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Gospel and Law 

In December 1751 John Wesley penned a letter in response to an "evangelical layman" who 

had written to him the preceding September criticizing his preaching as being "dry and legal. " 1 

Eventually published in the Arminian Magazine, it is one of those occasions in Wesley's writings 

when the very marrow of his practical theology is revealed and the implications for Christian living 

are made disturbingly unavoidable. The issue he addressed was the preaching of the gospel as a 

Christocentric message rather than one that was essentially anthropocentric. The former would 

present the spiritual truths of God's salvation in Jesus Christ; the latter would present the enticements 

of an indigenous spirituality for which humanity often hungers, but which, without an accountability 

to the laws of God embodied in the person and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, can ultimately prove 

illicit; indeed, in terms of Christian discipleship, even incestuous. 

Wesley begins his argument by identifying a two-fold tension in the Christian message: 

preaching the gospel, and preaching the law.2 The one will "beget" faith in penitent sinners; the other 

1. The Works of John Wesley, Volume 26: Letters II: 1740-1755, ed. Frank Baker (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1982), pp.482-89. 

2. "I mean by 'preaching the gospel' preaching the love of God to sinners, preaching the life, death, resur
rection, and the intercession of Christ, with all the blessings which in consequence thereof are freely given to true 
believers. By 'preaching the law' I mean explaining and enforcing the commands of Christ, briefly comprised in the 
Sermon on the Motmt" (Works, 26:482). 
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will "feed and comfort" believers. On this much there is general agreement, says Wesley, until the 

further question is posed, namely, How is spiritual life to be sustained and increased in the same 

measure that it is generated?3 There could not be a more relevant question for the church of today, 

irrespective of cultural context, socio-economic condition, and ecclesial longevity. It probes the 

technics of spiritual revitalization that are often espoused with scant attention to discipleship. It calls 

to task those applications of Christ's teachings that take for granted the personal relatedness to Christ 

without which discipleship is meaningless. Perhaps most of all, in a climate of fervent churchly 

expansion, it asks the proponents of cellular multiplication if they have taken sufficiently into account 

whether such growth is healthy, or whether it may ultimately prove cancerous -- a discovery that is 

all too often made when there has already been grave damage done to the body. 

Wesley's argument weaves an eloquent dialectic. Some think that only the law should be 

preached; others only the gospel. "I think," he continues, "neither the one nor the other, but duly 

mixing both, in every place, if not in every sermon. "4 While laboring to keep the love of Christ 

foremost at all times, preaching the law will teach believers "how to walk in him whom they had 

3 Works, 26:483. 

4 "I think the right method of preaching is this. At our first beginning to preach at any place, after a general 
declaration of the Jo e of Go<l lo sillllers, and bjs ,. illinguess lh111 lhey should be saved lo preach the law in thi; strong
est, the clo:esl the mo t scarclw:1g manner possible, only intermixing the gospel here and there, and showing it, as it 
were afar off. After more and mor persons are couviuced of sin, we may mix more and more of the gospel, in order to 
'beget faith to raise into spirit1rnl life those whom lhe law has slain--but th.is is not to be doue too hastily either. There
fore it is nol expedient whoUy lo omit the Jaw: uot only becau ·c we may well. uppose that many of our hearers ,IJ'C still 
nucoovi:uced but because otherwise there is danger that many i ho are convinced wW heal ilica· own wounds slightly: 
Therefore it is only iu private converse with a thoroughly convinced sinner thal , e should preach nothing but the gospel 
If, indeed, we could suppose a whole congregation to be thus convinced, we should need to preach only the gospel; and 
the same , e might do if our whole cont,'Tegation were s,1pposed to be newly ju tiiied. But when these grO\ in grncc, and 
in 1hc knowledge of hrist, a wise builder would preach the law to them again, only laking parlicular c;u·e . .. to remind 
them that this is not the cause, but the fruit of their acceptance with God'; that other cause, 'other foundation can no man 
lay, than that which is laid, even Jesus Christ' .. ," Works, 26:483. 
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received ... For the commands are food as well as the promises -- food equally wholesome, equally 

substantial. These also, duly applied, not only direct but likewise 'nourish and strengthen' the soul."5 

Gospel Preachers, So Called 

Wesley then becomes explicit -- the most endearing quality of the man for any who have 

known the burden of pastoral leadership under which he labored, and which is so often disregarded 

by those who "seek the end without the means. "6 He identifies a "new manner of preaching ( entirely 

new to the Methodists), speaking much of the promises [but] little of the commands" of the gospel. 

The chief culprit was one of his own preachers, James Wheatley, who had been suspended earlier that 

year for various improprieties. 7 Wheatley's preaching, according to Wesley, was "an unconnected 

rhapsody of unmeaning words ... Verses, smooth and soft as cream ... In which was neither depth 

nor stream. "8 He had become very popular, not only by spreading the "contagion" of "soft words" 

but also by fostering "prejudices against the other preachers [ and] against their ministers, me in 

particular." The mark of these "gospel preachers, so called" was a measurable degree of self

exaltation and a contempt for those to whom they referred as "legal preachers," "legal wretches," or 

"Doctors of Divinity." The dispute brought to a head the issue of doctrinal fidelity among the 

Methodist preachers that had concerned both of the Wesley brothers for some time, and it fostered 

5 Works, 26:484. 

6 Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, from The First, held in London, by the late Rev. John Wesley, A.M, 

in the year 1744 (London: Printed at the Conference Office by Thomas Cordeux, 1812), p. 68. 

7 Works, 26:464f. 

8 Works, 26:486. See also Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1995), pp.182ff.; and W. Stephen Gunter, The Limits of 'Love Divine': John T-Vesley 's Response to 
Antinomianism and Enthusiasm (Abingdon: Kingswood Books, 1989), pp.184ff. 
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such divisiveness that Wesley prepared a circular letter the following January asking his most loyal 

preachers to sign an agreement not to speak ill of each other. It was duly signed by thirteen of the 

brethren, including his brother Charles, Edward Perronet, Thomas Maxfield, and John Nelson9 

Wesley chief concern was the effect of these "gospel preachers" on their hearers: 

[They] vitiate their taste so that they cannot relish sound doctrine, and spoil their 
appetite, so that they cannot tum it into nourishment; they, as it were, feed them with 
sweetmeats till the genuine wine of the kingdom seems quite insipid to them. They 
give them cordial upon cordial, which make them all life and spirit for the present; but 
meantime their appetite is destroyed, so that they can neither retain nor digest the 
pure milk of the Word. 10 

We might find it encouraging, albeit by dint of adversity, that Wesley faced the same missional 

challenges we face today. While the proliferation of hirelings was not as marked then as now -

especially in the U.S.A. where the church so readily and lucratively serves the culture -- the work of 

true shepherds of the flock remains just as thankless. 

A Matter of Heart and Life 

The dispute also marked a transition in Wesley's preaching. This had been signaled for some 

time, but in 1750 he published five sermons, all of which were concerned with the pastoral ministry 

of oikodome: Original, Nature, Properties, and Use of the Law," "The Law Established through 

9 "January 29, 1752: It is agreed by those whose names are underwritten I. That we will not listen, or 
willingly inquire after any ill concerning each other. 2. That ifwe do hear any ill of each other, we will not be forward 
to believe it. 3. That as soon as possible we will collllllunicate what we hear, by speaking or in writing to the person 
concerned. 4. That till we have done this we will not write or speak a syllable of it to any other person whatsoever. 
5. That neither will we mention it after we have done this to any other person. 6. That we will not make any exception to 
any of these rules unless we think ourselves absolutely obliged in conscience so to do. " (Works, 26:490). This was not 
lhe ouly issue betwecu Wesley aud his assislauts and helpers, but clenrly the "gospel prcach..iug of Wheatley and others 
hnd done much to generate II climate of criticism and mistrust The intimacy of such a letter indicate Ute depth of 
collegiality among these early Methodist preachers, and the anguish caused by such divisions. 

10 Works, 26:487 . 
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Faith: Discourses I & II," "The Nature of Enthusiasm," "A Caution Against Bigotry," and "Catholic 

Spirit."11 Wesley had always held faith and works in tension, but this now became increasingly 

explicit. Christ was to be proclaimed in all his offices: as prophet no less than priest~ and as sovereign, 

"giving laws to those he has bought with his blood. "12 

The transition came at a time when Wesley seemed already to have weathered the censure 

from the Church of England that dogged his early field preaching. His response to this had been quite 

vigorous, and had generated some of his most lively treatises. On the one hand, he had argued 

experientially for the inward witness of the Holy Spirit as the "great privilege of those who are born 

of God."13 Christian faith was unquestionably a matter of the heart, and even though Wesley 

subsequently parted from the Moravians, for this much he was indebted to them for the whole of his 

evangelical ministry. 14 His description of the members of the United Societies in the General Rules 

11 The Works of John Wesley, Volume 2: Sennons 11:34-70, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 1985), pp.1-43. As with most of Wesley's published sermons, he had previously preached on these themes. 

12 Works, 2:37f. See David Lowes Watson, "Proclaiming Christ in All His Offices: Priest, Prophet, and 
Potentate," in The Portion of the Poor: Good News lo the Poor in the Wesleyan Tradition, ed. M. Douglas Meeks as 
(Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1995), pp. I 13-133. 

13 The imagery of Wesley is quite remarkable, considering his own unhappy and childless marriage: "When 
we undergo this great chauge we mny .... . bc said to be born again, becanse lhere is so near a resemblance between tlic 
ciroum. tances of the natural and of the spiritual birth; so that to consider the circumstn.uces of the nat11ral birth, is lhe 
mo. I cas. \ ay lo under land the spiritual. . .. The ohjld wruch is not yet born subsists iudeed by the air as does 
everyth:iug whlch has life; bul feels ii uo'I , nor any thing else, unless in a ery dull and imperfect mam,1er. It hears little, if 
at all; lhe organs of hearing beiug as yet clo. ed up. II sl;es uothing; haviug its c es fa. t shut and being surrounded~ ith 
utter darkue s .... The reason why he that is not yet born is wholly a strnnger to tlie visib le world, is, not because it is 
afar off; (it is very nigh; it surrounds him on every side;) but, _pa11ly. because be has not those senses. they arc not yet 
opened in his soul ..... and p:trtly becau. e so tJ1ick a veil is ca t between through which he can di. ceruuothing.But no 
ooner is the child born into the world than he exists in a quite differeut manner. Fie no, feels the air .. ... as fast a he 

alternately breathes it back to sustain the flame of life ..... His eyes are now opened to perceive the light, which, silently 
flowing in upon them, discovers not" only itself but au infinite vnriety of t!Jiugs, wilh which before he was wholly 
unacqua inted. His ears nre unclosed, nnd sounds rush in with endless diversity. Ever sense is employcd .... . (77,e Works 
of John Wesley, Volume 1: Sennons I: 1-33, ed. Albert C. Outler [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984 ], pp.432-44 ). 

14 See Ted A. Campbell, The Religion of the Heart: A Study of European Religious Life in the Seventeenth 
and Eighteenth Centuries (University of South Carolina Press, 1991), pp. l 18ff. 
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never changed: those who, "having the form" were "seeking the power of godliness. " 15 On the other 

hand, he had argued doctrinally for an understanding of justification that rejected the synergism of 

faith and works pervasive in eighteenth-century Anglican theology. 16 Justification is earned for us 

by the merits of Christ; a gracious gift from God. Faith is the condition of justification, likewise a gift 

from God; a supernatural elenchos. The new birth is the immediate consequence of justification, a 

regeneration of the will, and an inward assurance that comes to some at once, to others by degrees. 17 

In answer to Anglican objections, Wesley linked good works necessarily to faith, but as the 

condition of sustaining, not obtaining, justification. 18 In answer to Calvinist objections, he stressed 

the radical nature both of sin and of the divine salvific initiative, affirming imputed righteousness as 

the condition of faith just as faith was the condition of justification. 19 This was not, however, a divine 

self-deception.20 Imputed righteousness was the beginning of a real transformation, to which Wesley 

15 The Works of Jolm Wesley, Volume 9: The Methodist Societies: History, Nature, and Design, ed. Rupert 
E. Davies (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), p.69. 

16 This movement in Anglican theology can be traced to the seventeenth century, and has been described by 
C.F. Allison as "moralism masquerading as faith" (The Rise of Mora/ism: The Proclamation of the Gospel from 
Hooker to Baxter [New York: Seabury Press, 1966], p.192). In George Bull's Harmonia Apostolica, a standard work 
in Wesley's day, the doctrine is stated with utmost circumspection: "When the first Protestants taught that we were 
justified by faith alone, they did not therefore mean, that by this faith, other virtues, and other good works were 
excluded, as by no means necessary unto the obtaining of justification, or that faith had in the work of justification a 
greater effect than other virtues. But ... that the word faith denotes such an obedience as is united with confidence in the 
merits of Jesus Christ, and a perfect rejection of all merits of our own, and which therefore excludes all those works 
which are performed with any confidence in, or opinion of, our own merits" (Hamwnia Apostolica, 2d edition. Library 
of Anglo-Catholic Theology, Volume 24 [Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1844], p.206). 

17 Works, l:194ff. 

18 Minutes (1812), pp.5ff., 96f. See also The Works of John Wesley, 14 vols. Jackson Edition (repr. Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1979), 8:277f. For a discussion of this aspect of justification, see Randy L. Maddox, 
Responsible Grace: John Wesley's Practical Theology (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1994 ), pp.170ff., and Gunter, 
Love Divine, pp.25 lff. 

19 Minutes (1812), pp.6f. Works (Jackson), 8:277f. 

20 Works, 1:188 
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gave full doctrinal integrity as the equally gracious divine initiative of sanctification. 21 This left the 

doctrine of justification not only distinct but also sufficiently radical for Wesley to state that, in 

proclaiming God as all things and humanity as nothing, Methodists came to the very edge of 

Calvinism.22 It also gave distinctness to the doctrine of sanctification, without which the justification 

of the believer was in jeopardy. To continue in the relationship of the new birth was contingent on 

how one lives, and Wesley was adamant that failure to live out the teachings of Christ would "make 

shipwreck" of even the strongest faith. 23 This met with resistance from those who believed that God 

alone could judge what was in a person's heart, but Wesley was just as adamant that no one could 

keep such things a secret. How people live outwardly will always reveal what is within. 24 

While Anglican charges of enthusiasm were the most virulent form of theological attack on 

Wesley in the years following Aldersgate Street, after this transition in his preaching the charges of 

works righteousness from the Calvinist wing of the revival became much more persistent, and if 

21 See Harald Lindstrom, Wesley and Sanctification: A study in the Doctrine of Salvation (repr. Grand 
Rapids, . MI: Francis Asbury Press, 1980), pp.74f, and Maddox, Responsible Grace, pp. l 76ff. 

22 Works (Jackson), 8:284f. 

23 The Workr of John Wesley, Volume 3: Sermons III: 71-114, ed. Albert C. Outler (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1986), pp.175, 216; The Works of John Wesley, Volume 11: The Appeals to Men of Reason and Religion and 
Certain Related Open Letters, ed. Gerald R. Cragg (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975), p. 107. See also Works, 2:247 and 
Works (Jackson), 10:244. 

24 "March 8 1747: On Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday, I examined the classes [at Gateshead]. I had been 
often told, it was impossible for me to distinguish the precious from the vile, without the miraculous discernment of 
spirits. But I no, saw, more clearly thnu ever, that tltis might be done, and without much difficulty, supposing only two 
things : first , courage and stcadiucs · in the examiner; secondly, common sens and comruonllonesty in '!'lie lcadeJ" of each 
class. I visit for instance the class in the lose of which Robert Peacock is leader. I ask, ' Does this and this person in 
your cla. ·s livc ill drnnkenness or any outward sin? Does he go t:o church, nod use the olher means of grnoc? Does he 
meet you ns often as he ha opporhmity'l' NmY, if Robert Peacock has common . cuse, hi;} can anS\vcr these questions 
truly; and if he has common honesty he will. /\ud if nol some other in the class bas both, and cau aud will an. wer for 
him. Where i Lhe difl:icnlty lheu offmding 0111 if there be nny disorderly walker in this cla .. s? Aud. coosequeuLJy, io any 
other? The question is not conceming the heart, but the life. And the general tenor of this, I do not say cannot be known, 
but cannot be hid without a miracle" (The Works of John Wesley, Volume 20: Journal and Diaries III (1743-1754), ed. 
W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater [Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991], pp. 162-63). 
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anything more vindictive. Wesley finally threw down the gauntlet at the 1770 Conference, the 

Minutes of which became something of a cause celebre: 

We have received it as a maxim, that 'a man is to do nothing in order to justification.' 
Nothing can be more false. Whoever desires to find favour with God, should 'cease 
from evil, and learn to well. ' Whoever repents, should do 'works meet for 
repentance.' And if this is not in order to find favour, what does he do them for?25 

The ensuing dispute led to an irreparable breach with the Calvinists and the launching of the 

Arminian Magazine in 1778; indeed, in the heat of the dispute, during which John Fletcher emerged 

with theological stature, Wesley all but identified himself as a Pelagian. 26 The issues have been well 

documented, and it is not the purpose of this paper to revisit ground already well covered.27 Before 

proceeding to the practical implications of the dispute for contemporary discipleship, however, and 

in keeping with the theme of this Institute, we must first draw an important Trinitarian inference. 

Christ All in All 

Wesley's pivotal sermons in 1750 are overwhelmingly Christocentric: a healthy tension 

between faith and works can be sustained, and the twin errors of licence and legalism avoided, only 

25 Minutes (1812), p. 96. "Review the whole affair. l. Who of us is now accepted of God? He that now 
believes in Christ, with a loving and obedient heart. 2. But who among those that never heard of Christ? He that feareth 
God, and worketh righteousness, according to the light he has. 3. Is this the same with 'he that is sincere?' Nearly, if not 
quite. 4. Is not this 'salvation by works?' Not by the merit of works, but by works as a condition. 5. What have we then 
been disputing about for these thirty years? I am afraid, about words (pp.96f.). See also Gunter, Love Divine, pp.25lff. 

26 In a letter to John Fletcher in August 1775, Wesley wrote: "I read [your papers] in my journey from 
Gloucester hither, and never before saw so clearly the rise and progress of Predestinarianism. Does not [Dean Tucker] 
show beyond all contradiction that it was hatched by Augustine in spite to Pelagius (who very probably held no other 
heresy than you and I do now) ... " (The Letters o/The Rev. John Wesley, A.M., ed. John Telford, 8 vols. [London: The 
Epworth Press, 1931), 6: 174-75) See also Minutes (1812), I :96, and Gunter, Love Divine, pp.25 lff. 

27 Nowhere are the issues more incisively articulated than in Robert E. Cushman's essay, "Salvation for All-
John Wesley and Calvinism," in his volume Faith Seeking Understanding: Essays Theological and Critical (Durham, 
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1981), pp.63-74. 
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by centering Christian discipleship on the Second Person of the Trinity. This is to swim against the 

tide of a great deal of spirituality in our own day and age,28 not to mention the resistance of 

consumerist Christianity to the very idea of limiting one's options to a particular set of teachings, even 

when they are those of Jesus ofNazareth. 29 By the same token, if the church is to be Christocentric 

in all that it is and does, this too is to swim against the tide of a great deal of contemporary 

ecclesiology,30 not to mention the proliferation of churchly and para-churchly programs predicated 

on the efficacy of an open religious market. 31 

It is noteworthy that the pastoral problem confronting Wesley in the Methodist societies 

was a practical antinomianism, due in large measure to an inordinate emphasis on the inward 

assurance of faith, of which the "popular preaching" of James Wheatley and others was only one 

example. Wesley had encountered this as early as 1739 in the "stillness" that had permeated the Fetter 

Lane Society,32 and at the 1745 Conference he had made a point of explaining how a gospel message 

28 Even though a book such as Matthew Fox, The Coming of the Cosmic Christ: The Healing of Mother 
Earth and the Birth of a Global Renais.va11ce (San Francisco: I Iarpcr & Rm 1988) is 11 , c lcome clrnlleugc to 
traditional hristology nt the point of ecclesial myopia there remain the question of discipleship for those who 
constitute the particular conunurut 011110<1 church. The ri eu Chri •f is al o the young Jewish rabbi from Nazareth. 

29 A poiut well rcfotcd epistemologically by Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand 
Rapids. MI: Wm. D. Eerdmaus, 1989) pp.18ff. For nil objectj e as e. sment of how this blur.· the .. pi.ritual identity of 
the church see Robert' Wuthnow, Sharing the Ja11mey: Support Groups a11d.4merica 's New Quest/or 011111110/ity 
(New York: The Free Press, 1994), pp.219-255. 

3 0 While an influential volume such as Jtirgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1977) makes clear that 'we have to start from tJ1e eveul of b.rist' . presence in order to find the clrnrclt 
I ubi hristus--lbi ecclesla l ' (p .122) i1 is noteworthy that the church does not figure promillently (indeed, docs not even 
appear in the outline) of his more recent hristo logical volume The rray of.Jesus ll!'ist: Christulogy i11 .Messianic 
Dimensions (HarperSanFrancisco, 1990). 

31 The issue here is not a market approach per se, but whether the Trinity, and most especially the Second 
Person of the Trinity, can ever be "marketed" with integrity. 

32 The Works of John Wesley, Volume 19: Journal and Diaries II (1738-1743), ed. W. Reginald Ward and 
Richard P. Heitzemater (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), pp. l 19ff. 
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weighted so heavily on grace would always come "within a hair's breadth" of such an error. 33 We 

know from the Appeals that he would have regarded it no less weighty an error to be swayed by the 

deistic moralism of those Anglicans who found Methodism to be "enthusiastic", yet both errors have 

their roots in a soteriology weighted unduly toward the Third and First Persons of the Trinity 

respectively. In the church of today, the former feeds a rampant neo-gnosticism, and the latter a 

pervasive folk religion with, interestingly, given its pedigree, barely a modicum of civility. 

Theological Anthropocentrism 

This is not to argue for a sectarian approach to the Trinity: of course, ubi Christus ibi Pater 

et Spiritus Sanctus. But it is to suggest that spirituality and discipleship in the Protestant tradition 

have suffered from a low Christology emanating from a theological disjunction between nature and 

grace. 34 The reformers had forged a doctrine of justification positing a chasm between the concepts 

of divine sovereignty and human depravity that is bridged only by Jesus Christ. Theologically this 

freed the Christian faith from centuries of ecclesial domination, but ironically, in terms of practical 

Christianity, the concomitant concepts of grace and dependence carried the genes of an anthropo

centrism that belied an incarnational gospel. Inexorably the doctrine moved the manifestations of 

God's grace toward the faith response of believers rather than the much wider implications of the 

merits of Christ's atoning work. And since this was the bedrock of Reformation theology, it is not 

surprising that Protestant practice should likewise have inverted the priorities of the gospel. Instead 

33 Works (Jackwn), 8.285. 

34 That "philosophical and theological ineptitude of the Reformation" (Cushman, "Wesley and the 
Calvinists," p.74). 



Betwixt Anti11omia11ism and Pe!agianism Uatso11 page 11 

of Christ being the constant and human response the variable, human faith became the constant, 

rendering Christ the variable in the lives of believers, subject to all kinds of interpretative ingenuities, 

cultural influences, and missional procrastinations. With hindsight it is not surprising that ''Here I 

stand!" would become ''Here I stand -- but I don't mind standing over there if you prefer."35 

This doctrine of justification was subsequently rendered even more anthropocentric by its 

grounding in the authority of sofa scriptura. The renewal of biblical scholarship sparked by the 

Renaissance produced translations of the bible in the vernacular of numerous emerging nation states, 

and the invention of printing made it even more readily available. Again with hindsight, personal 

understandings of the gospel were bound to emerge as a complementary hermeneutic to that of the 

church's teaching, thereby insuring a further privatizing of justification. Well did Richard Hooker 

warn that the access of every Christian to the scriptures would generate as many interpretations of 

the text as there were readers of it. 36 

The anthropocentrism of these teachings has rendered the various Protestant traditions highly 

susceptible to their cultural contexts. As long as the mind-set of Christendom prevailed, these 

susceptibilities remained largely implicit; but with the onset of modernity they became very explicit 

35 So Philip L. Blackwell, in a paper presented to the United Methodism and American Culture project, 
meeting at St. Simon's Island, August 1995. 

36 "There are but two ways whereby the Spirit leadeth men into all truth; the one extraordinary, the other 
common; the one belonging but unto so few, the other extending itself unto all that are of God; the one, that which we 
call by a special divine excellence Revelation, the other Reason. If the Spirit by such revelation have discovered unto 
them the secrets of that discipline out of Scripture, they must 1>rofess lhcmselve. to he all ( even men, women, and 
children) Prophets ... , most sure it is, that when men's affections do frame Ll.1cir opinions. they arc in defense of error 
more earnest a great deal" (Ecclesiastical Polity and other Works of Richard Hooker, with Izaak Walton, and Strype's 
Interpolations, &c., edited and with an Introduction by Benjamin Hanbury, 3 vols. [London: Holdsworth and Ball, 
1830-1], l :8:4; l :8:9). 
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indeed, most particularly in the Western world where the church adjusted quite readily to the 

rationalism and individualism of the culture. An increasingly personalized Christology under the 

prevailing influence of Schleiermacher has defined, the Christian faith as one form or another of the 

human consciousness. 37 The theological implications of this need not concern us here! Let the 

penetrating observation of Feuerbach suffice: "The task of the modern era was the realization and 

humanization of God -- the transformation and dissolution of theology into anthropology."39 

New Antinomianisms 

In the Western church of the late 20th century, and wherever its financial clout buys it 

influence, this fosters an extensive neo-gnosticism, creating the widespread perception among 

contemporary Christians that one's knowledge of God, and of Christ in particular, is a personal 

privilege. The Christian who is "born again" and the Christian who seeks for "authentic existence" 

are differentiated solely by terminological niceties. They both affirm the same center of religious 

authority, in which personal experience and fulfilment rather than divine revelation in the person and 

teachings of Jesus of Nazareth become not only the measure of their discipleship but even the very 

object of their faith. 

The result is precisely the practical antinomianism Wesley was at such pains to contradict. 

Ensconced in fiduciary isolation, believers are rendered epistemologically autonomous, and thence 

3 7 Robert E. Cushman, Faith Seeking Understanding: Essays Theological and Critical (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1981),p.xiv. 

3 8 For a definitive study, see John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1990). 

39 Ludwig Feuerbach, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, tr. & intr. Manfred H Vogel (New York: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1966), p.3 
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to a large degree ethically autonomous as well. 40 This in turn has muted the voice of the church in the 

public sphere. Succumbing to the cultural criterion of receptivity -- for the one thing that can never 

be predicted about the prophetic voice of the church is its popularity -- the great majority of 

congregations across the theological and sociological spectrum have settled for the role of sacralizing 

agents. Rather than proclaim the thunder of God from Sinai, the church has made many of its stands 

on inappropriate grounds, appealing to moral, ethical, and even secularized spiritual authority, rather 

than to the Christ in whose name they have been called to prophesy. It is heartening at least to note 

the widespread unease among many pastoral leaders over the extent to which the gospel has become 

such a cultural commodity.41 

New Pelagianisms 

The impact of these anthropocentrisms has nowhere been more profound than in the United 

States of America, where individuality of conscience and religious experience, voluntarism of 

congregational life and work, proliferation of denominations, and clerical leadership that is 

overwhelmingly contingent upon lay democratic procedures, have rendered church membership 

primarily a matter of personal choice. The result is a profound misunderstanding of the dynamics of 

grace at work in the human condition, and a reliance on pastoral technics that renders the risen Christ 

peripheral to the life and work of the church. Instead of the gospel being offered as God's gracious 

initiative in Christ, with a freedom of response that is itself a mysterious work of grace, time and 

40 Philip J. Lee, Against the Protestant Gnostics (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. l 98ff. 

41 Without necessarily agreeing with the authors' argument, this can readily be infened from the response to 
Stanley Hauenvas and William H Willimon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1989). See especially pp.32ff. 
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again the object of missional outreach and congregational activity has been to engineer a precon

ceived result, and this almost always for the benefit of the church rather than the basileia tau theou. 

What is frequently missing from these activities, laudable though they may be in terms of their 

endeavor, is the element of spiritual empowennent contingent on the joyful obedience of discipleship. 

The desire to assist with the agenda of Jesus Christ can, without the spiritual disciplines of the 

Christian life, all too readily cause the disciple to forget whose agenda it is. The pitfall is subtle and 

seductive primarily because the most difficult aspect of Christian discipleship is to sustain a personal 

relationship with Christ. It is much, much easier to work for Christ than to talk with him. It is much 

more congenial to participate in Christian community than to wrestle with Christ one-on-one. The 

saints who spend whole nights in prayer are not exercising a discipline nearly so much as experiencing 

the importunity of the One who will not take no for an answer. The whole point of discipleship is to 

walk with Christ, not to avoid him by engaging in Christian busy-ness. 42 

Yet we continue -- at least in the North American church -- to build new sanctuaries rather 

than fonn Christian disciples; we find it more palatable to study the bible than to live it out; we find 

it more stimulating to discuss social issues than to confront people with the Person of Jesus Christ; 

and while many small groups in congregations are focused on the benefits and obligations of the 

Christian life, many are little more than churchly versions of what seem to be helpful responses to the 

needs of contemporary culture. 43 While enthusiasm abounds, and the antinomianism it spawns, 

Pelagianism is also alive and well. 

42 See Frederick Herzog, God-Walk: Liberation Shaping Dogmatics (Maryknoll : Orbis Books, 1988). 

43 See Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey, pp.330ff. 
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Implications for Discipleship 

All of which makes clear that there is still much to be learned from the dispute between 

Wesley and his ''wayward preachers.'..w They, and we, are called to task by the prophetic words with 

which Jesus began his public ministry, and with which Wesley himself began his field preaching: "The 

Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has 

sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go 

free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor" (Luke 4: 18-19). 45 By contrast, so much of our present 

ecclesiocentric activism "offers a gospel without demands and makes demands without the gospel. "46 

The scandal of such churchly introspection is its distraction from the practical teachings of Jesus to 

which many church members would willingly commit their time and energy if they were given a 

modicum of pastoral leadership. This is the key to Wesley's pastoral concern for the Methodist 

societies and to the nature of his own itinerant ministry, as he went into "the highways and hedges 

(which none else will)" in order to "spread scriptural holiness over the land. "47 

In a word, Wesley practiced obedience to the Christ he proclaimed. The disciplines he had 

developed as a young man ( due in no small measure, we should never forget, to the guidance of his 

mother, Susanna) combined with his experience at Aldersgate Street to forge a commanding missional 

leadership. His life was empowered by the Holy Spirit, but it was also shaped by the teachings of 

44 So the title of Chapter 6 in Gunter, Love Divine, pp.181ff. 

45 Works , 19:46. 

46 Orlando E . Costas, Christ Outside the Gate: Mission Beyond Christendom (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1982) p.79. 

47 Works (Jackson), 8:299-300. 
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Jesus, a tension that was the very antithesis of antinomianism and Pelagianism alike. His missional 

directives always carried the authority of personal example as he followed the Christ he knew and 

loved so well. 

First-hand Knowledge of the Poor 

Most especially was this true of his ministry among the poor. 48 His Journal and Letters 

abound with the details of care and concern that can only have come from first-hand encounter. Time 

and again we read that, while he preached the gospel to all who would hear, to "high and low," to 

"rich and poor," it was the poor who heard the good news most readily and touched him most deeply. 

"How much better is it," he writes, "when it can be done, to carry relief to the poor, than to send 

it!"49 On preaching at the city of Bath in 1765, he records that he "had only the poor to hear, there 

being service at the same time in Lady Huntingdon]' s Chapel. So I was just in my element. I have 

scarce ever found such liberty at Bath before. "50 And when, in his late seventies, he was still preaching 

in the morning, he notes it was almost always to the poor, since "the rich could not rise so soon."51 

It is in his sermon "On Zeal", however, that the die is cast. Every Christian should show zeal 

for works of piety, "but much more for works of mercy; seeing 'God will have mercy and not 

48 It has been the signal contribution of Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., to bring this to the forefront of contempor
ary Wesley studies. See Good News to the Poor: John Wesley's Theological Economics (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1990); see especially pp.48ff. and 140ff. See also Manfred Marquardt, John Wesley's Social Ethics: Praxis and 
Principles (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1992), pp.30ff. ; Robert Moore, Pitmen, Preachers, and Politics: The effects of 
Methodism in a Durham Mining Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974), pp.3-27 ; and Guillermo 
Cook, The Expectation of the Poor: Latin American Basic Ecclesial Communities in Protestant Perspective (Mary
knoll: Orbis Books, 1985), pp.69-85. 

49 Joumal, November 24, 1760 (Works, 21 :290). 

50 Works , 22:22. 

51 Journal, May 9, 1780 (Works, 23: 169). 



Betwixt Anlinomianism and Pelagianism Watson page 17 

sacrifice' .. . Whenever, therefore, one interferes with the other, works of mercy are to be preferred. 

Even reading, hearing, prayer, are to be omitted, or to be postponed, 'at charity's almighty call' -

when we are called to relieve the distress of our neighbour, whether in body or soul. "52 

He is no less forthright in his sermon "On Visiting the Sick": 

One great reason why the rich in general have so little sympathy for the poor is 
because they so seldom visit them. Hence it is that . . . one part of the world does not 
know what the other suffers. Many of them do not know, because they do not care 
to know: they keep out of the way of knowing it -- and then plead their voluntary 
ignorance as an excuse for their hardness of heart. 53 

Such insights expose the folk religion of our day no less than in the time of Wesley. Those 

of us concerned for the well-being of the flock should take note. 54 

A Pastoral Dilemma 

Wesley's insights also expose the pastoral dilemma in which many clergy find themselves at 

an early stage in their ministry: whether to serve Jesus Christ and truly guide their people in his 

teachings, or whether to accept the cultural norms of success and subject themselves to inappropriate 

triumphalisms and unnecessary defeatisms. They know one thing for sure: In the final analysis an 

enculturated church will measure their pastoral effectiveness by the norms of numerical size and 

52 Works, 3:314. 

53 Works, 3:387-88. This is a sobering thought for a church whose pension program now has assets in excess 
of$9 billion (Newscope, Vol.25, No.31 [August 1, 1997], p.l). 

54 The directives and the questions are persistent. "The Lord of all will next inquire, 'How didst thou employ 
the worldly good which I lodged in thy hands?" (Sermon, "The Good Steward," Workv, 2:295). "How often have you 
disabled yourself from doing good by purchasing what you did not want?"(Sermon "On Dress," Works, 3 :254 ). "Who of 
you that are now rich deny yourselves just as you did when you were poor?"(Sermon "On Riches," Works, 3 :527). 
"Surely there are works of mercy, as well as works of piety, which are real means of grace" (Sermon, "On Visiting the 
Sick," Works, 3 :385). 
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growth of their congregations. Never mind whether they seek to form faithful Christian disciples, 

according to the scriptures (John 14: 15); never mind whether they demand Christian service as a 

condition of church membership (Matthew 25 :40) or press for social and racial inclusiveness among 

their membership as the body of Christ (Galatians 3:28); never mind what they do to enable their 

congregations to be the light and salt and leaven and seed of the coming reign of God in the world 

(Matthew 5:13-16; 13:33,38); in the spiritual and ecclesial climate of most of today's worldwide 

Christian community they know they will ultimately be evaluated by two pervasive and all-important 

questions: How large is your church? and, How much has it grown? This leaves little room for the 

laborious and often unrecognized work of forming Christian disciples. 

Criteria for Discipleship 

The answer to the dilemma lies in establishing criteria for discipleship that will confront the 

prevailing anthropocentrism of the church and focus instead on a Christocentric hermeneutic: a gospel 

which, while taking human response into account, is not governed by popular demand. At the same 

time, congregations must be taught that the gospel of Jesus Christ is for the world, not the church. 

They are to regard themselves solely as Christ's messengers with all the discretion and self-effacement 

such a role implies. Any concept of mission or ministry that even remotely shapes its priorities around 

congregational concerns per se risks supplanting Christ's prophetic good news of God's justice for 

the poor and abused of the world with a "gospel" that is by no means good news for the poor, and 

which minimizes Christ's directive to join him in the world, ministering to the little ones who still 

suffer and starve. The prophetic tradition of the scriptures is thereby severed, and the basileia tou 

theou becomes an inward, spiritualized experience rather than the hope of universal love, justice, and 
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peace that Jesus read in the Nazareth synagogue. Moreover, Jesus himself becomes a gnostic Christ, 

available to those who are by no means always the poor, the blind, or the captives, or the oppressed, 

but rather those with privileged access to God. 55 

The watchword for discipleship today must therefore be the fullness of Jesus of Nazareth, 

Jesus the Christ. Ecclesiocentric churches and anthropocentric Christians must return center stage 

to the lead actor in God's drama of salvation, and be ready for a parousia that will require them to 

leave the stage altogether. Eschatologically the church is an anachronism. 56 

A Critical Course Correction 

To ensure that the hard rudder this will require in congregational life and work does not over

correct our course, we must take careful theological compass headings. The advantage of doing this 

in the Methodist tradition is that John Wesley was a spiritual and pastoral leader who was always at 

pains to connect the message he proclaimed with the practical discipleship of those who joined his 

societies. There is no better example of this than the advice with which he countered the "gospel 

preachers," namely, to maintain a balance between gospel and law in proclaiming the good news of 

God's salvation in Christ. There would be occasions when one or the other would require emphasis -

the gospel to attract the contrite and humble, the law to convict the proud and self-sufficient. 57 But 

as far as possible they should be conjoined at all times. Wesley understood that first impressions count 

55 I first encountered this perceptive definition of gnosticism in conversation with Robin Maas. 

56 This eschatological perspective is argued in "Christ All in All: The Recovery of the Gospel for North 
American Evangelism," a chapter I contributed to The Church between Gospel & Culture: The Emerging Mission in 
North America, ed. George R. Hunsberger and Craig Van Gelder (Eerdmans, 1996). 

57 See Albert C. Outler, ed., John Wesley (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964), p.232. 
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for a very great deal, and that distortions of the gospel are difficult if not impossible to correct once 

Christian habits have been formed -- or not formed . 

Accordingly, our mission and ministry must always be centered on Christ. The gospel 

announces what Christ has done for us; the law declares what Christ then demands of us. Only 

through the merits of Christ's atoning work can the sinner find acceptance with God. Faith itself 

cannot be the object of this message, still less the assurance of faith . Christ and Christ alone affords 

pardon and reconciliation. 58 Yet this does not, cannot, excuse the forgiven sinner from subsequent 

obligation: 

In the meantime what we are afraid of is this: lest any should use the phrase, 'The 
righteousness of Christ' or, 'The righteousness of Christ is "imputed to me",' as a 
cover for his unrighteousness. We have known this done a thousand times . . . though 
a man be as far from the practice as from the tempers of a Christian ... yet he has 
armour proof against all conviction in what he calls 'the righteousness of hrist'. 59 

Here we have the critical course correction to the prevailing anthropocentrism of so much of 

our discipleship today. The point is a fine one theologically. But, as with any compass heading, the 

deviation it initiates can ultimately be quite considerable -- and for the practice of Christian 

discipleship, maybe disastrous. It is therefore worth our detailed attention one more time. 

As articulated by Calvin, imputed righteousness meant participation in Christ's righteousness; 

only thus could there be forgiveness of sins. "For in such a way does the Lord Christ share his 

righteousness with us that, in some wonderful manner, he pours into us enough of his power to meet 

the judgment of God." Christ's righteousness "must appear in court on our behalf, and stand surety 

58 Works, 26:150, 254. 

59 Works, 1 :462. 



Betwixt Anlinomianism and Pe/agianism Watson page 21 

in judgment." We experience such participation in Christ that, "although we are still foolish in 

ourselves, he is our wisdom before God; while we are sinners, he is our righteousness."60 Wesley 

could agree with a doctrine of justification through participation in Christ's righteousness, but to insist 

that the imputed righteousness of Christ was the precondition of faith seemed to him to impose undue 

limitations on the divine initiative. Not only did it remove the critical distinction between the relative 

and real changes of justification and sanctification, but, as we have already noted, it also seemed to 

deprive God of common sense: 

Least of all does justification imply, that God is deceived in those whom he justified; 
that he thinks them to be what, in fact, they are not; that he accounts them to be 
otherwise than they are ... The plain scriptural notion of justification is pardon . .. 
whereby, for the sake of the propitiation made by the blood of his Son, [God] 
showeth forth his righteousness (or mercy) by the remission of the sins that are past.61 

We must remember that Wesley was not considering these issues in the refinement of 

theological reflection, but in the rough and tumble of field preaching. While Calvin had specifically 

warned against an antinomian inference from his doctrine of election,62 its manifestations in the 

Calvinist wing of the revival provided Wesley with continual disciplinary problems in his societies. 

This compelled Wesley to view the process of faith from an empirical vantage point as well as from 

a speculative one, whereas the Calvinists viewed it from a predominantly scholastic and rationalistic 

stance. 63 Wesley's empiricism stemmed in part from his sense of the Anglican via media; but more 

60 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion , ed. John T. McNeill, tr. Ford Lewis Battles, Library of 
Christian Classics, vols. 20 & 2 I (Philadelphia: F011ress Press, 1960), 3: 11.23, 3.14.12,3.15 .5. 

61 Works, 1:188. See also above, p.6, n.20. 

62 Calvin, Institutes, 2.7.13-15. 

63 See Cushman, Faith Seeking Understanding, p.65. 
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than that, it was due to his pastoral concern. To proclaim a message of radical salvation in which the 

sinner was exhorted to surrender all self-righteousness to the righteousness of faith in Christ was to 

open wide the door to antinomianism -- unless, that is, there was a concomitant call to accountable 

discipleship and the means to effect it in the realities of worldly living: 

We are, doubtless, justified by faith. This is the corner-stone of the whole Christian 
building. We are justified without the works of the law, as any previous condition of 
justification; but they are an immediate fiuit of that faith whereby we are justified. So 
that if good works do not follow our faith, even all inward and outward holiness, it 
is plain our faith is nothing worth; we are yet in our sins. 64 

To the extent that the Methodist societies provided such a means, Methodist preachers could 

issue such a call. God, through the merits of Christ, counts the faith of the believer for righteousness 

-- but for precedent, not subsequent righteousness. It is true, argued Wesley, that Paul denies any 

holiness preceding justification; but Paul does not say that it need not follow it. 65 

Put differently, the Calvinist position was that God required a change in the status of sinners 

in order for them to be justified, a change imputed to them through the righteousness of Christ. By 

contrast, Wesley interpreted the doctrine of justification to mean that God accepts sinners just as they 

are, but that we are pardoned and adopted as sons and daughters in order "to serve God without 

fear, in righteousness and holiness, with a free, loving, child-like spirit. "66 Failure to do so will weaken 

this new relationship; persistent disobedience to the commands of Christ will fracture it. By thus 

restricting the doctrine of justification to gracious pardon and consigning the fulfilment of the law to 

64 Works, 2:.27-28. 

65 Works, 2:28. 

66 "A Second Dialogue Between an Antinomian and His Friend," Works (Jackson), 10:280. 
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the doctrine of sanctification, he gave faith and works equal importance. 67 And since both were 

integral to the gospel message, both should be preached consistently. 68 

Shepherd, Not Hirelings 

Failure to keep Christ at the center of congregational life and work will inexorably result in 

the pampering of the comfortable to the neglect of the afflicted, and these are weighty pastoral 

irresponsibilities exposed by Wesley's simple question: How is spiritual life to be sustained and 

increased in the same measure that it is generated?69 In every other walk of life one learns as one 

grows by practicing. But for pristine Protestantism this had the whiff of works righteousness, so the 

rationalities of theological distinction were imposed on both the mysteries of the gospel and the 

realities of worldly living. It took the common sense of a cleric-turned-traveling-preacher to counter 

this anomaly, and it is now required ofus to do the same. We must seek the balance of Wesley's 

pastoral wisdom and counter the antinomianisms and Pelagianisms of our day with a Christ-centered 

gospel, duly mixing faith and works, as did he. 7° 

This is not to deny the efficacy of the gospel in transforming our lives by grace through faith, 

but it is to say that there is a very great deal we can be doing/or Jesus Christ as his grace works in 

us . A Christ-centered gospel makes inexorably clear that if there is a human personhood to be 

67 See Gunter, Love Divine, pp.243ff. 

68 Works, 2:37f. 

69 Works, 26:483. See also above, p.2, n.3 . 

70 This will, of course, require a deal of Methodist demythologization. See Jean Miller Schmidt, "' Strangely 
Wanned': The Place of Aldersgate in the Methodist Canon," inAldersgate Reconsidered, ed. Randy L. Maddox 
(Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1990), pp.109-119. 
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fulfilled, it belongs to the little ones of the world whose needs are real rather than imagined. It is 

among these that the Crucified One calls us to join him in service until the aeon of healing and justice 

and love promised in his resurrection comes to fulfillment in the basileia tou Theou. 

For the day is coming when time and eternity will be fused into a glorious new creation (Rev. 

21: 1-4); when the whole of humanity, indeed the whole of planet earth, will be reordered into a new 

age, in which the poor will be cared for, in which those with great wealth will distribute it to the 

needy, and where the first will be last and the last first -- willingly (Mt 19: 16-30). This new age will 

come not only in heaven, but also on earth, as Jesus himself taught us to pray (Mt. 6: 10). Its 

fulfilment does not consist of the final gathering of those who cry "Lord, Lord," but in the 

actualization of Christ's teachings among all people (Mt. 7:21-23, Lk. 6:46, Jn. 13: 13-15).It is the 

good news ofJesus Christ that the wolf shall dwell with the lamb, the leopard shall lie down with the 

kid, the lion shall eat straw like the ox, and the earth shall be as full of the knowledge of God as the 

waters cover the sea (Is. 11 : 8ff.); when everyone will know God, from the least to the greatest ( J er. 

31: 34); when justice will roll down like waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream ( Amos 

5:24). 

If this message were to be proclaimed with the energy that so many congregations give to 

their personal faith or their churchly programs, the impact on the world would be tremendous, in the 

fullest sense of that word. Therein also lies the challenge for those ofus who, as we make pastoral 

leadership our professional contribution to the church, must constantly ask whether we are shepherds 

of the flock, or hirelings. 
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Tenth Oxford Institute of Methodist Theological Studies, Somerville College, Oxford, August 16th 1997 

Gospel and Law 
In December 1751 John Wesley penned a letter in response to criticism that his preaching was 

"dry and legal." The issue he addressed was the distinction between the preaching of the gospel as 
a Christocentric message on the one hand, and on the other hand a message that was essentially 
anthropocentric. The former would present the spiritual truths of God's salvation in Jesus Christ; the 
latter would present the enticements of a generic spirituality for which humanity often hungers. 

Wesley identified a two-fold tension: preaching the gospel, and preaching the law. The one 
will "beget" faith in penitent sinners; the other will "feed and comfort" believers. But how is spiritual 
life to be sustained and increased in the same measure that it is generated? 

Wesley's argument weaves an eloquent dialectic. Some think that only the law should be 
preached, others only the gospel. "I think," he continues, neither the one nor the other, but duly 
mixing both, in every place, if not in every sermon." While keeping the love of Christ central to the 
message, preaching the law would teach believers "how to walk in him whom they had received." 

Gospel Preachers, So Called 
Wesley then identified a "new manner of preaching (entirely new to the Methodists), speaking 

much of the promises [but] little of the commands" of the gospel. The mark of these "gospel 
preachers, so called" was a measurable degree of self-exaltation, and Wesley's chief concern was the 
effect of these preachers on their hearers. They ''vitiate their taste so that they cannot relish sound 
doctrine, and spoil their appetite, so that they cannot turn it into nourishment." 

A Matter of Heart and Life 
The early 1750s also marked a transition in Wesley's preaching. This was signaled by five 

sermons, and the pastoral problem they addressed was antinomianism. Wesley had encountered this 
as early as 1739 in his confrontation with "stillness" at the Fetter Lane Society and at the 1745 
Conference he made a point of explaining how a gospel message weighted so heavily on grace would 
always come "within a hair's breadth" of such an error. His own ministry was the very antithesis of 
this -- empowered by the Holy Spirit, but also shaped by the teachings of Jesus. 

Christ All in All 
The five sermons published in 1750 are overwhelmingly Christocentric. Only by centering 

Christian discipleship on the Second Person of the Trinity can a healthy tension between faith and 
works be sustained and the twin errors of licence and legalism avoided,. This is to swim against the 
tide of a great deal of spirituality and ecclesiology in our own day and age, epitomized by consumerist 
Christianity on the one hand, and on the other a range of churchly programs predicated on the 
efficacy of an open religious market. Together they fuel the neo-gnosticism of a U.S. folk religion. 

Theological Anthropocentrism 
Much of this stems from a low Christology emanating from a theological disjunction between 

nature and grace that has moved the manifestations of God's grace toward the faith response of 
believers rather than the much wider implications of the merits of Christ's atoning work Instead of 
Christ being the constant and human response the variable, human faith becomes the constant, 
rendering Christ the variable in the lives of believers, subject to all kinds of cultural influences. This 
in turn has rendered the various Protestant traditions highly susceptible to their cultural contexts. 
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New Antinomianisms 
In the Western church of the late 20th century, and wherever its financial clout buys it 

influence, this has created the widespread perception that one's knowledge of God, and of Christ in 
particular, is a personal privilege. Thus the center of religious authority is personal experience and 
fulfilment rather than divine revelation in the person and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth. The result 
is precisely the practical antinomianism that Wesley confronted in the 1750s. 

New Pelagianisms 
The further result of this anthropocentrism is a reliance on pastoral technics that renders the 

risen Christ peripheral to the life and work of the church. Instead of the gospel being offered as God's 
gracious initiative in Christ, with a freedom of response that is itself a mysterious work of grace, time 
and again the object of missional outreach and congregational activity has been to engineer a precon
ceived result, and this almost always for the benefit of the church rather than the basileia tou theou. 
What is frequently missing from these activities, laudable though they may be in terms of their 
endeavor, is the element of spiritual empowerment contingent on the joyful obedience of discipleship. 

Implications for Discipleship 
All of which makes clear that there is still much to be learned from the dispute between 

Wesley and his ''wayward preachers."The scandal of our churchly introspection is its distraction from 
the practical teachings of Jesus to which many church members would willingly commit their time and 
energy if they were given a modicum of pastoral leadership. In Wesley's sermon "On Zeal" the die 
is cast. Every Christian should show zeal for works of piety, "but much more for works of mercy . 
. . . Whenever, therefore, one interferes with the other, works of mercy are to be preferred. Even 
reading, hearing, prayer, are to be omitted, or to be postponed, 'at charity's almighty call."' 

A Pastoral Dilemma 
Wesley's insights also expose the pastoral dilemma in which many clergy find themselves: 

whether to serve Jesus Christ and truly guide their people in his teachings, or whether to accept the 
cultural norms of success. The answer to the dilemma lies in establishing criteria for discipleship that 
will challenge the prevailing anthropocentrism of the church and focus instead on a Christocentric 
hermeneutic: a gospel which, while taking human response into account, is not governed by popular 
demand. Wesley's pastoral concern was to proclaim a message of radical salvation with a concomitant 
call to accountable discipleship and the means to effect it in the realities of worldly living. To the 
extent that the Methodist societies provided such a means, Methodist preachers could issue such a 
call. Those ofus concerned to be shepherds of the flock and not hirelings should take note. 

Some Wesleyan Nuggets 

The question is not concerning the heart, but the life. And the general tenor of this I do not say cannot be known, but cannot be hid, without a miracle. 
(Journal, March 8, 1747: Works. 20:163) 

How much better is it, when it can be done, to carry relief to the poor, than to send it! (Journal, November 24, 1760: Works 21 :290) 

... at eight, I preached in the town hall: but to the poor only--the rich could not rise so soon.(Journal, May 9, 1780: Works, 23: 169) 

The Lord of all will next inquire, 'How didst thou employ the worldly goods which I lodged in thy hands? (Sermon, The Good Steward: Works, 2:295) 

How often have you disabled yourself from doing good by purchasing what you did not want? (Sermon, On Dress: Works, 3 :254) 

Surely there are works of mercy, as well as works of piety, which are real means of grace. (Sermon, On Visiting the Sick: Works, 3:385) 

One great reason why the rich in general have so little sympathy for the poor is because they so seldom visit them. Hence it is that ... one part of the world 
does not know what the other suffers. Many of them do not know, because they do not care to know: they keep out of the way of knowing it-- and then 
plead their voluntary ignorance as an excuse for their hardness of heart. (Sermon, On Visiting the Sick: Works, 3:387-8.) 
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