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ChapTer Five

CREATION, SIN, Law,
GRACE, AND REPENTANCE

United Methodist teaching about humanity requires holding in
tension four key concepts all deeply rooted in Scripture: creation,
sin, grace, and law. Human beings are created in God’s image, yet
original sin has so corrupted that image that no person can be
saved on his or her own. Original sin leads inexorably to actual
sins. Yet no person is ever left alone, because God’s grace is freely
given to all, enabling them to fulfill the law that was intended for
their salvation. First we will discuss each of the four, and then the
turning of one’s life toward God in repentance.

CREATION BY GRACE

The heart of United Methodist doctrine is saving grace, so, not
surprisingly, grace is also the starting poin of its anthropology. The
opening sentence of the first of the Sermons makes it clear that
God’s creation of humankind was an act of grace:

All the blessings which God hath bestowed upon man are of
his mere grace, bounty, or favour: his free, undeserved favour,
favour altogether undeserved; man having no claim to the least of
his mercies. It was free grace that “formed man of the dust of the
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ground, and breathed into him a living soul,” and stamped on
that soul the image of God, and “put all things under his feet.”!

God’s grace is an expression of God’s essential nature, which is
love. Article I and Confession I both affirm God’s loving nature and
creative activity. “Our Social Creed” says,

We believe in God, Creator of the world; and in Jesus Christ,
the Redeemer of creation. We believe in the Holy Spirit, through
whom we acknowledge God’s gifts, and we repent of our sin in
misusing these gifts to idolatrous ends.

We affirm the natural world as God’s handiwork and dedicate
ourselves to its preservation, enhancement, and faithful use by
humankind.?

This builds on the affirmation given earlier that “All creation is the
Lord’s, and we are responsible for the ways in which we use and
abuse it. Water, air, soil, minerals, energy resources, plants, animal
life, and space are to be valued and conserved because they are
God’s creation and not solely because they are useful to human
beings. God has granted us stewardship of creation.”?

The BOR speaks about God’s creation and our misuse of it.* The

Sermons articulate a clear understanding of stewardship of our

bodies, souls, worldly goods, and talents.” God’s creation of the
whole world is clearly affirmed in the Notes.® The restoration of all

things will involve the whole of creation.”

Humanity CREATED IN THE IMAGE OF GoD

Within God’s creation, humanity occupies a special place.
Among the “Basic Christian Affirmations” is the statement, “The
created order is designed for the well-being of all creatures and as
the place of human dwelling in covenant with God.”® When the
Sermons and Notes talk about God’s activity as creator, they most
frequently focus on God making humankind in God’s own image.

Specifically, the Sermons note that humanity was created in God’s
image in three different senses of the term.? Wesley says:

And, first, why must we be born mm.m“.Ew What is the foundation
of this doctrine? The foundation of it lies near as deep as the cre-
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ation of the world, in the scriptural account whereof we read,
“And God,” the three-one God, “said, Let us make man in our
image, after our likeness. So God created man in his own image,
in the image of God created he him.” Not barely in his natural
image, a picture of his own immortality, a spiritual being endued
with understanding, freedom of will, and various affections; nor
merely in his political image, the governor of this lower world,
having “dominion over the fishes of the sea, and over the fowl of
the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth”; but chiefly in
his moral image, which, according to the Apostle, is “righteousness
and true holiness.” In this image of God was man made. “God is
love”: accordingly man at his creation was full of love, which was
the sole principle of all his tempers, thoughts, words, and actions.
God is full of justice, mercy, and truth: so was man as he came
from the hands of his Creator. God is spotless purity: and so man
was in the beginning pure from every sinful blot. Otherwise God
could not have pronounced him as well as all the other works of
his hands, “very good.” This he could not have been had he not
been pure from sin, and filled with righteousness and true holi-
ness. For there is no medium. If we suppose an intelligent crea-
ture not to love God, not to be righteous and holy, we necessarily
suppose him not to be good at all; much less to be “very good.”'

Several important points should be brought out with regard to this
passage.

The first sense in which we were created in the image of God is
the natural image. Thus, we share God’s nature in that we are
immortal spirits who have various divine capacities: understand-
ing, freedom of the will, and affections. The Sermons and Notes
throughout presuppose that human beings are immortal souls
temporarily joined to bodies. He says explicitly,

God has entrusted us with our soul, an immortal spirit made in the
image of God, together with all the powers and faculties thereof—
understanding, imagination, memory; will, and a train of affec-
tions either included in it or closely dependent upon it; love and
hatred, joy and sorrow, respecting present good and evil; desire
and aversion, hope and fear, respecting that which is to come.™

Creation in God’s natural image implies that each person is essen-
tially a spirit and that death is separation from the body leading
eventually to eternal judgment.’
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Humanity was also created in God’s political image. Wesley
devotes very little space to the development of this idea. His note
on Romans 8:19 makes a passing reference to the whole visible cre-

ation, which will benefit from the glory of the children of God..

Sermon 51, “The Good Steward,” talks about our care for the
“worldly goods” with which God has entrusted us.’® But it is only
as human technology has advanced sufficiently and the environ-
mental problems associated with increasing population, pollution,
and the endangerment of species have increased that United
Methodists have become concerned for how well we exercise our
role as “governor over this lower world.” The Social Principles,
with its concerns for the natural world, nurturing community,
social community, economic community, political community, and
world community, should be read, in part, as a witness about how
this political aspect of the image of God should be exercised today.

For Wesley the most important way in which creation in the
image of God should be understood concerns the moral image. For
him, it is clear from 1 John 4:8 that “God is love.” On that verse the
Notes say that love is God’s “reigning attribute, the attribute that

sheds an amiable glory on all his other perfections.” Thus, to be

created in the moral image of God is to be created “full of love,
which was the sole principle of all his tempers, thoughts, words,
and actions.”** Justice, mercy, and truth characterize this image as
well. :

This understanding of creation in the moral image of God is
foundational to the rest of United Methodist doctrine. It underiies
the soteriology of the Sermons and Notes. The note on Romans 14:17
concisely makes a point that is echoed throughout the rest of the
authoritative texts: “For the kingdom of God—That is, true religion,
does not consist in external observances. But in righteousness—1he
image of God stamped on the heart; the love of God and man,
accompanied with the peace that passeth all understanding, and joy
in the Holy Ghost”" In short, the doctrines of sanctification,
Christian perfection, personal holiness, and social justice all have
to do with the renewal of this moral image of God. This is the first
piece in United Methodist understanding of God’s saving grace.
Creation is by God, and human beings are created in God’s image,
especially like God's reigning attribute, love.
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ORIGINAL SIN AND ACTUAL SINS

The anthropology of United Methodist doctrine appropriately
begins with creation in the image of God, but it never rests there.
The image that was God’s intention has been disfigured by sin.
Human nature was created good, but at its very deepest levels it is
marred by sin.

The Articles and Confession talk about this as the Fall. In Article
VI, it is clearly stated that a corrupt human nature is engendered
in all of Adam’s offspring.’® Confession VII puts forward the same
point without mentioning Adam: “We believe man is fallen from
righteousness and, apart from the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, is
destitute of holiness and inclined to evil. Except a man be born
again, he cannot see the Kingdom of God. In his own strength,
without divine grace, man cannot do good works pleasing and
acceptable to God.”'” Wesley’s sermon “The New Birth” locates the
source of this corruption of human nature and destitution of holi-
ness in Adam’s disobedience. Fluman beings were made in God’s
image, but they had the freedom to disobey God’s commandments.
This they did, and God’s promise in Genesis 2:17 was fulfilled:
Adam and Eve died on that day.

Accordingly in that day he did die: he died to God, the most dread-
ful of all deaths. He lost the life of God: he was separated from him
in union with whom his spiritual life consisted. The body dies
when it is separated from the soul, the soul when it is separated
from God. But this separation from God Adam sustained in the
day, the hour, he ate of the forbidden fruit. And of this he gave
immediate proof; presently showing by his behaviour that the love
of God was extinguished in his soul, which was now “alienated
from the life of God.” Instead of this he was now under the power
of servile fear, so that he fled from the presence of the Lord.®

This spiritual death, Wesley argues, is the “loss of the life and
image of God.”?? Because all of humanity were “in Adam’s loins,”
Wesley can explain the text from 1 Corinthians 15:22 that “in Adam
all died.” He continues,

The natural consequence of this is that everyone descended from
him comes into the world spiritually dead, dead to God, wholly
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“dead in sin”; entirely void of the life of God, void of the image
of God, of all that “righteousness and holiness” wherein Adam
was created. Instead of this every man born into the world now
bears the image of the devil, in pride and self-will; the image of
the beast, in sensual appetites and desires. This then is the foun-
dation of the new birth—the entire corruption of our nature.?

Thus, United Methodist doctrine teaches that there is a human
problem, and that it is sin. As “Our Doctrinal Heritage” puts it, “As
sinful creatures, however, we have broken that covenant, become
estranged from God, wounded ourselves and one another, and
wreaked havoc throughout the natural order. We stand in need of
redemption.”* Moreover, the nature of the human problem is such
that humanity cannot fix its own problem. Article VIII, “Of Free
Will,” says, “The condition of man after the fall of Adam is such
that he cannot turn and prepare himself, by his own natural
strength and works, to faith, and calling upon God; wherefore we
have no power to do good works, pleasant and acceptable to God,
without the grace of God by Christ preventing us, that we may
have a good will, and working with us, when we have that good
will.”* This article not only makes it clear that humanity cannot
save itself, but also points to the grace of God as the way in which
genuine salvation comes. The word “preventing” here has the
meaning of “to go before with spiritual guidance and help.”? Thus,
it is a reference to the prevenient grace of God discussed later in
this chapter.

Wesley understands that when Adam sinned, all of humanity
was changed forever. He says in “Justification by Faith,” “By the
sin of the first Adam, who was not only the father but likewise the
representative of us all, we all ‘fell short of the favour of God,” we
all became ‘children of wrath,” or, as the Apostle expresses it,
‘Tudgment came upon all men to condemnation.””?* Adam as the
father of all humankind points to a kind of biclogical transmission
theory of original sin. Adam as the representative of humanity
sinned, and thus legally brought his penalty upon all of the rest of
us as well.®

Thus, the Sermons sometimes refer to the “natural” human
being. Two of the Sermons interpret Ephesians 5:14 “Awake thou
that sleepest, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give thee
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light”% as applying to sinful human beings who don’t know that
they need God:

The poor unawakened sinner, how much knowledge soever he
may have as to other things, has no knowledge of himself. In this
respect “he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know.” He knows
not that he is a fallen spirit, whose only business in the present
world is to recover from his fall, to regain that image of God

wherein he was created. . . .
Full of all diseases as he is, he fancies himself in perfect

health.”

As Wesley understands it, the natural person is so mired in sin that
he or she does not even know how bad the situation is. This is true
“whether he be a gross, scandalous transgressor, or a more rep-
utable and decent sinner, having the form though not the power of
godliness.”?® Humanity is in a difficult position after Adam’s sin.
Each person is a sinner, and yet unaware of his or her own need.

ORIGINAL SIN

The result of the fall is that human beings have a corrupted
nature. This is first of all an explanation for the state of humanity as
a whole. The sermon “Original Sin” begins with a reference to both
pagan and Christian accounts of the dignity and self-sufficiency of
humanity. Wesley then asks, “But in the meantime, what must we
do with our Bibles? For they will never agree with this. These
accounts, however pleasing to flesh and blood, are utterly irrecon-
cilable with the scriptural.”® He goes on to discuss the sermon’s
text, Genesis 6:5, “And God saw that the wickedness of man was
great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his
heart was only evil continually.” His exegesis leads to the conclu-
sion that human beings are the same now as they were back then.

Yet original sin is also important as a description of each individ-
ual's condition and need for God. Wesley says that understanding
oneself as a sinner is one of the first steps in the way of salvation:

Know thyself to be a sinner, and what manner of sinner thou art.
Know that corruption of thy inmost nature, whereby thou art
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very far gone from original righteousness, whereby “the flesh lus-
teth” always “contrary to the Spirit,” through that “carnal mind
which is enmity against God,” which “is not subject to the law of
God, neither indeed can be.” Know that thou art corrupted in
every power, in every faculty of thy soul, that thou art totally cor-
rupted in every one of these, all the foundations being out of
course. The eyes of thine understanding are darkened, so that
they cannot discern God or the things of God.*

This view of original sin is total. The Notes referring to Romans 6:6
says it is “that entire depravity and corruption which by nature
spreads itself over the whole man, leaving no part uninfected.”*
The liturgy for the Baptismal Covenant I asks each person being
baptized, or the parents of the infant being baptized, “Do you
renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, reject the evil powers
of this world, and repent of your sin?”* Similar or identical ques-
tions are asked in the other liturgies of baptism.

Moreover, three corollaries of this doctrine are brought out in the
sermon “Original Sin.” First, the doctrine is the foundation of the
whole way of salvation. If humanity is not fallen, then there is “no
occasion for this work in the heart, this ‘renewal in the spirit of our
mind.””® Elsewhere Wesley refers to the doctrine of original sin as
the “general ground of the whole doctrine of justification.”**

Second, original sin is one of the essential doctrines of
Christianity. It differentiates Christian teaching from all sorts of
heathenism:

Hence we may, secondly, learn that all who deny this—call it
“original sin” or by any other title—are but heathens still in the
fundamental point which differences heathenism from
Christianity. They may indeed allow that men have many vices;
that some are born with us; and that consequently we are not
born altogether so wise or so virtuous as we should be; there
being few that will roundly affirm we are born with as much
propensity to good as to evil, and that every man is by nature as
virtuous and wise as Adam was at his creation. But here is the
shibboleth: Is man by nature filled with all manner of evil? Is he
void of all good? Is he wholly fallen? Is his soul totally corrupted?
Or, to come back to the text, is “every imagination of the thoughts
of his heart evil continually”? Allow this, and you. are so far a
Christian. Deny it, and you are but an heathen still.*
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There is something about the doctrine of original sin that is so basic
to the way of salvation that denying it means, for Wesley, denying
the core of Christian teaching. Presumably, if the existence of the
problem is denied, then the solution is unnecessary.

Third, original sin understood as a loss of the image of God is
thus understood as a disease. Genuine religion is the healing of this
sickniess. Wesley says it is therapeia psychés, the therapy of the soul.
“Hereby the great Physician of souls applies medicine to heal this
sickness; to restore human nature, totally corrupted in all its facul-
ties.”® God does this by giving us knowledge of himself, faith,
repentance, and lowliness of heart, and by instilling in us the love
of God. Thus, the great end of religion is “to renew our hearts in the
image of God, to repair that total loss of righteousness and true
holiness which we sustained by the sin of our first parent.”*

AcTuaL SINS

Wesley understands human action as arising from human tem-
pers, or the habitual disposition of the heart. ‘With human nature so
diseased, it is inevitable that human beings will commit actual sins.
These sins are of two kinds: sins of omission, where an obligatory
action was not taken, and sins of commission, where a wrong act
was done. Sins of commission can be inward, relating to thoughts,
feelings, tempers, and other actions not observable by others. They
can also be outward, the words and deeds that can be observed.
The Sermons have a clear definition of the word “sin”: “By “sin” 1
here understand outward sin, according to the plain, common
acceptation of the word: an actual, voluntary ‘transgression of the
law’; of the revealed, written law of God; of any commandment of
God acknowledged to be such at the time that it is transgressed.”®
This is the understanding of sin that is normally talked about in
1John 3:9 when it says that Christians do not commit sin. However,
there are a number of further distinctions that help Wesley refine
his teaching. _

There are involuntary sins that are really not sins “properly so
called” as Wesley puts it.?> Wesley calls these “sins of infirmity” or
“sins of surprise” because they arise either out of our ignorance or
other failings, or from our being caught unawares. In all such cases,
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there is no sense of our willingly breaking God’s law by either
action or inaction.

Inward sins are those which affect our tempers, will, and
thoughts. While Christians do not commit outward sins, this
inward. sin clings to us. Wesley quotes the Article IX of the Thirty-
nine Articles which says that sin “remains” in the heart of the
believer. He says that it does not reign there, but that the Christian
life is one of struggle between the flesh and the spirit.* This type
of sin affects our inner lives and cleaves to our actions. The sermon
“Repentance of Believers” argues that there is a type of repentance
and a type of faith necessary to those who have entered upon the
Christian life. A number of ways in which the believer’s soul is
affected by sins of pride, self-will, and inordinate affection are dis-
cussed. He quotes again 1 John 2:16’s threefold characterization of
sin as “the desire of the flesh, or the desire of the eye, or the pride
of life.” He says that sin remains in their hearts, and “cleaves to
their actons” since even the best deeds are sometimes done for
mixed motivations.*!

The problem of sin is universal. All human beings are infected by
it, and it infects each and every part of them. The note on Romans
3:23 says: “For all have sinned—In Adam, and in their own persons;
by a sinful nature, sinful tempers, and sinful actions. And are fallen
short of the glory of God—The supreme end of man; short of his
image on earth, and the enjoyment of him in heaven.”*

STRUCTURAL SOCIAL SIN

The contemporary statements of United Methodist doctrine
make another distinction that is not explicit in the constitutional
standards. One of the “Distinctive Wesleyan Emphases” is a com-
mitment o mission and service, which says that “Scriptural holi-
ness entails more than personal piety; love of God is always linked
with love of neighbor, a passion for justice and renewal in the life
of the world.”*

More contemporary statements of United Methodist doctrine
also affirm that there is a human problem. Frequently they do not
make reference to the Fall, to Adam’s sin, or to original sin by
name:
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The perils of nuclear destruction, terrorism, war, poverty, vio-
lence, and injustice confront us. Injustices linked to race, gender,
class, and age are widespread in our times. Misuse of natural
resources and disregard for the fragile balances in our environ-
ment contradict our calling to care for God’s creation. Secularism
pervades high-technology civilizations, hindering human aware-
ness of the spiritual depths of existence

Even though these problems are not explicitly described as aspects
of human sin here, the larger context of United Methodist doctrine
says that such problems are directly linked to humanity’s violation
of God’s laws and separation from the relationship God intended.
The word “sin” is used only three times in the Social Principles.
It occurs first in the preamble where United Methodists “confess
our many sins against God’s will for us as we find it in Jesus
Christ.”* The last section, “Our Social Creed” has a similar usage.*
But the third use is one of the most illuminating for the theology
that underlies all of the Social Principles and many of the
Resolutions. In the section “Rights of Racial and Fthnic Persons” it
says,

Racism is the combination of the power to dominate by one race
over other races and a value system that assumes that the domi-
nant race is innately superior to the others. Racism includes both
personal and institutional racism. Personal racism is manifested
through the individual expressicns, attitudes, and/or behaviors
that accept the assumpfions of a racist value system and that
maintain the benefits of this system. Institutional racism is the
established social pattern that supports implicitly or explicitly the
racist value system. Racism plagues and cripples our growth in
Christ, inasmuch as it is antithetical to the gospel itself. White
people are unfairly granted privileges and benefits that are
denied to persons of color. Therefore, we recognize racism as sin
and affirm the ultimate and temporal worth of all persons ¥

By calling institutional racism sin, United Methodist doctrine
either expands upon or coniradicts the definition used in the
Sermons. On'the one hand, racism violates a known law of God,
and so its character as sin is clear. However, whether institutional
racism has a voluntary character or not is more difficult to deter-
mine. In this definition, it is defined as a social pattern that
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embodies the “racist value system.” This whole approach to sin
takes advantage of the body of knowledge gathered by social sci-
entists, philosophers, and theologians in the last two centuries.
When Wesley argues for the kind of involuntary sin that cleaves to
our action despite our best intention, he appears to have left sig-
nificant room for this broadened understanding of sin.

GRACE

So far the picture of fallen humanity porirayed by United
Methodist doctrine looks bleak. It is crucial to understand that the
portrait of the natural human being given here is incomplete with-
out also acknowledging the universal, saving grace of God, which
has been given to every human being.

Article VIII, discussed above, has a crucial phrase about God’s
grace. Humanity is incapable of doing good works “without the
grace of God by Christ preventing us.”* Confession VII makes a
similar point with the phrase “apart from the grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ.”4 ,

Given this description of the human problem, it is by the grace
of God that salvation is possible. The opening paragraphs of the
first sermon in the Sermons make the point strongly: ,.

All the blessings which God hath bestowed upon man are of
his mere grace, bounty, or favour: his free, undeserved favour,
favour altogether undeserved, man having no claim to the least of
his mercies. It was free grace that “formed man of the dust of the
ground, and breathed into him a living soul,” and stamped on
fhat soul the image of God, and “put all things under his feet.” ... .

1 then sinful man find favour with God, it is “grace upon grace”
xdpw dvTi xdprros. If God vouchsafe still to pour fresh blessings
upon us—yea, the greatest of all blessings, salvation—what can
we say to these things but “Thanks be unto God for his unspeak-
able gift!” And thus it is. Herein “God commendeth his love
toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died” to save
us. “By grace,” then, “are ye saved through faith.”®

Wesley defines grace in the sermon “The Witness of Our Own
Spirit.” He says,
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By “the grace of God” is sometimes to be understood that free
love, that unmerited mercy, by which I, a sinner, through the mer-
its of Christ am now reconciled to God. But in this place it rather
means that power of God the Holy Ghost which “worketh in us
both to will and to do of his good pleasure.” As soon as ever the
grace of God (in the former sense, his pardoning love) is mani-
fested to our soul, the grace of God (in the latter sense, the power
of his Spirit) takes place therein.” *

At several points in the Notes he refers to grace as love, as in his
comment on 2 Corinthians 8:9: “The grace—The most sincere, most
free, and most abundant love.”*? Grace is thus described as being
rooted in God’s nature as love. It is favor given despite sin. It is a
gift. It is known by its effects. It restores the knowledge of right and
wrong, convinces of sin, pardons, and gives power over sin,
thereby healing the disease.

Since grace is God’s love, it ought to be understood. in relational
terms. Just as other relationships have different stages of develop-
ment, 50 does the human being’s relationship with God. At differ-
ent stages God’s love will take different forms. Grace is all one, but
it will do different things depending on what the human being
needs at particular points. Hence the distinctions between preve-
nient, justifying, and sanctifying grace.

PREVENIENT GRACE

Prevenient grace is the love of God at work in our lives from the
very beginning. When Article VIII talks about “the grace of God by
Christ preventing us” the words “prevent” and “prevenient” are
the verb and adjectival forms of the same root word which means
“come before.”*® To affirm prevenient grace is to say that God is
actively loving all of humanity. Wesley frequently referred to the
human conscience and argued that it was not “natural” but a
supernatural gift of God’s grace. This point along with his refer-
ence to the text of John 1:9 are included in his description of salva-
tion as a process that starts with this gracious love of God:

If we take this in its utmost extent it will include all that is
wrought in the soul by what is frequently termed “natural

157



Linited Methodist Doctrine

conscience,” but more properly, “preventing grace”; all the
“drawings” of “the Father,” the desires after God, which, if we
vield to them, increase more and more; all that “light” wherewith
the Son of God “enlighteneth everyone that cometh into the
world,” showing every man “to do justly, to love mercy, and to
walk humbly with his God.”**

Qutler, suggesting the importance of this idea in Wesley’s theology,
notes that preventing grace allows for human involvement since
Christians have affirmed, following the Second Council of Orange
in 529, that the work of the Holy Spirit is resistible and that of the
Father is not. Randy Maddox makes the important point that this
understanding of prevenient grace balances Wesley’'s affirmation
of total depravity. Specifically, prevenient grace partially restores
our human faculties so that we might be able to accept or reject sav-
ing grace.® “Our Doctrinal Heritage” acknowledges preverient
erace as “the divine love that surrounds all humanity and precedes
any and all of our conscious impulses” and “prompts our first wish
to please God, our first glimmer of understanding concerning
God’s will, and our ‘first slight transient conviction” of having
sinned against God.”*

This understanding of grace explains how United Methodist
docirine can affirm two important things at the same time. First,
every good gift in humanity’s process of salvation comes from
God. It is “grace upon grace.” We are saved by grace alone. At the
same time, humanity is given the ability, by grace, to respond or
not respond. Because God loves us, God does not coerce us.” This
pattern of human response being given to God’s prevenient grace
is crucial to Wesley’s idea of salvation. It is God who saves, but
humans must cooperate. Yet even their ability to cooperate, the
faith that responds, is made possible by God’s grace:

And hence we may, thirdly, infer the absolute necessity of this
re-action of the soul {(whatsoever it be called) in order to the con-
tinuance of the divine life therein. For it plainly appears God does
not continue to act upon the soul unless the soul re-acts upon
God. He prevents us indeed with the blessings of his goodness.
He first loves us, and manifests himself unto us. While we are yet
afar off he calls us to himself, and shines upon our hearts. But if
we do not then love him wheo first loved us; if we will not hearken
to his voice; if we turn our eye away from him, and will not
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attend to the light which he pours upon us: his Spixit will not
always strive; he will gradually withdraw, and leave us to the
darkness of our own hearts. He will not continue to breathe into
our soul unless our soul breathes toward him again; unless our
love, and prayer, and thanksgiving return to him, a sacrifice
wherewith he is well pleased.®

Several Wesleyan hymns stress the universality of God's grace and
its invitation into a saving relationship:

Come, sinners, to the gospel feast;
let every soul be Jesus’ guest.

Ye need not one be left behind,
for God hath bid all humankind.*®

United Methodist doctrine teaches universal redemption, that is,
the change in status of every human being because of the death of
Christ on the cross. Christ died for everyone and not just a few. This
gracious activity of God both restores the faculties that humans
need in order to respond to the offer of salvation and continually
woos the lost soul to return home. This is not the same as universal
salvation. Tragically, some refuse God’s gracious offer of salvation.

The other ways in which grace affects humanity relate to other
stages in the way of salvation. Grace convicts us of sin and helps us
repent. Justifying grace pardons us and restores us to right rela-
tionship with God. Sanctifying grace “breaks the power of can-
celled sin [and] sets the prisoner free.”

Law

The law has an important role to play in the United Methodist
understanding of these early stages of salvation. By “the law” it
should be clear that the Articles of Religion and the Sermons distin-
guish between different parts of the body of Old Testament com-
mandments. Article VI says:

The Old Testament is not contrary to the New; for both in the Old

and New Testament everlasting life is offered to mankind by
Christ. . . . Although the law given from God by Moses as
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touching ceremonies and rites doth not bind Christians, nor ought
the civil precepts thereof of necessity be received in any common-
wealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian whatsoever is free from
the obedience of the commandments which are called moral.%

Sermons and Notes use the distinction at several points as well.# It

Christians.®® Thus, in all that follows, any reference to “the law” is
to the moral law because that is the only one binding on Christians.

Wesley is deeply concerned with charting a middle course
between two extremes. On the one hand he is seeking to avoid the
moralism that reduces Christianity to a set of behaviors which
characterize good persons. He criticizes such persons as having
“the form of godliness without the power.”* On the other hand, he -
is strongly opposed to antinomianism. He preaches salvation by

faith in such a way that people understand that faith establishes the

law. 55

For Wesley, the law’s origin was part of God’s gracious creation.
It was given to the angels before the creation of humanity, and it
was engraved on the hearts of the first humans.®® Wesley refers to
John 1:9 for one proof that the law continues to be given to all
humanity. Wesley has a high view of the law’s relationship to God.

He says,

Now this law is an incorruptible picture of the high and holy One
that inhabiteth eternity. It is he whom in his essence no man hath
seen or can see, made visible to men and angels. It is the face of
God unveiled; God manifested to his creatures as they are able to
bear it; manifested to give and not to destroy life; that they may
see God and live. It is the heart of God disclosed to man. Yea, in
some sense we may apply to this law what the Apostle says of his
Son—it is “the streaming forth” or outbeaming “of his glory, the
express image of his person.”#

Later he says, “The law of God (speaking after the manner of men)
is a copy of the eternal mind, a transcript of the divine nature.”®
Thus he explains the meaning of Romans 7:12, “Wherefore the law
is holy, and the commandment holy, and just, and good.”® This law
is fulfilled by the great commandments. He says:
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“This is the law and the prophets.” Whatsoever is written in that
law which God of old revealed to mankind, and whatsoever pre-
cepts God has given by “his holy prophets which have been since
the world began,” they are all summed up in these few words,
they are all contained in this short direction. And this, rightly
understood, comprises the whole of that religion which our Lord
came to establish upon earth.”

Wesley then argues that the law thus understood has three uses.
First, it convinces the world of sin. Wesley told his preachers that
preaching the law was a way of awakening sinners to see their spir-
itual condition correctly. He says that sometimes people are awak-
ened by the message of reconciliation, such as 2 Corinthians 5:19,
“but it is the ordinary method of the Spirit of God to convict sin-
ners by the law.””! The second use of the law brings the sinner into
life. While the law “drives us by force,” it remains that “love is the
spring of all.””? The third use of the Jaw is that it acts as a guide and
tutor to believers, thus keeping us alive:® _

Having made this clear in Sermon 34, his offering two other ser-
mons titled “The Law Established Through Faith” is understand-
able. Faith thus understood does not “make void the law,” but
enables the law to fulfill its intended purpose of restoring persons
to the perfection that God intended for them in creation. In justifi-
cation one’s relationship to the law changes; one begins to'keep the
law because one desires it.”* Being born again means being filled
with faith, hope, and love. Love brings, as one of its fruits,

universal obedience to him we love, and conformity to his will;
obedience to all the commands of God, internal and external; obe-
dience of the heart and of the life, in every temper and in all man-
ner of conversation. And one of the tempers most obviously
implied herein is the being “zealous of good works”; the hunger-
ing and thirsting to do good, in every possible kind, unto all men;
the rejoicing to “spend and be spent for them,” for every child of
man, not looking for any recompense in this world, but only in
the reswrrection of the just.”

One’s relationship to the law thus changes. After the natural per-
son is awakened by the law’s commands, the legal person obeys
the law because he or she is very conscious of God’'s wrath. The
General Rules set as the only requirement for joining a Methodist
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and effectual means of promoting all righteousness and true holi-
ness; of establishing the holy and spiritual law in the hearts of
them that believe.®

society a desire to flee from God’s wrath.”® At justification one is
born again, one’s heart is circumcised, and one desires to keep the
law for its own sake. Sin still remains and urges us to violate God’s
commandments, but it does not reign. Thus, the ruling desire in
our hearts is to “establish the law.”

The two sermons are also clear about the ways in which
Christians both establish and make void the law. Christians estab-
lish the law by preaching everything Christ has revealed, all his
promises and his threatenings.”” We have to preach Christ in all his
offices. We “make void the law” if we focus on a truncated gospel
that deals only with Christ's priestly office. We must also preach
Christ as prophet and king.

The second way to establish the law is to preach the kind of faith
that does not supersede holiness, but produces it:

Related to this is a deep understanding of how the gospel and
the law are related in Scripture. One of Wesley’s rules for inter-
preting the Bible is that “commandments are covered promises.”5!
He says:

Yea, the very same words, considered in different respects, are
parts both of the law and of the gospel. If they are considered as
commandments, they are parts of the law: if as promises, of the
gospel. Thus, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy
heart,” when considered as a commandment, is a branch of the
law; when regarded as a promise, is an essential part of the
gospel—the gospel being no other than the commands of the law

In order to this we continually declare (what should be fre-
quently and deeply considered by all who would not “make void
the law through faith”) that faith itself, even Christian faith, the
faith of God’s elect, the faith of the operation of God, still is only
the handmaid of love. As glorious and honourable as it is, it is not
the end of the commandment. God hath given this honour to love

proposed by way of promises. Accordingly poverty of spirit,
purity of heart, and whatever else is enjoined in the holy law of
God, are no other, when viewed in a gospel light, than so many
great and precious promises.

There is therefore the closest connection that can be conceived
between the law and the gospel. On the one hand the law contin-

alone. Love is the end of all the commandments of God.”™ ually makes way for and points us to the gospel; on the other the
gospel continually leads us to a more exact fulfilling of the law.
The law, for instance, requires us to love God, to love our neigh-.
bour, to be meek, humble, or holy. We feel that we are not suffi-
cient for these things, yea, that “with man this is impossible.” But
we see a promise of God to give us that love, and to make us
humble, meek, and hely. We lay hold of this gospel, of these glad
tidings: it is done unto us according to our faith, and “the righ-
teousness of the law is fulfilled in us” through faith which is in
Christ Jesus.

We may yet farther observe that every command in Holy Writ
is only a covered promise.®

Similarly, we make void the law if we teach any other kind of faith.

The third way of establishing the law is to establish it in our
hearts and lives. Its opposite, “the living as if faith was designed to
excuse us from holiness,”” is the most common way in which
humanity “makes void the law.” The General Rules—do no harm,
do good, and attend upon all the ordinances of God—can be con-
strued as one formulation of how to follow in the path of holiness.
Faith enables us to pursue holiness. Wesley says:

Faith alone it is which effectually answers this end, as we learn
from daily experience. For so long as we walk by faith, not by
sight, we go swiftly on in the way of holiness. While we steadily
look, not at the things which are seen, but at those which are not
seen, we are more and more crucified to the world and the world
crucified to us. Let but the eye of the soul be constantly fixed, not
on the things which are temporal, but on those which are eternal,
and our affections are more and more loosened from earth and
fixed on things above. So that faith in general is the most direct

In one me, text, Wesley’s translation makes this point well. For
Matthew 5:48, the K]V has “Be ye therefore perfect, even as your
Father which is in heaven is perfect.”® Wesley’s translation in the Notes
is “Therefore ye shall be perfect, as your Father who is in heaven is per-
fect” The Greek text is Esesthe oun hymeis teleioi hos ho pater lymon ho
ouranios teleios estin. The word esesthe can be translated either as the
present imperative “you be” or as the future indicative “you shall
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be.” Wesley’s translation is grammatically possible. Most transla-
tors for reasons of the context construe this verse as a command.
Wesley’s principle that commands are also promises suggests that
the ambiguity of the Greek should be preserved. “You shall be per-
fect” could be construed as either imperative or future indicative.
In his view the larger doctrinal context means that the promise
aspect should be emphasized. His comment on the verse makes
this clear:

And how wise and gracious is this, to sum up, and as it were seal,
all his commandments with a promise; even the proper promise
of the gospel, that he will “put” those “laws in our minds, and
write them in our hearts!” He well knew how ready our unbelief
would be to cry out, This is impossible! and therefore stakes upon
it all the power, truth, and faithfulness of Him to whom all things
are possible.®

In short, United Methodist doctrine places a strong emphasis on
the law. Maddox says, “Wesley’s understanding of human nature
and the human problem gives primacy of place to therapeutic con-
cerns, like those more characteristic of Eastern Christianity, and
integrates the more typically Western juridical concerns into this
orientation.”® This characteristic blending of both juridical and
therapeutic concerns is manifest in Wesley’s understanding of the
uses of the law. The law both condemns us and, after our pardon,
heals us. A commandment’s double role as both law and gospel,
obligation and promise, is possible because the lawgiver and the
enabler of its fulfillment are the same Person.

REPENTANCE

In his note on Matthew 3:8, Wesley distinguishes between legal
repentance and evangelical repentance: “The former, which is the
same that is spoken of here, is a thorough conviction of sin. The lat-
ter is a change of heart (and consequently of life) from all sin to all
holiness.”8 The first type of repentance comes as the first step in
the way of salvation. Creation in the image of God, original sin,
and God’s prevenient grace describe aspects of the universal
human condition. God’s grace restores the human faculties that
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allow for the possibility of faith, and God uses a variety of ways to
draw humanity closer to him. In legal repentance, persons become
aware of their spiritual condition. God’s grace convinces them of
their need for him, and of their sinful state. The Sermons often refer
to this as awaking from sleep.”” Wesley interprets Romans 7:7-25 as
giving voice to the struggle of the person “reasoning, groaning,
striving, and escaping from the legal to the evangelical state.”%
There is a deep awareness that repentance is not easy and the
struggle against the reign of sin in one’s life is difficult. In the ser-
mon “The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption,” Wesley describes the
process in great detail:

By some awful providence, or by his Word applied with the
demonstration of his Spirit, God touches the heart of him that lay
asleep in darkness and in the shadow of death. He is terribly
shaken out of his sleep, and awakes into a consciousness of his
danger. Perhaps in a moment, perhaps by degrees, the eyes of his
understanding are opened, and now first (the veil being in part
removed) discern the real state he is in. Horrid light breaks in
upon his soul; such light as may be conceived to gleam from the
bottomless pit, from the lowest deep, from a lake of fire burning
with brimstone. He at last sees the loving, the merciful God is also
“a consuming fire”; that he is a just God and a terrible, rendering
to every man according to his works, entering into judgment with
the ungodly for every idle word, yea, and for the imaginations of
the heart. ITe now clearly pexceives that the great and holy God is
“of purer eyes than to behold iniquity”; that he is an avenger of
everyone who rebelleth against him, and repayeth the wicked to
his face; and that “it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the
living God."”®

Repentance is preeminently knowledge of one’s own spiritual
state. In “The Way to the Kingdom” he says directly, “And first,
repent, that is, know yourselves.”® But where this knowledge is
really fixed in the soul, the person also experiences the affections
that go along with it. He says:

If to this lively conviction of thy inward and outward sins, of thy
utter guiltiness and helplessness, there be added suitable affec-
tions—sorrow of heart for having despised thy own mercies;
remorse and self-condemnation, having the mouth stopped,
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shame to lift up thine eyes to heaven; fear of the wrath of God
abiding on thee, of his curse hanging over thy head, and of the
fiery indignation ready to devour those who forget God and obey
not our Lord Jesus Christ; earnest desire to escape from that
indignation, to cease from evil and learn to do well—then T say
unto thee, in the name of the Lord, “Thou art not far from the
kingdom of God.” One step more and thou shalt enter in. Thou
dost “repent.”*!

Wesley’s theory of human behavior is that whatever is in the
mind will manifest itself in the affections and from there determine
human behavior. Thus, there also should be “works meet for
repentance,” which will show forth in the life of the truly repentant
person. The General Rules say, “wherever this [desire to flee from
the wrath to come] is really fixed in the soul it will be shown by its
fruits. It is therefore expected of all who continue therein that they
should continue to evidence their desire of salvation” by following
the three rules.”
Wesley’s discussions of humility are rooted in this kind of self-
knowledge. If the unawakened person in the natural state believes
himself to be basically fine, the process of repentance is where one
comes to know the truth about oneself. Convincing grace leads the
person to a new self-understanding. He says,

No man has a title to the praise of God unless his heart is circum-
cised by humility, unless he is little, and base, and vile in his own
eyes; unless he is deeply convinced of that inbred “corruption of
his nature, whereby he is very far gone from original righteous-
ness,” being prone to all evil, averse to all good, corrupt and
abominable; having a “carnal mind,” which “is enmity against
God, and is not subject to the Law of God, nor indeed can be”;
unless he continually feels in his inmost soul that without the
Spirit of God resting upon him he can neither think, nor desire,

nor speak, nor act, anything good or well-pleasing in his sight.
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the Greek. His comment emphasizes that the persons being
described as happy are those who are penitent, and are thus
mourning their sins or the sins of others. These persons receive the
kingdom of heaven if they endure to the end.®®

Evangelical repentance is the kind that transforms the life of the
believer through sanctifying grace. Because sin remains in our
hearts even after justification, we know that we are guilty sinners,
deserving, of God’s punishment. Yet, this repentance is different
from what was experienced previously because persons understand

themselves to be, at the same time, sinners and children of God.*

Wesley reads Romans 7:7-25 as applying to someone in the stage of
legal repentance. Nevertheless, he says that those who interpret
those verses as a description of Christians struggling to root out the
remaining sin in their lives have a measure of truth as well.”/

The great difference here is that evangelical repentance, whereby
sin, guilt, and dependence on the grace of God are acknowledged,
is knowingly conjoined to love and acceptance by God.
Justification is the restoration of a relationship through pardon.
Repentance after justification means a self-awareness of one’s sin,
guilt, and helplessness that nevertheless do not threaten the rela-
tionship. Wesley says that the antidote is faith, and that faith and
repentance mirror each other in the life of the believer:

By repentance we feel the sin remaining in our hearts, and cleav-
ing to our words and actions. By faith we receive the power of
God in Christ, purifying our hearts and cleansing our hands. By
repentance we are still sensible that we deserve punishment for
all our tempers and words and actions. By faith we are conscious
that our advocate with the Father is continually pleading for us,
and thereby continually turning aside all condemnation and pun-
ishment from us. By repentance we have an abiding conviction
that there is no help in us. By faith we receive not only mercy, but
“grace to help in every time of need.” Repentance disclaims the
very possibility of any other help. Faith accepts all the help we

Again, Wesley’s translation of a key New Testament text shows the
theological approach to his understanding of it. He renders the first
two of the beatitudes as “Happy are the poor in spirit: for theirs is
the kingdom of heaven. Happy are they that mourn: for they shall
be comforted.”** Wesley translates makarioi as “happy.” The
Jerusalem Bible and the Today’s English Version similarly translate
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stand in need of from him that hath all power in heaven and
earth. Repentance says, “Without him I can do nothing”: faith
says, “I can do all things through Christ strengthening me.”*®

For the believer there is an underlying confidence that the disease
of sin is being healed. Like a sick person receiving treatment from
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a trusted physician, the sinner is confident of cure, yet still experi-
ences the problems associated with the disease.

Wesley’s view of repentance does not stress the idea of turning
around one’s life; rather, it stresses one’s self-understanding. This
change in one’s mind is closely related to the Greek word for
repentance, metanoia. However, Wesley believes that a genuine
change in mind will lead to changed behavior, “works meet for
repentance.” If such works are not present, the change in mind
was not real.

The hymn “Depth of Mercy” gives poetic voice to the person
Srwmrmm experienced justification and is now aware of backslid-

ing

Depth of mercy! Can there be
mercy still reserved for me?
Can my God his wrath forbear,
me, the chief of sinners, spare?

I have long withstood his grace,
long provoked him to his face,
would not hearken to his calls,
grieved him by a thousand falls.

I my Master have denied,

I afresh have crucified,

oft profaned his hallowed name,
put him to an open shame.

There for me the Savior stands,

shows his wounds and spreads his hands.
God is love! I know, I feel;

Jesus weeps and loves me still.

Now incline me to repent,

let me now my sins lament,

now my foul revolt deplore,
weep, believe, and sin no more.'%

Repentance is the awakening of the sinner to one’s need for God,
one’s own guilt, and one’s inability to solve it on one’s own. If the
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religion of Jesus Christ is the answer to the human problem, and
God has chosen not to help without the cooperation of those he
loves, then repentance is the stage where each person acknowl-
edges one’s problem and begins seeking the answer.
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