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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr.  J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 12- John Wesley on Holiness 

 

We last covered Wesley’s doctrinal views on prevenient grace and saving grace in 

justification. We now turn to his views on entire sanctification or Christian perfection, as 

outlined in Sermon 17, The Circumcision of the Heart, based on Romans 2:29, preached in 1733, 

and mentioned in the previous lesson. 

As an introduction to Sermon 17, Professor Albert Outler says, 

This work contains Wesley’s most distinctive doctrine: Christian perfection understood 

as perfect love of God and neighbour, rooted in a radical faith in Christ’s revelation of 

that love and its power. It was his first public statement of this doctrine, and one which 

he continued to regard as a landmark. The earliest of the sermons published in his four-

volume collection, it is carefully placed at the beginning of volume two (1748). 

He spells out the theme of the Christian’s participation in God as the essence of 

Christian existence. The means to this single end are also delineated—not faith alone, 

but humility (i.e., repentance), faith, hope, and love. ‘The Circumcision of the Heart’ may 

profitably be paired with ‘Justification by Faith’ (1746) as two halves of the same gospel 

and as twin foundation stones in Wesley’s theology as a whole. (Outler and Heitenrater) 

We will examine only sections of the sermon most focused on our subject for this essay 

because of its length.  Speaking of Romans 2:29, Wesley says, 



Foundations In Functional Holiness | Bowman 

 

2 

 

That ‘circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter’, that the 

distinguishing mark of a true follower of Christ, of one who is in a state of acceptance 

with God, is not either outward circumcision or baptism, or any other outward form, but 

a right state of soul—a mind and spirit renewed after the image of him that created it—

is one of those important truths that can only be ‘spiritually discerned’. And this the 

Apostle himself intimates in the next words: ‘Whose praise is not of men, but of God.’ 

As if he had said, ‘Expect not, whoever thou art who thus followest thy great Master, 

that the world, the men who follow him not, will say, “Well done, good and faithful 

servant!” Know that the “circumcision of the heart”, the seal of thy calling, is 

“foolishness with the world”. Be content to wait for thy applause till the day of thy 

Lord’s appearing. In that day shalt thou “have praise of God” in the great assembly of 

men and angels.’ (0.3) (Outler and Heitenrater) 

Here, Wesley begins by distinguishing the true nature of the circumcision of the heart, 

that it is a spiritual circumcision, not recognizable by natural means and, therefore, not 

recognized or appreciated by natural men, whose hearts and minds are dark without the Holy 

Spirit. It is, however, known in a spiritual sense to those who receive it so. Because circumcision 

of the heart is received and perceived spiritually does not mean it will not manifest in outward 

actions of love toward God and humanity. These actions are the fruit of the circumcised heart 

and warrant God’s approval at the final reckoning. 

To be more particular, circumcision of heart implies humility, faith, hope, and charity. 

Humility, a right judgment of ourselves, cleanses our minds from those high conceits of 

our own perfections, from the undue opinions of our own abilities and attainments 
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which are the genuine fruit of a corrupted nature. This entirely cuts off that vain 

thought, ‘I am rich, and wise, and have need of nothing’; and convinces us that we are 

by nature’ wretched, and poor, and miserable, and blind, and naked’. It convinces us 

that in our best estate we are of ourselves all sin and vanity; that confusion, and 

ignorance, and error, reign over our understanding; that unreasonable, earthly, sensual, 

devilish passions usurp authority over our will: in a word, that there is no whole part in 

our soul, that all the foundations of our nature are out of course. (I.2) (Outler and 

Heitenrater) 

Humility is a change of mind about ourselves based on a sober assessment. As Romans 

12:3 says, “For through the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think more 

highly of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to have sound judgment, as God has 

allotted to each a measure of faith.” The fruit of the corrupt nature is in stark contrast to the 

fruit of the circumcised heart. 

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. (I.3) (Outler and Heitenrater) 

Oswald Chambers, in My Utmost for His Highest, seems to echo the same sentiment in 

writing on John 6:44a: “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him…” 
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When God draws me, the issue of my will comes in at once—will I react on the 

revelation which God gives—will I come to Him? Discussion on spiritual matters is an 

impertinence. Never discuss with anyone when God speaks. Belief is not an intellectual 

act; belief is a moral act whereby I deliberately commit myself. Will I dump myself down 

absolutely on God and transact on what He says? If I will, I shall find I am based on 

Reality that is as sure as God’s throne. 

Every man is made to reach out beyond his grasp. It is God who draws me, and my 

relationship to Him in the first place is a personal one, not an intellectual one. I am 

introduced into the relationship by the miracle of God and my own will to believe, then I 

begin to get an intelligent appreciation and understanding of the wonder of the 

transaction. (Chambers) 

Whether we are talking about sanctification, as Wesley was, or justification, as 

Chambers was, the truth is the same for both: God draws, and we make a willful response with 

God’s help. We are unable to either save ourselves or sanctify ourselves. God makes the offer, 

one too good to refuse, and we by our will accept or reject that offer of life. 

This is that lowliness of mind which they have learned of Christ who follow his example 

and tread in his steps. And this knowledge of their disease, whereby they are more and 

more cleansed from one part of it, pride and vanity, disposes them to embrace with a 

willing mind the second thing implied in ‘circumcision of heart’—that faith which alone 

is able to make them whole, which is the one medicine given under heaven to heal their 

sickness. (I.5) (Outler and Heitenrater) 
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Pride and vanity, the opposite of humility, are a disease of the soul. Only a faith able to 

persevere in warfare (Eph. 6) can bring down the natural tendency of man to exalt himself 

above the knowledge of God. As the apostle Paul admonishes, 

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the full armor of 

God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil. For our 

struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, 

against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in 

the heavenly places. Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to 

resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm. Stand firm therefore, 

HAVING GIRDED YOUR LOINS WITH TRUTH, and HAVING PUT ON THE BREASTPLATE OF 

RIGHTEOUSNESS,  and having shod YOUR FEET WITH THE PREPARATION OF THE GOSPEL 

OF PEACE; in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to 

extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. And take THE HELMET OF SALVATION, 

and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. (Eph. 6:10-17 NASB) 

The natural man cannot fight and defeat itself. The spiritual man, availing himself of 

God’s armor, stands firm and brings low and humbles the natural man’s exalted ego. Our battle 

and victory are in aligning our will with the will of God by the power of God in Christ Jesus. 

The best guide of the blind, the surest light of them that are in darkness, the most 

perfect instructor of the foolish, is faith. But it must be such a faith as is ‘mighty through 

God, to the pulling down of strongholds’, to the overturning all the prejudices of corrupt 

reason, all the false maxims revered among men, all evil customs and habits, all that 

‘wisdom of the world’ which ‘is foolishness with God’; as ‘ casteth down imaginations’ 



Foundations In Functional Holiness | Bowman 

 

6 

 

(reasonings) ‘and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and 

bringeth into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ.’ (I.6) (Outler and 

Heitenrater) 

‘All things are possible to him that’ thus ‘believeth’: ‘the eyes of his understanding being 

enlightened,’ he sees what is his calling, even to ‘glorify God, who hath bought him with’ 

so high ‘a price, in his body and in his spirit, which now are God’s’ by redemption, as 

well as by creation. He feels what is ‘the exceeding greatness of his power’ who, as he 

raised up Christ from the dead, so is able to quicken us—'dead in sin’—'by his Spirit 

which dwelleth in us’. ‘This is the victory which overcometh the world, even our faith’: 

that faith which is not only an unshaken assent to all that God hath revealed in 

Scripture, and in particular to those important truths, ‘Jesus Christ came into the world 

to save sinners’; he ‘bare our sins in his own body on the tree’; ‘he is the propitiation for 

our sins; and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world’; but likewise the 

revelation of Christ in our hearts: a divine evidence or conviction of his love, his free, 

unmerited love to me a sinner; a sure confidence in his pardoning mercy, wrought in us 

by the Holy Ghost—a confidence whereby every true believer is enabled to bear 

witness, ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth’; that I ‘have an advocate with the Father’, 

that ‘Jesus Christ the righteous is’ my Lord, and ‘the propitiation for my sins.’ I know he 

‘hath loved me, and given himself for me’. He ‘hath reconciled me, even me to God’; 

and I ‘have redemption through his blood, even the forgiveness of sins’. (I.7) (Outler and 

Heitenrater) 
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“As well as by creation,” “by his Spirit which dwelleth in us.” Genesis 1:1-3 tells us, “In 

the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was formless and void, and 

darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was moving over the surface 

of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. God saw that the light 

was good; God separated the light from the darkness.” 

God recognizes our formless, void, and dark fallen nature. Just as in His original creation, 

God hovers over us with the Holy Spirit, to create us again, as His light separates or 

distinguishes our darkness. Hebrews 4:12-13 describes the power of His Word, His light that 

lights every man, “For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged 

sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able 

to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And there is no creature hidden from His 

sight, but all things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do.”   

Such a faith as this cannot fail to show evidently the power of him that inspires it, by 

delivering his children from the yoke of sin, and ‘purging their consciences from dead 

works’; by strengthening them so that they are no longer constrained to ‘obey sin in the 

desires thereof’; but instead of ‘yielding their members unto’ it, ‘as instruments of 

unrighteousness’, they now ‘yield’ themselves entirely ‘unto God, as those that are alive 

from the dead’. (I.8) (Outler and Heitenrater) 

Turning to Chambers again, we read, 

The first thing I must be willing to admit when I begin to examine what controls and 

dominates me is that I am the one responsible for having yielded myself to whatever it 

may be. If I am a slave to myself, I am to blame because somewhere in the past I yielded 
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to myself. Likewise, if I obey God I do so because at some point in my life I yielded 

myself to Him. 

If a child gives in to selfishness, he will find it to be the most enslaving tyranny on earth. 

There is no power within the human soul itself that is capable of breaking the bondage 

of the nature created by yielding. For example, yield for one second to anything in the 

nature of lust, and although you may hate yourself for having yielded, you become 

enslaved to that thing. (Remember what lust is— “I must have it now,” whether it is the 

lust of the flesh or the lust of the mind.) No release or escape from it will ever come 

from any human power, but only through the power of redemption. You must yield 

yourself in utter humiliation to the only One who can break the dominating power in 

your life, namely, the Lord Jesus Christ. “…He has anointed Me…to proclaim liberty to 

the captives…” (Luke 4:18 and Isaiah 61:1). 

When you yield to something, you will soon realize the tremendous control it has over 

you. Even though you say, “Oh, I can give up that habit whenever I like,” you will know 

you can’t. You will find that the habit absolutely dominates you because you willingly 

yielded to it. It is easy to sing, “He will break every fetter,” while at the same time living 

a life of obvious slavery to yourself. But yielding to Jesus will break every kind of slavery 

in any person’s life. (Chambers) 

Wesley continues, 

Those who are thus by faith ‘born of God’ have also ‘strong consolation through hope’. 

This is the next thing which the ‘circumcision of the heart’ implies—even the testimony 

of their own spirit with the Spirit which witnesses in their hearts, that they are the 
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children of God. Indeed it is the same Spirit who works in them that clear and cheerful 

confidence that their heart is upright toward God; that good assurance that they now 

do, through his grace, the things which are acceptable in his sight; that they are now in 

the path which leadeth to life, and shall, by the mercy of God, endure therein to the 

end. It is he who giveth them a lively expectation of receiving all good things at God’s 

hand—a joyous prospect of that ‘crown of glory’ which is ‘reserved in heaven’ for them. 

By this anchor a Christian is kept steady in the midst of the waves of this troublesome 

world, and preserved from striking upon either of those fatal rocks, presumption or 

despair. He is neither discouraged by the misconceived severity of his Lord, nor does he 

‘despise the richness of his goodness’. He neither apprehends the difficulties of the race 

set before him to be greater than he has strength to conquer, nor expects them to be so 

little as to yield him the conquest till he has put forth all his strength. The experience he 

already has in the Christian warfare, as it assures him his ‘labour is not in vain’ if 

‘whatever his hand findeth to do, he doth it with his might,’ so it forbids his entertaining 

so vain a thought as that he can otherwise gain any advantage, as that any virtue can be 

shown, any praise attained, by ‘faint hearts and feeble hands’—or indeed by any but 

those who pursue the same course with the great Apostle of the Gentiles: ‘I (says he) so 

run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air. But I keep under my 

body, and bring it into subjection; lest by any means when I have preached to others, I 

myself should be a castaway.’ (Outler and Heitenrater) 

Writing to the Hebrews, Paul says, 
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Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay 

aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with 

endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and 

perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, despising the 

shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. For consider Him who 

has endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary 

and lose heart. (Heb. 12:1-3) 

Let us consider how we hinder ourselves as Christians and hinder Jesus, our leader, from 

bringing us to a place of Christian maturity or perfection. We first must work from two 

presuppositions, one being that we can indeed come to Christian maturity in this life, and 

secondly, we do play a role in that maturing process.  We will look at the foundation these two 

presuppositions form as we begin. 

In verse 2 of Hebrews 12, the writer calls us to look to Jesus, the author and finisher of 

our faith. The Greek word archēgos (r-k-gos’), rendered here author, means a chief leader: - 

author, captain, prince. So, Jesus initiates our faith, leads us on the right course, and as the 

teleiōtēs (t-low-o-tase’), perfecter or finisher brings completion or consummation to our faith. 

So, we address the first presupposition in verse 2; Jesus is called the one who starts and brings 

fruition to our faith. If the Bible says Jesus can bring our faith to a satisfying conclusion, or a 

final satisfying completion or achievement of maturity, then who are we to argue?  

Now let us look at the second part of that first presupposition by asking the question, 

“Can He do it in this life?” In other words, is that point of consummation obtainable on this side 

of the grave? It should, at the very least, be something we follow Jesus after in this life. Verse 1 
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exhorts us to lay aside every encumbrance or weight, and to lay aside every sin that acts as an 

entanglement, competitor, thwarting us in every direction (that is what beset [KJV] means), 

hindering us from patiently running the race set before us. We will have no weight or sin in 

heaven; the race finished as we reach heaven’s door. So, the race we are to run, as is the 

maturity we are to obtain, is in this life.   

The second presupposition is addressed in verse 1, as well. We are to do three things in 

this life; lay aside encumbrances, lay aside sin, and patiently run. That is the role we are to play 

in our coming into the completion, or maturity, of our faith. The term “lay aside” means to cast 

off, put off, put away. If we couple that meaning with how the weight and sin act as a 

competitor getting in our way and hindering our race from every side, we get a pretty clear 

picture of spiritual warfare. The weight and sin are not going to go away without a struggle. 

Moreover, we find it hard to struggle or wrestle against our adversaries if we hesitate to 

grow up spiritually. Therefore, part of our race to maturity is being willing to mature. It is 

almost like applying for a job and being turned down because one does not have the 

experience, but does not have experience because one cannot get a job. Nevertheless, God 

does not throw away our application. He puts it on top of the pile when we couple our will with 

His desire. 

By the same discipline is every good soldier of Christ to ‘inure himself to endure 

hardships’. Confirmed and strengthened by this, he will be able not only to renounce 

‘the works of darkness’, but every appetite, too, and every affection which is not subject 

to the law of God. For ‘everyone’, saith St. John, ‘who hath this hope purifieth himself, 

even as he is pure.’ It is his daily care, by the grace of God in Christ, and through the 
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blood of the covenant, to purge the inmost recesses of his soul from the lusts that 

before possessed and defiled it: from uncleanness, and envy, and malice, and wrath, 

from every passion and temper that is ‘after the flesh’, that either springs from or 

cherishes his native corruption; as well knowing that he whose very ‘body is the temple 

of God’ ought to admit into it nothing common or unclean; and that ‘holiness becometh’ 

that ‘house for ever’ where the Spirit of holiness vouchsafes to dwell. (I.10) (Outler and 

Heitenrater) 

C. S. Lewis in his classic, “Mere Christianity,” asks us to, 

Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, 

you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the 

leaks in the roof and so on; you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not 

surprised. But presently He starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts 

abominably and does not seem to make any sense. What on earth is He up to? The 

explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of - 

throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, 

making courtyards. You thought you were being made into a decent little cottage: but 

He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it Himself. (Lewis) 

Wesley often equated entire sanctification with love. He continues in his sermon, 

Yet lackest thou one thing, whosoever thou art, that to a deep humility and a steadfast 

faith hast joined a lively hope, and thereby in a good measure cleansed thy heart from 

its inbred pollution. If thou wilt be perfect, add to all these charity: add love, and thou 

hast the ‘circumcision of the heart’. ‘Love is the fulfilling of the law,’ ‘the end of the 
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commandment’. Very excellent things are spoken of love; it is the essence, the spirit, 

the life of all virtue. It is not only the first and great command, but it is all the 

commandments in one. Whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, 

whatsoever things are amiable or honourable; if there be any virtue, if there be any 

praise, they are all comprised in this one word—love. In this is perfection and glory and 

happiness. The royal law of heaven and earth is this, ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God 

with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength. 

(I.11) (Outler and Heitenrater) 

J. Kenneth Grider shares more on the love aspect of holiness when writing, 

Still another constituent of entire sanctification is love. The second work of grace makes 

it possible for us to love God and others with all our heart and mind and soul and 

strength (see Deut. 30:6; Matt. 22:36-39). Wesley emphasized this aspect of entire 

sanctification experience, often calling the second blessing “perfect love.” He 

appreciated 1 John very much, quoting from it frequently because of its emphasis on 

love and perfect love (1 John 4:8). (Grinder) 

Love is, however, a multi-defined term that must have a foundation to perch upon, lest 

it flies in a hundred different directions in our thinking and practice. In her A Theology of Love: 

The Dynamic of Wesleyanism, Mildred Wynkoop explains why that perch can be hard to find in 

Wesley’s writings and theology, which she terms “Rotunda Theology.” 

This “Rotunda Theology,” circular in form rather than the “Stairstep” approach, creates 

a problem for the theological analysis of Wesley. Theology should have a systematic 

form. Each element should be clearly distinguished from every other element or 
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doctrine. Each should follow logically from the one before it and lead comfortably into 

the one ahead. But in Wesley such neatness is impossible to capture because it is not 

there. Wesley’s doctrines cannot be so sharply separated from each other and from the 

whole thing that love is. They are not “abstract.” This “problem” … [is] In almost every 

Wesley passage long enough to complete the point being made (and it is unfair to do 

less) almost every major doctrine is implicated. The theological terms are interlinked so 

tightly that to touch any one is to touch them all. Almost any significant passage could 

illustrate almost any central doctrine. 

Let it not be imagined, however, that Wesley’s emphasis on love cancels out definition. 

No Christian doctrine is neutralized by love, nor its sharp line of identity feathered off by 

it. Any concept of love which tended to erode away rational integrity had short shrift in 

Wesley’s hand. Christian doctrines did “come alive” in human experience, but that is a 

far cry from the dissolution of doctrine in a mystical fog. Nor did love, for Wesley, cancel 

out controversy, or drain off creative tensions in human social relations, whether 

religious, home, church, or any other. Love was not a soft, permissive cover-up of 

human personality, as explosive as it might be. Love, or holiness as he interpreted it, 

was not the end of wholesome, even intense, human reactions but rather the 

disciplining of them. Christian love creates an atmosphere in which all the creative 

conflicts may not only exist but also be matured and fully utilized without tearing apart 

the fabric of Christian unity (Wynkoop) 

However, in all Wesley’s wanderings, he did have a destination in mind. 
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Have no end, no ultimate end, but God. Thus our Lord: ‘One thing is needful.’ And if 

thine eye be singly fixed on this one thing, ‘thy whole body shall be full of light.’ Thus St. 

Paul: ‘This one thing I do; [ . . . ] I press toward the mark, for the prize of the high calling 

in Christ Jesus.’ Thus St. James: ‘Cleanse your hands, ye sinners, and purify your hearts, 

ye double-minded.’ Thus St. John: ‘Love not the world, neither the things that are in the 

world. [ . . . ] For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eye, and the 

pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world.’ The seeking happiness in what 

gratifies either the desire of the flesh, by agreeably striking upon the outward senses; 

the desire of the eye, of the imagination, by its novelty, greatness, or beauty; or the 

pride of life, whether by pomp, grandeur, power, or the usual consequence of them, 

applause and admiration: ‘is not of the Father’—cometh not from, neither is approved 

by, the Father of spirits—'but of the world’—it is the distinguishing mark of those who 

will not have him reign over them. (I.13) (Outler and Heitenrater) 

Here then is the sum of the perfect law: this is the true ‘circumcision of the heart’. Let 

the spirit return to God that gave it, with the whole train of its affections. ‘Unto the 

place from whence all the rivers came, thither’ let them flow again. Other sacrifices 

from us he would not; but the living sacrifice of the heart he hath chosen. Let it be 

continually offered up to God through Christ, in flames of holy love. And let no creature 

be suffered to share with him: for he is a jealous God. His throne will he not divide with 

another: he will reign without a rival. Be no design, no desire admitted there but what 

has him for its ultimate object. This is the way wherein those children of God once 

walked, who being dead still speak to us: ‘Desire not to live but to praise his name; let all 
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your thoughts, words, and works tend to his glory. Set your heart firm on him, and on 

other things only as they are in and from him.’ ‘Let your soul be filled with so entire a 

love of him that you may love nothing but for his sake.’ ‘Have a pure intention of heart, 

a steadfast regard to his glory in all your actions.’ ‘Fix your eye upon the blessed hope of 

your calling, and make all the things of the world minister unto it.’ For then, and not till 

then, is that ‘mind in us which was also in Christ Jesus’, when in every motion of our 

heart, in every word of our tongue, in every work of our hands, we ‘pursue nothing but 

in relation to him, and in subordination to his pleasure’; when we, too, neither think, 

nor speak, nor act, to fulfil our’ own will, but the will of him that sent us’; when whether 

we ‘eat, or drink, or whatever we do, we do all to the glory of God’. (II.10) (Outler and 

Heitenrater) 
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