
Foundations In Functional Holiness | Bowman 

 

1 

 

Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS  

Lesson 11- An Introduction to John Wesley 

 

Several hundred years after Luther and Calvin came another reformer, the Anglican, 

John Wesley (1703-1791). Wesley came from a large family and was the 15th child of Samuel 

and Susanna Wesley. Only 9 of the eventual 19 children Susanna bore lived past infancy. His 

father, an Oxford grad and poet, was rector at Epworth, a parish with a sizeable proportion of 

English Separatists, or Dissenters, who pulled away from the Church of England in the 17th and 

18th centuries. 

In 1709, when John was only a boy, a fire devastated the Rectory at Epworth. Except for 

the heroics of several neighbors, John would have died. His mother took this as a sign for the 

future and referencing Zechariah 3:2, deemed John a “brand plucked from the fire.” John 

always knew he was alive for a particular purpose before God. 

In college at Oxford, he and his brother, Charles, four years younger, were involved in a 

group called the “Holy Club.” They met regularly for study, accountability, and service, and 

during this time because of their rigorous and consistent commitment, they were termed 

“methodists.” 

Although very religious, John had no inner peace concerning his relationship with God. It 

was not until 1738 that both he and Charles had what we would term an evangelical “saving 

experience” with Jesus Christ. Charles came to faith three days before John when after reading 
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Luther’s commentary on Galatians could testify: “I now found myself at peace with God, and 

rejoiced in hope of loving Christ…I saw that by faith I stood; by the continual support of faith.” 

Three days later, John attended a Moravian meeting at Aldersgate Street, London. While 

listening to a reading of Luther’s preface to Romans, he wrote later in his journal, “I felt my 

heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was 

given to me that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and 

death.” (Wood) These events in the lives of the Wesley brothers ignited a great revival in Great 

Britain that eventually spread to America and impacted the church worldwide. 

Wesleyan doctrine distinguishes itself from that of Luther and Calvin with a primary 

emphasis on “entire sanctification” or “Christian perfection.” However, to ascertain precisely 

what Wesley meant by his doctrines takes some investigation. As William R. Cannon wrote in 

the preface to his The Theology of John Wesley, 

It is a mistake to think that John Wesley is adequately described as an organizer, like 

Ignatius of Loyola, or as a sweet-spirited saint who attracted disciples through the 

magnetic spell of his personality, like Francis of Assisi. Both Ignatius and Francis did their 

work within the doctrinal bounds of the Roman Catholic Communion. But John Wesley 

pushed beyond the circumscribed territory of Anglicanism and of the other confessional 

denominations of the Reformation. Willingly or unwillingly, he bequeathed to posterity 

a Church. Methodism, based on his teachings, has its own theology, its peculiar doctrinal 

place in the economy of grace. Yet Wesley himself did not take the time to write a 

textbook in systematic theology. Like Augustine and Luther before him, he was content 

merely to express his thoughts as occasions demanded, and his doctrines must be 
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gleaned from writings produced at various and sundry times in response to various and 

sundry needs. Like all creative geniuses in religion, he did not start out to construct an 

entirely new system of theology. Rather, he was possessed of one central truth, that 

man is justified by faith and perfected in love; in the light of this truth old doctrines took 

on new meaning for him, and he saw the remainder of theology as aspects of his own 

theory of justification and final salvation. (Cannon) 

It seems right that Wesley’s theology evolved but took on concrete form at critical 

junctures in his ministry. 

In the 1740s, the Wesleyan doctrine of sanctification reached many of its classical 

expressions. John had begun preaching a perfection of heart and mind that was, 

nonetheless (to borrow the phrase of his critics), an “imperfect perfection.” His 

preaching was based in his definition of sin as “a voluntary transgression of a known law 

of God.” First voiced in his sermon on 1 John 3:9—“whosoever is born of God doth not 

commit sin”—John’s definition of sin focuses our attention on what a person wills and 

knows, and hence on one’s heart and mind, not on one’s performance. The inner 

reservoir of a person’s identity can be transformed by the Holy Spirit and the in-flowing 

of divine love, yet this does not rule out the possibility that a person may “error” in 

many ways. 

This, then, is a volitional perfection, or wholeness, in which a person learns to love and 

follow God’s will, yet makes no claims about the utter perfection that belongs only to 

the glory of God. Hence, a believer can mirror the will and law of God without becoming 

divine, or perfect, in every sort of performance or aspect. John Wesley’s insightful 
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definition appears first in his Standard Sermon number 19, which he preached as early 

as September 23, 1739, and January 17, 1740. He proclaimed, 

By “sin” I 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. But 

“whosoever is born of God,” while he abideth in faith and love and in the 

spirit of prayer and thanksgiving, not only “doth not,” but “cannot” thus 

“commit sin.” 

This definition became the lynch-pin of his argument in his famous Plain Account of 

Christian Perfection and resounded all across the broad span of his ministry. This 

qualified definition of sin meant the Wesleys could claim victory over willful and 

voluntary sin, without claiming to be utterly sinless in the same sense that God is utterly 

free from sin and error.  While Christians may live free from willful sin, because of the 

transformation of their hearts and minds, they will continue to make “mistakes.” These 

mistakes or errors are not properly called “sins” because they are done without the 

knowledge and the will of the person, yet they are still transgressions of God’s law 

(Tyson) 

In talking about sanctification in the Wesleyan tradition, it is helpful first to examine 

justification. The “second work of grace” is preceded by the “first work of grace” and deserves a 

place in our foundation of understanding. However, we must first examine another “grace” that 

precedes justification, that being prevenient grace. 
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Prevenient grace, in which God initiates in people, as John Wesley said, the first faint 

desire for Him, is a prerequisite for repentance and the first work of grace. Without it 

there would be no repentance nor any justifying faith—no first work of grace. Calvinists 

and Arminians both teach that God must initiate the process whereby a person repents 

and believes, although rigid Calvinists believe that God does not call the nonelect with 

sufficient seriousness for them to be saved.  

James Arminius taught that even before conversion we possess the “power of willing”—

that is, a capacity for acting either righteously or sinfully. But he believed that our moral 

nature is fallen and that we cannot of ourselves exercise this capacity in the direction of 

righteous acts. 

Although Arminius was divinity professor in “Reformed” Leiden University, he did not 

agree with John Calvin, who had taught two generations earlier that God’s grace is 

absolutely sovereign—irresistibly received by the elect. Arminius believed that, enabled 

by prevenient grace, an unregenerate person can believe on Christ for pardon. Indeed, a 

person must believe, else he or she will be eternally lost. But the believing is always due 

to God’s assistance, initiated at the outset by the Spirit’s drawing. Arminius denied that 

in advocating free will, he was teaching that we do something to merit our salvation. 

The free will to accept Christ could not be exercised apart from God’s help, so there is 

no merit whatever in our acceptance of the first work of grace. Like Arminius, John 

Wesley taught that we cast the vote that decides whether we will be saved or damned. 

However, we do not and cannot, of ourselves, cast an assenting vote, for the fallen will 

is by nature free only to evil. (Grider) 
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Prevenient grace then goes before and draws a response from a person, with the Holy 

Spirit’s help, to accept or reject the help of grace, thus accepting or rejecting  God’s offer of 

pardon. In his Sermon 17, preached in 1733, Wesley said, 

At the same time we are convinced that we are not sufficient of ourselves to help 

ourselves; that without the Spirit of God we can do nothing but add sin to sin; that it is 

he alone ‘who worketh in us’ by his almighty power, either ‘to will or do’ that which is 

good—it being as impossible for us even to think a good thought without the 

supernatural assistance of his Spirit as to create ourselves, or to renew our whole souls 

in righteousness and true holiness. (Outler and Heitzenrater) 

Palolil V. Joseph, while a doctoral student at Boston University School of Theology, 

wrote, 

Prevenient grace was Wesley’s answer to the problem he encountered with regard to 

the doctrine of human depravity. Grounded within the larger Protestant tradition, 

Wesley accepted and affirmed total human depravity. However, with his conviction that 

God’s grace is free for all, and that the offer of salvation is available to all, Wesley could 

not accept the doctrines of limited atonement and eternal election [Calvin]. On the 

other hand, he had difficulty with the Roman Catholic and Eastern theologies which did 

not accept total depravity, but provided space for human freedom to respond to God. 

Wesley found both of these positions to be problematic because they “underestimated 

the impact of Inbeing Sin and endangered the unmerited nature of God’s restoring 

grace.” Wesley is convinced that total depravity has rendered humanity incapable of 

reaching out to God. This problem of human incapability is resolved by God 
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counteracting “the effects of original sin through prevenient grace, which restores a 

small measure of freedom to humans, enabling them to respond to God.” Wesley found 

here the possibility of maintaining the doctrine of total depravity on the one hand, and 

on the other, the possibility of human response to God through the enablement by 

prevenient grace—this being the work of God. 

Wesley understands prevenient grace as God’s grace which is commonly made available 

to all human beings. As enabling grace, prevenient grace has only a preparatory function 

in the salvific work of God. In fact, salvation begins with prevenient grace: “…salvation 

begins with what is usually termed (and very properly) ‘preventing grace’; including the 

first wish to please God, the first dawn of light concerning his will, and the first slight, 

transient conviction of having sinned against him.”As a divine initiative, prevenient 

grace becomes operative in human life, restoring the human faculties corrupted by sin. 

Consequently, humanity is made conscious of its sinfulness and need for salvation. 

(Joseph) 

We next turn to Wesley’s doctrinal stance on justification. Again we must look deep in 

his teachings to fully understand his meaning. 

In the body of these teachings Wesley’s doctrine of justification was the measure and 

determinant of all else. A doctrine of justification is significant in any system of theology, 

because it has to do with the very heart of man’s religious life-with the forgiveness of 

sins, and with the eradication of those barriers which separate man from God and which 

deny him the privilege of communion and fellowship with his heavenly Father. Especially 

is this true in the consideration of a system of theology which is the intellectual 
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expression of a popular revival of religion. Wesleyan thought grew out of Wesleyan 

religion. If Wesley’s avowed aim in life was the salvation of his own soul  and the souls 

of all men within the bounds of his ministry, is it not reasonable for us to look for the 

clue to his theology in his teachings concerning man’s justification before God, his 

present moral and spiritual restoration, and his final blessedness? 

Thus in his Short History of Methodism John Wesley writes that in 1738 he and his 

associates were of one heart and of one judgment and “resolved to be Bible-Christians 

at all events; and, wherever they went, to preach with all their might plain, old Bible 

Christianity.” And in the preface to the very first edition of Wesley’s sermons he 

announces the basis of his message:  

I have thought I am a creature of a day, passing through life as an arrow 

through the air. I am a spirit come from God, and returning to God: Just 

hovering over the great gulf; till, a few moments hence I am no more 

seen; I drop into an unchangeable eternity! I want to know one thing,-the 

way to heaven; how to land safe on that happy shore. God himself has 

condescended to teach the way: For this very end he came from heaven. 

He hath written it down in a book. O give me that book! At any price give 

me the book of God! I have it: Here is knowledge enough for me. Let me 

be homo unius libri [man of one book]. Here then I am, far from the busy 

ways of men. I sit down alone: Only God is here. In his presence I open, I 

read his book; for this end, to find the way to heaven. Is there a doubt 

concerning the meaning of the thing I read? Does anything appear dark 
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or intricate? I lift up my heart to the Father of Lights:-“Lord, is it not thy 

word, If any man lack wisdom, let him ask of God? Thou givest liberally, 

and upbraidest not. Thou hast said, If any be willing to do thy will, he 

shall know. I am willing to do, let me know thy will.” I then search after 

and consider parallel passages of Scripture, comparing spiritual things 

with spiritual. I meditate thereon with all the attention and earnestness 

of which my mind is capable. If any doubt still remains, I consult those 

who are experienced in the things of God; and then the writings 

whereby, being dead, they yet speak. And what I thus learn, that I teach. 

(Cannon) 

Wesley’s desire to be a “man of one book” means that his capacity to formulate any 

doctrinal stance must then be by the Scriptures informing the doctrine and not by a doctrine 

manipulating the Scriptures.  

In assessing Wesley’s thinking on justification, Kenneth Collins helps us to breaks down 

the steps that Wesley took in presenting his views via negativa; pointing out precisely what 

justification is not.  

Justification, first of all, is not “the being made actually just and righteous. This is 

sanctification; which is indeed in some degree the immediate fruit of justification, but 

nevertheless is a distinct gift of God.” And Wesley keeps these doctrines separate, 

conceptually if not in practice, by making a distinction between the work that God does 

“for us” (justification) and the work that he does “in us” (sanctification) as 

demonstrated in his sermon “The New Birth.” He explains:  
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If any doctrines within the whole compass of Christianity may be properly 

termed fundamental they are doubtless these two—the doctrine of justification, 

and that of the new birth: the former relating to that great work which God does 

for us, in forgiving our sins; the latter to the great work which God does in us, 

in renewing our fallen nature. 

And elsewhere Wesley teaches that justification entails a relative change, but 

sanctification, a real change: “The former changes our outward relation to God, so that 

of enemies we become children; by the latter our inmost souls are changed so that of 

sinners we become saints.” The one takes away the guilt of sin; the other removes its 

power.  

Second, justification is also not the “clearing [of] us from the accusation brought against 

us by the law,” in the sense that, “whereas we have transgressed the law of God and 

thereby deserved the damnation of hell, God does not inflict on those who are justified 

the punishment which they had deserved.” What Wesley is most probably trying to 

point out here—and this is a difficult passage—is that justification does not simply deal 

with the issue of punishment to the exclusion of a consideration of the actual 

transgression itself. To do so could result in antinomianism, making the moral law void 

through faith, in the sense that God’s justifying activity would be viewed as somehow 

entailing a license to sin or—worse yet—permission to remain comfortable in sin, since 

all penalty has been removed.  

Third, justification does not imply that God is deceived by those who are justified; 

“thathe thinks them to be what in fact they are not, that he accounts them to be other 
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wise than they are...or [that he] believes [them to be] righteous when [they] are 

unrighteous.” Put another way, God simply does not judge those who are justified 

contrary to the real nature of things, nor does he confound them with Christ. 

Justification, then, is not a matter of sinners remaining in the guilt of their sins while 

they are covered with the righteousness of Christ. Wesley explains:  

The judgment of the all-wise God is always according to truth. Neither can it ever 

consist with his unerring wisdom to think that I am innocent, to judge that I am 

righteous or holy, because another is so. He can nomore in this manner 

confound me with Christ than  with David or Abraham. (Collins) 

In discussing the faith that brings about our justification, Collins adds, 

In summary, then, justifying faith embraces several vital factors: on a notional level, it 

entails an assent to the truth revealed in Scripture that God was in Christ reconciling the 

world to himself; on a personal level, it includes a hearty trust (fiducia) in the person 

and work of Christ; and on a sensate or experiential level, it embraces a trust that is 

nothing less than a supernatural work, a “divine evidence and conviction” that Christ 

“loved me, and gave himself for me.” Consequently, justifying faith cannot be conceived 

in any full sense either apart from the redemptive nature of the life, death, and ministry 

of Jesus Christ, or apart from the experiential trust and conviction graciously received by 

the believer through the ministrations of the Holy Spirit. In fact, in 1787, in a letter to 

Theophilus Lesser, Wesley highlights the distinctiveness of Christian faith and writes: 

 “To believe the being and attributes of God is the faith of an heathen. To believe 
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            the Old Testament and trust in Him that was to come was the faith of a Jew. To 

            believe  Christ gave Himself for me is the faith of a Christian.” (Collins)  
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