cation that distinguished their teaching from other Protestant
approaches to holiness and this lay in their claims about the possi
bility of entire sanctification in this life. John Wesley could be very
clear about the fact that it was the teaching about entire sanctifica
tion that distinguished his movement. In his sermon “On God’s
Vineyard” (1785), John Wesley maintained again that the teaching
of entire sanctification, balanced with the teaching of justification,
was a distinctive mark of the Methodist movement under his guid
ance. The Methodists, he stated,

maintain, with equal zeal and diligence, the doctrine of free, full,
present justification, on the one hand, and of entire sanctification
both of heart and life, on the other; being as tenacious of inward
holiness as any Mystic, and of outward, as any Pharisee.6~

Similarly, John Wesley reiterated six months before his death the
claim that the teaching of entire sanctification was the distinctive
mission of the Methodists: “I am glad brother D—has more
light with regard to full sanctification. This doctrine is the grand
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depositum which God has lodged with the people called
Methodists; and for the sake of propagating this chiefly he
appeared to have raised us up.”62

The emphasis on entire sanctification was a distinctive emphasis
of the Wesleyan branch of the Evangelical revival and it was
rejected by the Calvinistic preachers of the revival. In chapter 7 it
will be considered as one of the distinctive core teachings of
Wesleyan communities.

CONCLUSION

Considering the range of distinctively Methodist teachings
described in this chapter, I am struck by the fact that almost all of
these developed in the crucial period, just slightly more than a
decade, between 1738 and 1749. As we have seen, John Wesley’s
vocabulary for describing the way of salvation settled into regular
patterns in this period, and his 1748 “Plain Account of the People
Called Methodists” described a very wide range of distinctive
activities and practices that had emerged in the previous decade.
The distinctive nucleus of Wesleyan beliefs was formed in this brief
span of time.

This chapter has shown that John Wesley claimed several dis
tinctive teachings for the Methodist movement. He claimed that
“perceptible inspiration” was “the main doctrine of the
Methodists.” Consistent with this, he frequently defined “faith” in
the broadest sense as an evidence of “things not seen,” an internal
evidence of spiritual realities, and this notion of an empirical evi
dence of religious states underlay his teaching on the various expe
riences that Christians may have in the course of their religious
lives. John Wesley taught, in general harmony with the broader
Evangelical movement of his day, that the Christian life could be
understood as a “way of salvation” or “way to heaven” that
involved the work of divine grace prior to justification that led sin
ners to awakening and repentance, the work of divine grace in jus
tification that comes by heartfelt trust in Christ and was normally
accompanied, as Wesley understood it, by an inward assurance of
pardon, and then the work of divine grace in the sanctification of
persons leading to their final salvation. He also maintained as a
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distinct teaching of his own branch of the revival movement that it
is possible for a person to experience entire sanctification, involv
ing complete love for God, in this life.

In these cases, then, we have identified some core teachings of
the Wesleyan movement that are much more distinctive than the
conimon, ecumenically affirmed teachings described in chapter 1.
In the next chapter, we turn to consider how common Christian
teachings and distinctively Wesleyan teachings were expressed in
the legacy of Christian verse that Charles Wesley handed on to
Wesleyan communities.
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144. On the issue of consistency through his career, we note that these three doctrines (the
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Roman Catholic” (see the text above), in the 1784 revision of the Articles of Religion, and at’~
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2. JOHN WESLEY’S CLAIMS ABOUT DISTINCTIVELY
METHODIST BELIEFS

1. Noting, as in the previous chapter, that we can speak of distinct Wesleyan movements
led by John and Charles Wesley after 1755—56.

2. For example, the denomination that has the name “Presbyterian Church of Wales”
(Eglzvys Bresbyteraidd Cymru) also uses the more historic name “Calvinistic Methodist
Church of Wales” (Eglwys Fethodistaidd Galflnaidd). Cf. Lenton, 21—26.

3. The term “way of salvation” appears in the title of John Wesley’s sermon “The Scripture
Way of Salvation” (in Outler, ed., Sermons, 2:153—69, and see Outler’s note on the title, 2:154).
The expression “way to heaven” is used in the preface to the Sermons on Several Occasions,
¶‘IJ 5, 6; in Outler, ed., Sermons, 1:105, 106. Cf. also Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 13,
on the expression “scripture way of salvation.” On the use of the ordo salutis in the Reformed
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5. “The Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained” (1746), ¶ V1:4—6 (in Davies, ed., The
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