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H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  B O O K
This book has three main elements: 

1. There are twelve lessons focused on three main aspects of the Wesleyan 
movement: John Wesley’s life, his core theological message, and the legacy of 
Wesley’s leadership on the people called Methodist  These lessons are intended 
to be short, clear, and to the point  They use big analogies to communicate the 
big ideas, but not the finer points of Wesley’s life and thought  The endnotes 
point to deeper resources for further study  

2. Discussion questions conclude each lesson  They are intended to help readers 
clarify their understanding of the big ideas, but also to discuss where they are 
along the way of salvation 

3. There are endnotes for those who want to dive deeper into the key ideas  On 
average, there are about three big notes per lesson 

Anyone can pick up this book and read it on their own, but it is designed for groups 
to use in discussion of the core elements of the Wesleyan way  If you are using this in 
a class setting, such as a new member or confirmation class in church, or in a small-
group study, here are some suggestions:

The lessons are short so that anyone can read through them quickly  Teachers 
leading students through the material should have everyone read the chapters 
ahead of time and begin to work on some of the questions so they will be ready for 
discussion  There are also fun, illustrated videos of the text of the chapters, which 
are available in Seedbed’s online store at store seedbed com  When the class gathers 
together, we suggest showing the videos, then breaking into groups to grapple with 
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the discussion questions, and then gathering together again to talk about the key 
points to make sure everyone understands them  If you like this study, you will prob-
ably like our prior study as well: The Absolute Basics of the Christian Faith  You can 
also pick it up at Seedbed’s online store 

The endnotes provide a more in-depth discussion of the big points  Teachers who 
are leading students or adults through the material should read these sections so 
they have a better sense of what’s going on behind the scenes; specifically, where to 
go to read more deeply on the bits of historical or theological complexity  If teachers 
only want to pick up an additional book or two for background reading, we recom-
mend Henry H  Knight III’s John Wesley: Optimist of Grace (Cascade, 2018) and 
Kenneth J  Collins’s The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape of 
Grace (Abingdon, 2007)  We have also included, as an appendix, John Wesley’s 
classic sermon “The Scripture Way of Salvation” for further study 

How to Use This  Book
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LESSON 1:

What Was the Young 
Wesley Like? 

“Long my imprisoned spirit lay, 
Fast bound in sin and nature’s night.”

—Charles Wesley, “And Can It Be, That I Should Gain”

John Wesley knew his life had a purpose  He just didn’t 
always know what it was 

In 1709, when John was five years old, the Wesley family’s 
home caught fire while they slept  His parents, Samuel and 
Susanna, managed to get John’s siblings out of the house, 
but John was trapped on the second floor  As the house weak-
ened, a neighbor, standing on the shoulders of other men, pulled 
John from the window before the roof collapsed 

When John talked about his rescue from the fire, he liked to say he was “a brand 
plucked from the fire” (Zech  3:2)  Just as God brought Israel out of Egypt, He 
provided John a way out of the burning house  Like Israel, John was saved for some-
thing; also like Israel, John didn’t know his full purpose just yet 
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John grew up well  He was a good son, a good brother, and a good 
student  In 1720, John went to college at one of the best universities 
in the world: Oxford  At Oxford, he approached both his studies and 
his religion very methodically 

John’s mother, Susanna, taught him the importance of method  
Any time you learn something new, you use a method  A method 
is an orderly series of steps you take to gain something  The scien-
tific method is an orderly series of steps you take to gain scientific 
knowledge  

Let’s say you want to learn to speak French  You could go to the library and pick a 
random French book off the shelf, watch a few French films, read a few pages here 
and there in a French dictionary, and so on  Maybe, if you continued doing random 
French-ish things for long enough, you would gain some knowledge of the French 
language  But you wouldn’t have your method to thank for it  You would learn in 
spite of your method 

Now imagine you began by enrolling in an introductory 
French course and you kept records to ensure you spent at 
least an hour every day working through your introductory 
French book, never moving ahead unless you had mastered 
the prior content  And then, after a couple of years of study, 
you moved to Paris for six months  In this case, chances are 
good that you would learn to speak French  Why? Because you 
had a good method 

John was obsessed with having a good method  He believed in the power of method  
As a student, this meant the careful study of math, history, languages, and so on  As 
a Christian, this meant the careful study of his soul 

At Oxford, John and his brother Charles gathered a group of Christians interested 
in the methodical care of their souls  But this seemed strange to others at the 
university:

Unit 1 :  Who Was John Wesley?
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Many began noticing with some alarm what 
seemed to them to be fanatical practices of fasting 
on Wednesdays and Fridays, annoying habits 
such as getting up at four and five o’clock in the 
morning, and the seemingly radical extent to which 
Wesley and his friends carried their frugality and 
their various methods of self-denial 

While classmates were enjoying themselves, John and his friends were reading their 
Bibles and denying themselves  They were seeking to become holy  John, Charles, 
and their friends were so committed to the methodical approach to faith that they 
earned several nicknames at Oxford  Some called them “Bible Moths,” while others 
called them “the Holy Club ” There was another name that people called John’s 
group  They meant it as an insult, but John adopted it as a badge of honor: the 
“Methodists ”

The Wesley brothers’ methodical faith led them to travel to Georgia as missionaries  
As their voyage began in October 1735, John kept up his methodical pursuit of the 
faith  At sea, he settled for a simple diet of rice and bread  Each day he spent an hour 
in private prayer, an hour in public prayer, and two hours in the study of Scripture—
all before 9:00 a m !

In all likelihood, Wesley took his faith more seriously than you or I  Despite all this, 
there was still something missing  His methods weren’t enough 

In the 1700s, it took several months to sail across the Atlantic Ocean from England 
to America  In late January 1736, while still at sea, the weather turned bad  Several 
storms threatened the Wesleys’ ship, the Simmonds  Each time, John was terrified  
Instead of trusting in God, he was terrified at the possibility of his own death  

Jesus Christ slept while the storm raged (Mark 4:37–40), but John Wesley trembled 
in fear 

Lesson 1 :  What Was the Young Wesley Like?
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The worst storm kicked up on January 25, during a worship service on board the 
Simmonds  While Wesley and the English passengers trembled, the Germans on 
board the ship sang hymns  Wesley wrote:

The sea broke over, split the mainsail in pieces, covered the ship, 
and poured in between the decks, as if the great deep had already 
swallowed us up  A terrible screaming began among the English  The 
Germans calmly sang on  I asked one of them afterward, “Were you 
not afraid?” He answered, “I thank God, no ” I 
asked, “But were your women and children not 
afraid?” He replied mildly, “No; our women and 
children are not afraid to die ”

John was so moved by the example of the German 
Christians that he questioned how real his own faith was  
If his faith could not stand in the face of the ultimate test—
death—what sort of faith was it?

In early February, the Wesleys arrived in Georgia  John became an Anglican priest in 
Savannah  

However, John’s ministry in Georgia did not meet his expectations  He had hoped 
to bring the gospel to Indigenous Peoples  But when the task became difficult, he 
gave up 

Worst of all was the ordeal with Sophia Hopkey  One 
of John Wesley’s responsibilities, as an Anglican 

priest, was to oversee Communion in his church  
Not only did he lead the Communion service, he 

also ensured that only people who were properly 
prepared received the bread and wine 

Unsurprisingly, John developed a method 
for this responsibility  Those who prepared 
themselves by prayer, fasting, and confession 
of sin were allowed to receive Communion  

Unit 1 :  Who Was John Wesley?
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He even scheduled time every Saturday for people to come for 
prayer and confession, to make sure they were prepared  These 
rules were not entirely unusual for Wesley’s day  What really got 
him in trouble was how strict he could be in deciding who had 
properly confessed their sins 

John developed a close friendship with a young woman in 
Savannah named Sophia Hopkey  He served as her tutor in 
the faith and in French  Over time, they fell in love  But John 

was troubled and indecisive  At moments he was warm with 
Sophia, and at other moments very cold  Over time, likely from frustration, Sophia 
decided to marry another man  Wesley was heartbroken 

As a result of the marriage, Sophia stopped attending Communion as regularly  She 
ceased going to the Saturday night meetings for confession of sin  John became 
concerned Sophia was not properly prepared to receive Communion 

One Sunday in August 1737, Wesley refused to give Sophia the bread and wine  
Sophia was humiliated  In eighteenth-century Georgia, priests who performed their 
job improperly could be taken to court  Sophia’s guardian, 
a powerful leader in Savannah, charged John with several 
crimes  Feeling weak and defeated, John abandoned 
Savannah and set sail back to England 

On his way home, John catalogued his weaknesses in his 
journal  He lacked faith  He was filled with pride  He still 
feared death  He was lazy  He often spoke harshly 

Despite the carefulness of his methods, Wesley thought 
himself a failure 

John Wesley knew his life had a purpose, he just didn’t always know what it was  
Whatever that purpose was, he didn’t find it in Georgia 

In the next lesson, we’ll talk about the moment that warmed Wesley’s heart and 
changed the direction of his life 

Lesson 1 :  What Was the Young Wesley Like?
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

1. Do you know what God’s purpose is for you? What have you 
done to try and fulfill that purpose?

2. What methods have you used to try and become more like 
Jesus? What was the result? What methods do you think you 
need to focus on right now?

3. Have you ever felt like John Wesley did in Georgia? Have you 
ever felt like all your hard work just isn’t working?

Unit 1 :  Who Was John Wesley?
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LESSON 5

What Is the Goal of 
the Christian Life? 

“Finish, then, thy new creation; 
pure and spotless let us be: 
let us see thy great salvation 
perfectly restored in thee; 
changed from glory into glory, 
’til in heav’n we take our place, 
’til we cast our crowns before thee, 
lost in wonder, love, and praise.”

—Charles Wesley, “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling”

As we said in the last lesson, Wesley’s preaching and movement drew in thousands 
and thousands of people almost immediately  But what was Wesley preaching that 
attracted so many? We can sum it up in two words: go further  God wants 
you to go further  God has been working since the beginning of 
time so that you can go further  

But if you want to go somewhere you’ve never 
been before you need a reliable guide  You want 
someone who has made the journey and knows 
the way 
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Let’s say you want to get to Alaska  You go to the bus station and you ask the driver, 
“Is this bus headed to Alaska?” The driver answers, “Maybe so  Who knows?” 

Would you get on the bus or would you look for another bus with a better driver? 

If you are wise, you would grab your bags and look for another bus 

Big goals require guides  This is as true for traveling as it is for 
learning to play the piano  If you showed up for piano lessons, and 
your teacher handed you a basketball to dribble, you would prob-
ably ask what that has to do with learning the piano  If the teacher 
responded, “Well, how should I know? Perhaps it will!” you would 

be wise to put the ball down and find another piano teacher 

Every important goal needs good guidance  Want to go to Alaska? You need a driver 
who doesn’t need to ask for directions  Want to play piano? You need a teacher who 
knows the difference between the melody line and a free-throw line  Want to climb 
Mount Everest? You need a sherpa  Want to be like Jesus? You need wise, mature 
Christians 

What makes a reliable guide? First of all, they need 
to know the destination  Second, they need to 
know how to get there  

John Wesley’s preaching worked because he knew 
the goal  John Wesley’s movement grew because 
he knew how to get there  What was the goal?

Christians often talk about getting saved  “Saved,” as you may recognize, is in the 
past tense  “Saved” names a thing that happened in the past  Before, you were not 
saved  Then something happened and you were saved 

We often associate being saved with a moment of prayer, like when you asked Jesus 
to come into your heart  This is true enough, as far as it goes  But it isn’t the whole 
story 

Unit 2:  What Did Wesley Teach?
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In Acts 9, a sinner named Saul was traveling down the 
road, just after holding coats while his friends stoned a 
Christian to death  He was as far from being Christian 
as you could imagine  Then he encountered Christ and 
the goal of his life was totally changed  He stopped 
persecuting Christians  He became a Christian  He even 
started calling himself by a different name, Paul, and 
telling other people about Jesus  He was saved from his 

old life  But God wasn’t done with Paul  God kept working in Paul to make him more 
and more like Jesus  God wanted him to go further 

That same Paul prays in the letter to the Ephesians “that Christ may dwell in your 
hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love” (Eph  3:17, 
emphasis added)  You see, when you ask Jesus to come into your heart, He does  He 
changes the goal of your life  But then He really gets to work—He starts rooting and 
grounding you in love 

In another letter, Paul writes, “I am confident of this, that the one who began a good 
work among you will bring it to completion by the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil  1:6)  
Through faith we are saved (Eph  2:8–9)  God begins a good work in us  He gives 
us a new goal, but Christ continues to work in us until we reach that goal  He’s not 
content until our sin is completely defeated 

Salvation is that whole work of Christ, from start to finish  Christ wants to set you 
free from sin  He wants you to go further 

Most of the time, when Wesley thought about salvation, he thought about the whole 
of that work—the critical moment when Christ enters the heart, and also the work He 
continues to do once He gets there  

For Wesley, salvation names the 
beginning, whether in a moment 
of prayer or in our baptism as 
infants  It names the continued 
work of setting us free from sin; 

Lesson 5:  What Is  the Goal  of  the Christian Life?
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and, it turns out, being set free from sin takes a 
lot of work 

But being set free from sin isn’t the end of the 
story  God still wants us to go further  Christ 
wants to set us free from sin, but He also wants 
to set us free for something  

Anyone who has been in time-out, or in detention, or in jail, knows how hard it 
is, even for a few minutes, to be stuck where you don’t want to be  When you’re a 
kid in time-out, you can’t wait to be free  When you’re a student in detention, the 
minutes drag; the clock seems to move slower than usual  Prisoners count the days 
until their release  All of us long to be free  But when you get out of detention you’ll 
wind up there again if you don’t know what the purpose of school really is  Unless 
you understand that school is for learning, you won’t do your homework, you won’t 
pay attention in class, and you won’t listen to the teachers—these are precisely 
the sorts of things that get you into trouble  Unless you learn what freedom 
is for, you’ll just abuse your freedom again  You might try harder not to 
get caught, but you’ll probably end up back in detention before long 

What does Christ want to set us free for? Wesley summed it up 
in a word: holiness  What is holiness? When we say a thing is 
holy, we sometimes think of it like it’s something too special 
to touch or get close to  But holiness, most basically, is the 
character of God  We talk about the Holy Spirit  When we 
say some things are holy, this is not because they need to be 
kept away from us, but because they have come close to God  God likes to come 
close to things  Jesus shows us this  When God comes close to things, the holi-
ness of God rubs off on them  They become like God  Being holy, then, is becoming 
like God 

Freedom from sin for holiness—this is the whole work of God  That’s how far God 
wants to take us  This is our final goal 

Wesley kept that goal at the center of all his work  He studied, carefully, how God 
moves the Christian toward the goal of freedom from sin for holiness  Wesley loved 

Unit 2:  What Did Wesley Teach?
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to have spiritual conversations with holy people, those whose lives looked like 
Christ’s  He interviewed them  He studied their faith and habits  He thought hard 
about the ways Christ works in the hearts where He has made His home  And, over 
time, Wesley became a reliable guide  

As a guide, he developed a clear sequence of 
steps for those of us on the path to freedom 
from sin for holiness  That sequence of 
steps is the heart of Methodism  Methodists 
are the ones who follow that Wesleyan way  
They follow the method handed down to us 
from John Wesley 

Over time, Methodists have developed ways to teach these steps to every Methodist, 
to help them along the way to freedom from sin for holiness  In learning this 
sequence of steps, you are learning the Wesleyan way of life  You are receiving a gift, 
one that has been proven useful to those who choose to use it  Like the basketball 
coach teaches his players how to shoot, Wesleyans teach young Christians this way 
of life  And so, in learning this sequence of steps, you will carry with you the heart 
of our tradition 

We have been calling this a “sequence of steps ” There are two important ideas in 
that phrase: (1) a sequence, and (2) steps  Let’s start with the second 

Steps make us think of travel  Now, imagine you are going to make a journey of a 
thousand miles on foot  Let’s assume the average person’s step is around two or so 
feet  A mile is 5,280 feet, and so the average person can walk a mile in about 2,640 
steps  Multiply that by a thousand, and a journey of a thousand miles turns out to 

be about 2,640,000 steps 

But that is just if you are only concerned to make a  
thousand-mile journey, and you don’t care where it takes 
you  In that case, you could take 2,640,000 steps in your 
living room, and finish by collapsing on the same couch 
where you started  But that doesn’t sound like a lot of 
fun  We would be pretty upset if we spent all that energy 

Lesson 5:  What Is  the Goal  of  the Christian Life?
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and never saw anything but the four walls of our living 
room  If I set out from my living room on a journey of 
2,640,000 steps, I could be in Miami or Dallas  What a 
wasted opportunity to march around my living room!

The same goes for our spiritual life  We need to take steps, 
but we need to take them toward somewhere  We need the 
steps lined up in a direction  They need to be put in sequence  
Methodists sometimes talk about the Wesleyan way of salva-
tion  We sometimes make it sound fancy with Latin, calling it the 
via salutis  Via salutis just means “way of salvation ” A via salutis, 
or way of salvation, is just the sequence of steps we take in our journey to freedom 
from sin for holiness 

On the way to freedom from sin for holiness, we need the right sequence of steps  
And John Wesley proved to be a reliable guide in finding the right sequence of 
steps  The next four lessons will introduce you to that sequence of steps, the 
Wesleyan way 

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

1. What is the goal of the Christian life? Are you moving toward 
this goal?

2. Why is a method so important for us as Christians? 

3. How does John Wesley help us to understand what the Bible 
means by “salvation”?

Unit 2:  What Did Wesley Teach?
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LESSON 10

What Are Sacraments? 

“O the depth of love divine, the unfathomable grace! 
Who shall say how bread and wine God into us conveys! 
How the bread his flesh imparts, how the wine transmits his blood, 
fills his faithful people’s hearts with all the life of God!”

—Charles Wesley, “O the Depth of Love Divine”

What do people on the Wesleyan way to holiness actually do? What are our key 
practices?

Some of the things we do are the usual church things  We go to worship together  We 
pray, both alone and together in church  We read Scripture, again alone and together  
We serve others  We give things to those in need  We walk the Wesleyan way when 
we’re alone  And we walk the Wesleyan way when we’re together 

One thing we do when we are together are what we call the sacraments  We are 
baptized and we take Communion  Though you may not realize it, when we do those 
things, we are traveling down the Wesleyan way  In fact, these two activities both 
teach and guide us down the Wesleyan way even before we realize it 

It’s kind of like getting your driver’s license  Long before you learn to drive, you have 
been growing into the idea of driving  You ride along, becoming accustomed to the 
bumps, the drifts, the way the body leans into turns  You have seen signs glide by 
and waited for lights to change  You’ve heard the exclamations of a missed turn  
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You know the feeling of brakes gripping when someone cuts into 
your lane unannounced  Long before you learn to drive, you’ve 
been doing lots of activities associated with driving 

When you get behind the wheel, many things change, but many 
things stay the same  Though you don’t think about it, you 
lean into turns, which happens to be even more helpful when 
steering  When you start driving, you discover that when you 
were just going along for the ride, you learned all sorts of things 
you can now put to use in a deeper way 

When you get your driver’s license, you have to take a written exam  You get a book 
to study, and you learn a lot about driving you may or may not have noticed before  
But once you read the book, you suddenly start seeing things you never knew to 
look for before  You notice signs, different kinds of intersections, distances between 
vehicles 

Learning about the Wesleyan way, as we have done 
in the past five chapters, is kind of like reading the 
textbook you study for your driver’s license test  
Once you’ve learned the Wesleyan way, you can 
make all kinds of new connections  And each time 
you take Communion or see a baptism, you can 
learn even more 

Baptism teaches us about justification and new birth, 
and Communion teaches us about sanctification 

At every baptism, three things happen  First, you say two important things: “I repent 
of my sin, and I believe in the Christian faith ” Second, water is applied by dunking, 
pouring, or sprinkling  Third, the pastor lays hands on you and prays that “the Holy 
Spirit work within you ” 

You need all three for a baptism  A baptism without repentance and confession of 
faith wouldn’t really be a baptism  It would just be a bath  A baptism without water 
would just be a chat and a prayer  And a baptism without the prayer for the Holy 

Unit 3:  What Do Wesleyans Do?
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Spirit is incomplete  Why? Because we need justification and new birth  We need to 
be born again, born of the Spirit 

Like we said earlier, we don’t just need to have our sins washed 
away  If that’s all that baptism is about, then we would be just 
like the vampire who feels bad for killing the girl’s father, but can’t 
change anything about his appetites  The vampire needs new appe-
tites  Likewise, we need a new life, one with the power to overcome 
sin  We need to be born again, born of the Spirit  Wesleyan baptism 
teaches us this 

Imagine your pastor is going to baptize you by immersion  Immersion 
just means the water will be applied by immersing, or dunking, the whole person 
underwater and then pulling them back up  But what would happen if they did 
everything in good order, but stopped too early? Imagine: the words of repentance 
and confession of faith are recited  The pastor dunks you underwater  But then, 
everything stops, and no one pulls you back up  You go under, but you 
don’t come back up  This is a big problem  You’re going to drown! 
Your old life has ended, but your new life has not begun!

Going under and not coming back up is a bit like being justi-
fied without a new birth  You need to go down, and then get 
pulled back up and set out on new life in the Spirit  You need 
to be born again; otherwise, you are just dead to sin, but not 
alive in Christ 

If baptism teaches us about justification and new birth, how does Communion 
teach us about sanctification?

Remember earlier we said that sanctification is about becoming holy  That is, sanc-
tification is becoming like God, who alone is holy  The key to this is the gift of the 
Holy Spirit 

Among many other things, Communion teaches us about this gift of the Holy Spirit  
One of the most important moments in the Communion is when the pastor prays 
for the Spirit to be poured out 

Lesson 10:  What Are Sacraments?
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Just before the prayer for the Spirit, the pastor reminds us of Jesus’ words to His 
disciples at the first Communion: “Take, eat; this is my body        Drink from it, all of 
you” (Matt  26:26–27)  Then, we together proclaim our faith: “Christ has died; Christ 

is risen; Christ will come again ” Immediately after that, in one of the most 
historic moments in Christian practice, the pastor prays over the bread and 

wine a very special prayer:

Pour out your Holy Spirit on us gathered here, 
and on these gifts of bread and wine  
Make them be for us the body and blood of Christ, 
that we might be for the world the body of Christ, 
redeemed by his blood 

“Pour out your Holy Spirit ” There is no better way to ask for sancti-
fication  In that moment, those of us on the Wesleyan way give our 
clearest demonstration of how we become holy  Becoming holy is 

becoming like Christ (that we might be for the world the body of Christ) 
by the power of the Holy Spirit 

There are many more things we can learn about sanctification and the Wesleyan 
way by paying attention to Communion  We Wesleyans will continue celebrating 
Communion until Christ returns, because we can always learn and experience 
something new in it  Christ waits there, always ready to give us the Holy Spirit 

Baptism and Communion teach us about the Wesleyan way  But Wesleyans don’t 
believe baptism and Communion just teach us about the Wesleyan way  Certainly 
they teach us, but they do more than that  Wesleyans believe baptism teaches us 
about justification and new birth, and it can bring about justification and new birth  
And Wesleyans believe Communion teaches us about sanctification, and can bring 
about sanctification 

Unit 3:  What Do Wesleyans Do?
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How can they bring about justification, new birth, and sanctification? John Wesley 
summed up this basic idea with the phrase “means of grace ” A means of grace is 
something that brings us grace, a thing that God 
regularly uses to give us grace  But what is grace?

It’s sort of like this  Imagine one Christmas you 
get the coolest LEGO airplane of all time  You 
unwrap the gift, and after hopping up and down 
with excitement, you run to your room and start 
building  You take your time, checking page after page to make sure it’s just right  
Once it’s done, you parade it around with pride  It’s easily your favorite toy 

But then you forget to put it up while you go outside to play in the snow  And while 
you’re out, your little sister finds it, and tears it to pieces  Not just that, she also finds 
the instruction booklet, and tosses it in the fireplace 

Now you’re in trouble  It doesn’t matter how 
much your parents punish her  You don’t have 
the instructions, and you can’t build your plane 
again  It’s too complicated to remember  You try, 
but the wings don’t look quite right  The weight 
ends up distributed funny, so it falls over and 
falls apart 

This is sort of the problem we find ourselves in after sin  We’ve been busted up and 
we don’t know how to put things back together  Grace is a gift, but a particular kind 
of gift  Grace is the gift that puts us back together, but doesn’t stop at that  It puts 
us back together and then takes us someplace we had no idea we could go before-
hand  It’s kind of like Jesus showing up at your house, putting your LEGO plane back 
together, and then surprising you when He makes it fly! Grace is putting us back 
together the way we were originally, but then putting that original good condition to 
a use we had no idea possible  It’s putting us together so that we can become holy, 
just as God is holy!

The means of grace teach us this lesson  Baptism and Communion teach us that 
this is what God is doing, through grace, in our life  But they don’t just teach  They 

Lesson 10:  What Are Sacraments?



66

are also the means, or ways, through which God really puts us 
back together and then makes us holy like Jesus 

The means of grace aren’t only like a sign on the interstate, 
telling you about a place you could go  They’re more like 
the interstate itself, taking you there  They are the ways we 
become holy like Jesus, and because they are the way to 
Jesus, they also teach us about that way 

One of the great insights of John Wesley was that God 
wants to use many means, or ways, to share grace with us  He 

gives us Scripture, prayer, worship, the sacraments, and oppor-
tunities to sacrifice for others  All of them lead us along the way to 

holiness  All of them lead us to Jesus, and make us more like Him 

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

1. What is the meaning of baptism? Why is it important? Have you 
been baptized?

2. What is the meaning of Communion? Why is it important? How 
often do you take Communion?

3. How do the two sacraments of the church help us to live the 
Christian life? How are the “forms” of Christian life and the 
power of the Spirit connected?

Unit 3:  What Do Wesleyans Do?
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NOTES

LESSON 1: WHAT WAS THE YOUNG WESLEY LIKE?

The phrase, “a brand plucked from the fire,” in the book of Zechariah is a refer-
ence to Joshua, Moses’ servant. According to the book of Exodus, after Moses 

led the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt, through the Red Sea, they got stuck 
wandering in the wilderness for forty years. Why? Because they grumbled and 
didn’t believe the promises of God—all of them except Joshua and Moses. But even 
Moses had to pass before they could enter the promised land. After Moses died, it 
was Joshua who led the people out of the wilderness and into the promised land. 
The book of Exodus tells the story of Moses. The book of Joshua tells the story of 
Joshua. God used Moses to free Israel from slavery. God used Joshua to bring them 
to their destination in the promised land. Joshua was one of the people saved from 
slavery when Moses led them out of Egypt. He was plucked from the fire. He stayed 
faithful, while Israel doubted, so he led them to the promised land. Jesus, of course, 
both saved us from bondage and led us to the promised land; He is the new Moses 
and the new Joshua. Moses and Joshua were images, figures, partial pictures of 
Jesus Christ.

Richard P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 2nd ed. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 51.

W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater, eds., The Works of John Wesley, 
Bicentennial ed., vol. 18, Journals and Diaries I (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1988), 143.

For a long time, Methodists have talked about John Wesley’s trip to Georgia 
as if it were an utter failure, and clear evidence of the overall weakness of his 

faith early in his life. Recently, a very important book was written by Geordan 
Hammond that suggests we think a little differently about what happened in 
Georgia. Hammond shows that Wesley’s early work in Georgia actually remained 
important to all of the work that followed. He shows that it wasn’t as miserable a 
failure as some people have suggested. In this book, we try to think about the rela-
tionship between what happened early in his life and what came later not in terms 
of a total transformation, but in terms of old forms gaining power (see the next 
couple of chapters for what we mean) and new ones being developed. That’s our 
way of saying that Wesley had a lot right about Christianity early in his life, even 
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if what happened later in his life at Aldersgate was significant. If you want a deep 
dive into these topics, grab a copy of this book: Geordan Hammond, John Wesley 
in America: Restoring Primitive Christianity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

We’re going to be citing from John Wesley’s sermons and journals and other 
writings from time to time. There are two major sources for the writings of 

John Wesley. The newest and best is the Wesley Works project, or what we call the 
“Bicentennial Edition” in our notes. It is not yet complete, but nearing completion, 
and when it is done it will provide high-quality editions of all of John Wesley’s 
works. You can read more about these volumes at: https://wesley-works.org. 
Since not all of these volumes are currently completed, sometimes we have to 
rely on older copies of John Wesley’s writings, and there we use what we call the 
“Jackson Edition,” edited late in the nineteenth century by Thomas Jackson. If 
you want to dive into piles of research on the Wesleys, a great place to start is 
through the website maintained by Duke Divinity School’s Center for Studies in 
the Wesleyan Tradition: https://divinity.duke.edu/initiatives/cswt. Also, if you 
want a comprehensive bibliography on John Wesley, Kenneth Collins at Asbury 
Theological Seminary has maintained an excellent source, available for free at 
https://place.asburyseminary.edu/firstfruitspapers/99/. If you want the best, 
most academic biography of Wesley, we recommend Henry Rack’s Reasonable 
Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism, 3rd ed. (London: Epworth Press, 
2002). A recent, very good, and much shorter book on John Wesley is Henry H. 
“Hal” Knight’s John Wesley: Optimist of Grace, Cascade Companions (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf and Stock, 2018).

LESSON 2: WHAT HAPPENED AT ALDERSGATE?

Who were these Moravians? They take their name from the region where 
they originated, Moravia, in the modern-day Czech Republic. In the fifteenth 

century, Czech Christians began reforming against the Church of Rome, many 
years before Martin Luther posted the Ninety-Five Theses and started what we 
think of as the Protestant Reformation. In 1415, one of the great Czech leaders, 
Jan Hus, was tried and burned at the stake for preaching against the practices and 
abuses of the Church of Rome. A few decades later, the Moravian Church emerged 
to carry on the teaching of Hus and other Czech reformers. The 1500s and 1600s 
were very difficult for the Moravians, as they were repeatedly exiled and perse-
cuted for their faith. They held together, however, and even grew, as they had a 
passion for spreading their faith from the very beginning. In the 1700s, a great 
leader, Count Nicholas von Zinzendorf, welcomed Moravians who were fleeing 
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persecution into his estate in Herrnhut, Germany. There the Moravians flour-
ished, enjoyed enough peace to pursue their own practices, and began to send 
out missionaries all over the world. It was that community at Herrnhut that John 
Wesley went to visit after his Aldersgate experience.

It’s not entirely clear, from Charles’s Journal, whether or not it was Mrs. Turner 
or Mrs. Musgrave. You can read the full account in John R. Tyson, ed., Charles 

Wesley: A Reader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 98–99.

What was it that struck John Wesley in Martin Luther’s “Preface to the Epistle 
to the Romans”? He says it was the description of the change God works in the 

heart through faith. One striking passage on this point comes relatively early in the 
Preface. Luther writes:

Faith is not that human notion and dream that some hold for faith. 
Because they see that no betterment of life and no good works follow it, 
and yet they can hear and say much about faith, they fall into error, and 
say, “Faith is not enough; one must do works in order to be righteous 
and be saved.” This is the reason that, when they hear the Gospel, they 
fall to—and make for themselves, by their own powers, an idea in their 
hearts, which says, “I believe.” This they hold for true faith. But it is a 
human imagination and idea that never reaches the depths of the heart, 
and so nothing comes of it and no betterment follows it. Faith, however, 
is a divine work in us. It changes us and makes us to be born anew of 
God (John 1); it kills the old Adam and makes altogether different men, 
in heart and spirit and mind and powers, and it brings with it the Holy 
Ghost. O, it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith; and so it is 
impossible for it not to do good works incessantly.

Martin Luther, “Preface to the Epistle to the Romans,” in Works of Martin Luther, 
The Philadelphia Edition, Vol. 6 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1982), 451.

W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater, eds., The Works of John Wesley, 
Bicentennial ed., vol. 18, Journals and Diaries I (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1988), 249–50.

People have often asked if John Wesley was saved at Aldersgate or if he was 
saved sometime before. This is a difficult question to answer. Surely something 

big happened to John Wesley at Aldersgate. He talked about his experience repeat-
edly later on in his life. But at the same time, he continued a lot of the practices 
and beliefs he held before his Aldersgate experience. It may help you to think about 
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salvation in two different ways. We can name it as a present experience, of being 
saved, which is really just a way of talking about the start of a long process that will 
end when we are finally saved entirely and enter heaven. Or we can name it as that 
final experience of final salvation, when we enter heaven. While people will debate 
what happened at Aldersgate, it’s important to remember that what John Wesley 
was always really interested in was not the start of salvation, though he thought it 
important and had many thoughts on the topic. What kept John Wesley’s interest 
and occupied most of his energy was working toward the goal of final salvation. 
Aldersgate was an important step on that journey. So was the Holy Club at Oxford. 
Even the realization of his need for deeper faith while at sea was an important step. 
All of those were part of the story of his life moving toward final salvation. You 
probably have lots of stories already that are a part of your own process in moving 
toward final salvation!

Ward and Heitzenrater, eds., Journal, 18:246.

LESSON 3: WHAT WAS WESLEY 
LIKE AFTER ALDERSGATE?

The language of “form” and “power” of godliness comes from Paul the apostle’s 
second letter to Timothy (2 Timothy 3:5). In the letter, Paul includes a warning 

for Timothy and all of those who read his letter. (Paul expected Christians to 
spread his letters around in the early church so that they could learn more about 
Jesus. We still spread those letters when we read the Bible!) He warned them about 
certain kinds of people who will come among them, who will keep “the outward 
form of godliness,” but at the same time “deny its power.” He gives a lot of signs to 
look for, to figure out who these people are, because when it comes to doing the 
“outward form of godliness” stuff they will look just like you and me. Here are the 
signs he gives for those who deny the power of godliness:

For people will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, arro-
gant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, inhuman, 
implacable, slanderers, profligates, brutes, haters of good, treacherous, 
reckless, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of 
God. (3:2–4)

The problem for Paul, and for Wesley, isn’t that these people are doing the forms 
of godliness. It’s that they deny those forms their power by not allowing God to set 
them free from loving themselves above everything else, rather than loving God 
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above all else. The power of godliness is in its ability to change that thing about 
us—to make us love God and others above ourselves. That’s what the forms are 
really for.

W. Reginald Ward and Richard P. Heitzenrater, eds., The Works of John Wesley, 
Bicentennial ed., vol. 19, Journals and Diaries II (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

1990), 381. Here’s the following Wednesday:

Wednesday, March 28.
5.45 (AM) Sang, dressed.
6 Read Prayers; at Betty Hopson’s, Mrs. West, Esther, religious talk, tea 

prayed. 

9 At Agutter’s, transcribed to Clayton; writ notes. 
10.30 Prayed (+) 
10.45 Sins!! prayed. 
11 Necessary business. 
11.30 Walked, meditated. 
12 At Islington, necessary talk (religious). 
1.15 At Mrs. Sellars’, the new band, religious talk, sang. 
2 Religious talk with Patterson, prayed. 
2.45 At Jewkes’, with him at Mrs. May’s, necessary talk (religious). 
3.15 At Jewkes’. 
4 Mason there, tea, religious talk, prayed with Miss Kent. 
5.15 At Mrs. West’s, tea, religious talk, prayed.
6.30 At home; necessary business. 
7 The leaders, prayed, etc. 
8 Fetter Lane; talk of my going to Bristol; business.; lots, I going [sic]! 

prayed. 

10.30 At home; supper, necessary talk (religious), prayed.

Wesley consistently rose early (rarely later than 6:00) and was in bed by 11:00, 
though he did vary his schedule from time to time. Most of his day was taken up 
with the hard work of overseeing the Methodists and with the religious practices 
that remained essential to his ministry. He kept a diary and a journal, for distinct 
purposes. His diary, like the entries above, accounted for his activities each day. His 
journal was more occasional, and discussed in more detail the major events of his 
life. On this day, March 28, 1739, he included a long journal entry about his deci-
sion to go from London to Bristol, England. In Bristol, he met George Whitefield, 
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who was preaching in the fields to thousands. After a day or so in Bristol, John 
Wesley decided to preach in the fields like Whitefield, and that was where revivals 
broke out and the Methodists really boomed. You can read about this time in John’s 
life by flipping between his journal and diary entries in the text previously listed 
edited by Ward and Heitzenrater.

Albert C. Outler, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 3, Sermons 
III (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 428.

John Wesley talked a lot about different kinds of faith. Just a few months after 
Aldersgate, in June 1738, he preached a sermon entitled “Salvation by Faith.” 

There he talked about the faith of a heathen, the faith of a devil (after all, the devil 
believes in God), the faith of the apostles while Christ lived, and the faith of the 
Christian. He returned to this theme throughout his ministry. In an important 
sermon, later in his life (1788), entitled “On Faith,” he talked about the relationship 
between the faith of a servant and the faith of a child (or a son, as he put it). He 
wrote:

You have already great reason to praise God that he has called you to 
his honourable service (that you have the faith of a servant). Fear not. 
Continue crying unto him; “and you shall see greater things than these.” 
And, indeed, unless the servants of God halt by the way (that is, unless 
you stop crying out to God for more faith), they will receive the adop-
tion of sons. They will receive the faith of the children of God by his 
revealing his only-begotten Son in their hearts. Thus the faith of a child 
is properly and directly a divine conviction whereby every child of God 
is enabled to testify, “The life that I now live, I live by faith in the Son of 
God, who loved me, and gave himself for me.” And whosoever hath this, 
“the Spirit of God witnesseth with his spirit that he is a child of God.” 
So the Apostle writes to the Galatians, “Ye are the sons of God by faith.” 
“And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth the Spirit of his Son 
into your hearts, crying, ‘Abba, Father’”; that is, giving you a childlike 
confidence in him, together with a kind affection toward him. This then 
it is that (if St. Paul was taught of God, and wrote as he was moved by 
the Holy Ghost) properly constitutes the difference between a servant of 
God and a child of God. “He that believeth”, as a child of God “hath the 
witness in himself.” This the servant hath not. Yet let no man discourage 
him; rather, lovingly exhort him to expect it every moment!

Albert C. Outler, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 3, 
Sermons III (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 497–98.
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LESSON 4: WHAT DID JOHN WESLEY DO?

George Whitefield was one of the greatest preachers of all time. He preached 
all over the English and North American countryside. Some estimate that, 

over the course of his life, he preached to more than 10 million listeners! Indeed, 
his influence was so great that many consider him the first celebrity in American 
history. His preaching shaped not only pastors, but the history of acting, drama, 
and performance arts. Over the middle decades of the 1700s, he did seven preaching 
tours around the American colonies. He even attracted Benjamin Franklin to his 
sermons, who was notoriously resistant to Whitefield’s theology. Nevertheless, 
they became friends over time, and Franklin even published and distributed his 
sermons.

It is said that Whitefield’s preaching was so rousing that Franklin made sure his 
pockets were empty before he went to hear him preach. One time, Franklin went 
knowing that an offering would be taken for an orphanage Whitefield was building 
in Georgia which Franklin thought a terrible idea, and had already told Whitefield 
as much. Here’s what Franklin said after the fact:

I had in my Pocket a Handful of Copper Money, three or four silver 
Dollars, and five Pistoles [Spanish coins] in Gold. As he proceeded I 
began to soften, and concluded to give the Coppers. Another Stroke of 
his Oratory made me ashamed of that, and determined me to give the 
Silver; and he finished so admirably, that I emptied my Pocket wholly 
into the Collector’s Dish, Gold and all.

You can read more of Franklin’s reflections on Whitefield here: http://nationalhu-
manitiescenter.org/pds/becomingamer/ideas/text2/franklinwhitefield.pdf.

Richard Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists, 2nd ed. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 109–10.

Ibid., 341.

Kevin Watson has written an excellent study on the Class meetings: The Class 
Meeting: Reclaiming a Forgotten (and Essential) Small Group Experience (Wilmore, 

KY: Seedbed, 2013). Kevin’s book both introduces the important historical idea of 
a Class meeting, and helpfully discusses how we can recover this practice in the 
contemporary church. A second study, by Scott Kisker and Kevin Watson, gives a 
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similar overview, background, and process for recovering the Band meeting in the 
present: The Band Meeting: Rediscovering Relational Discipleship in Transformational 
Community (Franklin, TN: Seedbed, 2017). As we will show in later chapters, taking 
up these Classes and Bands in the present is an important step in renewing the 
Wesleyan way. We highly recommend you consider following up this study with 
these two books.

The Wesleys were truly remarkable, both as authors and as editors. It’s worth 
noting what it means to say that John Wesley was producing, and editing, all of 

this material. One thing Wesley felt was extremely important was the continuing 
education of the Methodists. He wanted to help the people under his care grow 
along the Wesleyan way, and part of that meant that he needed to keep supplying 
them with reading material that would help them understand the Wesleyan way 
of being a Christian. So, he would often edit together writing by other people, 
selecting key passages, sometimes taking out material that was irrelevant or 
unnecessary or potentially confusing for readers, and publish it for people to 
read. A lot of his publications were like this. A Christian Library was a collection of 
helpful texts he edited and published this way, for instance. Likewise, he published 
Explanatory Notes on the entire Bible. He did produce his own translations of the 
Bible for the text, but a lot of the material is composed of several other commen-
taries which he pieced together and quoted from at great length. His goal was to 
produce a commentary of the whole Bible that an uneducated reader could read to 
their benefit, and if sales are any indication, he was very successful! So, while a lot 
of his output was not entirely original material, anyone who has done some editing 
and publishing can tell you this was a truly remarkable feat, especially considering 
everything else Wesley had going on at the time.

LESSON 5: WHAT IS THE GOAL OF THE CHRISTIAN LIFE?

C. S. Lewis, in his book Mere Christianity, makes the point this way:

Dozens of people go to Him [God] to be cured of some one particular 
sin which they are ashamed of (like cowardice) or which is obviously 
spoiling daily life (like bad temper). Well, He will cure it all right: but He 
will not stop there. That may be all you asked; but if once you call Him 
in, He will give you the full treatment. 
 That is why He warned people to “count the cost” before becoming 
Christians. “Make no mistake,” He says, “if you let me, I will make you 
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perfect. The moment you put yourself in My hands, that is what you are 
in for. Nothing less, or other, than that. You have free will, and if you 
choose, you can push Me away. But if you do not push Me away, under-
stand I am going to see this job through. Whatever suffering it may cost 
you in your earthly life, whatever inconceivable purification it may 
cost you in your earthly life, whatever inconceivable purification it 
may cost you after death, whatever it costs Me, I will never rest, nor 
let you rest, until you are literally perfect—until my Father can say 
without reservation that He is well pleased with you, as He said He 
was well pleased with me. This I can do and will do. But I will not do 
anything less. . . . God’s demand for perfection need not discourage 
you in the least in your present attempts to be good, or even in your 
present failures. Each time you fall He will pick you up again. And He 
knows perfectly well that your own efforts are never going to bring you 
anywhere near perfection. On the other hand, you must realise from 
the outset that the goal towards which He is beginning to guide you is 
absolute perfection, and no power in the universe, except you yourself, 
can prevent Him from taking you to that goal. That is what you are in 
for. And it is very important to realise that. If we do not, then we are 
very likely to start pulling back and resisting Him after a certain point. 
I think that many of us, when Christ has enabled us to overcome one 
or two sins that were an obvious nuisance, are inclined to feel that we 
are now good enough. He has done all we wanted Him to do, and we 
should be obliged if He would now leave us alone. . . . But this is the fatal 
mistake. Of course we never wanted, and never asked, to be made into 
the sort of creatures He is going to make us into. But the question is not 
what we intended ourselves to be, but what He intended us to be when 
He made us.

C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 174–75.

One of the central ideas in Christian theology is that God became human so 
that humans might become like God. This doesn’t mean, of course, that we will 

become all-powerful or all-knowing. If we want to understand in what way we will 
become like God, we look toward Jesus. Jesus Christ is the union of God and man. 
Though His humanity was limited, His union with God meant He was perfect. 
We become like Jesus specifically as we become more holy and are filled with the 
power and love of God. Sometimes it feels like this is impossible. This is why the 
incarnation of Jesus matters so much. Jesus Christ, the God-man, shows us that it 
is possible to become perfected in holy love.
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Now, the steps we take need to be orderly. We need to get the right sequence. 
It’s kind of like working a complicated math problem. Let’s say you want to 

solve the problem:

4 + (3 × 22 + 1)

How do you solve it? Do you just start at the left and move right? If so, you’ll get 
the following:

4 + (3 × 22 + 1) 
= 7 × 22 + 1 
= 154 + 1 
= 155

And you will be wrong. You have to get the steps in the right order. So we memo-
rize the proper order of operations. We recite, “Please Excuse My Dear Aunt Sally,” 
or PEMDAS, so we remember to work math problems with lots of different steps 
in the right order: (1) parenthesis, (2) exponents, (3) multiplication, (4) division, (5) 
addition, (6) subtraction. So:

4 + (3 × 2² + 1) 
= 4 + (3 × 4 + 1) 
= 4 + (12 + 1) 
= 4 + 13 
= 17

If that doesn’t make sense to you, don’t worry, the point is simply that it is really 
important that you get the steps in the right order. If you get the steps out of order, 
you may not make it to your goal. Or, at the very least, it will make things a lot 
harder.

LESSON 6: WHAT IS REPENTANCE?

To date, scholars have confirmed that Charles Wesley penned nearly 4,400 
poems and hymns! It is said that he wrote closer to 9,000 in his lifetime, and 

he is widely regarded as the greatest hymn-writer in the history of Christianity. 
Some of his most famous hymns are “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing,” “And Can It 
Be,” “O for a Thousand Tongues to Sing,” and “Love Divine, All Loves Excelling.” 
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You can access a massive body of Charles’s hymns online at https://divinity.duke.
edu/initiatives/cswt/charles-published-verse.

A core idea in Christian theology is the concept of virtue. Virtue—according to 
Aristotle, who influenced Thomas Aquinas, one of the great theologians of the 

church—is an excellence of character. Character is something all of us have, good 
or bad. Good character traits are virtues. Bad character traits are vices. (Think of 
the seven deadly sins.) As we grow more in grace, we train our emotions to behave 
more in line with the truth. Behaving generously once doesn’t make us a generous 
person, but behaving generously over a long period of time trains us to become 
generous people. We develop the excellent character trait—the virtue—of gener-
osity. God doesn’t want us to always do the right thing even though we hate it. He 
wants us to learn to love to do the right thing. When we practice the Christian 
faith, it should get easier and easier for us because we’re becoming different people. 
This helps explain how it is that we can enjoy God forever. When we become heav-
enly people, we naturally love to do what is right!

In the fourth century, one of Christianity’s greatest Greek theologians 
and church leaders, Athanasius of Alexandria, wrote a book called On the 

Incarnation. In this book, Athanasius explains why the Son became incarnate—
took on flesh—in order to solve our problem. He talks about the dilemma God 
faced with sin. We were created with a goal of enjoying life with God forever. But 
as the result of sin, we find ourselves no longer moving toward eternal life, but 
headed toward death and corruption. God made us the kinds of creatures that 
would corrupt like this if we chose to turn away, and so God faced a dilemma. 
On the one hand, He desired us to live forever with Him, but on the other, by 
our choice for sin we turned away from that good order, and deserved death. 
Athanasius argues that the unique gift of the God-man, Jesus Christ, who is truly 
God and truly human, is what makes possible the overcoming of death and reor-
dering of us back to eternal life. Because He was truly God, Jesus had the power to 
overcome death with immortality. Because He was truly human, Jesus had access 
to the problem of death, so that He could overcome it on our behalf. You can read 
the full argument here: Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation, Popular 
Patristics Series 44B (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2014).

LESSON 7: WHAT IS JUSTIFICATION AND NEW BIRTH?

If you only read one sermon by John Wesley in your life, “The Scripture Way 
of Salvation” is the one to read. In it, John Wesley lays out very clearly all of his 
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thoughts on the matter of salvation. Salvation, after all, was the topic that he wrote 
most about, and the topic that Wesley’s most important ideas all center around. 
However, the sermon is not only helpful for what Wesley has to teach in it about 
the way of salvation, but it also is a moving invitation to progress along on the way 
of salvation. This path and teaching are so important that we have included the 
sermon at the close of this volume.

Albert C. Outler, ed., The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 2, Sermons II 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985), 158.

You may notice the similarity between this story and the opening episode 
of Victor Hugo’s novel, Les Misérables. In France in 1815, the main character 

of Les Misérables, Jean Valjean, is just released following a nineteen-year sentence 
of hard labor in prison. His original sentence was five years, for stealing bread for 
his starving sister. Numerous escape attempts extended his imprisonment. As a 
former convict, his passport prevents his admission to an inn, so he attempts to 
sleep on the street near the church. A woman comes along and recommends he 
knock on a particular door. The door is to the home of the town’s bishop, Myriel, 
a good and modest man who is kind enough to offer him a bed for the evening. In 
the middle of the night, Valjean wakes, takes the bishop’s silverware, and sneaks 
off. When the police capture Valjean, they bring him to Myriel, who pretends 
Valjean was given the silverware, and then adds a pair of silver candlesticks to the 
“gift.” The police accept the explanation and leave the men. Bishop Myriel turns 
to Jean Valjean and says: “Never forget that you have promised me to employ this 
money in becoming an honest man.” Jean Valjean, who had no recollection of 
having promised anything, stood silent. The bishop, who had laid a stress on these 
words, continued solemnly, “Jean Valjean, my brother, you no longer belong to evil, 
but to good. I have bought your soul from you. I withdraw it from black thoughts 
and the spirit of perdition, and give it to God.” Les Misérables has been translated 
and adapted for screen and stage many times, into many languages, since its 
initial publication in 1862. A fine modern English translation is Victor Hugo, Les 
Misérables, trans. Norman Denny (London: Penguin Books, 1982).

If you are really interested in the ideas in this and the following chapters, what 
we are calling the way of salvation or via salutis, and want to learn more, two 

great books will give you more than enough information, including interesting 
points of disagreement between contemporary interpreters of Wesley’s theology. 
Kenneth Collins (Asbury Theological Seminary) and Randy Maddox (Duke Divinity 
School) are two leading interpreters of John Wesley’s theology, and their major 
works are Kenneth J. Collins, The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape 
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of Grace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), and Randy L. Maddox, Responsible 
Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1994).

LESSON 8: WHAT IS SANCTIFICATION?

There is a classic distinction between what theologians call “operative” and 
“cooperative” grace that we have been laying out here. The famous thir-

teenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas makes the distinction this way: “grace 
may be taken in two ways; first, as a Divine help, whereby God moves us to will and 
to act; secondly, as a habitual gift divinely bestowed on us.” (Summa Theologiae 
I–II, q. 111, a. 2.) 

The first sense is called operative grace, because God operates/acts on us. The 
second sense, cooperative, because God gives us a gift which becomes our own—
we have it, which is what a habit is—and then works in partnership with our gift, so 
we cooperate in grace. Here Thomas is expanding on the thought of the fifth-cen-
tury theologian Augustine of Hippo, who says in chapter 33 of On Grace and Free 
Will, “He operates, therefore, without us, in order that we may will; but when we 
will, and so will that we may act, He co-operates with us.” Augustine, of course, is 
drawing heavily upon Paul’s letter to the Romans. John Wesley gives his clearest 
account of this distinction, and its importance for his thought in the sermon “On 
Working Out Our Own Salvation,” Albert Outler, ed. The Works of John Wesley, 
Bicentennial ed., vol. 3, Sermons III (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986), 199–209.

In the Old Testament, God gives Israel a lot of different laws to rule their life 
together. Go read Leviticus, and you will see all kinds of interesting parts of life 

that God ordered for them. For example, Leviticus 11:2–8 says:

From among all the land animals, these are the creatures that you may 
eat. Any animal that has divided hoofs and is cleft-footed and chews 
the cud—such you may eat. But among those that chew the cud or 
have divided hoofs, you shall not eat the following: the camel, for even 
though it chews the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is unclean for 
you. The rock badger, for even though it chews the cud, it does not have 
divided hoofs; it is unclean for you. The hare, for even though it chews 
the cud, it does not have divided hoofs; it is unclean for you. The pig, 
for even though it has divided hoofs and is cleft-footed, it does not chew 
the cud; it is unclean for you. Of their flesh you shall not eat, and their 
carcasses you shall not touch; they are unclean for you.
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Christians have not held to this teaching, although Jews have (hence, they do not 
eat pork). The question is, of course, why? Didn’t Jesus say, “I have come not to 
abolish [the law] but to fulfill [it]” (Matt. 5:17)?

A usual strategy for answering these questions is to distinguish between different 
parts of the Old Testament law. This was the strategy preferred by John Wesley, 
as it was for his church. When Wesley sent Articles of Religion to Methodists in 
America, he included an article on the law. It reads:

Article VI—Of the Old Testament 
The Old Testament is not contrary to the New; for both in the Old and 
New Testament everlasting life is offered to mankind by Christ, who 
is the only Mediator between God and man, being both God and Man. 
Wherefore they are not to be heard who feign that the old fathers did 
look only for transitory promises. Although the law given from God by 
Moses as touching ceremonies and rites doth not bind Christians, nor 
ought the civil precepts thereof of necessity be received in any common-
wealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian whatsoever is free from the 
obedience of the commandments which are called moral.

In the last sentence, the article distinguishes between the ceremonial law, the civil 
law, and the moral law given in the Old Testament. Only the last law holds for 
Christians. However, the principle that God cares about our ceremonies (including 
diets) and our life as a civil society holds. John Wesley confirmed this basic outlook 
in his sermon, “The Original, Nature, Property, and Use of the Law.” Albert 
Outler, ed. The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 2, Sermons II (Nashville, 
Abingdon Press, 1985), 4–19.

John Wesley wrote several treatises over the course of his life on the topic of 
Christian perfection, an issue we will discuss in more detail in the next chapter. 

Our definition of sin here is drawn from those texts taken together, which describe 
the process of becoming holy, sanctified, or perfect (all synonyms for Wesley) as a 
twofold process of dying to sin and growing in grace. The idea that grace pushes 
out and replaces sin, and that process of pushing out deeper and deeper layers of 
sin, pushing it out by filling the soul deeper and deeper with the stronger power of 
grace, is sanctification. You can read all of John Wesley’s key writings on Christian 
perfection, along with a helpful introduction to the doctrine’s background and 
development, in Paul Wesley Chilcote and Kenneth J. Collins, eds., The Works 
of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 13, Doctrinal and Controversial Treatises II 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 1–199.
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C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 176.

LESSON 9: WHAT IS ENTIRE SANCTIFICATION?

One key text for teaching about Christian perfection in the Wesleyan tradition 
is 1 John. John Wesley repeatedly cites 1 John 4 when teaching about Christian 

perfection, especially on the connection between Christian perfection and perfect 
love, as in 1 John 4:16–19:

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in 
them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we may have bold-
ness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are we in this world. 
There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear; for fear has to do 
with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in love. 
We love because he first loved us.

First John has remained a key text in the Wesleyan tradition. One of our very finest 
theologians, William Burt Pope, made this letter the centerpiece of his theology. 
One of his finest sermons, “The Inner Witness of Life in the Son,” is well worth 
reading in this connection. You can read the sermon in William Burt Pope, The 
Inward Witness and Other Discourses (London: Ballantyne Press, 1885), 1–31. The 
text is available for free as an electronic copy many places online.

See Lesson 1 for the story of John Wesley at sea with the German Moravians.

John Wesley summarized his thoughts on the topic of Christian perfection in 
eleven points near the conclusion of his treatise “A Plain Account of Christian 

Perfection.” Those points are:

1. There is such a thing as perfection; for it is again and again mentioned 
in Scripture.

2. It is not so early as justification; for justified persons are to “go on to 
perfection.”

3. It is not so late as death; for St. Paul speaks of living men that were 
perfect.

4. It is not absolute. Absolute perfection belongs not to man—no, nor to 
angels; but to God alone.
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5. It does not make a man infallible—none is infallible while he remains 
in the body.

6. Is it sinless? It is not worthwhile to contend for a term. It is salvation 
from sin.

7. It is perfect love. This is the essence of it. Its properties, or inseparable 
fruits, are “rejoicing evermore,” “praying without ceasing,” and “in 
everything giving thanks.”

8. It is improvable. It is so far from lying in an indivisible point, from being 
incapable of increase, that one perfected in love may grow in grace far 
swifter than he did before.

9. It is amissable, capable of being lost; of which we have numerous 
instances. But we were not thoroughly convinced of this till five or six 
years ago.

10. It is constantly both preceded and followed by a gradual work.

Finally, as an eleventh point, Wesley ponders for some time whether Christian 
perfection is “in itself instantaneous, or not.” He concludes that is it, in fact, 
instantaneous, and that this fact is the very thing which makes the preaching of 
Christian perfection so important. 

You can read the whole treatise here: Paul Wesley Chilcote and Kenneth J. Collins, 
eds., The Works of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 13, Doctrinal and Controversial 
Treatises II (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 132–91.

Here is a famous account of the experience of Christian perfection by Jane 
Cooper, published here and there by John Wesley, that gives some glimpse of 

what this rest looks like:

I was in a moment enabled to lay hold on Jesus Christ, and found salva-
tion by simple faith. He assured me, the Lord, the King, was in the midst 
of me, and that I should see evil no more. I now blessed him who had 
visited and redeemed me, and was become my “wisdom, righteousness, 
sanctification, and redemption.” I saw Jesus altogether lovely, and knew 
he was mine in all his offices. And, glory be to him! He now reigns in 
my heart without a rival. I find no will but his. I feel no pride; nor any 
affection but what is placed on him.
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Wesley also published extracts from the journal of another woman, Elizabeth 
Harper, who also experienced Christian perfection, or entire sanctification, but 
shows that this did not mean her life went perfectly. Wesley underscored this point 
in his note to the reader at the opening of the extracts, when he wrote:

To set the doctrine of Christian perfection too high is the ready way 
to drive it out of the world. Let a man only describe it as implying a 
freedom from mistakes and human infirmities, and whoever knows 
there is no such freedom in this life naturally concludes, “There is no 
perfection.” Hence we should always carefully guard against this, by 
insisting, it is no more and no less than giving God all our heart; loving 
him with all our heart, and our neighbor as ourselves. This is well 
consistent with a thousand infirmities, which belong to every soul while 
in the body.

Chilcote and Collins, eds., Doctrinal and Controversial Treatises II, 183–84, 194.

Timothy Tennant gives a nice explanation of entire sanctification and holi-
ness in The Call to Holiness: Pursuing the Heart of God for the Love of the World 

(Franklin, TN: Seedbed, 2014).

LESSON 10: WHAT ARE SACRAMENTS?

A common way of thinking about the spiritual disciplines is to divide them 
up as works of mercy and works of piety. Works of mercy are aimed outward 

at the wider world: giving to the poor, working to end social injustices, caring for 
people in distress, and other acts of service. Works of piety are aimed inward, at the 
community or at the individual. Scripture study, prayer, and fasting, either alone 
or in community, all help us to grow closer to God.

Wesleyans believe that sacraments (baptism and Communion) are both signs 
and things. Article 16 of the Articles of Religion, which you can find in the 

Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church, among other places, is on the 
sacraments, and states that “Sacraments ordained of Christ are not only badges or 
tokens of Christian men’s profession, but rather they are certain signs of grace, and 
God’s good will toward us, by which he doth work invisibly in us, and doth not only 
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quicken, but also strengthen and confirm, our faith in him.” They are signs, and 
not only that, but the kinds of signs “by which God does work in us.” This is what 
we mean by “signs and things.” It is important to keep both these ideas in mind. 
The Wesleyan answer to “what is a sacrament” isn’t an only, but a both. While a 
majority of evangelical Protestants in America answer that they are only signs, or 
memorials (nondenominational churches and many Baptists hold to this view, for 
instance), we Wesleyans say, “Yes, they are certain signs which remind us of God 
and grace, but they are also the means whereby the thing itself—the grace itself—is 
given to us!”

Historically, Wesleyans have practiced infant baptism. Recall that John Wesley 
was a priest in the Church of England, what we think of as the Episcopal or 

Anglican church in the United States. We have, historically, retained this practice. 
For those baptized as infants, we usually practice a later ceremony of confirmation, 
which is like, yet unlike, baptism. There, the one who was baptized as an infant is 
confirmed in the faith. One thing that always happens at a baptism is that there 
is a profession of faith before the water is applied. This is usually done by a series 
of questions and answers. The pastor asks: “Do you confess Jesus Christ as your 
Savior, put your whole trust in His grace, and promise to serve Him as your Lord, 
in union with the church which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations, 
and races?” And someone responds: “I do.” If the child cannot answer (after all, 
infants cannot really converse), then the parents answer on behalf of the child. 
But later, at another ceremony similar to the baptism ceremony, a young person 
who was baptized as an infant will stand up before the congregation and make 
their own profession. They will confirm the faith that was spoken for them by their 
parents.

The United Methodist Hymnal: Book of United Methodist Worship (Nashville: 
United Methodist Publishing House, 1989), 10.

Christians have long debated whether and how it is that Jesus Christ is present 
in the bread and wine at the Lord’s Supper. Some have said that the substance 

of the bread and wine are converted, changed into the substance of Christ’s body 
and blood. We call this view transubstantiation, and it is has been taught by the 
Roman Catholic Church since at least the Middle Ages. Others want to say that 
while the substance isn’t changed and what remains is substantially bread and 
wine, nevertheless the substance of Christ’s body and blood is there with the 
bread and wine. We call this consubstantiation, and it is the official teaching of the 
Lutheran churches. Wesleyans follow the teaching of John Calvin, who influenced 
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the Church of England. We teach the mystery of Christ’s “real presence.” That is, 
while we insist that Christ is really present in the Lord’s Supper, we hold back from 
any particular theory of how it is, metaphysically, that Christ is really present. We 
insist, however, that Christ is really, spiritually present, and we really receive the 
grace of union to God through our union to Christ. A great book on the Methodist 
position on this issue is Kenneth M. Loyer, Holy Communion: Celebrating God with 
Us (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2014).

LESSON 11: WHAT ARE CLASSES AND BANDS?

We’ve slightly adjusted the basic idea, but it comes from Dorotheos of Gaza. 
Dorotheos writes:

Suppose we were to take a compass and insert the point and draw the 
outline of a circle. The center point is the same distance from any point 
on the circumference. . . . Let us suppose that this circle is the world and 
that God himself is the center: the straight lines drawn from the circum-
ference to the center are the lives of human beings. . . . Let us assume for 
the sake of the analogy that to move toward God, then, human beings 
move from the circumference along the various radii of the circle to 
the center. But at the same time, the closer they are to God, the closer 
they become to one another; and the closer they are to one another, the 
closer they become to God.

You can find the quote, and a longer description of the idea in early Christian 
monasticism, in Roberta Bondi, To Love as God Loves: Conversations with the Early 
Church (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987), 25.

The Class, for the early Methodists, was for anyone “who desires to flee the 
wrath of God,” to use John Wesley’s language. To use our language in this book, 

it is for anyone in a state of repentance. Take a look back at chapter 6. Recall the 
Island of Blurry Vision. The Class for Blurry Vision would not be for people who 
think their vision is just fine, but it’s also not only for people who have had their 
vision corrected. It’s for anyone who has come to the realization that their vision is 
bad, and desires to have it fixed. On the Wesleyan way, the Class is for those who 
have realized they are sinners and need to be healed as well as those who have 
been healed. John Wesley described the purpose of these Societies, comprised of 
members of the Classes, as follows: “Such a Society is no other than a company of 
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men ‘having the form, and seeking the power of godliness,’ united in order to pray 
together, to receive the word of exhortation, and to watch over one another in 
love, that they may help each other to work out their salvation.”

In early Methodism, these Classes were led by the Class leader, a very important 
role in the history of Methodism. Wesley assigned three General Rules for the 
leaders and members of these Classes, which are summarized as follows:

1. Doing no harm, avoiding evil in every kind—especially that which is 
most generally practiced.

2. Doing good, by being very kind and merciful after their power, as they 
have opportunity doing good of every possible sort and as far as is 
possible to all men.

3. Attending upon all the ordinances of God. 

Wesley gives some pretty detailed account of what is involved for each of these 
three General Rules. You can read about it here: Rupert E. Davies, ed., The Works 
of John Wesley, Bicentennial ed., vol. 9, The Methodist Societies: History, Nature, and 
Design (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), 67–75.

Notice how thorough this series of questions is. First, you ask what known 
sins you have committed. The expectation is that you are reflecting upon, 

coming to notice, and think about the sin in your life. Over time, the longer you 
attend a Band meeting, the more aware you become of sin in your life. Likewise, 
you become better aware of temptations (question two), and come to notice how 
it is that you both fail to resist temptations (which you confess in question one) 
or else are delivered from temptation (which you recount in question three). The 
language of “delivered” is theologically important, because we have noted that we 
are powerless in the face of sin, and it is only by the power of God that we are deliv-
ered from it. Finally, there are those things which we may not be sure about. Was 
it a sin to forget a part of my homework this week because I was too tired after my 
basketball game? Even that stuff needs to be brought into the light and have the 
community offer its wisdom. And, finally, the hardest, fifth question asks if there 
is anything you would like to keep secret. That is, is there anything you know or 
think is sin that you aren’t ready to confess yet? You may not confess it this week, 
but answering the question honestly will build strength to confess even those most 
hidden sins over time. So you can see, these questions are thorough, and take seri-
ously how thorough our problem of sin is. These are serious questions, and the 
key to practicing them is keeping them serious, and honestly answering them. No 
surprise this was the most intense group in Methodism!
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LESSON 12: WHAT HAPPENED AFTER WESLEY?

All these numbers are taken from essays in Emory Stevens Bucke, ed., The 
History of American Methodism, 3 vols. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1964). For 

more on the history of American Methodism, see Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. 
Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, eds. American Methodism: A Compact History 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2012) and The Methodist Experience in America, 2 vols. 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000–10).

Methodists have long exhibited pride over the relationship between John 
Wesley and William Wilberforce, the man who spearheaded the abolition of 

slave trade in England. Wesley was a vocal supporter of Wilberforce and advo-
cate of the abolition of the English slave trade. Wilberforce’s efforts have been 
recounted in the film Amazing Grace, based on Wilberforce’s biography, written 
by Eric Metaxas: Amazing Grace: William Wilberforce and the Heroic Campaign to 
End Slavery (New York: HarperOne, 2007). In the last year of Wesley’s life, Wesley 
wrote to Wilberforce, encouraging him to “go on, in the name of God and in the 
power of his might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw the sun) 
shall vanish away before it.” John Telford, ed. The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, 
vol. 8 (London: Epworth Press, 1931), 265. Of course, the history of Methodism 
and slavery in America was exceedingly complicated, as it led to the division of the 
Methodist church into two: in the North, the Methodist Episcopal Church (MEC), 
and in the South, the Methodist Episcopal Church, South (MEC, South).

The authoritative biography of Francis Asbury, which will tell you more 
than you could ever want to know about the great leader of early American 

Methodism, is by John Wigger, American Saint: Francis Asbury and the Methodists 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

Again, check out the books by Kevin Watson and Scott Kisker. A good path 
would be to begin with Watson’s The Class Meeting. Then, once you have a good 

group together and have been running a Class for a bit, see if anyone wants to 
move on into a Band. Bands should be smaller—3 or 4—and male or female only. 
The book by Watson and Kisker, The Band Meeting, will walk you through a great 
process for forming a Band. Above all, look for people to walk with you along the 
Wesleyan way. The Christian life can be lonely, but it doesn’t have to be.

Thomas Jackson, ed., The Works of John Wesley, vol. 13 (London: Conference 
Office, 1879), 258.
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