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The Theology of John Wesley

brought forward into our current setting without some form of transla-
tion, certainly not in terms of his educational practices with respect to
children, to cite just one example. In a real sense, we are simply at a dif-
ferent place, so to speak, than John Wesley was in terms of his anthro-
pology. Theological criticism, drawing from some of the insights of social
science, for example, takes that difference into account and renders it
intelligible.

In light of these observations, the first two worlds, with emphasis on
the first—that is, Wesley’s own primary source writings—will make up
much of the content of the chapters ahead. Cognizant of Wesley’s own
preferred theological vocabulary, we will point out important themes and
motifs and demonstrate that, on this level, a remarkable continuity
emerges over time. Beyond this, special care will be taken in terms of the
third world, showing the relevance of Wesley’s eighteenth-century theol-
ogy to recent CONCerns, especially in the sections “Today and Tomorrow.”
In the end, what should emerge is a careful articulation of John Wesley’s
theology that is appreciative of the old and mindful of the new, faithful
to the past and attentive to the present. Our sincere hope is that this
work may become a suitable means whereby all those traditions that look
to John Wesley as a theological mentor may appropriate in new and fresh
ways the rich theological legacy that he has left to us all. Through this
labor may the people called Methodist, young and old, rich and poor,
near and far alike, once again become earnest, empowered, and embold-
ened in spreading nothing less than “scriptural holiness over the land.”™
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GOD OF HoLry LovE

Thy darling attribute I praise
Which all alike may prove,
The glory of thy boundless grace,
Ao Thy universal love.
—Albert C. Outler, ed., The Works of John Wesley. Th
B . ? ) m
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984), 3:560, “Universal w&wivmoﬂ.: e

n exploring the doctrine of God, we must first of all point out that
Wesley often used the term “God” in an ambiguous way.! On the one
hand, at times he refers in his writings to the entire Godhead, espe-

e

cially when he describes the nature and attributes of the divine being.

On the other hand, he sometimes adverts to the language of God the

Father, especially when he considers the work of the Most High.

w»onoﬁ:bm? Q.;m distinction between Godhead and God the Father will
Smo.:b the major sections of this chapter and will help bring increasing
clarity to Wesley’s Christian understanding of the deity.

The Personal and Essential

Attributes of God

Wesley’s doctrine of God evidences a distinction between the person
and work of the Most High, in which the personal and essential attrib-
c.ﬁmm of the divine, such as love, holiness, eternity, omnipresence, omnis-
cience, and omnipotence, are explored separately from those nrmm emerge
from a consideration of the roles in creation and governance, such as
moom:mmm, wisdom, and justice. But before these traits are nOmeme it is
important to point out that for Wesley—and here he mozoém. the
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The Theology of John Wesley

Anglican Articles of Religion—God s spirit without body or parts.
Flsewhere, in his observations on John 2:24, Wesley once again under-
scores that “God is a Spirit—Not only remote from the body, and all the
properties of it, but likewise full of all spiritual perfections.” In this con-
text, then, not only is the divine simplicity affirmed (without body or
parts) but also transcendence, that is, the lack of spatial limitation with
respect to God understood precisely as spirit.

Holy Love

When Mildred Bangs Wynkoop published her major work on the-
ology, entitled A Theology of Love, she rightly understood that the
love of God must be at the heart of this enterprise—if it is to be
Wesleyan.* Indeed, not only did John Wesley in his own setting point
out that “love existed from eternity, in God, the great ocean of love,™
but he also referred to love as God’s “Jarling, his reigning attribute,
the attribute that sheds an amiable glory on all his other perfec-
tions.”® And late in his career Wesley counseled his friend Elizabeth
Ritchie in a way that underscored divine love as both the highest
human aspiration and glory: “But, blessed be God . . . we know there
is nothing deeper, there is nothing better in heaven or earth, than
love! There cannot be, unless there were something higher than the
God of love!™?

Beyond this, Wesley reminded his enlightened detractors throughout
the British Isles in his Eamest Appeal to Men of Reason dnd Religion, pro-
duced in 1743, that the Methodist religion was after all about love, “the
very thing you want.”® The problem, however, then as now, was that so
many people misunderstood what is meant by the love of God since they
often supplied the content of this “darling attribute” with their own
ideas, desires, and likings. And once this course is taken, one may be left
with a very sentimental and unrealistic view of the divine being in which
God emerges as a kindly old grandparent who indulges and tolerates the
self-will of the grandchildren to make them “happy.” To prevent such a
misconception in his own day, Wesley ook great pains to link the love
of God with another reigning attribute, namely, holiness. “[God] is infi-
nitely distant from every touch of evil,” Wesley cautions; “He ‘is light,
and in him is no darkness at all.””? Even more pointedly, Wesley appeals
to the created order and its majesty—the contemplation of which should
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_u.n.. ght mo.gm& into our current setting without some form of transla-
tion, \eertainly not in terms of his educational practices with respect to

much of the content of the chapters ahead. G6gnizant of Wesley’s own
preferred theological vocabilary, we will pojfit out important themes and
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The God of Holy Love

suggest something of the beauty, transcendence, and holiness of God. He

writes:

The height of the heavens should mind us of God’s supremacy, and the
infinite distance that is between us and him; the brightness of the heav-
ens, and their purity, should mind us of his majesty, and perfect holiness;
the vastness of the heavens, and their encompassing the earth, and influ-
ence upon it, should mind us of his immensity and universal providence.!®

For Wesley, then, God is not love in a indulgent way, nor is God holy
in an abstract sense; rather, holiness is that divine attribute that informs
every one of the divine perfections, but especially love. Put another way,
because of its pervasiveness and extent, holiness belongs to “the essential
nature of God in a deeper and more profound sense than merely as one
attribute among others,”! as H. Orton Wiley, reflecting on Wesley’s
work, noted in his own age. As such, holiness is the “moral quality of all
God’s attributes.”'? It is that distinguishing characteristic peculiar to the
Most High alone, and it “sets the Being of God apart from all other forms
of being.”
~What is distinctive about Wesley’s contribution here is that he sees the
Jove and holiness of God in relation to—and at times even “in tension
with"—each other. That is, on the one hand, Wesley considers “the infi-
nite distance between us and him” in terms of the divine holiness—a
holiness that separates and distinguishes. On the other hand, he under-
scores the communicability and the other-directedness of love, its out-
reaching embrace. As noted in the Introduction, holiness creates
distance; love seeks communion. These same two predicates of the
divine being, that is, holiness and love, describe—indeed epitomize—
what is the will of the Most High for the church, for those who are not
only “called out” and “set apart” from the world in holiness, but also

invited to enter that same world in love and mission.

Moreover, if the holiness of God were stressed to the neglect of the
divine love, then the Eternal One would remain forever apart from all
creatures, and fellowship, much less communion, would hardly be in the
offing. For Wesley, then, holiness must ever be understood in terms of the
divine love, a love that is energized in a freely chosen outward movement,
that stoops down, as it were, and draws the relation, makes contact, and
establishes fellowship. This distinct holiness of God, informed by love, and
not to be confused with the variety of human loves and desires, is
communicated, according to Wesley, by no one less than the Holy Spirit.

The Theology of John Wesley

Thi

o MW”H\MMMW Mm MMMMM, m_rmﬂ not oa.q is holiness a unique mark of God,
indicative of the di vommmqu and being, but .m_mo it is, once again, not a
Wt prtoute o poss? ity at all—unless it is communicated by grace.
ey bty these ﬂoﬁme:ﬁm of holiness and love together
ot s %m, such that one of his preferred ways of attesting
ip divine grace—the Mymmauﬂbﬁ of God on the world—is to discourse on
(he inculcat y love among the saints. To illustrate, Wesley weaves

elements together as he comments on Exodus 26:1:

Thus the churches of Chri

. rist, though they are man i

: ‘ y, yet are one, being fi

N“MWWN MMNM*_.S _Mm holy love M.En_ by the unity of the Spirit, so growing Eﬂm WMM
ple in the Lord. This tabernacle was very strait and narrow, but at

m
Womﬁ W—u H_U.m UT.EHO#-. 15 Tw& to N._Ln:
HWHW ﬂH WWDH:HF Om ﬁwww %.N ﬁ:m MNQON ﬁ.ﬂ 1€7 HN:‘Hv

El
o MMSWMRMU& /x\mm.ﬁg explores the consequence of knowing a God of hol
N Hmm .\% m.mw\mm wb what manner the offering of a heart should be BmmM
[0 the £ HM:W mw Other sacrifices from us he would not, but the livin:
sacrifie o nr e owﬂ vmﬁw he chosen. Let it be continually offered u nm
o Hnocm . Christ, in flames of holy love.”'> Again, since the Emnw w
ove” is so expressive of the divi \ .
holy love : ivine character, Wesle i -
nmo wammvrmvmm ﬁ.zm as .Tm reckons with what is necessary to MDMMMMMNMM
riches MMNWMWMM ,M&p the Iow One: “God would first, by this S&&m
. , have wrought in our he h i :
redion : I arts that holy love
ich none can enter into glory.”’® In Wesley’s doctrine OW God M\_‘MMOMM

Eternity

That God i
S MM\ MMMQW&WM% One who was, is, and is to come—is a mark
e o, nmymﬂm :wmamF associated with the divine name of
e L am that ] NMM, mmuwo Alpha and Omega, the beginning and
o _m oo e One whose very essence is to exist and is
, pendent on any other being or substance for this @zm:\.

tinction TQHSQQHP two AMMAMQHWHFH MAHHM% Om eternities: a par te ante WHQHH:.H%
@ A
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. »
that is past) and a parte post (eternity that wm. 8. o.oBmv.s “It is God &omﬂxwm
Wesley notes, “who © . . . inhabiteth eternity’ :w both Ewﬂm m.,mdmwm.oed?
great Creator alone (not any of his meﬁ:.ammv is from ever mwﬁﬂm o
lasting.” "2 Holy love had no beginning; it s::.rwwm no en v .
That only God embraces both senses of eternity just descri m_o isa
truth that does not exclude the notion that angels and human Jﬁmm BmM
also be eternal, properly understood. To illustrate, /.%om.ﬁm&.w@wmw M to an
uses the distinction between “duration without _ummﬂbﬁﬁm mﬁ% E‘m.ﬁoﬁb
without end” and maintains that while the former does indee mwnm:p o
God alone, the latter characterizes creatures as well. He reasons:

This [duration without end] is not an incommunicable mmﬁn.wv:ﬂm of H_MM
great Creator; but he has been graciously Emmmm.m to make .:5550% :
multitudes of his creatures partakers of it. He has wavwﬂmm this ﬂon oH_H y HM
angels, and archangels, and all the companies of r@iﬁw ...butalso
the inhabitants of the earth who dwell in houses of clay.

In light of Wesley’s reflections, it appears mr.mm m.moﬁzmﬂm nwﬁomw,“my Mw
“duration without beginning” is especially mmmoﬂwazm. o W , mm ine
making attribute if you will, since it wm. a nrmﬂwnmmdmco mm ,&% H NOHB
other being. In fact, Wesley uses this unique trait as a stan W_MB M ‘nom
to judge other philosophical questions such as, Is Emmmm_ﬂ e mwmw et
indeed a parte ante,” he reasons, “as some senseless p i omom . , bort
ancient and modern, have mﬂmmﬂﬁm MNWNMWNMHWMMMW“W Mv ! /WWM&Q
from eternity; seeing if so it must be od. , v w

ity of any being or thing, other than the Holy ne 0
M”M.Mwﬂoﬂwwmwmmmm&w result in a plurality of gods and therefore in the

«
i i two Gods, or
climination of monotheism. Simply put, there cannot be ,

two Eternals.”?

Omnipresence

As Wesley reflected on the ogwwnmmmsﬁ.no .Om God, mﬁo%mn key mmww
ute, he reasoned that just as God is not FEH& by E.pw 50, Mvo,mnob :
Holy One not limited by space. “As he exists through in M.E.nm ur e "
Wesley notes, “so he cannot but exist %.Mozmv in: Mnmmm sp © m.ﬂbm
Unpacking the salient text of Jeremiah 23 .“NA ( .Oo H“ow Ifi . oom<M P anc
earth? saith the LORD” [KJV]), Wesley again affirms “there is no p
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space, whether within or without the bounds of creation, where God is
not.”? That is, since “God acts everywhere,”® God is everywhere; the
one implies the other.

Though Wesley clearly taught that God is immanent in the creation
and therefore everywhere, he nevertheless avoided the teaching of pan-
theism by contending that the Holy One vet transcends the universe in
some important ways. Accordingly, though Wesley was willing to agree
with Isaac Newton (1642-1727) that infinite space is the “sensorium of
the Deity,””” he nevertheless balked at the notion that space circum-
scribes the being of God or that the universe is the “body” of the Most
High. In this context, Wesley aptly holds together both the immanence
and the transcendence of God, never one affirmation without the other.
That is, to stress immanence to the neglect of transcendence would
result in pantheism; to stress transcendence to the neglect of imma-
nence would result in separation in which God would be and would
remain unknown.

As in many of his theological deliberations, whether in sermons, trea-
tises, or letters, Wesley was not content to leave such an important mat-
ter as the omnipresence of God on a speculative, abstract, or merely
notional level. Instead, he ever sought to win an insight and to develop
practical spiritual and moral applications that would assist others in their

walk with a God of holy love. Thus, for example, in his sermon “On the
Omnipresence of God,” Wesley observes:

Yea, suppose one of your mortal fellow-servants, suppose only a holy man
stood by you, would not you be extremely cautious how you conducted your-
self, both in word and action? How much more cautious ought you to be
when you know that not a holy man, not an angel of God, but God himself,
the Holy One “that inhabiteth eternity,” is inspecting your heart, your
tongue, your hand every moment! And that he himself will surely bring you
into judgment for all you think, and speak, and act under the sun!?®

And in an even more personal and familiar way, Wesley queries: “If you
believe that God is about your bed and about your path, and spieth out
all your ways, then take care not to do the least thing, not to speak the

least word, not to indulge the least thought, which you have reason to
think would offend him.”?°
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Omniscience

For Wesley, many of the essential attributes of God ﬁﬁ.? one mpwo&ww
To illustrate, he considered the next chief characteristic, namely, t
omniscience (literally all-knowing) of God as a :n_m:mn and anmm.mmeMMMw
sequence of his omnipresence.”*® Put another ém?, If he [God] _Mm wmcuoé
in every part of the universe,” Wesley reasons, “he cannot M oow
whatever is, or is done there.”’! Moreover, in a mw::ow composea la o
his career, “On Divine Providence,” Wesley mmm“: draws @.5 same N :
tion between omnipresence and omniscience: The oBE@HommDM m X
sees and knows all the properties of all the beings Q.&m he _pmnﬂ ~5ﬂ e. :
knows all the connections, dependencies, and relations, wbm a : ﬁ e Mﬁzm
wherein one of them can affect another.” In .mron. the Em:zm .MMW
transcendence) of God in terms of space issues in and mz.vwonm t _n Mu .
of divine omniscience. Because God is everywhere, this Eterna
occurs anywhere.
WDMN\MM“,MNMQHE@ of mNMcoBEonbom .\,.um God, Toégﬁw is not ooMN Mcrw
tained by a consideration of space AoBE@mmmob.omv but a mM m:@_w e
a consideration of time (eternity). Since “all .QB@ or H.mm er a wm iy
(for time is only that small fragment of eternity . . ) .r& .@ﬁ”mﬁ M i
at once,” then the Lord God knows all things, bw&:ﬂm is m<.obzmw h
a grasp. On a more philosophical Fw&. and W a €M<0Hm~“ﬁ:am °
Augustine, Wesley maintains that all time, érwﬁ, er pas i mm,B X
present to God as “one eternal now.”>* And quite naturally, the.

i i n an
implications apply: the God who perceives all in a moment, 1

eternal now, also knows all.
Being the good pastoral leader that he was, Wesley pondered the moral

ivi isci 1an life, even
and spiritual consequences of divine omniscience for human life,

referring to what discomfort such knowledge can v.nbm, _wmﬁ mm TMHWMM
done in terms of the attribute of omnipresence, 9@.@9&2 w MSO o% ZQW
“How are ye affected to the oBbMQMb.nM NEM%BHMMH.MMHMMMMm %om. fen
naturally would rather have a blind i A.u‘. Hom,w a Hro\Bmm?wm WOHW n
S &M MW MWOMMJMMN%WMMQJMMW %%wﬁivcmmm. then, highlight not
MM%MMM MEMT of &4.5@ knowledge but also the importance of human
ammwobmwgwg in the face of God who is holy and glorious.
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Omnipotence

And finally, Wesley explores the omnipotence (all powerfulness) of
God, the last essential attribute, in terms of the divine omnipresence
itself and contends that “to deny the omnipresence of God implies like-
wise the denial of his omnipotence. To set bounds to the one is undoubt-
edly to set bounds to the other also.”36 Elsewhere in his writings, Wesley
declares that God is “omnipotent as well as omnipresent: there can be no
more bounds to his power than to his presence. He ‘hath a mighty arm;
strong is his hand, and high is his right hand.’”37 But just what does this
mean to state that there are no bounds to the power of the Eternal One?
How is such a truth to be interpreted properly with respect to both the
natural and the spiritual realms?

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary at the outset to call
to mind the way the eighteenth century viewed the relation between
body (matter), on the one hand, and mind (spirit), on the other. Earlier,
in the seventeenth century, Galileo Galilei (1564-1642) had used the
notion of matter in motion as his basic paradigm to explain all reality.
René Descartes (1596-1650), aware of this shift in worldview, sought to
appreciate Galileo’s latest findings, while at the same time he attempted

to preserve the many insights of religion. In other words, Descartes’ dis-
tinction of body/mind can be interpreted, at least on one level, as an
apologetical attempt to maintain the values of religion in a world of bur-
geoning facts. If minds and bodies are different things (res cogitans,
res extensa), the Frenchman reasoned, then the findings of one cannot
contradict those of the other.

One of the results of this Cartesian division is that matter is deemed
utterly inert, lacking self-power. Again, according to Descartes, God cre-
ated the material world, put a quantity of motion in it, but then quietly
withdrew. Although Wesley rejected this last idea of divine with-
drawal—which, by the way, basically results in Deism—he, for the most
part, followed the French philosopher’s earlier premises as they were
mediated to him by his own eighteenth century. Reflecting this influence
concerning God’s omnipotence, Wesley writes:

/
The name of God is God himself . . . it means, therefore, together with his
existence, all his attributes or perfections—his eternity . . . his omnipo-

tence;— . .. who is indeed the only agent in the material world, all mat-
ter being essentially dull and inactive, and moving only as it is moved by
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. o ible
the finger of God. And he is the spring of action in every QM;E.? MM_FO&
and invisible, which could neither act nor exist without the con

influx and agency of his almighty power.?®

Wesley’s last line just cited—“the continued ﬂﬂ.mcx wwm mmm.ﬂmm MM.J WM
i i ling and distinguishes his position w1
almighty power —is revea . o v
{ Descartes in one very impo:
to the natural order from that o . ant tespect
i f the Creator is conceived In
For Wesley at least, the omnipotence 0 : in such
ion i dent on God’s power not only
manner that the creation is depen . :
Mmi beginning, but also continually so. God Mﬂ memnmwﬁﬁr ﬂMrWMmMM
oty i involved with the world. Here, ,
but the Almighty is also deeply involved w e W, e, e o
ind-it-up-and-watch-it-run Deism is rejected in Ia . tir
) MSNWM Mwmgﬁ activity of God. Moreover, cﬁ.&o_ﬂ this mzmmwbﬁm
o i i col-
i 1d itself, and all therein, wou
otion of the Supreme Being, the wor : w
W@mm into sheer nothing. Descartes had Wymnmm God in the heavens
k to earth.
lev brought the Holy One bac arth. .
gwmmﬁ Q\m&mmé did not retreat from the _Bwrnmﬁoﬂm\ om .nrw MBDEOMMHWMW
i i in a letter drafted to William Law 1n .
God in nature is revealed in a ft ; ¢
%M his observations, Wesley is especially critical of certain aspects of ﬂ M
Spirit of Prayer, a work that Law had produced earlier. Wesley question:
his erstwhile mentor in the following fashion:

into a rational
Is it not possible for him [God] to change an ox or a stone in

into an
philosopher, or a child of Abraham? to change a man OMT a %@Ww%ﬂ an
angel of heaven? Poor omnipotence which cannot do this!

i i he be said

will or no, is another question. But if he cannot do it, rm& nm% be be s
’ .

to do “whatsoever pleaseth him in heaven, and in earth, an ,

in all deep places?” .
mbmw_.wﬂw Mo% Woma attachment to a miserable philosophy, lead you to deny

the almighty power of God.»®

Subsequently, in 1774, Wesley mbﬁwﬁwa into mwvmﬂw s:wﬂwm MMHMWWQWW
Hartley who, caught up in the latest scientific @96@0@5 s of the oo
claimed that all human sensations were caused, :w mm Mmmﬁwmn e n_mwm?
vibrations of the brain. Wesley quite E.;E&E M afe ﬂwb@ such dee
minism, rejected this Hmmconoa.mao view, an M@@mMﬁmmmmmmoB. fingly
enough, to divine omnipotence itself to ensure hum:

“Thoughts Upon Necessity,” for example, he declares:

Zosu .—m ﬁ._nwo,no Wuﬂ a Oomu #w@ cannot —UCH TNC@ m- @OS@H over QCQHQ creature
_n._nwm:u #wW ._HVNM M.D.m.mwl WWW must #..m. c WD.CM_._. ﬂ Ower Over matter Nva,_. m@ﬁh:”wu over
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our souls and bodies. What are then all the vibrations of the brain to him?
or all the natural consequences of them? Suppose there be naturally the
strongest concatenation of vibrations, sensations, reflections, _.:mmﬁmﬂmm,
passions, actions; cannot He, in a moment, whenever and however He
pleases, destroy that concatenation? Cannot he cut off, or suspend, in any
degree, the connexion between vibrations and sensations, between sensa-
tions and reflections, between reflections and judgments, and between

judgments and passions or actions? We cannot have any idea of God’s
omnipotence, without seeing He can do this if he will.4

This same “generous” understanding of divine omnipotence is also evi-
dent in Wesley’s observations on the spiritual realm, especially when he
considers the miracle, the supernatural grace, of saving faith, conversion,
and the new creation. In a letter to John Smith, for example, he points out:

That “the conversion of sinners to this holiness is no miracle at all,” is new
doctrine indeed! So new to me, that I never heard it before, either among
Protestants or Papists. | think a miracle is a work of omnipotence, wrought

by the supernatural power of God. Now, if the conversion of sinners to
holiness is not such a work, I cannot tell what is.#!

And elsewhere, in his Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion,
Wesley again highlights divine free grace and omnipotence in terms of
redemption and in a way that may come as a surprise to some Methodists:

If you ask, “Why then have not all men this faith, all, at least, who con-
ceive it to be so happy a thing? Why do they not believe immediately?”—
we answer (on the Scripture hypothesis), “It is the gift of God.” No man
is able to work it in himself. It is a work of omnipotence. It requires no less
power thus to quicken a dead soul than to raise a body that lies in the

grave. It is a new creation; and none can create a soul anew, but he who
at first created the heavens and the earth. 4

Though Wesley did indeed have a rich understanding of divine
omnipotence, he nevertheless revealed in his writings that God exercises
such power in a way that allows for freedom and agency that together
categorize all human beings as those who have been created for nothing
less than holy love. Put another way, Wesley rejected the notion of
omnipotence in the sense that “God exercises all power and thus . . .
creatures exercise none,”® a point that will be developed in greater detail
below in terms of God’s role as the Governor of all creation.
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The Essential Attributes and Predestination

The essential attributes of God, especially oBbwonv”nﬂ &mo. v&v
inform Wesley’s understanding of predestination and election as MM\MEQ
actions of the divine being. Expounding upon Wonwm 8:29-30 M moam
he did foreknow, he also did predestinate . . .” [KJV]*), %\mm_ﬁ ﬁﬂn ofa :
pointed out that this series of actions must not be described as a c mnw o
causes and effects, but simply as “the order in which the several g,mbm ﬁmm
of salvation constantly follow ownr other.” Put another way, this is “the

in which God works.™ .
mewﬁmmwm order of salvation detailed by the m@owmm Paul, gmm_mw gives
great weight to the omniscience of God in that “God %oﬁmrsmw_\cf ommmmm
every nation who would believe.”*" Such monW.boS_mmmﬂ whic .no.m,
tutes the first step, is not determinative or coercive but 5<mmnmmm<mm~€m
must not think they are because he knows H.ToB. No; he knows m:w
because they are.”*® Actually, Wesley Hmnn.vmdmmm that m.cnr _m wabbmmn %o
speaking is largely anthropomorphic: “For if we mﬁm&a. vnovm,, «M: Wm M 0
such thing as either foreknowledge or %..S\rzoimmmm: “% Go T :M ,m=
rather all eternity . . . being present to him at once.” In other words,
events are open to the immediacy of divine omniscience. b the

One of the more important corollaries Om the v:urnm._ trut mﬁm_. mmm
foreknowledge of God is not determinative is the mHmnm.\_Eﬁ:mw Mm MMM
of humanity. Such a freedom not only underscores the integrity M w 2t

it means to be a person in the sight of a holy .Oom, but &mm :.Emm be mnMob
fully understood, lest there be Bmmcwmwnmmmb&w.m. F Wesley’s mmmm::. on
such freedom, restored by mﬂmnmwm_ﬂmﬂ &MM mmg_ﬂwmdmb MmmMWM: MWME@:
i ders men and women both “address-able -at

MWTHMMM consequence that they are capable of both reward Msw wEMMM\
ment. Again, apart from this measure of mnm.nmoa _W,Mmﬁowm .EM mﬁ:m,
humanity would be like the sun or the moon, incapable of eithe virue
or vice.® Moreover, as the next chapter will mmB.oDmgMMm, m.wb.m s
restoring grace goes before salvation, properly speaking, then ~&~mm wb ©
venient” in the best sense of the term. Such grace, r.oégmnﬁ m not
issue in libertarian freedom (the freedom to m.o otherwise), mﬂ\ a ~ s s
quent choices as has sometimes been claimed in the name og..r esley, o
only for present realities suggesting oﬁmﬂﬁm %@mﬂ&mﬂnﬂ. wnmn mn_w,o %05
venient grace in this initial nmonbmmﬁ puts in @.FMM MmB%Hr Msmnwnm eodon

se-ability, that is, a freedom to receiv ‘
MMMMMMNHW,\@W OW@HQEDWE grace) by which one can then indeed do

29

The Theology of John Wesley

otherwise. In other words, the emphasis here as elsewhere is not on
humanity and its “capacities” (which can quickly lead to moralism), but
on the efficacious grace of God; not on human powers, but on the divine
benefit that can be received by persons as they become increasingly open
to grace upon grace.
The second step in this Pauline order is that those whom God

foreknew, the Holy One did also predestinate to be conformed to the
image of his Son. Wesley interprets this biblical truth not in a determin-
istic way, running roughshod over human freedom restored in some
measure by grace, but in a way that is consonant with the understanding
that “God decrees from everlasting to everlasting that all who believe in
the Son of his love shall be conformed to his image.”! Put another way,

the omniscience and foreknowledge of God, once again, inform predes-

tination, giving it a proper sense. Therefore, the “unchangeable, irre-
versible, irresistible decree of God”? is not that the Most High will give
saving grace only to the elect and withhold it from the reprobate, but
none other than “he that believeth shall be saved; he that believeth not
shall be damned.”? Election, then, is not unconditional but conditional;
it requires having faith in Jesus Christ.

Calling those whom God did predestinate as well as justifying those
who have been so called are the third and fourth steps. But Wesley makes
it clear in this context that the term “justification” is used more broadly
than elsewhere in the apostle Paul’s writings, and as a consequence it
embraces not simply the forensic theme of forgiveness but also the differ-
ent work of regeneration, of making holy, which is ever associated with
it. In other words, the term “justification” is employed in a peculiar sense
in this setting, whereby it means “he made them just or righteous . . . or
(as we usually speak) ‘sanctified them.’”5* However, Wesley does not
contend that the apostle conflated the matters of justification and initial
sanctification, such that the latter became or could become the basis of
the former. On the contrary, the single term “justification,” in this some-
what abbreviated order of salvation, is simply a shorthand form, a sum-

mary and general term, for the two distinct works of justification and

regeneration, a usage that is not often duplicated elsewhere. At any rate,
the last step in’this order is “whom he justified, those he glorified.”5 In
other words, “having made them ‘meet to be partakers of the inheritance

of the saints,” "6 God gives them “the kingdom which was prepared for
them before the world began.”?
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Naturally, some Calvinists even in Wesley’s own day tried to soften i “tends to destroy our zeal fo q s
their teaching on predestination by claiming that God only chose the _ strongest motives to all act T wﬂo .&omam but also “cuts off one of the
clect and did not actively reprobate the damned. Wesley, however, " clothing the naked, and rmn_v. mmm? mercy, such as feeding the hungry,
always considered this line of argument evasive and replied that “elec- ’ the like.
tion cannot stand without Hmmmovmﬂo?:mm That is, “whom God passes by,
those he reprobates. It is one and the same thing.”?® Several Calvinists
responded to this criticism, taking the argument further, by observing
that the Almighty, in their estimation, rightly passes over some sinners
(the reprobate) and allows them, therefore, to become examples of them, contended that “wh
divine justice. Wesley, nevertheless, rejected this defense as well by determined from all et w mmmwﬁ happens in time, was unchangeably
pointing out that he could find “no such teaching in the word of God.”® her son early on a cmi: And Susanna Wesley herself cautioned
The key difference, then, between Wesley, the Arminian, and a v superimposed u %Ebmm such a deterministic philosophy that was
Calvinist such as Augustus Toplady, author of the hymn “Rock of Ages,” pon the sacred Scriptures:
was that the former repeatedly maintained that election was not uncon-
ditional but conditional as noted earlier. That is, those and only those
who believe in Jesus Christ will be saved. Toplady, for his part, could see
little difference between a conditional election, in which some measure of

:swwﬂwm MMM:H.D@@T%P the mwnabm of predestination, if not properly
e mq,mﬁm Mmmm y _:menB_Dm ﬁ.rm love of God and humanity. For one
| i mwm e Mm M:mnr o<mmH of God in the sense that it makes the glorious
Dne the agent of al at happens, both good and evil. Implicating God

, the Westminster Assembly of Divines, as Wesley understood

The doctri inati

- mWM‘.MWMWOm mﬂmm@ﬂ”wﬁo? as maintained by the rigid Calvinists, is

e Bﬁ“mn " Ho%mmw t :m.mQE to be abhorred; because it directly

charge _ oly od 2;.7 being the author of sin. And I think yo
very well and justly against it. For ’tis certainly inconsistent ,,Mﬁr:

human involvement was required, however small, and salvation by works. . the justice B..& goodness of God to lay any man under eith ;

In time Wesley became so frustrated with Toplady’s views, especially when moral necessity of committing sin, and then punish hi _ f L wrﬁ_nm_ o
the latter accused him of teaching salvation by works, that he crudely P im for doing it.%®
summarized the Calvinist leader’s teaching in the following maxim: “The . Q\mm_mw evidently agreed with Susanna’s trenchant k 1.
sum of all is this: One in twenty, SUPPOSS, of mankind are elected; nine- _ wmﬁdos Free Grace,” he refers to the doctrine of E&Mm_ma . for in his
teen in twenty are reprobated. The clect shall be saved, do what they will: .. y some of the Calvinists, as blasphemy in that “it re pation, 2 held
The reprobate shall be damned, do what they can.”! Why is it then, Holy me as worse than the devil, as both more fal presents the most
according to Wesley, that some are lost? It is because of neither divine more unjust.”® Again, how is God good or loving to MM, more cruel, and
foreknowledge nor any unconditional decree of God nor even the failure s cially when the Holy One refuses to give her mo hi ) nmwno.v ate, espe-
of a divine inscrutable will to give sinners what graces they need. Rather, graces she or he needs in order to be saved?™ JM :s Mwmn_mmxw those
some sinners will be lost simply because, as Wesley puts it, “they willnotbe |} Wesley asks, “as makes your blood run oo_%“w: An % ot this such love,”
saved.”8? In other words, they stubbornly refuse what grace is offered. They  § Wesley observes: ’ in terms of Christ,

will not come to the Savior s0 that they may have life.5

Wesley’s ongoing debate with the Calvinists that went through an
early phase with the publication of the sermon “Free Grace” in 1739 and
a very contentious later phase during the 1770s was viewed by Wesley
himself as unfortunate though necessary. What was at stake in Wesley’s
reckoning of the matter, accurate ot not, was nothing less than the
integrity of the gospel, the reality of holy love, and the character of God.
Indeed, Wesley believed that the doctrine of predestination, as held by
some of his contemporaries, “directly tends to destroy that holiness which
is the end of all the ordinances of God " Again, this teaching not only

Mwmm,mwnwawdommawwawmam our blessed Lord—*“Jesus Christ the righ-
o e mownoﬂ;? a mmnmz.mn of the people, a man void of
common sinc r it cannot be denied that he everywhere speaks as

ing that all men should be saved. Therefore, to say he was

Hﬂw

not w ~=._. Hr.m.ﬂ m:. men mrocwm dum mm.a\wm 1S to H@@mmm@H—ﬁ WZH: as a mere
.

r; UOﬁH—HO mnpm m _.mmwmd.vﬂmn.

A more care s
e cax ful mb% mmﬁmmmnwo examination of Scripture reveals that out
rcy and with the graci
divine 1 : graciousness of love that expresses
ature, God desires that all will come to the Wboiywm_mm of %m
e
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“For God so loved the world that he gave his only

truth and be saved. o oy

i in hi ish but m
: ho believes in him may not peris : .
o JMNWWMMY As a God of holy love, God can bmﬁ?ﬂ will
o against the divine character, though that goodwill can
d by human beings who have freedom enough to

eternal life” (
otherwise nor g

unfortunately be spurne
resist what grace is genuinely offered.

The Work of God/Father

i ion, and
For Wesley, the work of God, in terms of creation, Emmmz.mﬁo? .
o : ely connected with the divine attributes just

f love, overflowing and rich, that the
t of this same effulgent love that
onship with the One whose
rigins of faith and

governance, 1is intimat
discussed. Indeed, it was out 0
world was created. And it was ou .
humanity was brought forth to be in Hm._wﬁ nship v
eyes are too pure to behold evil. Considering the

love, Wesley elaborates:

i for faith
There was therefore no place before the foundation of the Mconm or faith
ve.
either in the general or particular sense. But there was WH GHo Love
a
existed from eternity, in God, the great ocean of love. F.o<m Hﬂ M acein
11 the children of God, from the moment of their Qmmﬂow. ey T
all the , :
at once from their gracious Creator to exist, and to love.
i , urce and
Beyond this, not only did Wesley consider love to be the so
L
very reason for creation, but also he de
sequent to the creation of humanity,

i Wesley states:
a process or development, but it was there at the outset. Wesley

sequent to the creation of the sun, but

And as light and heat were not sub so spiritual

_UWWWH_. to exIst W ~ﬁ#— :n» SO ﬁ#r&.ﬁ wam moment it 0un_.m—\.®ﬂw 1t m#~0n~0u
r.m.r.n NH_.Q. #wWWﬁv PﬂHwD r..—,W&.mw &.Hvﬁw ,_,O Ve, ere not mﬁ_anQEWHHH to Q—W creation
0m man, _U;ﬁ &W% gm&u—.ﬂ to exist ﬁommﬂrmwﬂ S—wa Tpn—. va@ HU.OHHHWHPH WVW

existed, he knew and loved.™

In light of this, 2

¢ will in

as Creator and Govemor, : !
understood in terms of the divine being and character.
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monstrated that love was not sub-
needing time to come into being as

the following sections, which display the work of God
timate how such work must also be

The Theology of John Wesley

Creator

In terms of creation, sometimes Wesley simply referred to the work of
the Godhead; nevertheless, at other times he underscored the role of the
Father in particular. Thus in his Notes on Matthew 6:9 (the opening lines
of the Lord’s Prayer), Wesley points to the Father as the One who is
“good and gracious to all, our Creator, our Preserver, the Father of our
Lord, and of us in him . . . the Father of the universe, of angels and
men.”” The unbegotten One, however, creates not as a monad, apart
from relationship, but through the Son by proclaiming the Word. So
understood, the Logos, according to Wesley, is “the Word whom the
Father begat or spoke from eternity; by whom the Father speaking, maketh
all things.”™ So then the power of the spoken Word is manifest in the
created order itself; creation is nothing less than an oral act, and it brings
all things into existence. Again, the evocative power of the Word brings
forth life and being in abundance. It is this same power, interestingly
enough, clothed in the promises of the gospel, that will also lead to
redemption.

In a way similar to many of his eighteenth-century colleagues, Wesley
affirmed that God created ex nihilo, that is, out of nothing. The Lord God
“called out of nothing by his all-powerful word the whole universe, all
that is.””” Wesley understood that the idea of eternity was an essential
characteristic of the divine, such that to deny that God created out of
nothing was likewise to affirm not only that something other than God
always was but also that it was independent, not contingent, upon any-
thing for its existence. In Wesley’s reckoning, such notions are clearly
impossible simply because, as noted earlier, there cannot be “two eter-
nals.” For the English leader, the characteristic of eternity (especially in
the sense of a parte ante) is a divine-making one. Nothing other than the
Lord God, therefore, can have such a mark or trait. And that God cre-
ates at all, bringing out of nothing what once was not, is a clear demon-
stration of the divine goodness and wisdom. Simply put, work bespeaks
of being.

Wesley not only affirmed God as Creator but also took personal com-
fort in believing that what exists did not come about simply by chance or
by an “inexorable necessity,””® but that the Almighty is purposive, the
“intelligent Cause and Lord of all.”™ Put another way, the Most High is
“the producer of every man, every animal, every vegetable in the world;
as he is the true primum mobile, the spring of all motion throughout the
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universe.”® And this orderly, purposive creation is of two sorts: the
invisible and the visible. Wesley explains:

By sight we take knowledge of the visible world, from the surface of the
carth to the region of the fixed stars. But what is the world visible to us
but “a speck of creation,” compared to the whole universe? To the invisi-
ble world, that part of the creation which we cannot see at all by reason
of its distance, in the place of which, through the imperfection of our
senses, we are presented with an universal blank.®!

In this context, Wesley apparently has in mind the physical universe
that, due to its size and distance, is incapable of being perceived in its
entirety by human senses. But he also employed the term “invisible cre-
ation” in yet another way—to highlight the truth that not all created
beings have a physical body. Here, Wesley, of course, was thinking of the
angels, that class of beings who are intelligent spirits and who serve both
the Creator and humanity alike. “They are all spirits: not material . . .
beings; not clogged with flesh and blood like us,” Wesley remarks, “but
having bodies, if any, not gross and earthly like ours, but of a finer sub-
stance, resembling fire or flame.”®? And the service to humanity of such
angelic beings includes, among other things, removing doubts and diffi-
culties, casting light on what was eatlier dark and obscure, confirming
the truth that is after godliness, warning of evil in disguise, and placing
what is both noble and good in a clear, strong light®® “Thus do they
secretly minister in aumberless instances to the heirs of salvation,”
Wesley observes; “while we hear only the voices of men, and see none

but men round about us.”%*

The creation of angels who are endued with understanding, affections,
and liberty®® once again displays the goodness of the Creator, while at the
same time it suggests a certain order, what Wesley referred to on occasion
as a chain of being. There is “one chain of beings,” he asserts, “from the
lowest to the highest point, from an unorganized particle of earth or water
to Michael the archangel.”®® Again, borrowing terminology from Plato
and the later Cambridge Platonists, Wesley contended there was “a
golden chain . . . ‘let down from the throne of God—an exactly con-
nected series of beings, from the highest to the lowest.”®" Such a progres-
sion fulfills the many and different designs of the Creator. “The work of
creation not only proceeded gradually from one thing to another,” Wesley
affirms, “but advanced from that which was less excellent, to that which
was more s0.”%8 Reflecting on the manner of this progressive order, this
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m~ s . . -
: Mm mm<~m5nm M..H B.m:w.mﬂbm complexity and excellence, especially as it
1s a clue to the divine being, Wesley observes in his notes on Genesis:

| So that in six days God made the world. We are not to think but that God
no.:E have made the world in an instant: but he did it in six days, that he
B_mrﬁ mT.mé himself a free agent, doing his own work, both in his o,sS wa
and in his own time; that his wisdom, power and goodness, might a; mww
to us, and be meditated upon by us, the more distinctly.8 . P

. This gradual, slow ascent of creation is not to be understood in a rigid
hierarchical way, especially if it is to the detriment of the animal ummm v
Indeed, Wesley’s high estimate of animals, as creatures who have ¢ e
from the hand of the living God, is evident in his comment that mﬂm
Father of all has a tender regard for even his lowest creatures %m
Nevertheless, such regard does not mean a basic equality, in o<.

respect, exists among the species. Wesley explains: , -

[Y]et I dare not affirm that he [God] has
I
the children of men. 1 do not belicve tha MS equal regard for them and for

He sees with equal eyes, as Lord of all,
A hero perish or a sparrow fall!

By no means. This is exceeding pretty; but it is absolutely false. For though

Mertcy, with truth and endless grace,
O’er all his works doth reign,

Yet chiefly he delights to bless
His favourite creature, man.%!

.O.obntEm the time of creation, there are several places in Wesley’
writings in which he reckons that the world is merely six thousand .
o.E. Thus, for example, in his sermon “On the Fall of Man.” as he Mnmmm
siders the consequences of the fall for the entirety of Tcwbmz hi nob\
Wesley states: “Who has been able in the course of near six QHoMmoJm
years to evade the execution of this sentence passed on Adam and =NM.
posterity?”%? m_\mmirmno, in another piece, Wesley takes into wnnocwm HT_ )
amount of experience that evil angels have acquired since the beginni :
of time and opines: “How great is their subtlety! Matured by ﬂTmmmx oy
ence of above six thousand years.”” In many respects a man of Em@MmM\
)

Wesley was likely dependent on the reckoning of James Ussher
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(1581-1656), the Archbishop of Armagh, who in his Annals of the Old
and New Testament fixed creation as having occurred in 4004 B.C. /.x\mﬁm«w
no doubt, would have altered his views in light of subsequent evidence.
Part of the problem here is that Wesley, in his eighteenth-century set-
ting, failed to understand just how large the cd?mamw mnﬂ.ﬁ&.? was, irnam
distance readily translates into time. But even Sir William Hersche
(1738-1822), noted German astronomer who moved to England as a
young man, in his work On the Construction of the Imme.may underesti-
mated the size of the Milky Way galaxy (which many believed to be the
entire universe) by three orders of magnitude.

Moreover, just as the Lord God has created all things, so, too, does the
Holy One sustain them as well. “He is the preserver as well as H.To Qmmmmm
of everything that exists,” Wesley notes; “ ‘He cvﬁwwmmﬁr all things M&N the
word of his power,” that is, by his powerful word. m.o :Dam.mm.ﬂoo , pre-
serving and sustaining what has been made is an ongoing activity OM .Hmwb?
ture marked by both goodness and wisdom. Q\om_ﬂw w._mwonﬁmmm :M
Father—our Preserver . . . day by day sustains the Ew rm.?& given; O
whose continuing love we now and every moment receive life mnmw. .Vnmmﬂr
and all things.” God is good in that all creatures are @Hmmmd\mm\. : in ﬁwma
degree of well-being which is suitable to their mo<m8_. natures. Qn is
wise in that all creatures are cared for in terms of “their several a&.mﬂobm.
connections, and dependences, so as to compose one system of beings, to

: - 3
form one entire universe.”’

Sovereign

Wesley taught that God’s role as Creator must be distinguished @oﬂm
the role as Governor because the attributes that correspond to_each
work must not be intermixed or confused. As Oa.mmmoH, the >_5~mr~ﬁ~< is
sovereign and free. As Governor, the Zﬁ.umﬂ High must mwow Wﬁﬁ oWM
“impeaching . . . inviolable justice.”® Again, as On.mmmoﬂ. o Howm
forth all things according to the divine, sovereign .,w.:z. .Zo one or thing
constrained such choices and judgments. Clearly, justice .Vwm not, nﬂb\
not have, any place here,” Wesley maintains; ..ﬁmoH zmu.&:um is Qcmmno w at
has no being.”® In this context, then, sovereignty is E&mamonw princi-
pally as the freedom of God in terms of creation and nature. _ oé@“
sovereignty can also be conceived in a mmooba,.moﬁmﬁoﬁo.m_ﬂm mmb_mm ;
divine liberty in terms of redemption, a vital topic that will be explore:
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in greater detail in a subsequent chapter. For now, however, what is in
view is simply divine sovereignty with respect to creation; and Wesley
outlined such liberty in his “Thoughts Upon God’s Sovereignty” in the
following way: God began creation at what time seemed good; deter-
mined the duration of the universe; appointed the place of the universe in
the immensity of space; fixed the number of stars as well as the compo-
nents of the cosmos; created the earth with its creatures; made human
beings as embodied spirits with understanding liberty, and will; set the
times for every nation to come into being; allotted the time, the place and
the circumstances for the birth of each individual; gave to each a body,
whether weak or strong; and finally provided humanity various degrees of
understanding and knowledge.!®
The liberty accorded to human beings, who have been created for rela-
tionship with a holy God, means that Wesley could not affirm, nor take
divine sovereignty to such an extent, that he would maintain, as did the
Westminster Confession, “God from eternity ordained whatsoever
should come to pass.”!® As noted earlier, the freedom and sovereignty
with respect to creation must not, once again, be confused with what per-
tains to redemption. A distinction, in other words, must be made, to use
more technical language, between potentia absoluta and potentia ordinata,
the absolute freedom and power of God in terms of creation, and the
ordered and, in some sense, restricted freedom and power that makes

room for the human beings (reflective of the divine image) that God has
actually created.

Governor

In several places in his writings, Wesley refers to the work of
God/Father as that of both Creator and Governor. The first role, as we

have just seen, underscores the divine freedom and sovereignty to cre-
ate all things in accordance with God’s good pleasure. The second role
as Governor, however, highlights neither freedom nor sovereignty, but
justice and mercy. “Whenever, therefore, God acts as a Governor, as a
rewarder, or punisher,” Wesley states, “he no longer acts as a mere
Sovereign, by his own sole will and pleasure; but as an impartial Judge,
guided in all things by invariable justice.”!? As Governor, God will
invariably act in accordance with the holiness that expresses the
divine nature itself. And it was in that same holiness that humanity

38



The God of Holy Love

was created as free, responsible moral beings. To bring the m_SHm .w.mw\
dom into the role of Governor as it informs nrmn. of Creator M\.oc aMMM
in injustice, inconsistency, as well as in mﬁo failure to ren Ma to momw
his or her due in accordance with God’s Uﬁdmw character, an ~ %cﬂ_ - .
In short, holy love would not be fully appreciated, nor would evil be
rightly recognized.

The Moral Law

One way, however, in which Wesley did Hm_m.;m the nop.om of .O_..mmﬁomm”wg
Governor was in terms of the moral law, that H.wwooﬂ:wﬁzm picture A—u %M
high and holy One that inhabiteth mSBWQ.,.H As .Onm.waow not only ad
God bring forth a physical world, but also, in H.ﬁmmEoDE : cBmE&wbnm
Almighty brought into vombmlm\xﬁb‘ﬁgﬁﬁﬁhgrﬁmhwppﬁolmmm
with the moral law, which “is a copy of the etemal mind, a transcrip o

he divine nature.”'% In other words, God freely orn.vmm. to create a wor i
that would evidence the personal attributes of ..nrm &S.bw TQDM in HMSW
of holiness and love. The moral law, which is holy, just, mbm good, w
therefore imbedded in the very nature of the created .Boﬂm_ H mbﬂ.znncwﬁ
order. Wesley explains: “If we survey the law of God in another poin

it i itude; it is
view, it is supreme, unchangeable reason; it is unalterable rectitude;
?

»105
the everlasting fitness of all things that are or ever imm nﬂomﬁmm.w o
Again, Wesley points out that the moral law, &mawﬁgcmwmw rule M S%.Mﬁ
and wrong, is an expression of “the nature and ?.Bmmmm.m of t 5mmvm ndon
their essential relations to each other,”'% so evident in a owm.mam s .
Moreover, this moral realm or &Bmsmwod is capable of being discerned by
those beings created in the image and likeness of God. o desed the

The ancient Greeks (see Plato’s Dialogue Euthyphro) ha Wwﬂ S¢ dch
same question that Wesley took .cv.g his own Qm@ D.ﬂa.m «an M:Mm ! M
therefore right because God wills it? Or mom.m he will it eause It X
right?”1%7 In a certain sense, Wesley ﬁwo_wmr.m this statement ﬁom bemidlead
ing since the two n:mmaomm QMMonM_mM Nm MM@MWMMM Mwmmw L mvmﬁ mxw
a distinction between God and the will o . ms, , e
whole difficulty arises from nobmﬁonbﬂ God’s éwmowmmwﬂ_w%nwnmm mww“mmﬂmn
ims; “Otherwise it vanishes away. ords,

M\Mﬂw MMMN?W ,nmcmo of the moral law, but also this same law is an apt

expression of the will of God, a will that must be identified with, mb_mﬂbOm
separated from, the divine being. This means then that the moral law,
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the holy law of love, as an expression of the will of God, is unshakeable

and enduring. Since this law is.a_capy of the-eternal mind and has been
mediated through the things that have been made, especially in terms of
the fitness of relations established therein, then the contemplarion of
this law gives a clue to the constancy of the divine nature, in terms

of personal and essential characteristics, as well as to the content of jus-
tice and mercy, elements that are always informed and illuminated by the
will of God. With such views in place, Wesley was in harmony with
many theologians of his day in his insistence on “the inexorability of the
moral law and on the unchangeableness of God’s nature.”10%

Providential Provider

As the Governor of the world, the Lord God manages the affairs of
creation. When this sustaining care is understood especially in terms of
creatures, rather than in terms of inanimate objects (such as the sun or
the moon), Wesley employed the word “providence” to explain the full
range of his meaning. Accordingly, Wesley declared that such care is not
the wishful thinking of Christians but is a teaching clearly affirmed in the
Scriptures.!’® Moreover, he drew on occasion a relationship between
some of the attributes already discussed and God’s care for the world.
“The omnipresent God sees and knows all the properties of all the beings
that he hath made,” Wesley observes, “and all the ways wherein one of
them can affect another.”!! Beyond this, God knows “how the stars,
comets, or planets above influence the inhabitants of the earth beneath
.. . He knows all the animals of the lower world, whether beasts, birds,

fishes, reptiles, or insects . . . [and] He knows all the hearts of the sons of
men, and understands all their thoughts.”!12

Even some of Wesley’s theological detractors, however,
admit that God is concerned in a general way with the creation and is
therefore good, but they were loathe to admit the notion of a particular
providence, that the Supreme Being, the Maker of all, would dare to be
troubled as a Governor with the small, private, and commonplace trou-
bles of individuals and societies. Indeed, several leading thinkers during
the eighteenth century—John Hawkesworth among them—argued only
for a general providence rather than a particular one. Supported by their
reading of such Deist classics as Jobn Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious
(1696) and Matthew Tindal’s Christianity as Old as Creation (1730), many

were willing to
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cultural leaders put forth the view that God created the world to run
according to basic laws and principles, the appeal to which often resulted
in the rejection of any notion of a particular providence, that is, that
God expresses providential care and concern toward individuals in the
details of their lives.
Wesley reflected upon such a judgment during the latter part of his
career when he had already witnessed numerous instances of a particular
care in his own life during the great evangelical revival, having been
attacked by mobs on more than one occasion. In his sermon “On Divine
Providence,” produced in 1786, Wesley points out, first of all, that the
denial of a particular providence, the assumption that “the little affairs of
men are far beneath the regard of the great Creator and Governor,”'?
contradicts the Scriptures. Second, such a view apparently makes no
allowance for exceptions to the general laws of nature in the form of mir-
acles by repudiating divine freedom and agency.!* To be sure, in estab-
lishing such general laws, Wesley counters that God “never precluded

himself from making exceptions to them whensoever he pleases, either

by suspending that law in favour of those that love him, or by employing

his mighty angels.”?> And third, Wesley maintains that the idea of a

general providence exclusive of a particular one is a confused and an

ultimately contradictory idea. He reasons:

You say, “You allow a general providence, but deny a particular one.” And
what is a general (of whatever kind it be) that includes no particulars? Is
not every general necessarily made up of its several particulars? Can you

instance in any general that isnot?. ..
rovidence, exclusive of a particular?

What becomes then of your general p
Let it be for ever rejected by all cational men as absurd, self-contradictory

nonsense.'16

Having read Thomas Crane’s A Prospect of Divine Providence,!'? Wesley
viewed the particular providence of God in a threefold circle of increas-
ing intensity and care. Thus, the outer circle includes all of humanity,
which is composed of “not only the Christian world . . . but the
Mahometans . . - and the heathens likewise.”!8 The second, smaller
lled such, and all

contains all who are Christians, all who are ca

119 And finally, the third circle, the

innermost one, embraces only real Christians, those “that worship God,
not in form only, but in spirit and in truth.”120 Providential care, then, is
graded in accordance with a deepening of faith and trust in Christ.

circle,
who “profess to believe in Christ.
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Wesley most likely approached this field of natural philosophy (what
today we call science) with excitement, perhaps even with a sense of
childlike wonder. This was the time of Isaac Newton (1642-1727), who
was elected president of the Royal Society in 1703. Earlier, in 1687,
Newton had published his Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica
(The Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy), which helped rev-
olutionize the physics of the period. Building upon the work of Galileo,
Newton essentially rewrote the science of moving bodies and understood
for the first time that what keeps the planets in their orbits is the very
same force (gravity) that operates on the earth. This was also the time of
'Edmund Halley, who applied some of the insights of Newton, especially
his three laws of motion, and correctly predicted in 1705 that the comet
that had appeared in 1682 (eventually named after him) would complete
its cycle of seventy-six years and, therefore, return in 1758, though Halley
himself did not live to see it. Moreover, William Herschel, who had been
appointed a royal astronomer by King George IlI, determined that the
motion of the sun is directed toward the constellation Hercules; he pub-
lished a list of double stars; and in 1781, he discovered the planet Uranus.
Wesley likely read Herschel’s On the Construction of the Heavens that con-
sidered the shape of the Milky Way galaxy. Beyond this, William Derham
published his Astro-theology in 1714, while Wesley was at Charterhouse, a
work that moved from the field of astronomy to the contemplation of
God, a method that Wesley appreciated most of all.

Among other things, the careful editing of A Survey reveals that
Wesley had kept up with this latest scientific knowledge. Indeed, one
way in which Wesley was progressive, though some of his co-religionists
were not, was in terms of his growing estimate of the size of the universe
itself (though still small by current standards), and in his speculation that

this vast expanse suggests the possibility of other worlds beyond the
earth. He reasons:

It now appears a more probable and rational conjecture, that our solar sys-
tem is but one of innumerable systems; that the universe is of infinite
extension, and occupied by an infinite multitude of worlds; that the sov-
ereignty of the Creator is not limited to a comparatively insignificant and

solitary world, or system, but that it is infinite as his wisdom, and exten-
sive as his power.126

Moreover, Wesley maintains in this same work that the Holy One is
Lord of the universe and “not merely of this little, straggling world of
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ours; which is but a little planet, attached to a single star.”'?’ Indeed,
Wesley fully accepted the findings of Copernicus who, in his On the
Rewolutions of the Heavenly Spheres, argued that the sun, not the earth, is
the center of the solar system.!? He had not linked, in other words, a
particular view on these matters (that of Aristotle and Prolemy, for
instance) with the integrity and truthfulness of the Christian faith as the
Italian inquisition had already done 12 Wesley’s vision of the cosmos was
great; his view of the Christian faith and its Author, even greater.

Though the intellectually curious Wesley was well aware of the first

great cosmological revolution in affirming the theory of Copernicus (as
well as the earlier work of Galileo), two more were beyond his reach
since they did not occur until the twentieth century. In 1924, for exam-
ple, Edwin Hubble, a lawyer turned astronomer, discovered other galax-
ies beyond the Milky Way. Indeed, some of what William Herschel had
considered in Wesley’s own day simply to be nebulas actually turned out
to be entire galaxies. Five years later, in 1929, while working at the
Mount Wilson Observatory, Hubble came to an even more stunning con-
clusion: the universe was not static, as even Einstein had once thought,
but was actually expanding. Hubble’s painstaking measurements indi-
cated that the light from distant galaxies was redshifted, which meant
that they were moving away from the earth, the point of observation.
What's more, the farther away the galaxies were, the faster they were
moving. And all the galaxies were moving away.

Building on the work of Hubble, astronomers realized that if the uni-
verse was actually expanding over time, and if the clock were run back-
wards, so to speak, then the earlier universe had to be much smaller in
size and far more dense. Already in the 1920, Alexander Friedman and
Abbe Georges Lemaitre put forth what was later called the big bang the-
ory of the universe that was improved upon during the 1940s by George
Gamow to reach its modern formulation. The expansion of the universe
from a point of singularity (taking the clock all the way back) blew away
“the idea of a cozy little universe.”30 Indeed, not only did the universe
have a precise beginning, where fractions of a second (the instantaneous)
made crucial, lasting differences, but also it proved to be a challenge to
comprehend just what caused the expansion of the universe in the first
place.!®! Simply put, why did space/time begin at all?

Scientists are not yet clear what took place before the smallest meas-
urement of time, that is, Planck time, or an interval before 10 seconds.
Here the classical physics that has helped scientists understand the large-
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In light of these three revolutions, modern scientists and cosmologists
have put forth a couple of basic models to explain the origin of the uni-
verse. The first comes from Stephen Hawking, who, in a departure from
the big bang model, speculates that there may be no point of singularity,
no beginning of time/space at all. Rather the space/time dimensions of
the universe are finite but without an edge, much like a globe is limited
in size, though it has no beginning or ending point. Hawking explains:

It is possible for space-time to be finite in extent and yet to have no sin-
gularities that formed a boundary or edge. Space-time would be like the
surface of the earth, only with two more dimensions. The surface of the
earth is finite in extent but it doesn’t have a boundary or edge.'**

In this model, there is no moment of creation and little for a Creator to
do since the universe is self-contained. As some of the ancient Greeks
had already argued centuries ago, the universe, quite simply, always was.
Other scientists, however, are not so convinced. For in order for
Hawking’s model to work, he must appeal to the notion of imaginary
time.

A second model, dependent on many of the insights of the big bang
theory, speculates that the universe arose either out of a quantum fluctu-
ation ot out of a black hole from another universe. The Heisenberg prin-
ciple of uncertainty, which governs quantum fluctuations, indicates that
empty space is alive with packets of energy that appear and then disap-
pear “within the time limit set by quantum rules.”!** For some reason not
yet fully understood, a packet of energy took off, was rapidly inflated, and
became our present universe. And in terms of the other possibility,
“Every black hole in our Universe may be the gateway to another uni-
verse,” John Gribbin writes, “and our Universe may have been formed by
the collapse of a black hole in another universe, making an infinite sea
of bubble universes in the vastness of space and time.”13¢ Such an under-
standing has led Fred Adams and others to speak not of a “universe” but
of the “multiverse” in which any number of universes can exist like so

many bubbles on a lake. Adams explains:

But if the laws of physics can enforce the production of our universe, these
same laws could create a whole series of universes through the same mech-
anism. These other universes, the offspring of other small patches of space-
time being launched into existence, would evolve and never come into

contact with our own.!*?
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In terms of this recent science, just when we think we have come to at
least some appreciation of the dizzying size of the universe—moving from
solar system to galaxy, to local groups of galaxies, to clusters, to clouds, to
mcwm,anr_mﬁma and on to supercluster complexes or walls—the mBBmSMEA
changes. Is the multiverse, with its image of a universe as but one bubble
on a lake, the final frame of reference, or is that lake simply a part of an
even larger structure?

If Wesley were alive today, what would he make of these most recent
Bn.vmw_m, given his interest in the field? Since he was a theist, an Anglican
priest who affirmed that the world comes into being out ow the Word of
the Creator, Wesley obviously could not accept one line of Hawking’s
speculation that the universe (time/space) lacks a point of &Dm&mlm
and therefore has neither a beginning nor need of a Creator. But it is _MM
no means a stretch to contend that Wesley’s thought, especially as
reflected in A Survey, could indeed embrace not only Hrm, big bang the-
ory but also some of its most recent expressions in terms of @:mﬁ:ﬂm fluc-
tuations or black holes. That is, such developments could be viewed as
Hr.m way, the very processes, through which the Creator has brought all
things into existence. And if the universe is that much greater, more

wonderful, than we have hitherto imagined, then so, too, is the Omﬁ who
has created it—elements congenial to Wesley’s own thinking
. ./x\rmﬂ Wesley’s thought cannot embrace, however, given Tm presuppo-
sitions and assumptions, is any sort of naturalistic mw@_w:mmomm?mﬁ?m&m

8596mvoHmwmQ.Om‘Oovmﬁ.oBnOmemmmnosmo:u.mr,‘,
tln(!i.s..i.!..: ‘ . ;:.. Smuro w,
leptons, gluons, photons, and bosons, there is the Creator, the mm”“ Mm
God, and the Word of God who, out of holy love, brought forth all things

EHMJ existence to communicate, through the things that have been made
v b
nothing less than the beauty and wonder of the divine life.
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