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In Wesley’s Day.
January 20, 1746, is a date of some importance in the evolution of Methodism. The seeds

of her existence as a Christian body separate from the Church of England were sown that day in
the mind of John Wesley, taking firm root. He was riding from London to Bristol. As usual, he
took a book for the journey, for he managed to read—and even to write—on horseback. This
time the volume was a handy octavo entitled An Inquiry into the Constitution, Discipline, Unity
and Worship of the Primitive Church. It proclaimed itself as “By an Impartial Hand,” though by
this time its author was known to have been Peter King, son of a Presbyterian grocer of Exeter.
The first edition of the Inquiry had been written when King was only twenty-two, but so clearly
and impartially that the philosopher John Locke—a distant relative—persuaded Peter’s father to
let him go in for the law, to such good effect that he became the first Lord King, being Lord
Chancellor from 1725 till 1733.

Though written as a contribution to the furious controversies still raging on matters of
Church order, the book is not an impassioned pleading either one way or the other, but a calm
marshalling of the facts about the Church of the first three centuries. King’s authorities are
quoted with scrupulous care, the original Greek or Latin being given as well as the English
translation.

After defining the word “Church,” King discusses the functions of the clergy and laity
therein, bishops naturally demanding first treatment. The heading of Chapter II must have come
as rather a shock to Wesley—

“As but one Bishop to a Church, so but one Church to a Bishop. The
Bishop’s Cure never call’d a Diocese, but usually a Parish, no larger than our
Parishes.”

This led to the greatest shock of all, in Chapter IV, where King defined a Presbyter
as—

“A Person in Holy Orders, having thereby an inherent Right to perform
the whole Office of a Bishop; but being possessed of no Place or Parish, nor
actually discharging it, without the Permission and Consent of the Bishop of a
Place or Parish.”

The relationship between Bishop and Presbyter is likened to that between a Parish Incumbent
and his assistant Priest.

Altogether the book was rather difficult for Wesley to stomach, in spite of the fact that it
confirmed him in the use of laymen in church-work, even in preaching. In his veneration for the
Church of England—“the best constituted Church in the world”—he had been in danger of
denying altogether the validity of the Congregational and Presbyterian forms of church and
ministry. Yet the facts are so clearly and convincingly presented by King that Wesley’s Journal
has to admit their force—

“In spite of the vehement prejudice of my education, I was ready to
believe that this was a fair and impartial draught; but, if so, it would follow that



bishops and presbyters are (essentially) of one order, and that originally every
Christian congregation was a church independent of all others!”

The sequel to this educational horse-ride came nearly forty years later, when John
Wesley in effect separated from the Established Church by ordaining two men as “elders”—a
thin disguise for presbyter or priest. His apologia on the occasion stated—

“Lord King’s account of the Primitive Church convinced me many years
ago that bishops and presbyters are the same order, and consequently have the
same right to ordain.”
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