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Introductory Statement and Chart. 

This is a paper on evangelism that, unlike most others on 

the subject (including a few of my own), rarely mentions the word 

"evangelism." John Wesley, however, sets a pretty good precedent 

for that. I do not recall his ever having used the term. He 

simply did it. Just how he did it, his understanding of the 

overall flow of the gospel, can (if we consider all of his works) 

be outlined and charted. This is an attempt to do just that. 

What was Wesley's approach, his ordo salutis if you prefer? From 

a theological perspective (remember, Tom Torrence says that 

theology is simply the mind worshiping God) , how did Wesley interpret 

the human dilemma and its cure? 

A part of Wesley's genius lay in his ability to create 

balance between theological perspectives normally at odds with 

each other. His understanding of Law and grace is the classic 

example and best describes his overall approach to the gospel. 

How easy, to use the words of Wesley himself, to run from one 

extreme to the other. How hard to find the middle way. Let me 

illustrate. Periodically, those within the Wesleyan/Arminian 

traditions seem destined to struggle for ~espectability among 

those entrenched within the more Reformed traditions. John 

Wesley, himself, was attacked for denying unconditional election. 

He wrote in response: 11 'But you [Calvinists) cannot do this 

[deny unconditional election); for then you should be called a 

Pelagian, an Arminian, and whatnot' and are you afraid of hard 
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names? Then you have not begun to be a disciple of Jesus 

Christ. 'No, that is not the case. But you are afraid, if you 

do not hold election, you must hold free will, and so rob God of 

his glory in man's salvation. 1111 Admittedly, the roads back into 

the Law are legion and all of us must affirm again and again our 

own belief in the absolute sovereign grace of God within the 

context of one's own responsibility to receive and obey. 

Pelagianism (works-righteousness), however, is not the only 

extreme. We must avoid the threat of antinomianism (the blatant 

disregard for subsequent obedience to the Law) as well. To state 

this just a bit differently, the Wesleyan approach to the gospel 

has been associated with arminianism (emphasizing free-will), 

usually in contrast with Reformed Calvinism (emphasizing predesti

nation). This could, however, be misleading. Historically, 

although Calvinists have feared that Wesleyans have strayed too 

close to pelagianism and Wesleyans have feared that Calvinists 

have strayed too close to antinomianism, neither is necessarily 

true. Calvin was no antinomian and neither Arminius nor Wesley a 

pelagian. Justification by faith is pivotal for both traditions. 

Al though "free-will" is an issue, in many respects the two 

traditions are not that far apart. Wesley stated that he and 

Calvin were but a hair's breadth apart on justification. Rather, 

it is sanctification, not free-will, that draws the clearest line 

of distinction. Good theology, for Wesley, was balance without 

compromise. This balance is most evident in Wesley's understanding 

1 Wesley's Works, Jackson Ed., vol. 10, p. 229. 
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of faith and works, justification and sanctification, Law and 

grace. Let's look a bit closer before launching out. 

The gospel has been aptly described as good news/bad 

news/good news. The first good news is that we are created in 

the image of God. The bad news is that we lose that image. The 

final good news is that God is in Christ reconciling the world, 

restoring us to God's own image, our original righteousness. The 

problem with some is that they begin with the bad news. There is 

no original good news so there is nothing to which we might be 

restored, no original righteousness. Justification seems an end 

in itself with little impetus for sanctification to follow. 

Grace alone rules supreme. The problem with others is that there 

is no bad news, only good n~ws/good news and, since we have not 

lost our ability to obey God out of our own human resources, 

there is no need for the reconciling work of God in Jesus 

Christ. Sanctification replaces justification; Law alone rules 

supreme. Wesley, however, following the lead of the English Reformers 

(Ridley and Latimer) more than the Continental Reformers (Luther 

and Calvin) seeks the balance. Study the accompanying chart and 

then let's attempt to explain it as we anticipate what is to 

follow. 
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Notice on the chart or diagram the contrast from top to 

bottom. The top depicts obedience, the bottom depicts disobedience. 

From the top of the circle, note the point of physical birth 
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accompanied by original righteousness. Then, moving clockwise, 

note the shaded area denoting the effects of original sin 

(leading to disobedience) and the shaded area denoting the 

effects of prevenient grace which seek to counter the effects of 

original sin. Although infant baptism may accelerate the effects 

of prevenient grace, original sin prevails, leading inevitably 

(with the exception of Jesus Christ) to actual sin upon the age of 

accountability. At the bottom of the circle, justifying reverses 

the process back toward obedience. Justification and new birth 

mark the point where grace moves inside the circle as justifying 

grace then becoming sanctifying grace, and sin moves outside the 

circle remaining as the carnal nature. Now sanctifying grace 

prevails, culminating (for Wesley) in a moment of entire sanctifi

cation or perfect love, usually just prior to physical death. 

Without going into further detail, as the paper itself will 

spotlight various points along the continuum, this chart illustrates 

the general thrust of Wesley's approach to the gospel. If a text 

were appropriate for a paper of this nature, it would have to be 

Romans 8:1-4: "Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those 

who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ Jesus the Law of 

the Spirit of life set me free from the Law of sin and death. 

For what the Law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by 

the sinful nature, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness 

of sinful man to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in 

sinful man, in order that the righteous requirements of the Law 

might be fully met in us who do not live according to the sinful 

6 



nature, but according to the Spirit." In fact, two of the images 

here provide the catalyst for our major headings. The right side 

of the chart is labeled "The Law of Sin and Death," that is the 

Law without the Spirit, without the power nor the inclination to 

obey it--the result is disobedience. The left side of the chart 

is labeled "The Law of the Spirit of Life." This same Law is now 

enlivened by the Spirit so that we have both the power and the 

inclination to obey it--the result is obedience. Where Wesley is 

concerned, it is important to note the connection here between 

Spirit and grace. As we will suggest in a moment, the two terms 

are nearly synonymous in all of Wesley's writings. A theology of 

grace, where grace fulfills the Law, in fact describes the work 

of the Spirit in the life of the believer from conception till 

death. 2 That is an exciting story to tell. 

THE LAW OF SIN AND DEATH 

Original Righteousness, in God's own Image. -- Wesley clearly 

taught that humankind was created with an original righteousness, 

in the image of God's moral or immanent (those remaining within) 

attributes which gave humankind in its original state a propensity 

to righteousness or holiness or, more specifically, a desire to 

love and obey the good and to despise and reject the bad. In his 

treatise The Doctrine of Original Sin he has a section entitled, 

2 The overall approach here is similar in many ways to the 
classic seventeenth century work by the Scotsman Henry Scougal, 
The Life of God in the Soul of Man, which George Whitefield says 
led him to faith in Jesus Christ. 
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"Original Righteousness." There he defines original righteousness 

as "that moral rectitude in which Adam was created. His reason 

was clear; and sense, appetite, and passion were subject to it. 

His judgment was uncorrupted, and his will had a constant 

propensity to holiness. He had a supreme love of his Creator, a 

fear of offending him, and a readiness to do his will." 3 The 

treatise itself was drafted in response to another treatise on 

original sin written by an Anglican clergyman named John Taylor. 

Taylor, a deist and universalist, had argued from the perspective 

of a humanist that there is no God-created original righteousness 

and no original sin. Humankind, according to Taylor, is what it 

is by accident of nature to be corrupted or improved only by the 

influence of those around us. God has created us for better or 

worse and it is left to us alone to rise or fall. Obviously, 

Wesley's concern is that God, according to Taylor, would be ruled 

out as one imminently involved in the progress of creat.ion. 

An example of Taylor's views on original righteousness 

surf aces is his interpretation of Ecclesiastes 7: 29, "God made 

mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes." 

Taylor insists that this does not mean that God made humankind 

righteous; "but that he made him right, and having those powers, 

means, and encouragements, by a due use of which he may become 

righteous. 114 Although the interpretation may seem plausible, the 

intent here is clear, there is no original righteousness. Taylor 

3 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, p. 339. 

4 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, pp. 341f. 
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is arguing that in our "new-made" state we were merely indifferent 

to good or evil. Taylor argues further that if we were created with 

an original righteousness, then how does one explain the fall. 

Adam must have had an inclination to sin which overcame "his 

(supposed) inbred propensity to holiness .... Consequently, the 

supposed original righteousness was consistent with a sinful 

propensity. 115 Wesley responds: "It was not any sinful inclination 

(in this sense) which overcame his [Adam's] propensity to 

holiness; but strong temptation from without. 116 Although the 

presentation of Wesley's rebuttal might not be totally convincing, 

the issue is crucial. If there is no original righteousness, no 

created image, then there is no fall. If there is no fall, there 

is no need for the grace revealed in the reconciling work of God 

in Jesus Christ, and we are without hope that God's created 

image will one day be restored. To say this a bit differently, 

if we do not understand the nature and extent of our original 

righteousness, then we can never understand the devastation of 

the fall. There is nothing to which we might be renewed and 

there is no need for the grace to receive it. Sanctification is 

either an issue of works-righteousness or no issue at all. 

Whether or not you choose to acknowledge a literal Adam and 

Eve the Genesis story is nonetheless of enormous importance if we 

5 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, pp. 244f. 

6 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, pp. 244f. 
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are to grasp the significance of the issues before us. 7 The point 

seems to be this. At some point humankind walked and talked with 

God. There was no poor reflection {l Corinthians 13:12). 

original righteousness had access to a heavenly dimension then 

and there. 

delight. 

Grace fulfilled the law. The law itself was sheer 

It was not a burden; it was something to be enjoyed, 

even treasured as the key to the door eternal. All of this was 

soon to change dramatically. 

Original Sin, A Propensity to Disobedience. -- In one sense 

original sin could be defined simply as the fall, the sin of Adam 

and Eve which is then imputed to us through their fallen nature. 

Since this definition still leaves some unanswered questions 

let's walk it through step by step. 

As a result of the fall our nature has been permanently 

altered. The garden was taken away as our senses, once attuned 

to the eternal, would now readily submit only to a purely physical 

world where everything beyond could be seen only as through a 

"glass darkly." The free and open association where we walked and 

talked with God (except perhaps by the dispensation of a special 

anointing for the lonely prophet), was gone. 

Wesley seems to flirt with at least two understandings of 

original sin and those not altogether compatible {proof again 

7 Wesley states that the original righteousness of our first 
parents was "universal, and natural, yet mutable .... It was 
universal with respect to the subject of it, the whole man; .... As 
it was universal, so it was natural to him .... It was mutable: 
It was a righteousness which might be lost, as appears from the 
sad event'' (Wesley's Works, vol. 9, pp. 435f.). 
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that Wesley was no martyr to the bugbear of consistency). 

Reformed theology speaks of original sin in terms of total 

depravity. That is an inherent corruption extending to every 

point of our nature so that everyone II is as thoroughly depraved 

as he can possibly become. 118 Wesley seems to follow this lead as 

he describes his own condition prior to Aldersgate: 

heart is • altogether corrupt and abominable.' 119 

"My whole 

In order 

to explain the root of such corruption Wesley refers specifically 

to the result of Adam's sin: "His understanding, originally 

enlightened with wisdom, was clouded with ignorance. His heart, 

once warmed with heavenly love, became alienated with God his 

Maker. His passions and appetites, rational and regular before, 

shook off the government of order and reason. In a word, the 

whole moral frame was unhinged, disjointed, broken. 11 10 

Contrast this with Wesley's reaction to John Taylor (who in 

effect denied both original righteousness and original sin): We 

derive from Adam "a moral taint and infection, whereby we have a 

natural propensity to sin. 1111 It would appear here that Wesley is 

no longer arguing for original sin as total depravity, so much as 

original sin as a propensity, a sin proneness which could be 

resisted (as Christ did) but is not, so that actual sin results, 

making it totally impossible to save ourselves. The shift here 

8 L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology, pp. 246f. 

9 Wesley's Works, vol. 1, p. 76. 

10 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, p. 242. 

11 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, p. 293. 
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might seem subtle but it is important. Wesley writes: "All have 

a natural propensity to sin. Nevertheless, this propensity is not 

necessary, if by necessary you mean irresistable. We can resist 

and conquer it too, by the grace [prevenient grace] which is ever 

at hand. 1112 Two concepts surface here that will be discussed 

later--prevenient grace and actual sin. The import at present, 

however, is that Wesley in effect believes that we are not 

condemned for original sin (that is a propensity to sin) alone, 

but for original sin plus actual sin. He writes: "Perhaps you 

[Reformed Calvinist] will say, They [humankind] are not condemned 

for actual but for original sin. What do you mean by this term? 

The inward corruption of our nature? If so, it has been spoken of 

before. Or do you mean, the sin which Adam committed in paradise? 

That this is imputed to all men, I allow; yea, that by reason 

hereof 'the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain 

together until now.• But that any will be damned for this alone, 

I allow not, till you show me where it is written. Bring me 

plain proof from Scripture, and I submit; but till then I utterly 

deny it. 1113 

Although Wesley's view on original sin might seem to be 

softening the result is the same. The Law, once a delight, is now 

a Law of sin and death. Earlier we defined the Law of sin and 

death as the Law without the Spirit, without the power nor 

inclination to obey it. Our sin proneness makes failure all but 

12 Wesley's Works, vol. 9, p. 294. 

13 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, p. 223. 
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inevitable. Although Adam's sin might not have been imputed in 

the sense that our condemnation lies on the head of someone else, 

our propensity to sin leads to actual sin whereby we are judged 

for our own disobedience to a law that now serves only to condemn. 

Even in our "fallen state," however, God does not abandon us 

altogether. Although actual sin, for all practical purposes, is 

inevitable, the Spirit of God begins to work upon us even from 

conception. This is called prevenient grace. 

Prevenient Grace, the Wooing of the Holy Spirit. -- As with 

many theological issues, there is frequently a question behind 

the question. Before we can discuss Wesley's understanding of 

prevenient grace, we must first of all discuss his understanding 

of grace itself. In his sermon, "The Witness of Our Own Spirit," 

Wesley writes that 11 by 'the grace of God' is sometimes to be 

understood that free love, that unmerited mercy, by which I a 

sinner, through the merits of Christ, am now reconciled to God. 

But in this place it rather means that power of God, the Holy 

Ghost, which •worketh in us both to will and to do of His good 

pleasure. ' 1114 If we can pursue this image even further, grace, 

in much of Wesley's writings, is nearly synonymous with the work 

of the Holy Spirit. 

Prevenient grace has been commonly referred to as that work 

of God in the life of the believer {or at least potential 

14 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 141: cf. vol. 5, p. 106: 
cf. John Fletcher's Works, Benson Ed., 1859, p. 464, where 
Fletcher makes the same identification between grace and spirit. 
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believer) between conception and conversion. If our identification 

of grace with Spirit is legitimate, then what we are really 

talking about is the work of the Holy Spirit prior to conversion, 

just as justifying grace and sanctifying grace to follow speak of 

the work of the Holy Spirit at the moment of conversion and 

between conversion and death, respectively. 

From the biblical perspective prevenient grace describes the 

Spirit of the Lord calling us before we were born, who from our 

birth has made mention of our name (Isaiah 48:1; cf. Psalm 

22:9-10). It describes the Spirit who gently moves our wills, 

who draws and woos us, as it were, to walk in the light.15 It 

describes the "hound of heaven" stalking, if not courting, us 

between conception and conversion, preventing us from moving so 

far toward disobedience that when we finally understand the 

claims of the gospel upon our lives, the Spirit of God guarant~es 

our freedom to say yes. 

For Wesley this doctrine of prevenient grace served two 

purposes. First of all it preserved the integrity and freedom of 

a human response; it guaranteed the validity of an evangelistic 

appeal. Secondly, it gave God the initiative, the principle role 

in the drama of rescue. Where law and grace are concerned, that 

is of vital importance. 

Although prevenient grace seeks to counter the effects of 

original sin, the outcome toward actual sin is still, for 

all practical purposes, inevitable. We are not without recourse, 

15 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, pp. 232f. 
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however. As Christian parents, for example, there is something 

we can do to lessen the devastation of actual sin, to ease the 

burden of the law as sin and death. 

Infant Baptism. Grace Accelerated. -- Without belaboring the 

various issues surrounding infant baptism ad nauseum, it is 

important for our purposes here to know that the sacraments 

accelerate the work of the Spirit, in this instance prevenient 

grace. Where infant baptism is concerned Wesley states that 

infant baptism "washes away the guilt of original sin. 11 16 Wesley 

goes so far as to say "by water then, as a means, the water of 

baptism, we are regenerated or born again. 11 17 It would appear 

that Wesley is making infant baptism concomitant with the new 

birth until you note two things: First, this treatise is taken 

directly from the work of his father (a sacramentalist) published 

over 5 o years earlier; and second, in his sermon on the "New 

Birth" he clearly states that the two do not always accompany one 

another.18 Although the Established Church supposes that infants 

baptised are at the same time born again Wesley denies that as 

presumption, the "staff of a broken reed. 1119 If infant baptism 

16 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, p. 190. 

17 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, p. 192. 

18 Wesley's Works, vol. 6, p. 74; see Ole Bergen's John 
Wesley on the Sacraments, where he discusses these issues at some 
length. 

1 9 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 222; vol. 6, pp. 75ff. 
Remember that Wesley was accused of preaching a redundant 
doctrine when he insisted that those baptized as infants be born 
again. 
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cancels the guilt of original sin {since infants have not yet 

committed actual sin), then the new birth is still necessary to 

cancel the guilt of actual sin. 20 

If the issues are unclear, then let me attempt to simplify 

them. It seems reasonable to me to surmise that Wesley is saying 

that we are perhaps justified with baptism but not born again. 

Although justification and the new birth occur at the same time 

with adult believers, where infant baptism is concerned this 

might be an exception. Another possibility is that we are 

justified and even born again with infant baptism but that we 

lose "that washing of the Holy Ghost" with actual sin, so that 

the new birth itself must be renewed. Wesley writes of infant 

baptism: "A principle of . grace is infused, which will not be 

wholly taken away, unless we quench the holy spirit of God by 

long-continued wickedness. 11 21 

Let's venture this scenario. Prevenient grace, at work from 

conception is accelerated with infant baptism {no small advantage) 

so that the effects of actual sin are not so devastating. If, 

however, we are justified with infant baptism we still need the 

new birth. 22 The law is still a law of sin and death. The 

Spirit can act upon us, but where original sin still prevails the 

Spirit cannot work within us. 23 Actual sin soon renews our 

20 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, p. 190. 

21 Wesley's Works, vol. 10, p. 192. 

22 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 222. 

23 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 154. 
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condemnation. 

Actual Sin, The Age of Accountability. -- Wesley insists 

that since the fall, in spite of prevenient grace and even infant 

baptism, the law, a law of sin and death, anticipates our own sin 

upon the age of accountability. Unfortunately the story here is 

easily told. Prevenient grace enlightens the law so that we 

struggle against a "voluntary transgression" of it, "but though 

he [humankind] strive with all his might, he cannot conquer: Sin 

is mightier than he. He would fain escape; but he is so fast in 

prison, that he cannot get forth. He resolves against sin, but 

yet sins on: He sees the snare, and abhors, and runs into it. 

So much does his boasted reason avail,--only to enhance his 

guilt, and increase his misery! Such is the freedom of the will; 

free only to evil; free to 'drink in iniquity like water'; to 

wander farther and farther from the living God, and do more 

'despite to the Spirit of grace!' 1124 Without the work of grace 

available through faith in Jesus Christ this is our lot. 

Original sin prevails. The law of sin and death rules. That is 

the bad news. Now that we have seen what the Enemy can do, let's 

see what God can do. Let's see what grace can do. 

GRACE, THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

Justifying Grace, The Spirit in You. -- "By grace you have 

been saved, through faith--and this not from yourselves, it is 

24 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 104; cf. Works, vol. 12, p. 394. 
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the gift of God--not by works, so that no one can boast" (Eph. 2: 

8-9) . For Wesley the grace in this text is prevenient grace 

preventing us from moving so far toward disobedience that when we 

finally understand the claims of the gospel upon our lives, we 

are guaranteed the freedom to say yes. The faith in this text is 

a yes to Jesus Christ so that the Holy Spirit who has been 

working upon us previously, at that moment moves within us as 

justifying grace, so that original sin no longer prevails. Jesus 

Christ overcame the law of sin and death for those who would 

place their faith and trust in him. He was so sensitized to God 

that prevenient grace did its work to perfection so that Satan 

had no right to take his life. This does not mean that we are 

yet perfected, however. Wesley writes: "Every babe in Christ is 

holy, and yet not altogether so. He is saved from sin; yet not 

entirely: It remains, though it does not reign. 1125 The key here 

for justifying grace is faith. 26 By virtue of our faith in Jesus 

Christ, what I call the "I give up" (i.e., giving up on our own 

righteousness and placing our faith and trust in the righteousness 

of Jesus Christ), the Holy Spirit moves to the very core of our 

being. Let me expand on this briefly with the example of 

Wesley's own life. 

Even before leaving for Georgia, Wesley sensed that something 

25 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 151. 

26 Remember we are not referring to a different grace in 
this instance. Grace is Grace just as Spirit is Spirit. 
Justifying grace simply describes the work of the same Spirit at 
the moment of conversion. 
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was amiss. At that point he attempted to exchange the outward 

works of "visiting the sick or clothing the naked'' for the inward 

works of a pursuit of holiness "or a union of the soul with 

God." He comments later that "in this refined way of trusting to 

my own works and my own righteousness (so zealously inculcated by 

the mystic writers), I dragged on heavily, finding no comfort or 

help therein." 27 At long last Wesley resolved to seek salvation 

through faith by first of all "absolutely renouncing all dependents, 

in whole or in part, upon my own works or righteousness; on which 

I had really grounded my hope of salvation, though I knew it not, 

from my youth up. " 28 This. was the point at which Wesley "gave 

up.'' His besetting sin was a misplaced trust. He repented. He 

gave up his faith in his own righteousness and determined to 

trust Christ alone as his "sole justification, sanctification, 

and redemption." Aldersgate followed shortly thereafter. For 

the rest of his life this ''I give up," this (to use the words of 

a Kempis) "following naked the naked Jesus" became the spearhead 

for his evangelistic appeal. Consider this analogy. 

I have always though it interesting that the word pneuma 

(spirit) translates ruach (wind) in the LXX. Wind equals spirit 

and spirit equals wind. That is no accidental metaphor. Most of 

us know that wind blows from high pressure to low pressure, the 

point of least resistance. Likewise, the Holy Spirit (in this 

case prevenient and justifying grace) moves from high pressure to 

27 Wesley's Works, vol. 1, p. 100. 

28 Wesley's Works, vol. 1, p. 102. 
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low pressure, to the point of least resistance, to the "I give up." 

To review, this is the key to the larger picture. Prevenient 

grace prepares us for repentance and belief. Our yes then 

creates low pressure so that the Holy Spirit no longer woos, but 

rushes to the very center of our being creating and recreating 

after the mind of Christ. Wesley describes such a conversion in 

terms of justification and new birth. 

Justification, The Forgiveness of Sins. -- At the point of 

conversion, Wesley refers both to justification and the new birth 

as two aspects of one experience happening at the same point in 

time. Wesley writes: 

But though it be allowed, that justification and the 
new birth are, in point of time, inseparable from each 
other, yet are they easily distinguished, as being not 
the same, but things of a widely different nature. · 
Justification implies only a relative, the new birth a 
real, change. God in justifying us does something for 
us; in begetting us again, he does the work in us. The 
former changes our outward relation to God, so that of 
enemies we become children; by the latter our inmost 
souls are changed, so that of sinners we become 
saints. The one restores us to the favor, the other to 
the image, of God. The one is the taking away the 
guilt, the other the taking away of the power, of sin: 
So that, although they are joined together in point of 
time, yet are they of wholly distinct natures. 2~ 

Although both aspects of conversion are here described, 

let's focus for a moment on justification. Justification is what 

God does for us. It is imputed righteousness, that is the 

righteousness of Jesus Christ attributed to us by virtue of our 

faith in Him. It is a relative change. In a word it "is pardon, 

29 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, pp. 223f. 
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the forgiveness of sins. 11 30 

The New Birth, The Baptism and the Holy Spirit. -- The new 

birth is what God does in us. It is the beginning of imparted 

righteousness, that is the righteousness of Jesus Christ realized 

in us. It is the beginning of a real change where we are being 

restored to the image of God. In a word (albeit a rather lengthy 

one), at the point of the new birth the Holy Spirit moves within 

the believer bringing the righteousness of Christ which is 

attributed to us by virtue of our faith in Him, the power to 

overcome sin, the fruit and the gifts of the Spirit. John 

Fletcher refers to all of this as the baptism of the Holy Ghost, 

a term indexed in his works. In his sermon on Acts 1:5: "For 

John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized 

with the Holy Spirit," he speaks of the "general necessity of the 

baptism of the Holy Ghost." 31 There he argues that we are 

helpless and Christless, unfit for heaven and bliss, without love 

until the Holy Spirit (which is grace) fills our soul. The 

connection here with Wesley is obvious. Fletcher, like Wesley, 

identifies the Holy Spirit with grace and the benefits of 

Fletcher's Spirit baptism and Wesley's new birth are nearly identical. 

Admittedly, many have understood Wesley's view on the baptism 

in the Holy Spirit differently. Many associate Wesley's doctrine 

of entire sanctification (not the new birth) with the Holy Spirit 

30 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 57. 

3l John Fletcher's Works, Benson Ed., 1859, p. 464. 
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baptism. I believe that this cannot be supported in light of 

Wesley's own description of the new birth and in light of John 

Fletcher's description of the Spirit's baptism. Again they are 

so similar it suggests that one had influence upon the other. 

Even more important, with conversion the corner is turned. The 

Spirit moves within the believer with power and effect. The Law 

of sin and death is now the law of the Spirit of life. Grace is 

in control and obedience the goal. 

THE LAW OF THE SPIRIT OF LIFE 

Sanctifying Grace. -- Sanctifying grace describes the work 

of the Spirit in the life of the believer between conversion and 

death. Now that we have turned the corner we begin the journey 

(perhaps adventure is the better word) back toward obedience. An 

appropriate question at this point might be, obedience to what or 

to whom? The answer might seem obvious--the Law, the Word of 

God, given to Moses, rediscovered in the temple during Josiah's 

reign, fulfilled by Jesus Christ--but since the obvious sometimes 

escapes t~e theologian, this part of the paper will discuss this 

Law in some detail and then attempt to describe just how grace or 

the power of the Holy Spirit (perhaps more aptly termed the 

Spirit that makes us holy) fulfills the Law. 

Since grace has already been identified with the work of the 

Holy Spirit and if our primary thesis is correct--for Wesley, 

grace fulfills the Law--we must now redefine the Law in light of 

the new covenant. Israel has the Talmud and the Mishna to 
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interpret the Law; Christians have Jesus Christ (our Talmud and 

our Mishna) who establishes a new covenant, a tabernacle not made 

with hands, eternal in the heavens. How does the Law apply? 

In his sermon, "Upon Our Lord's Sermon on the Mount" 

(Discourse 5) Wesley uses Matthew 5:17 as his text: "Think not 

that I have come to abolish the law and the prophets; I have come 

not to abolish them but to fulfill them." Here Wesley defines 

Law not as the ceremonial or ritual law but as the moral law, 

exemplified by the Ten Commandments and enforced by the prophets. 

He writes: "The moral (law] stands on an entirely different 

foundation from the ceremonial or ritual law, which was only 

designed for a temporary restraint upon a disobedient and 

stiff-necked people, whereas this (moral law) was from the 

beginning of the world, being 'written not on tables of stone,' 

but on the hearts of all the children of men, when they came out 

of the hands of the Creator. 1132 One further quotation establishes 

the origin of this moral law. Although exemplified by Moses, it 

predates Moses, even Noah and Enoch, "beyond the foundation of 

the world; to that period, unknown indeed to men, but doubtless 

enrolled in the annals of eternity, when 'the morning stars first 

'sang together, 1 being newly-called into existence. 11 33 

To state some of this a bit differently the Law (or more 

specifically the moral law), even as a law of sin and death, 

serves its purpose. It convinces us of sin and points us to 

32 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 311. 

33 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 435. 
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Christ. 34 Yet the law in and of itself is death; it compounds 

sin. 35 The Pharisees, bound by the law, rejoiced when they 

discovered there some new sin. On the other hand, the law, or at 

least its relevant parts, when enlivened by the Spirit brings 

life as sin begins to lose its appeal, its power to defeat. 

Obedience is still our goal but grace through faith in Christ is 

the means for reaching that goal. Wesley writes: "'Sin worketh 

death by that which is good' [the moral law]; which in itself is 

pure and holy. 1136 The moral law "renders to all their due is . . . 
right and just ... [convinces] the world of sin ... [slays] the 

sinner .•. [and brings him] unto life, unto Christ, that he may 

live. 1137 

Remember our text established at the outset: "Therefore, 

there is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus" 

(Romans 8:1). That, in a verse, is the story, the whole story. 

To be "in Christ Jesus" is to be delivered from the law as sin 

and death so as to experience the law as the Spirit of life 

(v. 2). Note it is the same moral law. The same law without the 

Spirit is a law of sin and death; with the Spirit, is the law of 

the Spirit of life. Without the Spirit there is no power nor 

34 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, pp. 442f. 

35 Genesis 3 for example implies that to know is to be. When 
Adam and Eve's eyes were opened in the garden they realized that 
they were naked and were ashamed. In the same way to know sin is 
to do sin and be sin. 

36 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 440. 

37 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, pp. 440ff. 
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inclination to obey it; with the Spirit, there is both power and 

inclination to obey it. Jesus came to fulfill the law, not to 

destroy it. Paul is not contrasting law with grace, but grace 

with the works of the law. Wesley insisted: "We are not saved 

l2,y works but for works." In Wesley's sermon, "The Wedding 

Garment," after objecting strongly to the sentiment that the 

imputed righteousness implies no subsequent righteousness 

of our own, he states: "The righteousness of Christ is doubtless 

necessary for any soul that enters into glory: But so is 

personal holiness, too, for every child of man ... the former is 

necessary to entitle us to heaven; the latter to qualify us for 

it.1138 

Sanctification. -- Sanctification simply refers to what 

sanctifying grace does--sin is rooted out, the fruit and gifts of 

the spirit are given to the believer. We have already discussed 

the process of being saved from sin. Now let's focus on the 

fruit and gifts. Most of us know that Wesley spoke of perfection 

in terms of pure love--the fruit of the Spirit. We just stated 

the importance of being "in Christ Jesus" as the key for exchanging 

the law as sin and death for the law as the Spirit of life. 

Let's look at that still closer. To be in Christ Jesus is to 

place our faith and trust in him alone. By grace through 

faith, therefore, means that grace is appropriated or put to work 

through faith. Faith releases power "because God has poured out 

38 Wesley's Works, vol. 7, p. 314. 
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his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given to 

us" (Romans 5:5). Wesley states: "Faith, then, was originally 

designed of God to re-establish the law of love •••• It is the 

grand means of restoring that holy love wherein man was originally 

created. It follows, that although faith is of no value in 

itself (as neither is any other means whatsoever), yet as it 

leads to that end, the establishing anew the law of love in our 

hearts; and as, in the present state of things, it is the only 

means under heaven for effecting it; it is on that account an 

unspeakable blessing to man, and of unspeakable value before God. 113 9 

Although Wesley speaks at length about entire sanctification 

as an instantaneous experience (note the chart just prior to 

physical death), his major emphasis was the continuous process of 

going on to perfection so that love as the fruit of the Spirit 

became more and more devoid of self interest. 40 

Sanctification also releases within the believer the gifts 

of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12; Romans 12; Eph. 4; 1 Peter 4). 41 

Quite simply, these were given to assist the believer in ministry, 

to enable us to minister effectively within our own spheres of 

influence. Too many seminary students today know too little 

about just what is available to them by virtue of their faith in 

39 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 464. 

40 In my own book, John Wesley: His Life and Theology, I 
compare this understanding of pure love with Fenelon' s "disinterested 
love," pp. 342f. 

41 Wesley's own discussion of the gifts of the Spirit can be 
found in his letter to Conyers Middleton (Works, vol. 10, pp. 1-79) . 
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Jesus Christ. Little wonder the apostle Paul states in 1 

Cor. 12:1: "About spiritual gifts, brothers I do not want 

you to be ignorant"; and Wesley insisted that his preachers have 

both graces and gifts. Readiness for ministry, a concern among 

all seminaries, needs to take this into account as well lest we 

send out our students to do battle with principalities and powers 

with weapons only of this world. 

Against a New Legalism. -- In closing, need I remind you 

that the roads back into the law as a means of justification are 

legion. Speak to the Methodists on the street and most will 

confess some kind of works-righteousness as the means of justifi

cation. Let me illustrate. 

A friend once asked me to pray that he would have enough 

will power to overcome a drinking problem. I said: "You don't 

need will power, you need the Holy Spirit." Will power smacks of 

a law of sin and death, a law without the ~pirit, without the 

power nor the inclination to obey it, a.ad new legalism. Grace/ 

Spirit, on the other hand, enlivens the law so that (as with 

Wesley at Aldersgate) we are now always conquerers·. We are troubled, 

but not defeated (II Cor. 4:8-9). Grace through faith brings 

grace upon grace so our attempts to overcome are anointed with a 

power from on high. 

Remember, the good news about Jesus Christ does not abolish 

the law, it establishes the law on a higher plane. Wesley 

writes: "there is, therefore, the closest connexion that can be 

conceived between the law and the gospel. On the one hand, the 
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law continually makes way for, and points us to, the gospel; on 

the other, the gospel continually leads us to a more exact 

fulfilling of the law .•.• We feel that we are not sufficient 

for these things; yea, that •with man this is impossible': But 

we see a promise of God, •.. it is done unto us according to our 

faith; and 'the righteousness of the law is fulfilled in us,' 

through faith which is in Christ Jesus. 1142 Wesley's sermon "The 

Original, Nature, Property, and Use of the Law" makes the same 

point: "Allowirig then, that every believer has done with the 

law, in another sense, we have not done with this law: For 

it is still of unspeakable use, .•. in confirming our hope of 

whatever it commands and we have not yet attained, -- of receiving 

grace upon grace, 'till w.e are in actual possession of the 

fullness of his promises. 111 43 

These two passages yield two key phrases. The first insist 

that "with man this [fulfilling the law] is impossible." 

According to Wesley, prevenient grace draws and enables us to 

respond to God through faith in Jesus Christ, God's provision for 

our salvation. At that point, however, God does not say: "Okay, 

I saved you, now live up to it," as if we were saved by grace and 

then sanctified by works. No, God says: "I have not only saved 

you, I will empower you to live up to it so that my image might 

be renewed in you." That is, the gospel makes possible with God 

what is impossible out of our own nature alone. 

42 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, pp. 313f. 

43 Wesley's Works, vol. 5, p. 444. 
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The second passage speaks of "receiving grace upon grace, 

'till we are in actual possession of the fullness of his promise. • 11 

Wesley refers to this as "ripe for glory." Again, this is not 

only grace to be, but grace to do. Let me close with a principle. 

As we agree for God to take from us some area of resistance 

to God's best, a sin or a problem in a relationship not yet 

yielded to God, we are empowered to overcome. Note, we are not 

giving the problem to God, if we could give it to God out of our 

own strength (a new legalism), we would not need God. Rather, we 

are simply willing as we renew our faith and trust in Jesus Christ 

for the Holy Spirit to take it from us. Here's the principle. Our 

willingness for God to work releases the power of grace/Spirit so 

that the next time we are tempted with this particular problem, 

our first inclination will be to resist it. Grace says it will be 

easier to yield to God than to the temptation. Then at that 

moment we renew our faith and trust once again to prepare for the 

next temptation or trial and so ultimately fulfill the law. Test 

this principle. It works. Remember my friend with the drinking 

problem? He has been sober for two years. Grace can and will 

fulfill the law. This is Law and Grace. That is the Gospel, the 

whole Gospel--good news/bad news/good news. As all of this is 

taught and experienced among those whom God has called us to 

serve, that is evangelism as well. 

Closer and closer let us cleave, 
To His beloved embrace; 

Expect his fullness to receive, 
And grace to answer grace. 
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