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on the other hand• Sangster quotes Henry Bett. :Jim 
Spirit .2! Methodism. as sustaining the traditional view o.f 

Wesleyrs conversion• strongly urging that Leclc;y•s description 

ot it as 11an epoch 1n English historyn 1s tul~ substantiated 

by the .facts. Again.. "this same interpretation 1.s made with 

.force, and great fullness o.f quotation rrom.wesleyts o•u 

writings• by Dr. o.c. Cell•" Cell• Sangster states, •shows 

that Wesleyts.immense ef.fectiveness as a preacher~ his •or.t­
ensiveness• to the .formal and o.fticial religion o.f the day 

and even his double system or chronology (.umo Domini and­

anno meae conversionis) all point to the paramount importance 

o.f May 2,1:, 1738, and of' Wesley 1,s own awarenoss o.f its import­

ance.111 The latter is the traditional and more preferable 

contention. Mote, also. that the t'ruits o.f .taith became mani­

fest at once., as seen 1n bis prayer .for his enemies and Ms 

public testimony that his sins were .forgiven. 

one point that e.11 students of Wesley are agr!:!ed upon. 

regardless what the opinions Dk.V be concern1Dg Al.dersgate. is 

that his doctrine o.f Christian perfection received its initi­

al impetus f'rom his reading or the aforementioned books by 

Taylor and Law. Vlhatever it was that happened at Aldersgat•• 

we may agree that this was the result: cqnversion• or Justi­

£ication• was to b~ attained by faith alone• and not b7 works 

and .faith; intellect and will were not su1'£icient. but .faith 

was necessary;" b7 believing. he was saved; he was not saved 

L Sangster. !!lb cit., p. 94. 
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•1nn his sins., but nrromn his sins,; he was sanctif'J.ed aa well 

as justlf'ied. He could not make hlmse.lt hoJ.T., it must be the 

work of' God b7 f'aith. Be was nconrinced.• BoweYer, ilders- · 

gate was the first step J.n the right direction. 

He conceived the Christian experience of' salYation as 

being 1n two stages: the f'irst consisting of' ~ustif'ication 

and partial sanctif'ication, and the second of' nentiren sancti­

fication. our concern is now the latter. Bown.er, J.t must 

be remembered that the f'ounde~ of' Methodism was alwqs open­

minded to anything which would assist the realization of' 

Christian perfection. He never hesitated to accept &D¥th1ng 

new. To him., the testimoDY' of' others was valid, even though 

1t might be bey-ond the range of' his 01111 experience. 

Was he then a s711cretist? Sangster thinks not, but that 

rather he was a synthesist who gathered and collated all the 

available material and evidence 1n which there was any possi­

bility of reaching his goa1.l 

1. Sangster, .2!?• ,s!1., p. 99. 
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II. Wesley•s Idea of Perfection 

To begin with, no small. part or the controversial dif'ti­

culties with this doctrine hinged upon its name. We have seen 

that the nature or the doctrine 1n construction 1s synthetic• 

and consequently, it took a l.ot of different wQrds and names 

to give an exact description or definition or what was meant 

bJ Christian perfection. As to the m~an1ng or the term, we 

get information from wesley•s Journal: 

Tues. June 27, 1769-(From a l.etter nto a pious and 
sensibl.e woman") nBy Christi·an perfection, I mean, l.. 
Loving God with all our heart. Do you object to this? 
I mean., 2. A heart ·and llfe al.l devoted to God. Do you 
desire less? I mean, 3. Rega1n1ng the whole image of 
God. What objection to this? I mean, 4. Having all. 
the mind that wa s in Christ. Is this going too far? I 
mean, 5. Vlalking unifor~ as Christ walked • .AJld this 
surely no Christian will object to. If 8.IJ1' one means 
anything more or 8Jl1'th1Dg else by perfection, I have no 
concern with it. BUt if this 1s wrong, yet what need or 
this heat about it, this violence, I had almost said, 
fury or opposition, carried so far as even not to lq 
out anyth:l'.rut with this man, or that woman, who profess­
es it?nr--~ 

Wesley never had the distinction of being a great or a 

systematic theologian, but he was a thinker who was constant­

q attempting to reconcile scripture, reason, and experience 

1n his distinctive doctrine. For that reason he had to use 

num.v differ ent terms to describe what he meant, 1r he was to 

be sutriciently understood; and £or that reason it requires 

us to use maey words and terms to say wha"t he meant "to sq, 

if'"• even then, are successf'ul. 

~.- Edited by P.L. Parker, John Wesley•s Journal., p. 347. 
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He contends that there is such a tb1ng as Cb1"ist1an per­

fection., because or them~ uses or the word and the Jll8D1' 

references of' it in Scripture • . Since he did aclmow1eQe the 

Bible as the only standard or truth, on what portions or 

Scripture., or where· in scripture, did he find the doctrine~ . . 
perfection, that is., what was the scriptUZ'al basis? This 

shall be discussed 1n the final secticm. 

In 1764., Wesley wrote a review or the who1e sub~•ct., 1n 

the form ot short propositions.l However, these propositions 

Will be expanded for a better understanding~ sin.ce it 1s not 

difficult to misunderstand the woras and statements or others 

it one has not been accustomed to using the words 1n their 

connotations. 

Christian perfection 1s a second work qt grace in the 

heart of the believer. It is not prior to Justification, but 

subsequent to justification.. "1'heref'ore leaving the princi­

ples of the doctrine of' Christ, J.et us go on unto perf'ect-

1011. •••• 112 The writer of Hebrews exhorts the Christians not 

to tall away from f'aithJ pla1Dll' addressed to believers, that 

they should go on to perfection. 

Ylhen is this perfection to take place! It must happen 

before death., for nwithout holiness, no man shall see God.• 

st. Paul speaks or living men who were perf'ect. 3 
0

.AJncmg the various terms which ha uses to give name to 

1. Wesley-., .A Plain Account ,2t Christian Perfection. 
2. Hebrews "B'al. 
3. Ph11,. 3:15. 
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this experience 1s-perf'ect love, f'or which he showed pref'w­

ence. He also uses these as interchangeable dascr1pt1ons1 

entire sanctification. and holiness.1 

The essence of perfection is perf'act lO't'e• f'or "•••P•r­

tect love casteth out f'ear., ..... n2 n1ts properties or illsepa­

able f'ruits are rejoicing e,rarmore. praying without ceasing• 

and 1n e,rerything giving thanks.n3 The ,latter expressions 

are employed by Wesley time and aga1n• .for 1n these he appar­

entq found the best exprea-s:l.on tor what he meant;. 

Again,, "Love is the sum of Christian sanct11~1cat10ll'J 1.t 

la the one kind o:f holiness which 1s f'ound onl¥ 1n various 

•degrees• 1n the believers who ue cUstiDguished by Saint 

John into ·•11.ttle children. young men., and f'athers. • The 

d1tterence between one and the other lies 1D the degree ot 

lne. And herein there is as great a dif'terence in the spir-. 
ltual. as 1n the natural sense between fathers, young men. and 

babes. Everyone that 1s born of' God., though he be as yet on-

1" a tbabe in Christ, r has the love or God in his heart-the 

lOTe or his neighbor. together with lowliness, meekness., and 

resignation. But all of· these are then 1n a low degree., 1n 

proportion to the degree of his f'aith. The f'aith of' a babe 

1D Cbr1st 1s weak, generall.1' mingl.ed with doubts or 1'ears.•4 

The sum total of' Christian per1'ect1on 1sa • to g1Te the 

1. Todq 9 among the hol.1ness groups., the same thing is 
meant by words or phrases such as, nthe second blessing•" or 
•the baptism o£ the Ho]¥ Spirit,n nthe higher 111'e,n 11the 
tul.ness or the bl.essing," nthe second work of' grace," •the 
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the heart to God, and to love the Lord. with all that is with­

in the individual--heart, sou1, and m1Dd. It is comprised 

1D one word-love.5 

Wesleyts letters mention 1.Dnumerable ranks• which def)' 

det1m.t1on, in the state or ~ustitioat1on and sanctification, 

and which may range f'rom the higher to the lower rank. 1'he 

Christians ot the lower rank "avoid all lmown sin, do much 

good, use all the means of grace,. but have littl.e ot the Ute 

ot God in their souls and are much conformed to· the. world. 11 

The higher rank or Christians are described as those who•••• 

make the Bible their whole rul.e, and their sole aim is the 

Will and i inage or God. This the;y steadily- and Wlif'orm1¥ pur­

sue through honor and dishonor, d9DT1ng themselves and tak1ng 

up their cross dai~J considering one point onq, •Ho• IDQ' I 

attain most or the mind that was 1n Christ, and how I may 

please Him most.,n6 He then states that he is inclined to 

think that those who have chosen "the more excellent wayn 

will have a higher place in heaven, than the Christian who 

is ot the lower rank. These also, he exhorts to strive tor 

higher ground,. d~ing that this low rank1ng Chr1sllaa is an 

the ro~ to hell.7 

circumcision or the heart," npertection,n •.full sal.vation,n 
and •heart purity.n c:r. B,.E. Jessop, Foundations o:t Doctrine, 
p. 3:f. 

2. 1 John 4:l.8. 
3. Plain AccoWJ:!1 p. 62. 
4. J4Udge, .ml•~-, P• 78. 
5. ibid., p. 78. 
e. ibid., pp. 78,Sl.. 
7. ~-, p. air. 
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From the very beginning or the tormlation of the doe­

tr1De or Christian perfection, the watch-word has baen,..-•Re­

~oi-ce evermore; pray- without ceasingJ 1D. ner,rtbing ·give 

thanks." This is "Christian pertection.J" He states that ~t 

1s not possib~e to go farther than this, and that it is no~ 

necessary- to stop short ot it. 

What did Wesley- mean by these phrases? "ReJoice aTw­

more," because Christ has purchased Joy as well as righ~O'IIS­

aesa for the Christian, for it is i;he vny pl&l'pose ot the .gos­

pel that, vrhen one 1s saved trom the gu11t- 0£ sill, that ha 

should conse4uently be hapJJT in the love of Christ., 11Prq 

withollt ceasing," because prqer is the breath of spiri-tual. 

lite. one who 1s alive must breathe. As the proporUan lD 

which the presence ot God is enJoyed, in like proportion ts 

prayer and praise ottered up without ceasing; otherwise, ra­

Jo1c1Dg becomes only delusion. ".In everythillg give thank••• 
because thanksgiving cannot be separated from true prqar and 

is essential~ connected with it. Thus, a man who prays is 

giving praise, whether in joy- or pain~ prosperity or advera1-

'Q'J. and he receives all things tor His sake as coming frma 

God, neither choosing or refusing• nor 11k1ng or disl1k1DI• 

but onl7 as it 1s nagreeable or disagreeable to P..1.s per~ect 

1'111." ·This 1s nperfect love.n1 

Wesl8J' was very vehement in his outbursts against those 

who would misinter1>1:et his teaching and misconstrue, what he 
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held to be, the pl.ain Scripture truths which had bearing UP­

on "J'Ul.l. Sal.vation,n just as he opposed those who departed 

from Scripture in other doctrines. For instance, he parted 

compUJ¥ with the Cal.vinistic doctrine ot •double election•• 

because he thoug>::it it unscriptural. He saw some or the pit­

falls or terminology which attempted to describe doctrine, 

and so 1n addition to stating the positive about •Christian 

pertection,n he also, stated the negative, 1n the effort to 

thwart misrepresentation and misunderstanding. In this he 

was not successtul--he himself being to blame. 

He did not teach an absolute perfection, tor that can 

onq be possible wi.th God; thus, in a •perfect• Christian 

there still remains "imperfection. nl Let us consider the v 

other negative aspects ot his teaching. 

:L. "Christians are not perfect 1n knowledge,; that is• thq 

do not reach a stage· or per.faction 1n which they wll.l. be .tree 

from ignorance. lfan may come to know much about man;,- su'b-

3ects, but who can expl.aln the :mystery or the Ho~ Tr1n1.tyJ 

the incarnation or the son or GodJ or when the number ot God.ls 

elect will be b1'ought to completion and hasten his kingdom? 

2. Since no one is tree from ignorance, it .follows 'that 

DODe are tree from mistake, tor the latter is the unaYoidab1e 

consequence or the former. Yet, it is true that Christians 

do not mistake as to "the thing,- essential to salnti~a they 

do not f P\lt darkness tor light, or light tor darlmessJ I DOr 

1. Fram Wes:Layts Serm~s, p. 488tt"., unl.ess 1nd1oate4. 
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·, seek death in the error ot their 111'e., For they are •ta11-

ght of' GodJI and the way which Be teaches them the wq ot 

holiness is so tJlain, that •the wayi"aring man. though a tool.• 

need not err therein.• But in thillgs unessential to salTa­

tion they do err, and that trequentq ••• Hence. nan the c~l.d­

ren of' God are not agreed as to the interpretation ot maD1' 

places :l,n hol.1' writJ nor 1s ~heir dif'i"erence of opinion 8ZJ7 

proof that they are not the ch1l4"aa ot God, on either sideJ 

but it is proof that we are no more to expect &DT living man 

to be inf'allible, than to be omm.scient.n 

3 • .Again, Christians are not perfect 1n the sense that 

they are tree f'rom 1.nf1rmit1as. n~ let us take care to 

understand this word aright1 onl1" let us not giYe that soft 

title to known sins, as the manner of some 1s.n Wesley wa, 

umr1111Dg to condone the idea 'that 0 every man has his 1nt1rm-

11;J',, and mine is drunkennessn or nuncleannessn or "taking ot 

God•s holy name in va1n.n To such, nit is plain that al.l you 

who thus speak., if' ye repent not, shall.,, with your 1ntirm1-

t1es, go quick into hell I n Bodil.1' 1nt1rm1 ties mean all 

those "outward or inward imperf'ections which are not or a 

moral. nature ••• wealmess or slowness ot understanding, dul.l.­

ness or conf'usedness or apprehension, 1ncoherency or thought, 

•~•lack or retentive memory ••• slowness ot speech, inproprlaty 

or language ••• or detects in conversation or behaviour.• 

4. until the spirit returns to God who gave it, the 

Christian cannot hope to be free i"rom the atoremantioned or 
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also, 1'rom temptation. This tn,e of perf'eetion. is 1n the 

other world. Some do not realise the great extent of' their 

temptation which they do not resist, because they are g1Ten 

tor.uncleanness with greediness.n ·an the other hand, •I know 

there are also children ot God who, being now ~ustif'ied tree­

]¥, having found redemption in the blood of Christ, f'or the 

present f'eel no temptation..n, To the enemi.es or Godts chil.d­

ren was given the command not to touch them or to do them 8JJ.T 

harm. "And for this season, 1t mq be ror weeks or months• 

Be causeth theru to ride on high pl.aces, He beareth them as 

Oil taglesr wings, above all the fiery darts of the wicked one~ 

But this state \Yi.ll not last alway-sJ as lf8 mq I.earn ••• the 

~ of God ••• was tempted 1n. ••• His tle~.n 

5 . Wesley would remind us that nholillessn .an.d nperf'ec't-

1cmn are one and the same thing in Scripture~ BUt this does 

not mean that there is not nperf'ection of' degrees• as it 1s 

termedJ non.e which does not admit of a cont1nual. increase ••• 

so that how much soever 8IJ1' man has attained, or in how high ' 

a degree soever he is perfect, he hath still need to •grow in 

pace,, and daily to advance 1D the knowledge and love of' God 

bis Saviour. n . 

6. n~tire sanctif'ication"l or perfection n1s not so late 

as death;" that is, it is to be attained., or rather to be r e­

ee1Ye4 (for· 1.t is a gif't) in this 11.f'e; in this worl.4. The 



time element is not i~portant as to when a Christian receiT­

•• the "gift of' the Spirit" af'ter justification and when the 

partial sanctification had begun. The important "fact which 

remains is th1s1 "Entire Sanctlf'icaticmn is~ ngUt" which 1a 

received before death• either instantaneousq• or graduall;yJ 

but it must be tulq before death 1n which the Christian 

meets that specific moment when all that God has 1n flhol.1-

nesstr 1s his.1 

7. It is not 1ncapabl.e or being I.est~ Fortunate]Jr• Wes­

ley did not err here with Calv~. Through his observation 

-and experience with mBD1' peopl.e he was forced to this concl.u­

sion• "but we were not thoroughly convinced of th~s f'9~ sever­

al years.n2 Th~s is made more evident ,µid explicit by' the 

following question and answers 

Q. can they tall from it? . 
A. I am well assured they can. Matter of fact 

puts this beyond dispute. iormerly we thought one saT­
ed trom sin could not f"all.J now we know the contrary. 
Neither does any one stand by virtue of' any thing t~1- . 
is implied in the nature of' the state. There is no such 
height or strength of' holiness as it is 1mposs1b1e to 
fall f'rom. If there be aey that cannot f'al.l.., tbis

3
whol­

:cy, depends on the promise and faithfulness of' God. 

Wesley also taught the converseJ that if' a Christian .fell 

f'rom grace. God would f'orglve and restore him. 

ie have set down a number or propositions which ha•e 

stated what "Christian perf'ect1onn is• and what it is not. 

B7 way of' recapitulation, what are the observations that now 

1. Rian Account. P• 41. 
2. ~~•• P• 62. 
3. Ibid., p. 45. -
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can be made l'thich are eharactertsUc ot th1s doetr1Do and 

those which ere entailed therein? 

1. The eJ$:Perience of: nconvers1an• must uecasaazoil,1' pr­

cede the experience o:r npertection.• This event is not t• 

the unregene~ate,. because they are not e,ren interested in 'the 

things \Yhich are spiritual, let alone to seek parf'eet1on 1D 

1t. 

The ,,.ord nexperJ.encen is ,ased much by Wesley and the 

l'-ethodists of today, but does not bear the odious connotation 

which other denominations have attached to it. Expel"ience to 

some, outside o:r r,et hodism, generally means emotional., scri.:p­

tural, and intellectual perversion or the ob,1ect1ve realities 

or God 1n .favor of those wb:lch ee sub~ect1ve., ·, 'lo be ,1118t ,,,,.-.. 
to n person who may use a certa1n word1 one must understand 

his meaning,, and b.ecause a term has a set de.ftn1t1an for a 

certain grou p, that def1n1tion ~annot be used as appllcabl.a 

to tb,,1t word every time it is used. 

Thia i s the di.f1'1cul't7 with the word nexper:Lenca.n we­

le, and his f ollowers mean by experience not ,Just an elated• 

lotty mom.ent of the sOlll•s past, but rather it 1s a collDl!IID1.an 

With God; an experience or God. EYen that person who has no 

experience with God, has an e%per1ence with God., name~. that 

hla axper-1ence is one of not having experienced God 1n his 

Ute. 

This experience i s a consciousness. and •consciousness 

can~ be .real. 1n individuals, and the appeal to experience 
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Lieans, of course, en appeal. to a consciousness of God which 

the 1ndivtdua1 enJoys."l This experience 1s not only sub­

.1ect1ve., but it is b 11sed on the oh.1ect1va realities oi" an 

historica l r evel ~tion; namely, the .historical Jesus-His 11.te 

and death; the continuation or that religious consciousness 
1vhich the !few· Testament calls the Spirit; the appropriation 

of this Perf'ect Reve1ation made real 1n the heart, mind, and 

conscious2 ess of the person.2 

"11.is t hing which 1s eall.ed experience means then, for 

the : ethodist, tha t those things of which the \7ord oi" God 

speaks a.re true and are ver11'1ed by experience; that \Vhat God 

has said h~ ,. oulc.l do, He has done, for he has done 1t within 

me; there.fore, I believa it and put 1o,y seal. to it. It must 

1. be born,3 i l. mind that this v .rification is never independent 

of Jesus. 

2. ?erf"ection is a girt, just as is Justification, the 

tha exper1ence of whicl is approprated by faith, either :Ln­

strmtaneouoly or gradually. 'l'he tor1ner is general]¥ advocat­

ed, because one does not appreciate receiving a gift a little 

at a time. It will be seen that Wesley had to maintain both 

contentions. since he misunderstood Scripture. 

3. The experience 1nay be communicated by those 11ho al­

ready a r,3 in possession of it~ assisting the other person to 

receive it. sometimes one gets the experience 1n a group, 

1. 
2. 

R.N. Flew, ~ Idea of Perfection, P• :Sl.6. 
ibid.• p. S"Ilr.' 
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at other times, aloneJ but generall,T, the npossessor• leads 

the//nnon-possessor,n the nseeker,n to get the "sirt.n 
4. Flew states that nconversion is preceded by a prelim­

inary period of acute distress; of earnest seeking and pro­

loriged prayerJ sometimes of blackness and desperate struggles 

ot sou1~•l If he means that this is a conviction of tho in­

dividual•s sin, then it is acceptableJ ~ut it he means that 

a sinner seeks atter God, then it is to be reJected. He mq 

cite the case of Vlesl.ey to bear his point., but the case 1n 

point is one in which there was a possession of knowl.edge ot 

the way of salvation, or rather the requisites of salvation, 

·and the reason tor the deep distress of soul was due to seek­

ing perfection 1n that which was not yet possessed. 

The experience and observation of the present writer and 

that of contemporaneous testimony- supports the contention 

that none were converted by specit1cally' ·and intentional]¥ 

seeking a~ter God, tor there is nnone that seeketh God, there 

is none that doeth good. 11 

5. A fifth characteristic to be noted, which is true of 

both conversion and nperfect sanctification," is that 1n the 

deliverance from sµi and the reception of the Holy Ghost 

there is not Just a mere nteeliDg" or temporary 8 sensat1on 

of elation," but there is a consciousness of 8 Someone,n anq 

has an intellectual content 1n which the mind fs vital:q con-

l. Fl.ew, .M.• cit • ., p. 318. 


