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FORMICA CONTRA LEONEM:
AN EIGHTEENTH CENTURY CONFLICT REASSESSED
GEOFFREY ·THACKRAY EDDY

John Wesley's treatise on "The Doctrine of Original Sin according to
Scripture, Reason, and Experience," has often been hailed as a triumph by
Methodist writers. Typical claims are that Wesley was "undoubtedly .successful" in refuting "the unscriptural and illogical theory propounded by
John Taylor," and that he "thought of himself merely as defending the
received faith against the crypto-Arians of his time, as represented by a leading Deist, John Taylor (1694-1761) of Norwich, who had written a popular
book in 17 40 . . . ." 1 Such judgments are typical of many. Are they well
founded?
Wesley wrote to counteract what he regarded as "Dr Taylor's poison,"
namely the views expressed in "The Scripture-Doctrine of Original Sin proposed to Free and Candid Examination," which was widely read and exercised great influence in Britain, America and Europe. Its author, John
Taylor, was the very learned minister of the Presbyterian congregation in
Norwich. Though Wesley found his teaching "far more dangerous than open
Deism," Taylor was certainly not a "Deist." In another of his works Taylor
exhorted the reader:
Guard your minds well against Deism on the one hand, and Popery on the other. Both
these agree in depreciating the Scriptures. The Deist will persuade you revelation is
unnecessary, and consequently that Scripture is no revelation from God, but a fallacy and
a cheat. ... He racks his invention to start any difficulty or objection to prove that the
Bible is not sufficient to the purposes of revelation. 2

He held the Scriptures to be infallible, and devoted his life to their study.
Wesley described him as "a person of uncommon sense and learning," and
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himself as ''formica contra leonem. " 3 Taylor was indeed a formidable
Biblical scholar. His crowning achievement, the splendid "Hebrew Concordance ... Disposed after the Manner of Buxtorf," 1754, was universally
acclaimed, and brought him the degree of Doctor of Divinity of the
University of Glasglow.
He was already well-known for some influential writings. Trained in
Dissenting Academies in the tradition deriving from Baxter, he was familiar
with the works of John Locke, and shared the growing confidence in reason.
Early in his ministry in Norwich, he studied with some of his congregation
Dr. Samuel Clarke's controversial book, The Scripture Doctrine of the
Trinity, and followed its Arian tendency. Though he held that "The Word of
God is infallible," he warned that "The Apostles were inspired and infallible
Writers, but we are none of us inspired or infallible Interpreters." "We may
not indulge our own Conceits in matters of Revelation. Every Point,
advanced as Christian Doctrine, ought to be found in Scripture, and
explained by Scripture."4 From this standpoint Taylor wrote "The ScriptureDoctrine of Original Sin," published in 17 40. Its impact was devastating. A
Presbyterian minister in Ireland warned his flock not to read it, for "It is a
bad book, and a dangerous book, and an heretical book; and what is worse
than all, the book is unanswerable!" 5 Nevertheless many attempted to
answer it, among them Jennings, Watts, Hervey, and at last, in 1757,
Jonathan Edwards and John Wesley.
The doctrine Taylor attacked is that set forth in the Westminster
Confession of 1648, also found in the Church of England's Article IX, "Of
Original or Birth-sin." It is far more than the bare recognition that sin is
endemic among human beings; it is a dogma about the origin and transmission of this state of affairs. It states that this universal phenomenon is a
symptom of the corruption of human nature itself, and that this corruption
occurred when the first human pair broke God's commandment in the
Garden of Eden. This one act incurred God's wrath against them and against
all their descendants. All human beings are born sinners because they are
descended from Adam. This means that everything they do will be sinful,
even seemingly good deeds and thoughts; and from the moment they come
into existence, they are justly condemned to eternal torment in Hell. This
corruption of our nature is transmitted from generation to generation
through the natural process of procreation, which is infected with "concupiscence," and therefore necessarily involves sin. All this, along with toil
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and hardship, disease, death, all natural disasters, and the sufferings of the
animal creation, is punishment visited upon the whole race for Adam's sin.
That is the doctrine that Taylor attacked, and that Wesley and the rest strove
to defend.
Taylor addressed himself to an imagined inquirer, who wished to know
the truth regarding original sin. His aim was to elucidate what the Scriptures
say on the subject, undistorted by tradition, creeds or confessions. So in Part
I he examined the only five texts he found in the Bible which refer directly
to the results of Adam's sin, namely Genesis 2: 17; 3:7ff; Romans 5: 12-20;
I Corinthians 15:21, 22; and I Timothy 2:14. In Prut II, he examined many
of the other passages which are cited in support of the relevant Propositions.
In Part III, he treated more generally of the subject and related themes. The
second and third editions append replies to his critics, and the posthumous
fourth edition of 1767 adds the shrewdly critical notes on Wesley's attack
which he left unpublished at his death in 1761.
Taylor's approach to Scripture is as literal as Wesley's, and completely
pre-critical as regards their authorship and inerrance; but his resolute exclusion of dogmatic proconceptions often allowed him to see more clearly what
the text actually says, and what it originally meant. He shows that the story
of Adam's sin, even taken quite literally, by no means supports the structure
of theology that has been built upon it. Read without dogmatic spectacles, it
tells that the first human pair were created innocent, happy, and undying; but
as the penalty for breaking God's one prohibition, they were driven out of
Eden, and became subject to a life of toil and hardship, ending in death.
Nothing is said about the loss of "spiritual life," or the clouding of their reason, or a corruption of their nature which would be transmitted to their
descendants. Wesley and the others argued that though such matters are not
explicitly mentioned, they are implied; but Taylor maintained that this is
only discerned by those who approach the story with doctrinal preconceptions.
Romans 5: 12-9 is of crucial importance for this doctrine. In a misleading Latin translation, v. 12 gave Augustine the scripture warrant for its disastrous development. Taylor devoted many pages to it. He contended that
though Paul wrote in Greek, his thought owed much to his education in
Hebrew. "Now according to that language," he then argued, '~geing made
sinners, may very well signify, being adjudged or condemned to death. For
the Hebrew word ... which signifies to be a sinner, in the conjugation Hiphil
signifies to make one a sinner by a judicial sentence, or to condemn, and so
it is often used." 6 So, he maintained, "many were made sinners" means that
they were made subject to bodily death along with Adam, not that they were
actually corrupted and made sinful by nature. This interpretation is no doubt
debatable; but so are all attempts_to elucidate this difficult passage, and

74

Methodist History

Taylor was certainly right to emphasise the importance of the Hebraic element in the Apostle's thinking.
In Part II, Taylor examined several other passages of scripture cited by
the Westminster divines to support or illustrate their doctrine, and showed
that most of these fail to do so. Two instances must suffice. Psalm 51 :5 he
rightly says has no reference whatever to Adam's sin, but "The Psalmist is
charging himself with his own sin; confessing and lamenting his own personal wickedness before God." The citation of Matthew 25 :41 to prove that
the whole human race is condemned to eternal Hell because of Adam's sin
he dismissed with well-deserved scorn:
Behold the force of prejudice, and the great evil of blind resignation to schemes! Is it
possible anyone can mistake this scripture? Is there any apparent difficulty in it? And yet
it stands here applied to a purpose quite different from its plain and obvious sense ...." 7

Which is "unscriptural" here: Taylor, or the Westminster Confession?
Wesley began his treatise with a long Part I which has no counterpart
in Taylor's. In a survey of the human race from earliest times and in every
part of the known world of his day, he sought to show that sin is universally
prevalent, save in tiny enclaves where the gospel is effective. Some of this
is easy to ridicule, and the treatment is very selective. As E. H. Sugden
remarks, "The whole thing gives us the impression of an advocate, who piles
up and exaggerates everything that can be said for his side of the case, and
ignores all the facts that are against him." 8 Nevertheless, Wesley is very
powerful, especially in condemning human violence and cruelty, and the
events of our own time lend much support to his thesis that "Sin is the baleful source of affliction; and ... a demonstrative proof of the overflowing of
ungodliness in every nation under heaven." 9
Part II, "The Scripture Method of Accounting for this Defended," proceeds to answer Taylor step by step. He asked, "The fact, then, being undeniable, I would ask, 'How is it to be accounted for?'" His answer is the story
of the Fall. This offers not only an explanation of the universality of human
sin, but also of the presence of so much evil in a world created by a God who
is both good and omnipotent. Wesley put it very sharply: "If I believed this
-that men were originally what they are now- ... I must either be a
Manichee or an Atheist, I must either believe there was an evil God, or that
there was no God at all." 10 God created everything in an original state of perfect harmony and happiness, but by the sin of the first human pair, the entire
human race descended from them is involved in both their sin and its pun-
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ishment. This embraces not only the disease and death that are the lot of all
humans, but the violence and suffering of the animals and the malfunctioning of all creation. This world "bears everywhere the marks of (God's) displeasure." Worst of all, the sin of our first ancestors resulted in such a corruption or "pravity" of their very nature as made them and all their descendants sinners and "children of wrath" from birth, incapable of any virtuous
action save by the "prevenient grace" of God. This dire inheritance is transmitted through the natural process of generation, "How we know not, but the
fact we know." 11
Taylor recognized the reality and prevalence of sin, but he rejected the
notion that this is due to a corruption or "pravity" of human nature which
makes it inevitable. He contended that everyone has the choice either to sin
or not to sin, and sin occurs when each one chooses wrongly. Hqw then are
we to account for the universal prevalence of sin so graphically, if onesidedly, described by Wesley? Taylor's explanation was that this is due to
bad "education," by which he seemed to mean all the parental and social
influences that affect the raising of the child. Wesley opened his attack by
challenging this. "How am I to account for this almost universal prevalence
of bad education.?'' he asked. "How came wise and good men (for such they
must have been before bad education commenced) not to train up their children in wisdom and goodness?" Having thus disposed of Taylor's explanation, he proceeded: "Let us then have recourse to the oracles of God. How
do they teach us to account for this fact,-that 'all flesh corrupted their way
before God ... ?'" His answer was that the sin of the first pair resulted in the
corruption of human nature, and from this corruption, called "original sin,"
all personal acts of actual sin derive. 12 Neither he nor any of the defenders
of this doctrine ever explained satisfactorily why we need this source for all
subsequent acts of sin, when it obviously cannot be invoked to explain the
first sin of all. As Taylor shrewdly put it:
If you say that lust proceeds from Original Sin, I ask, Whence then proceeds the lust of
our first parents? For Eve saw that the forbidden fruit was pleasant to the eye, and to be
desired to make one wise~ and accordingly she indulged her irregular desires, and did eat.
What was the cause of her lust, her irregular desire, or inclination? Shall we feign an
Original Sin for her, as we have for ourselves? 13

Now and then, under the pressure of Taylor's reasoning, Wesley's
Arminianism and his own good sense assert themselves against:. the hard
Calvinsim of the formularies he was defending. These have a chilling logical consistency: fallen humanity is so corrupted by original sin that it is
totally incapable of any virtuous action prior to regeneration, which is the
work of God's sovereign grace, given only to the elect. All the rest of the
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human race, the vast majority, are justly condemned to eternal punishment
for their wickedness, even newborn babes, for all are involved in original
sin. Nothing in the great Revival redounds more to the credit of the Wesleys
than their insistence that the offer of salvation is open to all:
Come, sinners, to the gospel feast;
Let every soul be Jesu's guest.
Ye need not one be left behind,
For God hath bidden all mankind.

Yet in the present work, John came very near the Calvinists. Thus in reply
to Taylor's expostulation: "What a God must he be, who can curse his innocent creatures before they have a being! Is this thy God, 0 Christian? Wesley
rejoined:
He is mine, although he said, 'Cursed be Canaan,' including his posterity before they had
a being; and although he now permits millions to come into a world which everywhere
bears the marks of his displeasure. And he permits human souls to exist in bodies which
are (how we know not, but the fact we know) 'conceived and born in sin;' by reason
whereof, all men coming into the world are 'children of wrath.'

It is only in the next sentence that he diverged from the predestinarians:

"But he has provided a Saviour for them all; and this fully acquits both his
justice and mercy." There speaks the Arminian; but if this salvation is open
to all, why are not all saved? To say, "Because not all accept it," leads to a
dilemma. If it is only by the prevenient grace of God that they can respond,
it must follow that either God has not given them the necessary prevenient
grace, or they choose to reject it. This is well illustrated in a later passage,
where Taylor has contended that "our previous desire of the Spirit's assistance is the condition of our receiving it." Wesley retorted:
But who gave us that desire? Is it not God 'that willeth in us to will,' to desire, as well
as 'to do?' His grace does accompany and follow our desires; but does it not also prevent, go before them? After this we may ask and seek farther assistance; and if we do,
not otherwise, it is given.•~

Wesley rnaneuvered inconsistently between two opposite but self-consistent
positions. If it is only as God "willeth in us" that we can respond, we are
back to election and predestination; Wesley shrank from this, and in those
words, "If we do, not otherwise," he came nearer to Taylor than to the Confession, much nearer than he was williing to admit. •s
Wesley the Arminian likewise jettisoned the doctrine that the entire
human race is damned for its involvement in original sin alone. In some
places, he seems to speak this language; but at a crucial point, good sense
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restrained him. On the words of the Confession, "And justly liable to all
punishments in this world and in that which is to come," he commented:
"That all men are liable to these for Adam's sin alone, I do not assert; but
they are so for their own outward and inward sins, which, though their own
fault, spring from the infection of their nature." 16 Well, that is something;
but, as Taylor saw, it involves a contradiction: How can an act be my own
fault, if it springs from a corruption of human nature that occurred before I
even existed? Moreover this very large withdrawal conceded a great deal of
Taylor's case against the Confession, and is inconsistent with Wesley's
defense of it.
An important area of debate is the traditional doctrine that all the suffering in the world, including death, is inflicted on the entire human race as
a punishment for the sin of Adam. Wesley did not shrink from applying this
to the suffering even of tiny children. They are not innocent in God's sight,
but "children of wrath," tainted with original sin: "They suffer, therefore
they deserve to suffer." 17 Taylor, on the other hand, maintained that while
suffering may be a consequence of sin, it cannot be punishment for that sin
if ·the sufferer is not personally guilty of it. Wesley appealed to the Old
Testament for evidence to refute this. He quoted Taylor's admission, "It is
allowed that the posterity of Ham and Gehazi, and the children of Dathan
and Abiram, suffered for the sins of their parents," and commented:
It is enough. You need allow no more. All the world will see, if they suffered for them,
then they were punished for them. Yet we do not 'confound punishment with suffering,
as if to suffer, and to be punished, were the same thing.' Punishment is not barely suffering, but suffering for sin: to suffer, and to be punished, are not the same thing; but to
suffer for sin, and to be punished, are precisely the same. 18

Not so! What "all the world will see" here, is that Wesley does "confound
punishment with suffering," as Taylor says. A child may suffer "for," that is,
as a consequence of, its parents' actions, for example by being born addicted to heroin; but the child's suffering can only be experienced as punishment
for sin by those who committed it. That God punishes new-born babes,
whether for their own parents' sin or for original sin, is not something uall
the world will see," unless fitted with pretty heavy doctrinal spectacles. Is it
Taylor or Wesley who is "illogical" here?
This confusion led Wesley into a quagmire about divine jq.stice. Those
who hold that all the suffering in the world is a punishment inflicted by God
for the sin of Adam, are faced with the impossible task of reconciling this
with any rational notion of justice. This has given rise to all sorts of convoluted nonsense about all being involved in Adam's sin because we are members of the race of which he is the "federal head," or even that all his descen-
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dants were "in his loins" when he sinned, and so sinned with him! Taylor
saw clearly that the whole scheme is incompatible with God's justice: "How
highly injurious it is to Divine Justice, anyone may see." He stoutly maintained that in divine as in human justice, suffering can justly be inflicted as
punishment only insofar as the sufferer is personally guilty of the crime.
Wesley maintained that for God to punish all Adam's posterity for his sin is
just~ even though we cannot see how it can be. If God does it, it must be just!
He is compelled, in the end, as was Augustine, to take refuge in the inscrutability of God's dealings. He quoted Taylor's argument that for the human
race to be "brought under God's displeasure for Adam's sin" immediately
strikes any reasonable person as unjust:
And therefore, unless our understanding and perception of truth be false, it must be
unjust. But understanding must be the same in all beings, so far as they do understand.
Therefore, if we understand it to be unjust, God understands it to be so too.

Wesley then proceeded:
Plausible enough. But let us take the argument in pieces: 'How mankind could be justly
brought under God's displeasure for Adam's sin, we cannot understand.' I allow it. I cannot understand, that is, fully or clearly comprehend, the deep of the divine judgment
therein . .. . 'On the contrary, we do understand, it is unjust.' I do not understand it is. It
is quite beyond my understanding. It is a depth which I cannot fathom ....

After some further argument, the paragraph concludes (quoting Taylor
again):
'Therefore, if we understand (apprehend) it is unjust, God understands it is so too.' Nay,
verily, 'As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are his thoughts higher than our
thoughts.' 19

Frankly, this is mere sophistry. If we have no understanding whatever of
what the language of justice means when applied to God, it is pointless to
debate whether his dealings with us are just or unjust. We simply do not
know what we are talking about.
It is not Taylor's scheme that is "illogical," but the traditional doctrine.
Why did such a clear-thinking, acute logician as Wesley, defend so indefensible a doctrine as this of original sin? No doubt partly from ingrained loyalty to the received orthodoxy, but also from a powerful evangelistic concern. His message depended for its effect upon awakening in the hearer a
strong sense of personal guilt, and then offering forgiveness through the
atoning sacrifice of Christ, and new birth by the power of the Holy Spirit.
He believed it was necessary to persuade people of their lost condition as
members of a fallen race, inescapably corrupted in their very nature by original sin. But surely in actual experience it is our own sin, that really wounds
our conscience, and makes us feel the need of a Saviour, not some supposed
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"birth sin" into which we are conscripted at conception. By "original sin,"
as Taylor said, "We are made sinners we know not how, and therefore must
be sorry for, and repent of, we know not what." 20
Taylor was no evangelist, but the learned, conscientious, and perhaps
slightly complacent pastor of an intelligent and socially comfortable Dissenting congregation in Norwich. The beautifully proportioned Octagon he
built there expresses just that urbane, rational, responsible but moderate religion his ministry sought to promote. In a well-known passage in hisjournal,
Wesley recorded his visit there in 17 57, the very year his attack was published. He commented on its impeccable good taste, and the high quality of
even its smallest fittings, and adds the barbed comment: "How can it be
thought that the old, coarse gospel should find admission here ?"21 The two
men's ministries were directed to very different constituencitjs. Wesley's
message might indeed have seemed "coarse" to those "worthy citizens"
assembled in the Octagon; and Taylor's calm, rational preaching would have
had no impact at all on the hardened, motley crowds whom John and Charles
Wesley soughtWith cries, entreaties, tears to save,
And snatch them from the gaping grave.

The doctrine of original sin has suffered fatal damage since the days of
Wesley and Taylor. A literal understanding of the early chapters of Genesis
is now impossible, and the revolution in biblical studies has ruled out the
kind of direct appeal to such stories as those of Ham, Dathan, and Abiram,
and the children of Gehazi, that were then made so confidently. Moreover, it
is now known that earthquakes and tornadoes, plagues, cancer and death,
were all present long before humanity evolved, and cannot be a divine punishment for human sin. It would of course be a gross anachronism to tax
Wesley or Taylor with ignorance of all this; but it is also obvious that the
theological structure Wesley tried to maintain imposed far more weight on
those foundations than did Taylor's, and consequently it has suffered much
greater structural damage from the seismic shocks they sustained in the next
century. Wesley's own clear mind and love of logic should have alerted him
to the contradictions inherent in the classic doctrine. There is one passage in
his treatise which is quite fatal to his own case. Taylor argued tllat,"the being
'born' into God's peculiar kingdom depends upon a right use and application of our life and being, and is the privilege only of those wise men whose
spirits attain to a habit of true holiness." This provoked Wesley into the following remarkable reply:
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This ... must appear extremely absurd to those who believe, God can create spirits both
wise and holy; that he can stamp any creature with what measure of holiness he sees
good, at the first moment of its existence. 22

If that is true, why is there such a phenomenon as original sin? God could
have "stamped" not only Abel, but Cain, and every human being thereafter,
with total holiness! Taylor is right: "holiness," in created beings, implies
moral choice and development; it is not something that can be "stamped"
upon a rational soul. But if it could, the doctrine of original sin could have
no foundation; God must be held directly responsible for any human being's
want of holiness.
Taylor and Wesley illustrate yet again the tension between the "onceborn" and the "twice-born" types of Christian e?C-perience. Taylor recognized
the prevalence of sin, but held that this is simply the cumulative effect of
individual choices. Individuals sin on each occasion by their own decision,
not by some compulsion arising from a nature corrupted by a primeval
"fall." He argued that the doctrine of original sin destroys personal responsibility, since the sinner cannot help but sin. We can only be held accountable for what we choose to do. His long and happy ministry in Norwich did
nothing, it seems, to shake his conviction that human nature is not fundamentally depraved. Wesley's acquaintance with the darker side of human
nature seemed to him to confirm the doctrine of original sin. So, Part I of
Wesley's treatise, though one-sided, does indicate a problem to which
Taylor gives insufficient weight, but of which we are sharply aware in this
century of war, genocide and man-made disaster. Sin is indeed endemic in
human society, and its effects are appalling. This is a problem, both for theology, to account for it, and for evangelism and pastoral practice, to overcome it. Wesley's strength is in the latter; his weakness in the former.
Wesley did not really see himself as "an ant against a lion," nor was he.
His biblical and patristic learning, and his love of logic, made him a doughty
opponent in controversy. Unhappily, against Taylor he chose to defend the
indefensible doctrine of original sin. This, as Taylor successfully demonstrated, is by no means so firmly grounded in Scripture as he supposed. Nor
can it be fundamental to "the whole frame of Scriptural Christianity," since
it is not found in the Greek Fathers. In its traditional form, the doctrine is
riddled with contradictions. Where it has been taken seriously, it has had a
disastrous effect upon education, pastoral practice, and family relations. 23
Probably few Methodists now hold the doctrine as Wesley taught it. Those
theologians who seek to maintain it recognize the mythical nature of the
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story of the fall, which they interpret as a metaphor for the "sociality and
intergenerational transmission of evil." But this reinterpretation comes much
nearer to what Taylor meant by "education," which Wesley rejected, insisting on a primeval corruption of human "nature" as the source of all personal sin. Just what is the ontological status of this "nature" which exists and is
already sinful before each individual inherits it, is by no means clear.
Wesley's defense of the doctrine of original sin was not a triumph, but
a tragedy. Whatever may be said in criticism of Taylor's work, he had holed
this vessel below the waterline, and it was doomed to sink under even more
severe bombardment in the next two centuries, despite all attempts to plug
the leaks and man the pumps. We are sinners, we need salvation, and we are
utterly dependent on the grace of God for it; but we do not need an illogical
doctrine founded on mistranslated and misinterpreted texts to 3:Ccount for
our condition. Wesley's treatise will eventually be reprinted in the handsome
new edition of his Works, while Taylor's remains inaccessible to most
readers, except as quoted by his opponent; so on this occasion we will allow
him the last word.
'The Fall brought unto mankind God's displeasure and curse, so as we are justly liable
to all punishments in this world and that which is to come ... .' The whole of this proposition, excepting temporal evils and mortality (which yet are no punishment upon us for
Adam's sin) certainly hath no foundation in Scripture. I have no inclination to expose it
in all its frightful consequences. How highly injurious it is to Divine Justice anyone may
see. But give me leave to commiserate the many, with whom such points as these pass
for articles of the Christian Faith. Their eyes are covered with a thick cloud of error, and
the all-perfect goodness of God, which should be their joy and life, is thereby intercepted from their view, or appeareth quite deformed; and they sit astonished in the gloomy
cave of superstition, haunted with causeless fear, terror, and despair, and resounding with
the horrible murmur of blasphemy. 2-4

