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THE CONCEPT OF ATTAINMENT IN JOHN
WESLEY'S CHRISTIAN PERFECTION

by Orville S. Walters

The concept of moral attainment is central in John Wesley's
doctrine of Christian perfection. Any comparison of Reformed
and Wesleyan thought concerning sanctification leads directly into
the question of attainment, ,vhere a sharp difference is apparent.

\/1n contrast with the doctrines of Luther and Calvin, Wesley taught
"an ethics of realization, not of aspiration." 1 He abandoned the
Reformation idea that the Christian man does not attain righteous
ness until death, and substituted for it "the conception of a growth
in holiness, not in the proc~ss of being attained . . . but actually
having been reached and hence, once reached, subject to further
developrnent." 2 Both systems looked upon sanctification as a pro-

..,I gressive process. Wesley, however, conceived of the process as
subsequent to the attainment of holiness, rather than p'rio?· to at
tainment, as the Reformers had taught.

Yet when the work is done,
The work is but begun.3 .

The idea of attainment recurs widely in Wesley's writings. The
ambiguity that may attend indefinite use of the term led frequently
to confusion or uncertainty, both for the early Methodists and for

,,/the Wesleys themselves. This study traces some of the movement
in John Wesley's thought concerning attainment in relation to
Christian perfection, examines the position that he eventually
reached, and comments upon his methodology.

In its simplest and most common definition, attain means to reach,
arrive at, or to come into possession of. The verb may be used either
intransitively, as in Phil. 3: 12, "Not as though I had already at
tained," or transitively, where an object is used to complete the
sense, as in Eph. 4:13, "Until we all attain ... mature manhood."
Wesley's usage is more often intransitive, which makes for greater
ambiguity, since no object is given.

Wesley's earliest concept of attainment was a somber one. In his
first published sermon, pre.ached at Oxford on September 2, 1735,
he declared, "Perfect holiness is not found on earth . . . Some
remains of our disease will ever be felt ... Death will deliver us." 4

1 W. R. Cannon. The Theology of John Wesley. (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury
Press, 1956), p. 225.

2 Ibid., p.223.
3 John Wesley. A ColleCtion of Hymns for Use of the People Called Methodists.

(.London: Wesleyan Confe.rence Office, 1877), No. 674, p. 625.
'Thomas Jackson. The Works of ]ohnWesley. (London: Wesleyan Methodist Book

Room, 1829-31) VIII, 366.
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• THE CONCEPT OF ATTAINMENT 13

Froln this pessimistic view Wesley was to make a complete turn
about, for the essence of his doctrine of perfection became an
"affirmative notion of 'holiness' in the world ... active holiness in
this life." 5 Just before he sailed for Georgia, Wesley justified the
mission on the basis of its expected value to his own spiritual

~ growth:

Neither can I hope to attain the same degree of holiness here which
I may there; neither, if I stay here, knowing this, can I reasonably
hope to attain any degree of holiness at all.

Anyone who makes a choice that is "less conducive to the perfection
of his soul," Wesley explained, can hardly expect "that grace where
by alone he can attain any degree of Ch:-istian perfection." 6 His
ignominious return from America, defeated, depressed, and filled
'with self-depreciation, is well known.

From his early understanding of spiritual attainment as consisting v
entirely of gradual growth through self-discipline, Wesley's concept
enlarged under the guidance of Peter Bohler to include saving faith
received in a moment. At first he was skeptical. "1 could not
comprehend what he spoke of an instantaneous work." He agreed
to subject Bohler's doctrine to the two-fold test of Scripture and
experience. Searching the Scriptures, he found to his astonishment
"scarce any instance there of other than instantaneous conversions.','
On April 23, "by the concurring evidence of several living wit
nesses . . . here ended my disputing. I could now only cry out,
'Lord, help Thou my unbelief!'" 7 Two days later John angered and
embarrassed his brother Charles by disputing over wheth~r' con
version is instantaneous or gradual. John's"obstinacy in defending
the instantaneous position finally drove Charles out ,of the room.8

This may well have been intellectual conviction, but it was not
attainment, for John wrote in his journal on May 19,

\

Oh let no one deceive us by vain words, as if we had already at
tained this faith ... Does His spirit bear witness with our spirit, that
we are the children of God? Alas! With mine he does not.{)

The Aldersgate experience of May 24, 1738 required enlargement
of Wesley's concept of attainment. Having .maintained a perennial
struggle for perfection by human effort frqm the time he read the

IS Albert Outler. John Wesley. (New York: Oxford Press, 1964), p. 252.
6 John Telford (Ed.), The Letters of John Wesley, Standard Edition. (London: Ep~

worth Press, 1931) I, 190-191.
7 Nehemiah Curnock (Ed.). Th,e Journalof John Wesley, Standard Edition. (London:

Epworth Press, 1909-16), I, 454-455.
8 Journal, I, 456. "
II Ibid., 465.
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14 METHODIST mSTORY

\vritings of Kempis, Taylor and William La\v, Wesley now en
counters faith that is given in a moment. The experience did not
entirely allay his doubt and uncertainty. However, he was able to
write to Charles from Herrnhlit that he had seen with his own eyes
"more than a hundred witnesses." 10 A year after Aldersgate,
Wesley seemed to believe that attainment is always instantaneous.

God does now, as aforetime, give remission of sins, and the gift of
the Holy Ghost, even to us and to our children; yea, and that always
suddenly, as far as I have known.11

He apparently related the instantaneous experience to perfection
and may have confused regeneration with sanctification.12 In the
Preface to the 1740 Hymns. and Spiritual Poems, the Christian is
portrayed in terms so ideal that Wesley felt obliged to temper
their extravagance by footnotes twenty-five years later.13

Wesley thought at first that perfection comes with the attainment
of a sure trust and confidence that one is a child of God.. To be con
verted is to be perfect . . . He . . . was forced by experience to the
conclusion that a realization . . . that he is reconciled to God, does
not mean that the convert has arrived at Christian perfection.14.

The Preface carefully separates "remission of sins" from "a new,
a clean heart," giving identity to each, and formally adds the
instantaneous to the gradual. In spite of the perfection portrayed in
the Preface, Wesley anticipates continuing growth-"Not that they
have already attained all that they shall attain." 15

When Wesley went to America to achieve additional degrees of
holiness, he had a fairly simple concept of attainment. He came at
length to understand salvation as "a gradual process incorporating
instantaneous events." 16 As the concept of salvation became more
complex, the idea of attainment accordingly became more
ambiguous. Justification occurs in a moment and in that moment
sanctification begins as a gradual process. In another instant, the
heart is cleansed from all sin, after which sanctification continues,
as "love increases more and more . . . till we attain 'the measure of

10 Ibid., II, 12.
11 Ibid., p. 202.
12 Edward H. Sugden. Wesley's Standard Sermons. (London: Epworth Press, 1951)

II, 239.
13 Works, XI, 379.
140 Umphrey Lee. John Wesley and Modern Religion. (Nashville, Tenn.: Cokeabury

Press, 1936), pp. 183-4.
15 Works, XIV, 324. .
11 Harald Lindstrom. Wesley and Sanctilication. (London: Epworth Pre.., 1950),

p. 217.



• THE CONCEPT OF ATTAINMENT 15

the stature of the fulness of Christ.' " 17 By this teaching, justifica
tion and cleansing are proximate and attainable. The "fulness of
Christ" is ultimate and presumably not attainable in this life. Hence,
the same person might be described at once as "having attained"
(proximate) and "not having attained" (ultimate). Wesley's state-

.., ments concerning attainment were seldom specific and he seems at
times to have purposely avoided being definite: "What you have
already attained hold fast by whatever name you call it." 18

The Influence of William Law
William Law's ambiguity on the question of attainment probably

contributed importantly to Wesley's later uncertainty. Law's in
fluence upon the Wesley brothers was so strong that Dr. Trapp said
of the Methodists, "Mr. Law was their parent." John later acknowl
edged that there was some truth in the assertion.19 Of Law's
Christian Perfection, Alexander Whyte wrote, "Law takes us into
a strait gate indeed, and leads us along a narrow way ... till he
lands us at last without spot or blemish before the throne of God
... Law cuts to the bone." 20 Flew acknowledges,

-The ideal he erects must have seemed vast and unattainable to the
men of the eighteenth century.... He promises the seeker after
perfection the glories of heaven. There is not a word about present
power to conquer here on earth.21

Green describes Law's ideal as "a call, a challenge, a high standard.
It is not an appeal, an offer, a gift." 22 Lindstrom concludes that
Law regarded perfection as an unattainable ideal, even· tb.ough a
goal for human effort.23 .

During the period of their early acquaintance, Wesley had pro
tested Law's view of Christian duty as "too elevated to be attain
able." Law is said to have "silenced and satisfied him by saying,
'We shall do well to aim at the highest degree of perfection, if we
may thereby, at least, attain to mediocrity.'" 24 Eric Baker com-.
ments:

1'l'''Works, VI, 509.
18 Letters, VII, 380.
19 Works, VII, 203.
to Alexander Whyte. Characters and Character~tics of William Law. (London:

Hodder and Stoughton, 1898), p. xxiv.
n R. Newton Flew. The Idea of Perfection in Christian Theology. (London: Oxford

University Press, 1934), pp. 300, 301.
U J. Brazier Green. John Wesley and William Law. (London: Epworth Press, 1945),

p. 48.
u Lindstrom, Ope cit., p. 132.
U J•. H. Overton. -,The Life and Opinions of William Law. (London: Longmans,

Green & Co., 1881), p. 80.



16 METHODIST HISTORY

Wesley found Law's ethical ideal impossible of attainment for him
self and others until saving faith in Jesus Christ provided the dynamic
\vhich had hitherto been lacking. 2Ci

No'\v, after Aldersgate, Wesley again protests to Law that his stan
dard of life is "too high for man," in an intemperate letter that
questioned whether the older man himself had "living faith in
Christ." 26 In the exchange of letters that followed, Law ably de
fended himself, arguing that the real reason for Wesley's expressed
concern over the "poverty and misery" of Law's state was that
Wesley had developed a dislike for him. Considering the frequency
with which resentment accompanies extreme dependency, Law's
contention had a measure of plausibility.

In La'\v's later work, Flew' concludes, "He has something to say
which he did not say in his earlier writings.... a statement of the
ideal which unifies the moral and spiritual elements of Christian
perfection and which is possible at any moment for ordinary men
and women." 27 Law himself became more explicit:

This is the purity and perfection of life, that we pray for in the
Lord's prayer . . . And this we may be sure is not only necessary, but
attainable by us, or our Saviour would not have made it a part of our
daily prayer. 28

Even though Law's later writings seem to teach an attainable
perfection, his Treatise carried on its title page the disclaimer, "Not
as though I had already attained, either were already perfect. Phil.
iii, 12." Law's influence upon Wesley, even after their open break,
is evident in the use of the same reference on the title page of
Wesley's Character of a Methodist. Wesley sought to justify his use
of this text, although he did not indicate that Law had used it
similarly in his Treatise:

That none might imagine I intended a panegyric either on myself
or my friends, I guarded against this in the very title-page, saying,
both in the name of myself and them, Not as though I had already'
attained, either were already perfect.29

He had occasion to cite the disclaimer in 1767 when he was as
sailed by William Dodd for claiming perfection. Wesley replied,

25 Eric Baker. A Herald of the Evangelical Revival. (London: Epworth Press, 1949),
p. 76.

26 Letters, I, 239.
27 Flew, op. cit., pp. 309, 310.
28 The Works of the Rev. William Law. (Canterbury: G. Moreton, 1893), VI, 33.
:;l9 Letters, V,43.,
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"In the front of this [tract] I affirm just the contrary." 30 The
quotation may have been useful as a defense in controversy, but
it seems to clash with a claim in the body of the essay, The Char
acte1· of a Methodist:

~ By consequence, whatsoever he doth, it is all to the glory of God.
In all his employments of every kind, he not only aims at this (which
is implied in having a single eye) but actually attains it.31

Law's Treatise provided not only the title for Wesley's 1741
sermon, Christian Perfection, but also his text, "Not as though I
had already attained, either were already perfect." In spite of the
negation implied in the text, the sermon argues for attainability. In
the early paragraphs Wesley comments upon the reproach that
attends the preaching of perfection as attainable in this life, and
refused to "lay these expressions aside." 32 In the latter part of
the sermon, he raises and answers the 0 bjection, "These things . . .
are too high to be attained." 33 Wesley later seemed to recognize
his choice of this text as infelicitous. He justified it as one "wherein
that term occurred," and added, "That text is there used only as
an .occasion or introduction to the subject." 34

Perfection on the Move
For some years, Wesley was wary of persons 'who believed th~y.

were saved from all sin. In 1744 he met two such individuals. After
subjecting one of them to intensive questioning, he 'wrote:

Why do I not rejoice and praise God on his' behalf? Perhaps be
cause I have an exceeding complex idea of. s8;nctification, or a sancti
fied man. And so, for fear he should not have attained all I include in
that idea, I cannot rejoice in what he ·has attained.35

'.

The Minutes of 1744 include a question on behalf of "those who
think they have attained." They are exhorted to "watch and pray.
always, that God may search the ground' of their hearts." 36 The
Minutes of 1745 cautioned against "bearing hard on those who
think they have attained." 37 The Minutes of 1747 in a long section
on entire sanctification advised "one who had attained to this"not
to speak of it "to them who know not God," and enjoined a cautious

30 Ibid., V, 44.
31 Works, VIII, 345.
82 Suqden, Ope cit., II, 150.
88 Ibid., 170.
84 Letters, III, 168.
815 Journal, III, 154.
ae Works, VIII, 279•
•., Ibid., p. 286,
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attitude toward those who say they have attained: "We ought not
hastily to believe, but to suspend our judgment, till we have strong
and full proof." 38

In 1745, Wesley did not take a strong stand in his correspondence
with "John Smith" on the instantaneous experience:

I believe this love is given in a moment. But about this I contend
not. Have this love and it is enough. 3

t)

In 1757 he was more positive:

A gradual growth in grace precedes but the gift itself is always
given instantaneously. I never knew or heard of any exception; and
I believe there never was one.'o

The perfection movement, according to Tyerman, had its origin
in Otley, Yorkshire in 1760.41 Wesley later noted that the "glorious
work of sanctification ... had been nearly at a stand for t\venty
years." 42 He received a report in February that several individuals
at Otley professed to be cleansed from all sin. In March he went
to visit these persons and examined them one by one. The claiins
of some he could not accep~, but rejoiced in the testimony of the
greater number, "call it what you please." 43 According to Tyer
man,

Now, for the first time, he found people professing to experience and
practise it. Yea, more, they professed to have attained to this state
of purity in a moment and by simple faith." .

In 1766, Wesley published A Plain Account of Christian Perfec
tion, one purpose of which was to show that he. had taught per
fection from the beginning.

This is the very same doctrine which I believe and teach at this
day, not adding one point, either to that inward or outward holiness
which I maintained eight-and-thirty years ago. U .

Tyerman comments

This was unquestionably true, with the one exception of his now

• 8 Ibid., p.297.
a8 Letters, II, 49.
'0 Ibid., m, 213.
41 Luke Tyerman, The Life and Times of 101m Wesley. (London: Hodder & Stoughton,

1890) II, 417.-
U Works, XUI, 350. -,. .

Journal, IV, 365, 372.-
"Tyerman, loc. dt.
U Works, IX, 373.



Tyerman then quotes Dr. Whitehead:

teaching, that Christian perfection is attainable in an instant and
by fai.th only. When did Wesley begin to teach this? He says, ... from
the beginning; Dr. Whitehead says otherwise. (0

To take away one ground of contention from many well-meanmg·
people ... I endeavoured to show at large in what sense sanctification
is gradual, and in what sense it is instantaneous.(9

19THE CONCEPT OF ATTAINMENT

Though Mr. Wesley had so long held the doctrine of Christian per
fection, he had not always held, that this state of mind might be at
tained in one m01nent. ... Nor do I know, that there were any pro
fessors of it before 1760, except when death was approaching.

Does God work this great work in the soul gradually or instanta
neously? Perhaps it may be gradually wrought in some ... But it is
infinitely desirable, were it the will of God, that it should be done
instantaneously.61

The 1740 Preface does affirm "an instantaneous (as well as a
gradual) work of God in the souls of His children," and cites eta
cloud of witnesses, who have received, in one moment, either a
clear sense of the forgiveness of their sins, or the abiding witness of
the Holy Spirit." 47

In a later historical summary, Wesley reported that the numbers
professing entire sanctification "multiplied exceedingly" through
London, Bristol, and other parts of England and Ireland during
the years 1759-62. In London alone he examined 652 persons
whose testimony he could find no reason to doubt.48 By 1762 it
became necessary for Wesley to intervene personally to cope with
the fanaticism of Maxfield and Bell in London: .

Years of Ambivalence
Several years of working with the marty persons who professed

the instantaneous experience did ~ot entirely resolve John's un
certai~ty. In 1765, finding that ~ Barnard Castle, as in London, only
a third of those who once believed they were saved from· sin still
retained that confidence,50 he expresses some ambivalence:

The fanaticism in London had produced a change in the thinking

46 Tyerman. Ope cit., n, 593.
''I Works. XIV, 326.
48 Ibia., VI. 491.
n Journal. IV, 540.
ISO Ibid., V. 110. -~ .
IS 1 Sugden, Ope cit.. II, 459.

.,.
-.
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of ell;ldes Wesley. lIe considered the "witnesses" as self-deceived,
(11)(1 C;llne to regard Christ.i:\11 perfection as :l 111uch higher achieve
Inent 1.h;ln he :l1H] his brother had forrncrly believed, dClnanding
severe discipline:

... COlnpr<~ht'llclin1~ nmict.ioll, l.C'lnpLcI1,ioll, ]onf~-continlled labour,
find t.he perseverin1~ exerch-;e of f:lit h in seasons of :-;pirHunl darkness,
\"he'n the heilrl. is wrl1nr~ with hitter :\nf~uish. By t.his painful nnd lin
1~('rjIl1~ Pl'OC(~~:s he helieved thnt the c1e:,th of "t.he old lnnn" is cfreet.ed,
nnd a lnnturityis given to all the grnees of the Christian ch:lrncter.I'·~

In respect to the death of "the old 111an," .John at one tirne
(lgreed with Charles, as his C0111nlent on ROll1ans G: Gindicates:

This in n believer is C1·1(,(~ificcl ~nHh Christ, nl0rtificd, gradunlly
killed, by virt.ue of our union \vith lIinl. t

,1I

'fholnas .Tnckson C0111111en1.s, "Upon this theory, no lnall can ever
say that he hns attained 1.0 this stat.e." /1·1

.John's double-n1indedness W;lS equaled or exceeded by that of
Charles. SOlne of the Short lIY1nns, vvritten in 1762, disparage t.he
instan tnncous experience. rrhe following eX~Hnple was bnscd upon
Mark ,j: 28:

']'hou clost not sny, The seed springs up
Int.o nn instnntaneOllS crop;
But wniting long for its ret.urn,
We see t.he blade; the car; the corn:
The weak; nnd 1,h(~n the st.ronger grace,
And n.ft.c1· thn1; full holiness. 1I11

A footnote quotes fronl John Wesley's Not.es on t.he New Tes(.a.n1ent..,
uSo the soul, in an inexplicable n1nnner, brings forth ji,1'S(; \veale
grnces, 1.he'l1, stronger, then full holiness."

Charles ncknowledgcs in the Prefnce that he uses sorne severity
to guard the doctrine of Christian Perfection, and queries, "Who
can check the self-confident without discouraging the self-diffident?"
I-Ie does include the words "sinless" nnd "perfect" in 11lany of the
811,01'1; 111/11111.S, nnd seelUS to accept the instantaneous by using such
words ns "this hour," "this 1110nlent," or "now." Ot.her hY111nS eln
phasize "grow," "graduol," "insensible," or "in1perccptible degrees."

U Thoma. Jack.on, The Ll/e 01 CJlarlcs W,cslcy. (Now York: G. Lano & P. P.
Sandford, 1842), p. 595.

51 Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament. (London: Epworth Pre••, 1950),
p. 540.

U Jack.on, Joe. cll.
II Charle. We.ley. Short Hymn on Selectod Passages 01 Holy ScrJpture. (Bri.tol:

E. Farley, 1762), II, 201.
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To counter this divergence in emphasis, John pleaded with
Charles for closer collaboration and understanding in a letter
written on June 27,1766:

o insist everyvvhere on full redemption, receivable by faith alone!
~' Consequently to be looked for now. You are made, as it were, for this

very thing.... Press the instantaneous blessing: then I shall have more
time for my peculiar calling, enforcing the gradual work. GO

This letter apparently did not receive a favorable reply, for on
July 9, John chided Charles for contributing to the Maxfield con
flict by some of his hymns and criticized his brother's conception of
perfection:

I cordially assent ... that there is no such perfection here as you
describe-at least, I never met with an instance of it; and I doubt I
never shall. Therefore, I still think to set perfection so high is effec
tually to renounce it. 5

7

"Thus was Wesley between two fires," commented Tyerman,
"Whitefield setting the doctrine too low, and Charles' Wesley setting
it too high, and both of them ready to ridicule what Wesley called
its witnesses.." 58

John again wrote to Charles on January 27, 1767, setting down
some of his thinking on Christian perfection, "that we' may agr~e

as far as ever we can, and then let all the world know it." 59 He
formulated three paragraphs, dealing separClt~ly .with "the thing,
the manner and the time." After each paragraph he asks, "Do we
agree '01" differ here?" This letter was published later li.i1der the
title, "Brief Thoughts on Christian Perfection," .carrying the same
date, but with the questions and personal references deleted.60

Jackson comments, "What answer Mr. Charles Wesley returned to
this carldid and sensible letter, we have no means of ascertaining.
. . . On the question of . . . progressive and entire sanctification, he
vacillated to the end of his life, according. to the state of his own.
feelings." 61

A letter to Charles dated February 12, 1767 indicates continuing
indecision on John's part as he confronts his brother's skepticism:

Is there, or is there not, any instantaneous sanctification between
justification and death? I say, yes. You often seem to say; no. What

riO Letters, V, 16.
57 Ibid., V, 20.
68 Tyerman, Ope cit., II, 562.
59 Letters, V, 38.
60 Works, IX, 446~

81 Jackson, Ope cit., pp. 596, 782.
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arguments brought you to think SO? Perhaps they nlrlY conVInce TIle,
too. lIZ

In June, 1768 John's ambivalence reappears in a letter to Charles:

Shall \ve go on in asserting perfection <lgainst all the \vorld? Or
shall \ve quietly let it drop? ... V/hat shall \ve jointly and explicitly
maintain, and recommend to all our preachers, concerning the nature,
the time (no\v or by-and-by), and the Inanner of it? instantaneous
or not? t1:l

In August, 1768, the annual conference minutes seem to settle the
question:

Is the change instantaneous or gradual? It is both one and the
other. But should \ve in preaching insist upon both one and the
other? Certainly.oi

In a 1772 publication, Wesley seems oren-minded on the question:

However, concerning that circumstance \ve need not dispute,
whether it be wrought gradually or instantaneously; only let the
change be wrought. 65

John's indecision ended in 1772. On March 25, in a letter to
Charles, he again asks the question, "Shall we let it drop, or Inake
a point of it?" 66 Referring to John's repeated requests that Charles
give his reasons for differing, Jackson cOlnments,

This challenge it does not appear that Charles ever accepted. The
subject was with him rather a matter of feeling than of logical de
duction.67

Whatever Charles' reply, this was the last letter J olm is knO\\Tll to
have written expressing uncertainty concerning Christian perfec
tion. Writing to Samuel Bardsley nine days later, he "made a
point of it.":

Never be ashamed of the old Methodist doctrine. Press all believers
to go on to perfection. Insist everywhere on the second blessing as
receivable in a moment, and receivable now by simple faith. IS

II Letter., v, 41•
.. Ibid., V, 93.
"fyerman, op. dt., nI, 22.
II Work., XIV, 263•
.. Letteu, V, 314.
" Jacbon, Ope dt., p .. 873.
II Letter., V, p. 315.
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A month after asking "Shall we let it drop ?" he exhorts Charles.

Tell men they shall be saved from all sin ... now. Our word does
not profit ... unless we can bring them to expect the blessing while
we speal<:." 09

An analysis of letters in the Telford volumes indicates that after
1771 Wesley exhorted vigorous preaching of Christian perfection
twice as frequently as he did in the preceding thirteen-year period,
when he was raising questions about the doctrine. During the last
nineteen years of his life, Wesley wrote over 1600 letters. One in
nine made some mention of Christian perfection. A third of these
were addressed to preachers, in effect urging them to "exhort all
believers to go on to perfection, attainable now by simple faith."
The last such advice was in a letter written January 29, 1791, a
month before his death. Sometimes they were to "press earnestly,"
"vehemently exhort," "strongly and explicitly preach," or even "be
zealous in enforcing Christian perfection." The "second blessing"
is receivable "in the twinkling of an eye," "perhaps while you are
reading this," "undoubtedly instantaneous." The other two-thirds
of the letters mentioning perfection urged individuals to "go on to
full salvation," explained some aspect of the teaching, or reported
upon current events.

The gradual was not neglected. Many of the ,exhortations, both
to preachers and to individuals, were accompanied by encourage-'
ment to "grow in grace," to "increase day by day," or to "go on
steadily," "from faith to faith." Perfection is represented as having
"a thousand degrees," and some seekers were advised to:;;seek "a
higher degree of holiness." .

Receding Destination
As John continued to exhort others, he was ambiguous about his

own attainment. Writing in 1762 to Miss Furly, he affirms the
instantaneous experience and exhorts her, "Whereunto you have
attained hold fast." 70 On the same day he wrote to her brother,
admonishing him, "0 let you and I go on unto perfection! God grant
we may so run as to attain." 71 In 1764 he wrote to Charles, "0
let you and I hold fast whereunto we have attained." 72 Peters
comments, "Certainly the inference here is that some degree of'
perfect love was attained-Charles wou.1~not have been tempted
to surrender his justification." 73 Yet in 1767 he declares in Lloyd's

•• Ibid., V, p. 316.
'0 Letters, IV, 188.
'1 Ibid., p. 190.
'I Ibid., p. 245. _._
fa Petera, Ope cit., p. 207.



24 METHODIST HISTORY
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Evening Post, "I tell you flat I have not attained the character
I draw." 74 A year later he wrote, "I believe Christian Perfection
is not attained by any of the children of God till they are what
the Apostle John terms fathers." 75

"Wesley had the good sense never to believe that he had attained
to the heights of sanctity," Piette wrote, "-a fact which, seeing the
life he led, says much for his deep-seated humility." 76 One of the
Short Hymns probably expressed the attitude of John, as well as
that of Charles. The lines are based upon Job 9: 20, "If I say, I am
perfect, mine own mouth shall prove me perverse."

Tho' all the precious promises
I find fulfill'd in J esu's love,

If perfect I myself profess,
My own profession I disprove:

The purest saint that lives below
Doth his own sanctity disclaim,.

The wisest owns, I nothing know,
The holiest cries, I nothing am! '1'1

John himself wrote in a similar vein to Samuel Furly in 1762:

These very persons feel more than ever their own ignorance, little
ness of grace, coming short of the full mind that was in Christ.'18

Most students of John Wesley's life agree with the conclusion of
Peters, that "he lived higher than he testified." 79 Clark wrote:

In one sense, he never attained it, for he was seeking nothing less
than Christian Perfection, a goal which always receded as he ap
proached it. In another sense, his quest was successful, for he reached
heights of holiness attained by few. 80

Limited Empiricism
After ratifying the instantaneous as an almost exclusive mode of

attaining Christian perfection, Wesley acknowledged that he could
not, find scriptural support for the requirement, and that differences
of opinion on the question existed among Christians. In the sermon,
"On Patience," published in the Arminian Magazine in 1784, Wesley

H Letters, V, 43.
'15 Letters, V, 90.
'16 P. Maximin Piette. La Reaction de John Wesley dans L'Evolution du Prot·

estantisme. (Brussels: Librairie Albert Dellit, 1927) 2d. Ed., p. 604.
'17 Charles Wesley, Ope cit., I, 228.
'18 Letters, IV, 189.
'19 Peters, Ope cit., p.~15...
80 Elmer T. Clark. What Happened at Aldersgate. (Nashville, Tenn.: Methodist

Publishing House, 1938), p. 11.
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asks and answers the question, "Does he work it gradually, by slow
degrees; or instantaneously, in a moment?"

How many are the disputes upon this head, even among the chil
dren of God! And so there will be, after all that ever was, or ever can
be said upon it ... The scriptures are silent upon the subject, because
the point is not determined, at least not in express terms, in any part
of the oracles of God.S1

Farther on in the sermon he declares, "I cannot but believe that
sanctification is commonly, if not always, an instantaneous work."
He acknowledged in 1785, "There is an irreconcilable variability
in the operations of the Holy Spirit on the souls of men," 82 but
as late as 1789, continued to insist, "I never yet knew an excep
tion." 88

Throughout his lifetime Wesley had given primacy to Scripture:

Keep close to the Bible. Be not wise above what is written. Enjoin
nothing that the Bible does not clearly enjoin.8

"

wp.y does he now sponsor a pattern of spiritual attainment for
which he is unable to find biblical support? A partial answer may
be found in Frank Baker's characterization of Wesley. In Epworth
he had learned to apply "the Anglican triad _of Scripture, reason,
and antiquity" as a basis for religious authority. This came to' be
supplemented by experience, by which he usually meant "a series
of tests." At Oxford he became "an experimental Christian and an
experimental pastor." 85 Eventually the appeal to reason "developed
into "an urgent pragmatism," and tra<:liti~n became' of far less
importance than spiritual success.86

In his approach to both church and ministry he was alike the bib
licist, the traditionalist, and the rationalist, but above all he was the
religious pragmatist.8

7

Others have praised Wesley for his empirical approach to re
ligious-<experience. Fitchett concluded that "no one ever looked at
religion in a more scientific way, or tried it more absolutely by

81 Works, VI, 490.
82 Lette-rs, VII, 298.
83 Ibid" VIII, 190.
8' Ibid., 192. .
85 Frank Baker. John Wesley and The Church of England. (New York: Abingdon

Press, 1970), p. 24.'
86 Ibid., p. 151.--
ST Ibid., p. 3.

· ,



26 METHODIST HISTORY

I, .

scientific methods, than did Wesley." 88 Piette wrote similarly:
"Since practical experience and experimentation had been
triumphant in the field of natural science, Wesley was led to trans
port it to the religious domain." 89 Cell sees the subordination of
traditional Christianity to an experimental and pioneering spirit
in thought and practice as "Wesley's own new departure in
theology." He believes that as "the leaven of experimentalism"
permeated Wesley's thinking, the argument from experience took
a place of superiority in the understanding of moral and religious
questions.9o

However, the empirical approach by which Wesley reached cer
tain conclusions from the observations upon his Methodists suf
fered from some notable limitations. His extensive collection of
testimonies may have passed from the descriptive to the prescrip
tive. He had met such a criticism as early as 1745. Responding to
the question, "May we not well suppose the workings of imagination
to be more strong and powerful in one who· is taught to expect
such a change?," Wesley conceded, "Perhaps we may; but still
the tree is knovvn by its fruits." 91 McConnell concluded that "by
his instruction and encouragement Wesley had built up standardized
religious expectations for the .Methodists." 92 Turner comments that
Wesley "did not fully appreciate the factor of group suggestion." 93

Wesley's empirical observations were further .limited by being
confined to his own followers. Turner believes that "he frankly
adopted this pattern mostly because 'it happened that way' to the
Methodists." 94 While theological differences separated Wesley from
Roman Catholics and "the Mystics," they all had in common the
pursuit of holiness. His observations and the conclusions to which
they led were based largely upon the Methodists. In 1788 he al
lowed, in fact, that "there are few, exceeding few, true witnesses of
the great salvation." 95

Sangster recognized that if empirical methods are to illuminate
Christian sanctity, the base of observation must be broadened,
and the com~on elements involved in the making of saints must be
identified wherever Christian holiness may be seen.

88 W. H. Fitchett. Wesley and His Century. (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1908),
p. 154.

89 Piette, Ope cit., p. 596.
90 George C. Cell. The Rediscovery of John Wesley. (New York: Henry Holt & Co.,

1935), pp. 84, 86.
n Works, VIII, 66.
92 F. J. McConnell. John Wesley. (New York: Abingdon Press, 1939), p. 215.
93 George Turner. The More Excellent Way. (Winona Lake, Indiana: Light & Life

Press, 1952), p. 252.
H Ibid., p. 254.
n Works, VI, 419.
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Anyone who can tell us how better to work with God must be
heard All holiness derives from God. Sanctity is his wherever
found The cardinal features of sanctity are alike wherever we
meet it, and the major elements of method are alike as well.o o

Dynamic Relationship
In the conference.. minutes of 1747, the concept of an "every

moment" relationship appears in response to the question, "Ought
we not to be troubled on account of the sinful nature which still
remains in us?" The answer:

This should only incite us the more earnestly to turn into Christ
every moment, and to draw light and life, and strength from him,
that we may go on conquering and to conquer.07

The idea appeared in Farther Thoughts Upon Ch1·istian Perfection,
published in 1763:

... He does not give them light but from moment to moment .
God does not give them a stock of holiness. But unless they receive
a supply every moment, nothing but unholiness would remain.o s

The "every moment" relationship is urged frequently in letters
written by Wesley in the middle and later sixties and is emphasized
in the sermon "The Repentance of Believers," written in 1767:

We may say, not only,
Every moment, Lord, I want

The merit of thy death; <il

but, likewise, in the full assurance of faith, .
Every moment, Lord, I have .

The merit of thy death!
For, by that faith in his life, death, and intercession for
us, renewed from moment to moment, we are every whit clean.99

The idea was elaborated in the conference minutes of 1770:

Doe~ not talking of a justified or a sanctified state tend to mislead
men? almost naturally leading them to trust in what was done in one
moment? Whereas we are every hour and every moment pleasing or
displeasing to God, "accoJ;ding to our works";-according to the whole
of our inward tempers, and our outward behavior/oo

II W. E. Sangster. The Pure in Heart. (New York: Abingdon Press6 n.d.) pp. 1896

1956 196.
91 Works6 VIII6 298.
II IbId., XI, 417.
·IlSugden6 op.·cit., n, 393.

100 Works, VIII, 338; LeUer86 V, 265.
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Emphasis upon instantaneous experience-"What was done in one
moment"-had apparently resulted in an undesired reliance upon
a one-time past event, rather than upon "the gift of an unbroken
relationship to Christ" as "a dynamic new goal." 101

The moment-to-moment concept is an enlarged view of holy
living that both embodies and transcends instantaneous and
gradual. Its focus is upon the ever-present now, rather than upon
historical event or eschatological goal.

Perfect love, as Wesley. understood it, is the conscious ce.rtainty,
in a present moment, of the fulness of one's love for God and neighbor
... This is not a state, but a dynamic process.102

Sangster concluded that the '''moment-by-moment life" was "of the
very essence of Wesley's doctrine ... because the perfect faith of
each moment is crowned with the perfect love of each moment,and
life proceeds by a chain of glorious 'nows'." 103 Sugden applied the
idea to sinful motives:

We may hope and be certain that the sense of God's indwelling
presence will now and now, and again now overbalance them, so that
they have no power over us; and these "nows" will become, as we grow
in grace and faith, a. practically continuous chain.10

4.

I To summarize: Wesley's concept of attainment moved from the
/defeatist "pessimism of nature," expressed in his first· published
sermon, to a dynamic "optimism of grace," 105 in which "we feel
the power of Christ every moment resting upon us." 106 For a
brief time following Aldersgate, he seems to have overestimated
regeneration as perfection. After a struggle with his own fluctuating
emotions, he restored the gradual to its place in attainment, and
in the years immediately following, counseled extreme caution to
ward the claims of those who believed they had "attained." The.
perfection movement with its excesses in London was preface to
a decade of ambivalence. Wesley was uncertain whether he should
continue to emphasize the instantaneous, with its tendency to .en
courage a static idea of perfection. Eventually, convinced by the

101 Colin W. Williams. John Wesley's Tbeology Today. (New York: Abingdon
Press, 1960), p. 187.

102 Outler, Ope cit., p. 3l.
103 W. E. Sangster. The Path to Perfection. (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press,

1943), p. 109. .
104. Sugden, Ope cit., II, 460.
105 Gordon Rupp. PrinCipalities and Powers. (New York: Abingdon-Cokesbury

Press, 1952), p. 90, Chapter 5.
108 Sugden, Ope cit., II, 393.
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testimonies of his people, he accepted the instantaneous experience
as an almost invariable aspect of attainment to Christian perfection.
Nevertheless, the dynamic elements in his conception of attainment
were preserved by an unflagging emphasis upon continual growth,
and upon the maintenance of an "every-moment" relationship to
Christ.


