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Bible- study anql Chriistian perfeotion.
the elements which brought -about Wesley’s 
subject and caused him to write ’’Christian 
developed these germrs' of his doctrine-, we

which embrao'es’any suoh“ concephi’on-'of- -freedoin-. -They- are perfeo 
however i'n“'respeat' oh si"n-'~’.-”he that Is born ’Oh Cod' -slnneth 
not"". Cl'd Testament reoords’ are not’ standards-for'Christians 
under the new dispensation in respect of the. .matter' ol' perleot 
The apostles sinned, but this is no sign the grace of God was 
not sufficient for them. James says,"in many things we offend 
all", but the "we" must not mean the apostles or believers, 
from the context. St.John even does not mean that believers do 
commit sin for his words on this subject refer rather to past

An Examinati'on of John Wes ley’s-Doctrine of .Christian. Per­
fection.

Among the books mentioned by Wesley as influencing to the 
view-of Christian Perheotion, are Bishop Taylor’s ’^Rule and 
Exercises of Holy Living and Dying',’ which he read in 1725, and 
and which inspired him to,a deeper consecration of his life to 
God, Kempis’s "Christian Patt'emJ^^in 1726, Law’s' ’^Serious Cali" 
and "Christian Perfection',' in 1727and" in 1729, he says,"I 
Began not only to read but to study the Bible as ths one the 
only standard :of "truth, and' the-only model" of pure re-ligioh-" 
In 1733 he--preached in St'.Mary’s--'church’''on"Gircunrpision ol the 
Heart" which had the subjective- InMueno'e-'-iri no smalt degree. 

He mentions'also some -hyran's -oomposed 'by'hiDr tn- 17'35' whi le in 
America, and o-thers written in 1'732 for ""hymns and'Sacred Po­
ems'" which served to impre-ss the idea of Holiness upon- his mine 
in a^oonversation with Arvid' Gardln In Germany, "the latter’s 
experience related to Wesley pTOduoed-a lasting Impre'ssion. 
In his tract, "The character oT a Methodist"''Wesley seemed- to 
gather up and express his ideas'more" lully than ever'before 
upon the subject of

These are some' of 
conviction upon the 
Perfection*" How he 
may learn from his'various sermons,’the hymn book of 1741, 
ejuestions and answers, at conferences, etc.

According to his sermon of 1740 Wesley showed that Christ­
ians were not perfect in knowledge; being not free from ignor­
ance nor- fr-om raisdake. There Is no perfecrtibn-'absolute on .earti



sin for"h9 — is. able to cleanse us from all unrighteousnoss". 

This perfection embraces freedom from "evil thoughts" and from 
"evil tempers", freedom from pride, desire, self-will, and all^ 
offences against God, from all outward and inward sins. This 
cleansing is not that of justification,., for John distinguishes 
the two works, --"to forgive sins" and "to cleanse from all un­
righteousness", and this perfection is to be attained to in thi; 

world, in this life.
Our author had, however, occasion to make certain changes in 

his doctrine, due, no doubt, to the practical test of his theor­
ies. These modifications were noticed by him in the hymn book 
of 1741. In this book, the words "desiring nothing---------------- not
supplies in want, not ease in pain" as descriptive of perfect 
Christians, Wesley considered too strong since Christ himself 
desired this "ease in pain", according to the will of the Fathe 
Wesley also modified the statement, when this type of Christian 
is described in prayer,"they have no thought .of anything, past 
or absent or to come, but of God alone", for he came afterward 
to believe we are not free from the thoughts occasioned by the 
devil, other men, or our own bodies, nor can we be in this 
life. (See Wesley Sermons, vol.I, page 376, "Wandering Thoughts 
"They have no fear or doubt either as to their state in general 
or any particular action" was also considered by Wesley as sub­
ject to exception. "The -'unction from the Holy One' teaoheth 
them every hour what they shall do and what they shall speak", 
was thought not to be true at all times, ’’nor therefore have 
they any need to reason concerning it", had exceptions, for 
Wesley says,"they have sometimes". To "temptations ----trouble
them not" he appends this statenrent "sometimes they do not; at 
other times, they do and that grievously.

Of the relation between sanctification and justification, 
John Wesley teaches that the work o-f sanctification follows 
that of justification. It may in some instances be identified 
with justification, but this is seidom the case, for justified 
persons are to "go on unto perfection". "It is constantly both 
preceded and followed by a gradual work". It may be a state of 
justified persons before death. After justification, the grad­
ual death of sinful elements takes place untll"perfection" is



reached. This act 'crt sanctification may be an ao’t of a moment 

or it may be an lutperaepttble- act a.S/to' time. He says- "An in­
stantaneous ohange' has been wrought in some, believers." This^ 
state of inward holiness or heart purity may last throughout 
life in the sanctified, but it may be brought to an end 'by 
yielding to temptation from which those even in this state are 
not tree. But evidently the* attainment of the state of sanoti- 
fi oat ton is 'consldeTe-ct by 'Wes'! ey- as“a 'gradual prouess beginning 

at t he time of justittoatlon,"and endlng^^wheTr' sln'has died-”.. 
This length of tim-e may be" out short; accurdtng - tu the wtll of 
God, if the believer has such an earnest desire as to ’bring 
about such a hastening of the process. ‘The~'questtons'and ans­
wers at Wesley’s First Conference also trnply that sanotificatl 
is to take place-after justification,— a renewal tir the’ image 
of God "in righteousness and true holiness", that one must thei 
become a "perfect" Christian "loving God with all —;heart, 
mind ahd soul". This implies that all inward sin is taken away 
or how can we be said to be "saved from all our uncleanesses"?

Some of the scriptural grounds for this doctrine of entire 
sanctification are "He shall redeem Israel from all his sins" 
Ps.CXXX,8. "Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you and’ye 
shall be cleanj from all your filthiness and from all your- 
idols will I cleanse-yod: I will also save-you from all your 
unoleanness". Ez.XXXVI,25-29. In reference to this last quo­
tation, Paul says "Having these promises let us cleanse our­
selves from all filthinese-mf fleeh and' spirit perfecting hol­
iness in the' fear of God". II Cor.VI!,!. So also "The Lord 
thy God will circumcise thy heart and the heart of thy"seed 
to Ibve the Lord thy God with all thy heart and all thy soul". 
Deut. XXX,6. In the .New Testament we have " For this purpose 
the Son of God is manifested" that" he’-nrtght destroy the works 
of the devil". John and "Christ loved the ohuroK'.and
gave himself for it that he might'present it to himself a glor 
lous church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing, 
but that it might be-'holy and without blemish". Eph.V,25-27. 
and "God sent his son that righteousness of the law might be 
fulfilled in us who walk not after the flesh but after the 
spirit. Rom.VI11.3,4. The prayers and commands of the New !



Teataineni add- also to' the scriptural grounds. Such are- "Deliver 
us from evil", "neither pray I for-these alone but for them alsi 
who shall believe on me through their word-j that they all may 
be onej as thou. Father, art in me and I, in thee, that they 
also may be one in us; I, in them, and thou,in me, and.I,In the 
and that'■they may be made perfect in one". Jno-XVI 1,20-23. "I b 
my knees unto the Gad and Father of our Lord'desus Christ that 
he would grant you that ye beTng rooted and grounded in love 
®ay be able to comprehend with all saints what' is 'the-breadth 
and length and depth and height and to -ijnow the- love of Christ 
which passeth knowledge that ye maybe fl 11 ed"wlttr all the ful­
ness of God". Eph.111.14ff.,"the very God of peace' sanctify you 
wholly. And I pray God your whole spirit, soul and body-may be 
preserved blameless unto the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ." 
I Thess.V,25. "Be ye perfect as your Father who is in Heaven is 
perfect".Matt.V, 48. "Thou shall love the Lord thy God with all 
thy heart and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.'’-Matt. 
XXII,57. This last reference signifies that sanetifloation-is 
to take place in the living. That we are to attain to a state 
of Christian perfection before death is further shown by texts 
from the scriptures such as "The grace of God that brlngeth 
salvation hath appeared to all men; teaching us that having re­
nounced ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, 
righteously, and Godly in this present world; looking for the 
glorious appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave himself 
for us, that he might redeem us from all iniquity and' purify 
unto himself a peculiar people zealous’ oT good'works". Titus II 
11-14. And"^e hath raised up a horn of salvation for us to'per­
form the mercy promised tO' our—fathers j the oath which'Be sware 
to our father Abraha-m that He would grant unto us that we being 
delivered out 0-f the hands of our enenf^i-es should serve Him with 
out fear, in holiness and righteousness before Him'’* all the 
days oX our life." Luke 1,69,ff.

The evidences for sanctification are much llk.e those for jusi 
fication as the Spirit witnesses in both oases, ffe may believe 
one to be sanctified if his previous conduct has been worthy of 
confidence and he -himself asserts that he has come into a state 
of perfect love. As it is an. inward state, we must not Judge



wh'O'lly of the man by his 'outward conduct, which 'irray be much Ilk 
that of all believers. When the believer says he has experlenoec 
a total death to sin he is to be believed.and when-he'asserts 
that he has been renewed in the image of God that -also is to be 
be'lieved. The manrrer of recoil from temptation is also a proof. 
Especially is it a proof of this state that the fruits of the 
life be love, joy, peace, long-suffering, patience, and kindred 
virtues.

Mr.Wesley also enumerates certain a-dvioes and cautions to 
those professing- Chr-istian perfection. Let them- cultivate an 
intense love of the ^ible- and give it its rightful place, and 
let them not speak indiscretely about the blessing- nor keep 
absolute siienoe.regarding- it. Talk about it, when it plainly 
will witness to God’s love and do good. "Watch and pray contin^- 
ually against- pride"-, for pride easily regains its ho-ld upon th 
Christian. " Much grace does'not imply much light". Beware-also 
of enthusiasm, says Weasley. This rae-ans that we' shou'ld"ncrt at 
once ascribe things to God before we carefully weigh their-mer- 
itsf therefore never reproach- wisdom, knowledge, or reason, as 
unessential guides to truth, for this sometimes leads to failure 
in searching- the scripture."Beware of f|:ntinomanism". Enthusiasm 
leads to this. Even "Christ is the end of the law" may deceive 
some. Beware also of self indulgence-, censor iousness, of making 
faith alone sufficient, and"condemning those who -spea-k in a mori 
scriptural way". "Beware of sins- of omission". Do everything 
that presents itself to be done and avoid* all idleness-. "Beware 
of desiring anything but God". The sanctified should keep him­
self pure and his eye "single". This means that he is to bar 
out the pleasures of sense and to deny himself. Also beware of 
making divisions in the church of Christ. To this end love ough 
to abound among brethren. The Christian should not, therefore, 
unduly exalt or despise and run down-bis preacher and should 
attend regularly the various meetings of his church. "Lastly 
be exemplary in all things". This advice seems to refer to dres, 
manner, etc. Humbly to walk in the example of Christ sums up 
the advice of Mr., Wesley regarding the conduct of those who 
profess Christian perfection.

Regarding mistakes and errors our author considered that all
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men were subject to them. -He’preferred, however, not *to oall^such| 
sins. He says "Everyone may make a mistake as long as he rives"l 

"A mistake in opinion may occasion a mistake in practice’’,"Ev^rj 
such mistake is a transgression of the law", "therefore every 
such mistake were it not for the blood of atonement would expos 
to eternal damnation". "It follows that the most perfect hath I 
continual need of the merits’ of Christ even' from his actual I 
transgressions". So we see he,did not hold that "perfection" G 

debarred involuntary transgression due to natural human weakness 
hence all men stand in need of the atonement. Some may have a [ 
testimony of the Spirit that they shall not "finally fall away | 

from God". This conviction may so far fronr being hurtful in 
those who possess it, be exceedingly beneficial and therefore 
such persons should be encouraged to hold to their -persuasion.
That there may be such a state in some san-ctl'fled persons such 
that they shall never sin cannotr be disputed in the case of'par^ 
ticular Individuals, but scripture do’es'-n'ot-provl'de for any 
such general state. On the contrary it implies- that all men ar 
subject at all times to temptation and' that they may grieve’the 
Spirit and fall away. If there is any such state however, as 
a'^ove described it must be among the sanctified class.

John tfesley says (Art.9,1764, ..Beyiew of this subject) "Chris 
ian perfection is amissable, capable of being lost’,’ and (Art.8, 
Same) "is improvable". "It is so far from lying in an invisibb 
point, from being incapable of increase, that one perfected in 
love may grow in grace far swifter than he did before".

He further says in speaking of his doctrine of Christian per­
fection, "this implies that no wrong temper, none contrary to 
love, remains in the soulj and that all the thoughts, words and 
actions are governed by pure love". While* he therefore allows 
for errors and mistakes, still he affirms "yet where every word 
and action springs from love, such a mistake is not properly a 
sin". In speaking of the time element entering into this per­
fecting process, he remarks "In like mannerCto the physical an­
alogy) he may be dying to sin for some time; yet he is not dead 
to sin, ' ti 11 _sin_is^segarated^f rom_his_.so!jl; and in that in­
stant he lives the ful1 1ife_of_1oye". He also says in substano^ 

(Ch. Per., ppll5,116) The sanctified do not need Christ for



atonement in the sense of blotting out their sins, but as the 
Perfeoter of love, the. One who is to help them continue in thei 
state of perfection, which implies strongly the denial of the 
statement "that perrfectionC then) is not freedom from all sin". 
He asks "is it sinless? It is’not worlti while to contend- for 
the term. It is salvation from sin" and he says' " however sin 
is only suspended in them: it is n-ot destroyed.. Call it which 
you please. They are all^loye today and they talce' no thought fo 
the morrow". These statements are perhaps not so clear, but*Mr.
Wesley’s whole essay implies very strongly -an elimination of thp 
3ub"-*consclous grounds of sin. How this can be the caso, and 
yet allowance be made for los-ing the state is obsoaro’.

A more rational view is that regeneration and sanctification 
belong in one continual process of soul redemption. Regenrera- 
tion stands at the beginning and sanctification is a gradual 
elimination of sin from the life, capable of compleiton, per­
haps, before the death of the individual. Such sanctification 
does not, however, completely free one from lhe grounds of sin. 
It is a process of spiritual growth by and through the influenoj 
of Christ upon the soul. Wesley cronsl'dered "his sanotilloation 
a process freeing man from Inbred "sln—this- secrond"‘blessing-was 
something distinct in his mind- from justlfi oat ton-a nd--gradual 
growth in grace. He was inolin-ed to hold that- there- was- a marked 
break between the two processes'. We cannot -ac’oept a doctrine of’
sanctification such as his, because in the first plac-e, it pre­
supposes a perfect self-knowledge, and in the seoond place, the 
doctrine scarcely bears the practical test of experience. It ir 
be allowed, however, that the doctrine in it-soll, without its 

jst

radical interpretations is most wholesome, and one, when prop­
erly held and practiced, most beneficial in its results upon 
the believer. We may even go farther and say that it is the 
duty of every Christian to have as his constant ideal the at­
tainment of Christian perfection.


