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The Rule of Chris tian Faith, Prac tice, and 
Hope: John Wes ley on the Bi ble

Randy L. Mad dox

Ab stract
JOHN WESLEY in sisted that a good theo lo gian must be a good textuary

(stu dent of bib li cal texts). This es say sur veys his model as a textuary, high light -
ing in sights from re cent sec ond ary stud ies and pro vid ing some new ev i dence
from just-re leased sources. The first sec tion fo cuses on what Bi ble Wes ley read, 
prob ing his as sump tions about canon and his em pha sis on study ing Scrip ture
in the orig i nal lan guages. The sec ond sec tion de tails sev eral di men sions of how
Wes ley read the Bi ble, with par tic u lar at ten tion to his “theo log i cal” read ing of
Scrip ture and the iden ti fi ca tion of his dis tinc tive “work ing canon.” The fi nal
sec tion turns to why Wes ley read the Bi ble, stress ing that he val ued Scrip ture
for more than just a guide to Chris tian faith. His stron gest em pha sis was on
Scrip ture as a “means of grace” for nur tur ing Chris tian life, and his life-long
prac tice of im mer sion in Scrip ture served to sus tain and broaden his sense of
the Chris tian hope.

A

IT HAS BE COME TRA DI TIONAL—in deed, al most oblig a tory—to be gin
presentations on John Wes ley’s ap pre ci a tion for and ap proach to in ter pret ing
the Bi ble with the fol low ing ex cerpt from his pref ace to the first vol ume of his
Ser mons on Sev eral Oc ca sions:
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I am a spirit come from God and re turn ing to God; just hov er ing
over the great gulf, till a few mo ments hence I am no more seen—I
drop into an un change able eter nity! I want to know one thing, the
way to heaven—how to land safe on that happy shore. God him self
has con de scended to teach the way: for this very end he came from
heaven. He hath writ ten it down in a book. O give me that book! At
any price, give me the Book of God! I have it. Here is knowl edge
enough for me. Let me be homo unius libri.1

This pro claimed de sire to be “a man of one book” could sug gest that the best
way to honor Wes ley’s leg acy would be to de vote this es say to bi ble study. As
fur ther war rant for such a move, one might cite the re sponse that John re -
ceived in a let ter from his fa ther: “You ask me which is the best com men tary
on the Bi ble. I an swer, the Bi ble.”2

But Sam uel Wes ley went on in the let ter to com mend a cou ple of com men -
tar ies, and in sisted on use of a broad as sort ment of schol arly tools for study ing
the Bi ble in the man ual he pre pared for a cu rate he was mentoring, a man ual
that John Wes ley pub lished on his fa ther’s be half in 1735.3 Like wise, John
Wes ley re sponded to the sug ges tion from some of his lay preach ers, “But I read
only the Bi ble,” with strong words: “This is rank en thu si asm. If you need no
book but the Bi ble, you are got above St. Paul.”4 As Wes ley ex plained his stance
more care fully in A Plain Ac count of Chris tian Per fec tion, to be homo unius libri is 
to be one who re gards no book com par a tively but the Bi ble.5

The bal ance that Wes ley is sug gest ing here cau tions against two po lar ten -
den cies that have ap peared among his ecclesial de scen dants in North Amer ica.
At one pole is the ten dency of many early Eng lish im mi grants to cast off all
“chains” of in her ited struc tures and creeds. This ten dency can be dis cerned in
Asa Shinn’s Es say on the Plan of Sal va tion (1813), one of the first books on a
theo log i cal topic pub lished by a Meth od ist in North Amer ica, when he in sists:
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1 Sermons on Several Occasions, Vol. 1 (1746), Preface, §5, The Bicentennial Edition of
The Works of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1984—), 1:104–5. Cited hereafter as
Works.

2 Letter from Samuel Wesley Sr. (24 Jan 1725), Works, 25:158.
3 Samuel Wesley(1662–1735), Advice to a Young Clergyman (London: C. Rivington &

J. Roberts, [1735]). John Wesley published the volume and added the preface.
4 1766 Minutes, Q. 30; also the “Large Minutes,” Q. 32, The Works of John Wesley, ed.

Thomas Jackson, 12 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1958), 8:315. Cited hereafter as
Works (Jackson).

5 Plain Account of Christian Perfection, §10, Works (Jackson), 11:373.
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Each one is bound un der a sa cred ob li ga tion, to go to the Bi ble for
[one’s] sys tem of di vin ity, and so far as any is gov erned by a re gard to
any hu man creed, in the for ma tion of [one’s] re li gious opin ions, so
far [one] is de fi cient in the very prin ci ple of Chris tian faith; and pays
that hom age to hu man au thor ity that is due only to the Di vine.6

It is lit tle sur prise that one finds no ex plicit in ter ac tion with Wes ley in Shinn’s
vol ume.

At the other pole is the ten dency oc ca sion ally sur fac ing in Meth od ist/
Wes leyan de bates to treat John Wes ley’s spe cific stance on cer tain exegetical
is sues as an in vi o la ble pre ce dent for his de scen dants. In ef fect, this ren ders
Wes ley’s stance com par a tively more au thor i ta tive than the Bi ble (as clar i fied by 
fur ther exegetical and theo log i cal re flec tion, and read in spe cific con texts). As
such, it vi o lates his most cen tral con vic tion about the role of the Bi ble in Chris -
tian life.

Mind ful of Wes ley’s bal anced pre ce dent, I have no in ter est in of fer ing here
a ca non i cal model for Wes leyan ex e ge sis and her me neu tics. At the same time, I 
am con vinced of the deep for ma tive power of tra di tion upon all hu man un der -
stand ing. I also be lieve that the ap pro pri ate re la tion ship to one’s men tors is
open ness both to em brac ing the wis dom that they of fer and to dis cern ing the
contextuality and lim i ta tions of their ex am ple. Thus I de vote this es say to a sur -
vey of how John Wes ley en gaged the Bi ble, seek ing to shed light on his for ma -
tive im pact and to iden tify some el e ments of wis dom from his ex am ple for
pres ent Wes leyan life and vo ca tion. I or ga nize my sketch around three ba sic
ques tions:

1. What Bi ble did Wes ley read?
2. How did he read and in ter pret the Bi ble?
3. Why did he read the Bi ble, and en cour age oth ers to do so?

The Bi ble that John Wes ley Read
The an swer to my first ques tion might seem self-ev i dent: as an eigh teenth-

cen tury An gli can, Wes ley would have read the cur rently stan dard Eng lish
trans la tion of the Bi ble, com monly called the King James Ver sion (KJV).
While this is true, there are some spe cific points worth highlighting.
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Fo cused on the Protestant Canon
The first point has to do with the scope of the bib li cal canon for Wes ley.

The KJV, as pub lished through his life time, in cluded the six teen books com -
monly called the “apoc ry pha,” placed in a sep a rate sec tion. Ar ti cle VI of the An -
gli can Ar ti cles of Re li gion af firmed these works as wor thy to read “for ex am ple
of life and in struc tion of man ners,” though not as au thor i ties for doc trine. Wes -
ley’s fa ther spe cif i cally en cour aged read ing the apoc ry phal books as aids for
un der stand ing the more au thor i ta tive books in the canon.7 Thus, it is not sur -
pris ing to find scat tered ci ta tions from or al lu sions to the apoc ry pha in Wes ley’s
writ ings.8 In keep ing with the Ar ti cles, these are never pre sented as war rant in
doc trinal de bate; they typ i cally sup port ap pro pri ate Chris tian “man ners,” such 
as the ex hor ta tion in his Jour nal for Chris tians to “honor the phy si cian, for God
hath ap pointed him” (Ecclesiasticus 38:1-2).9 Sig nif i cantly, we have no re cord
of John Wes ley preach ing on a text from the apoc ry phal books.

In re al ity, Wes ley came to adopt a more stri dently Protestant stance on the
apoc ry pha than that of his fa ther or his An gli can stan dards. This may have been 
en cour aged by the need to coun ter the false, but broadly spread, sus pi cions
dur ing threat ened in va sions from France in 1744–45 and again in 1756 that
the Wes ley broth ers were sup port ers of the (Ro man Cath o lic) Stu art line to
the Brit ish throne that was in ex ile in France. What ever the rea son, in 1756
John Wes ley pub lished a di gest of an anti-Cath o lic Cat e chism by John Wil liams 
which in cluded an in sis tence that the apoc ry phal books were not part of “ca -
non i cal scrip tures.” When he pub lished a fur ther re dac tion of this work in
1779, Wes ley sharp ened the point in his own words: “We can not but re ject
them. We dare not re ceive them as part of the Holy Scrip tures.”10 Five years
later, when he abridged the An gli can Ar ti cles of Re li gion, to pro vide doc trinal
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7 Cf. Samuel Wesley, Advice, 29–30. Samuel also encourages reading some extra-
canonical works from the period of the early church.

8 The most ambitious attempt to identify instances is James H. Charlesworth, “The
Wesleys and the Canon: an Unperceived Openness,” Proceedings of the Charles Wesley
Society 3 (1996): 63–88.

9 Journal (30 Sept. 1786), Works, 23:420.
10 The original work is John Williams (1636?–1709), A Catechism Truly Representing

the Doctrines and Practices of the Church of Rome with an Answer Thereto (London: Richard
Chiswell, 1686). Wesley’s 1756 digest (without attribution), was A Roman Catechism, with
a Reply Thereto; see Q. 10, Works (Jackson), 10:92. In 1779 Wesley published a condensed
and rewritten version of the work under his name as Popery Calmly Considered; see section
I.4, Works (Jackson), 10:141.
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stan dards for The Meth od ist Epis co pal Church that was or ga niz ing in the
newly formed United States of Amer ica, Wes ley deleted all reference to the
apocrypha from the Article on Scripture.

Val u ing a Range of Trans la tions
The sec ond point that de serves high light ing is that Wes ley did not con fine

him self to the King James Ver sion of the Bi ble. To be gin with, when he cites
from the book of Psalms he fre quently uses the trans la tion of the psal ter (by
Miles Coverdale) that was part of the Book of Com mon Prayer. More broadly, it
is clear that John and his brother Charles stud ied other Eng lish trans la tions as
well as trans la tions into Ger man and French. This can be dem on strated most
fully in the case of Charles Wes ley, be cause we have sur viv ing cat a logue lists of
his per sonal li brary around 1765.11 In ad di tion to the KJV (1611), these lists in -
clude the New Tes ta ment in the Eng lish trans la tion of Miles Coverdale, which
was the first Eng lish ver sion of the Bi ble au tho rized for the Church of Eng land
by Henry VIII in 1539 (of ten called the “Great Bi ble”). Charles also owned an
Eng lish ren der ing of The o dore Beza’s trans la tion of the New Tes ta ment into
Ger man (in 1556), along with a Ger man New Tes ta ment and the “Geneva Bi -
ble” (1560) in French. While we have no sim i lar cat a logue by John of his li -
brary, and much of the li brary has been lost, John’s per sonal copy of Lu ther’s
Ger man trans la tion of the Bi ble sur vives at Wes ley’s house in Lon don.12

As sign ing Pri macy to the Orig i nal Lan guages
A fi nal point to make in this sec tion is that both Charles and John Wes ley

clearly val ued the orig i nal He brew and Greek texts of the Bi ble over any trans -
la tion. To be gin with Charles, the lists of his per sonal li brary in clude a He brew
Tes ta ment, two He brew psal ters, a copy of the Sep tu a gint (Old Tes ta ment in
Greek), and four dif fer ent Greek ver sions of the New Tes ta ment. In John’s
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11 There are four overlapping lists, in manuscript notebooks at the Methodist Archive
and Research Centre, The John Rylands University Library. For a combined catalogue of
these lists, see Randy L. Maddox, “Charles Wesley’s Personal Library, ca. 1765,” Proceedings 
of the Charles Wesley Society 14 (2010): forthcoming.

12 See Randy L. Maddox, “John Wesley’s Reading: Evidence in the Book Collection at
Wesley’s House, London,” Methodist History 41.3 (2003): 118–33. Cf. Maddox, “John
Wesley’s Reading: Evidence in the Kingswood School Archives,” Methodist History 41.2
(2003): 49–67; and Maddox, “Remnants of John Wesley’s Personal Library,” Methodist
History 42.2 (2004): 122–28.
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case our re cords are again more sketchy, but we can con fi dently iden tify at least 
four ver sions of the Greek New Tes ta ment which he owned as well.13 This is
hardly sur pris ing, since John’s role as a Fel low of Lin coln Col lege at Ox ford in -
cluded tu tor ing in Greek. What might be sur pris ing is that when John cre ated
the school at Kings wood to pro vide ed u ca tion for the coal min ers’ chil dren and 
oth ers, he in cluded study of both Greek and He brew.14 He hoped for them to
be able to read the same Bi ble that he read—in its most orig i nal, and au thor i ta -
tive, lan guages!15

How John Wes ley Read the Bi ble
This prac tice of read ing the Bi ble in its orig i nal lan guages pro vides a fit ting

tran si tion to our sec ond ques tion: How did John Wes ley read and in ter pret the
Bible?

Read with the Stan dard Schol arly Tools
The first thing that must be said is that, in keep ing with his fa ther’s ad vice,

John Wes ley read the Bi ble draw ing on the stan dard schol arly tools of his
time.16 These in cluded Johann Buxtorf’s He brew gram mar (1609) and lex i con
(1613), and Rich ard Busby’s sim i lar tools for Greek (1663), along with some
of the most re cent al ter na tives.17

One is sue re ceiv ing sig nif i cant schol arly at ten tion in Wes ley’s day was tex -
tual crit i cism, par tic u larly of the New Tes ta ment. Wes ley shared this in ter est
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13 See the two editions of Bengel and the editions published by Stephan and Redmayne
in Maddox, “Wesley’s Reading, London”; as well as the edition by John Mill mentioned
below. 

14 Cf. A Plain Account of Kingswood School, §16, Works (Jackson), 13:296. For copies of
the Greek and Hebrew grammars he abridged for these classes, see Works (Jackson),
14:78–160.

15 Wesley apparently believed that God created the first written language when providing
the Ten Commandments (Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament, Exodus 24:4). But he
defended Greek as more perfect than Hebrew, because God used it for the New Testament, in 
his Letter to Dean D. (1785), The Letters of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., edited by John Telford
(London: Epworth, 1931), 7:252. Hereafter cited as OT Notes and Letters (Telford).

16 This point is developed particularly in Robert Michael Casto, “Exegetical Method in
John Wesley’s Explanatory Notes upon the Old Testament: A Description of His Approach,
Uses of Sources, and Practice” (Duke University Ph.D. thesis, 1977).

17 See, for example, the Hebrew grammars by Bayley (1782) and Robertson (1783) in
Maddox, “John Wesley’s Reading.”
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and un der stood the gen eral is sues in volved. This is why he owned mul ti ple
ver sions of the Greek New Tes ta ment, in clud ing John Mill’s two-vol ume ver -
sion that gath ered the most com plete list at the time of vari ant read ings in
Greek manu scripts.18 Sig nif i cantly, Wes ley fa vored what is agreed to be the
best crit i cal Greek text of the day, that of Johann Albrecht Bengel (1734).

Bengel’s Greek New Tes ta ment cor rected the Textus Receptus (the Greek 
text used for the trans la tion of the KJV) at nu mer ous points. These and other
is sues had led to a grow ing num ber of calls for a new Eng lish trans la tion of the
Bi ble, and scat tered at tempts to un der take this task. John Wes ley owned a copy 
of one of the most thor ough de fenses of the need for a new Eng lish trans la tion,
which may have en cour aged him to ven ture his own when he pre pared his Ex -
plan a tory Notes upon the New Tes ta ment.19 The Eng lish trans la tion that Wes ley
pro vides in this work var ies from the KJV in over 12,000 in stances.20

Most of the vari ants be tween John Wes ley’s trans la tion of the New Tes ta -
ment and that in the KJV were modernizations of the Eng lish and mi nor in na -
ture. But many re flected text-crit i cal de ci sions that re main stan dard in bib li cal
schol ar ship.21 This is not to say that cur rent schol ar ship would con cur with all
of Wes ley’s tex tual judg ments. To cite one case in point, Wes ley fol lowed
Bengel in vig or ously de fend ing the phrase “these three are one” as part of the
orig i nal text of 1 John 5:7-9.22 More re cent schol ar ship has per sua sively dis -
counted this pos si bil ity. Here, as in other mat ters, Wes ley’s pres ent heirs will
want to ap pre ci ate his pre ce dent in its his tor i cal con text, then seek to be sim i -
larly en gaged and dis cern ing in our cur rent schol arly set tings.23
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18 John Mill, Novum Testamentum. Cum lectionibus variantibus mss. exemplarium, versi-
onum, editionum, ss. patrum & scriptom ecclesiasticorum; & in easdem notis, 2 vols. (Oxford:
Sheldonian Theatre, 1707). Wesley records owning this work on the inside cover of his first
Oxford diary.

19 Charles Le CPne, An Essay for a New Translation of the Bible (London: John Nutt,
1702); see Maddox, “John Wesley’s Reading.”

20 Wesley also issued this English translation separately (without his notes) as one of
his last publications: The New Testament (London: New Chapel, 1790). Cf. George Croft
Cell, John Wesley’s New Testament Compared with the Authorized Version (London: Lutter-
worth, 1938); and Francis Glasson, “Wesley’s New Testament Reconsidered,” Epworth
Review 10.2 (1983): 28–34.

21 See the analysis in Robin Jerome Scroggs, “John Wesley as a Biblical Scholar.” Journal 
of Bible and Religion 28 (1960): 415–22.

22 See Wesley’s extended defense in Sermon 55, “On the Trinity,” §5, Works, 2:378–79.
23 Cf. Stephen B. Dawes, “John Wesley and the Bible,” Proceedings of the Wesley Histor-

ical Society 54 (2003): 1–10.
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Read as Scrip ture—the Book of God 24

If Wes ley em braced the en ter prise of tex tual crit i cism, his re la tion ship was
more am big u ous to early strands of his tor i cal crit i cism that sur faced in the sec -
ond half of sev en teenth cen tury.25 Writ ers like Thomas Hobbes, Jean Le Clerc,
Rich ard Si mon, and Ben e dict Spinoza be gan to ap ply forms of crit i cal anal y sis
used on other lit er ary texts to the var i ous books of the Bi ble, call ing into ques -
tion tra di tional as sump tions about the au thor ship of some books, chal leng ing
the his tor i cal ac cu racy of cer tain bib li cal ac counts, and high light ing hu man dy -
nam ics in the long pro cess of can on iza tion. Some ad vo cates of this agenda ap -
peared to reduce the Bible to a mere collection of antiquated human texts.

The re sponse of the vast ma jor ity of eigh teenth-cen tury An gli can schol ars
and clergy to these de vel op ments was de fen sive. The pre ce dent was set on the
schol arly front in the 1690s by Wil liam Lowth and John Wil liams, who mar -
shaled book-length lists of ev i dence to de fend the tex tual in teg rity of the Bi ble
and its ac cu racy on his tor i cal and other mat ters.26 But equally prom i nent
through Wes ley’s life time were man u als of fer ing prac ti cal and pas to ral ad vice
to la ity on how to read the Bi ble as Scrip ture, as a book car ry ing di vine au thor ity 
for the church. One of the ear li est and most pop u lar of these was again by Wil -
liam Lowth, ti tled Di rec tions for the Prof it able Read ing of the Holy Scrip tures
(1708). While this work touches oc ca sion ally on crit i cal is sues, Lowth’s main
fo cus is on pro vid ing la ity with prin ci ples for in ter pret ing the Bi ble that high -
light its clear est teach ings (as re ceived through the his tory of the church) and
un der line its unity of mes sage. The other ma jor means of de fend ing the in teg -
rity of the Bi ble in eigh teenth cen tury Eng land, mix ing schol ar ship with pas to -
ral con cern, was the pub li ca tion of ac ces si ble com men tar ies with notes to
guide la ity in ad dress ing dif fi cult pas sages and to point them to ward uni fy ing
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24 This emphasis is the primary focus of Scott Jameson Jones, John Wesley’s Conception
and Use of Scripture (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1995); and Mark L. Weeter, John
Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007).

25 For recent surveys of this emerging strand, see David S. Katz, God’s Last Words:
Reading the English Bible from the Reformation to Fundamentalism (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2004); and Jonathan Sheehan, The Enlightenment Bible: Translation, Scholarship,
Culture (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005).

26 William Lowth, A Vindication of the Divine Authority of the Writings of the Old and
New Testament (Oxford: Sheldonian Theatre, 1692); and John Williams, Twelve Sermons
preached [1695–96] at the lecture founded by Robert Boyle, concerning the Possibility, Neces-
sity, and Certainty of Divine Revelation (London: R. Chiswell, et al., 1708).
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themes. Such works were among the best sell ers of the day and topped bor row -
ing lists in li brar ies.27

John Wes ley gen er ally re flected this ma jor ity An gli can re sponse. To be
sure, he was happy to draw upon emerg ing his tor i cal stud ies of the cus toms of
the an cient Is ra el ites and the early Chris tians to en rich his read ing of the Bi ble.
The two most prom i nent works in this vein were by Claude Fleu ry. Wes ley
read them both in their orig i nal French, pre par ing a manu script abridged
trans la tion of the vol ume on early Chris tians. He later pub lished this abridg -
ment for use by his lay preach ers and the stu dents at Kings wood.28 At the same
time, Wes ley clearly re tained tra di tional as sump tions about au thor ship (such
as Mo ses as au thor of the first books in the Old Tes ta ment) and was quick to
reject any suggestion of “errors” in the Bible.

An Ex cur sus on In er rancy
Wes ley’s com ments about the ac cu racy of the bib li cal text can be quite

sharp. He in sisted to Wil liam Law that “if there be one false hood in the Bi ble,
there may be a thou sand; nei ther can it pro ceed from the God of truth.”29 To
the qual i fied as ser tion of Wil liam War bur ton that there is “no con sid er able er -
ror” in the Bi ble Wes ley posed the rhe tor i cal ques tion, “Will not the al low ing
there is any er ror in Scrip ture shake the au thor ity of the whole?”30 And to the
claim of Soame Jenyns that the writ ers of the Bi ble were some times left to
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27 On these various points, see Justin Champion, “‘Directions for the Profitable Reading
of the Holy Scriptures’: Biblical Criticism, Clerical Learning and Lay Readers, c. 1650–
1720,” in Scripture and Scholarship in Early Modern England, eds. A. Hessayon & N. Keene
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006), 208–30; and Thomas R. Preston, “Biblical Criticism,
Literature, and the Eighteenth-Century Reader,” in Books and their Readers in Eighteenth-
Century England, ed. Isabel Rivers (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1982), 97–126.

28 The works in question are Claude Fleury (1640–1723), Les moeurs des Israelites
(Paris: Clouzier, 1681); and Fleury, Les moeurs des Chrétiens (Paris: Clouzier, 1682).
Wesley records reading them in his diary in 1736 (see April 24–25, Works, 18:379–80; and
Sept. 13, Works, 18:422). English versions were published almost immediately after the
French, but Wesley may not have had them available. His manuscript translation (done in
1737) is present in the Colman collection at the Methodist Archive and Research Centre,
Manchester. Wesley published this translation as The Manners of the Antient Christians
(Bristol: Farley, 1749). 

29 Letter to William Law (6 Jan 1756), Letters (Telford), 3:345–46.
30 Letter to Bishop of Gloucester (1763), II.5, Works, 11:504.
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them selves, con se quently mak ing some mis takes, he pro tested, “Nay, if there
be one false hood in that book, it did not come from the God of truth.”31

Some in ter pret ers have taken such quotes to in di cate that Wes ley would
align with the mod ern model of “bib li cal in er rancy,” which in sists that the Bi ble
is ac cu rate in ev ery de tail, in clud ing his tor i cal al lu sions and de scrip tions on the 
nat u ral world.32 This claim is ques tion able, not so much be cause the words
“inerrant” and “in er rancy” do not ap pear in his writ ings (they were not in com -
mon use un til the next cen tury), but be cause his broader com ments on the Bi ble
sug gest a more nuanced stance. Take for ex am ple his re flec tions in “Thoughts
upon Meth od ism”:

What is their fun da men tal doc trine? That the Bi ble is the whole and
sole rule both of Chris tian faith and prac tice. Hence they learned:
1) That re li gion is an in ward prin ci ple; that it is no other than the
mind that was in Christ; or in other words, the re newal of the soul af -
ter the im age of God, in righ teous ness and true ho li ness. 2) That this
can never be wrought in us but by the power of the Holy Ghost.
3) That we re ceive this and ev ery other bless ing merely for the sake
of Christ; and, 4) that who so ever hath the mind that was in Christ,
the same is our brother, and sis ter, and mother.33

Note the fo cus on cen tral truths of “Chris tian faith and prac tice.” Wes ley is fol -
low ing here the lead of 2 Tim o thy 3:16–17, where the in spi ra tion of Scrip ture
is re lated to its use ful ness for in struct ing in Chris tian be lief and train ing in lives
of righ teous ness. He fre quently cites this text in teach ing ser mons, af firm ing
the Bi ble as “in fal li bly true” on these mat ters.34

While he never pro vides a de tailed ac count of what the “in fal li bil ity” of
Scrip ture en tails, Wes ley did not think that it was un der cut by mis takes on
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31 See Journal (24 July 1776), Works, 23:25; commenting on Soame Jenyns, A View of
the Internal Evidence of the Christian Religion (London: J. Dodsley, 1776). Wesley published 
these comments in a letter to the Bristol Gazette (12 Sept. 1776), p. 2, where he added “But I 
flatly deny that there is one falsehood in the Bible.”

32 E.g., Wilber T. Dayton, “Infallibility, Wesley, and British Methodism,” in Inerrancy
and the Church (Chicago: Moody, 1984), 223–54; and Daryl McCarthy, “Early Wesleyan
Views of Scripture,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 16.2 (1981): 95–105.

33 “Thoughts Upon Methodism” §2, Arminian Magazine 10 (1787), Works, 9:527. See
also Plain Account of Christian Perfection,” §5, Works (Jackson), 11:366.

34 See particularly Sermon 16, “The Means of Grace,” II.8, Works, 1:388; Sermon 12,
“The Witness of Our Own Spirit,” §6, Works, 1:302–303; and Sermon 36, “The Law
Established by Faith, II,” I.5, Works, 2:37.
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tangential mat ters. His very first com ment in Ex plan a tory Notes on the New
Tes ta ment (on Mat thew 1:1) sets the tone:

If there were any dif fi cul ties in the ge ne al ogy, or that given by St.
Luke, which could not eas ily be re moved, they would rather af fect
the Jew ish ta bles than the credit of the evan ge lists, for they act only
as his to ri ans, set ting down those ge ne al o gies as they stood in those
pub lic and al lowed re cords. . . . Nor was it need ful they should cor -
rect the mis takes, if there were any. For these ac counts suf fi ciently
an swer the end for which they are re cited. They un ques tion ably
prove the grand point of view, that Je sus was of the fam ily from
which the prom ised Seed was to come.

Wes ley sim i larly had no prob lem ac knowl edg ing that New Tes ta ment
writ ers do not al ways tran scribe with ex act ness the Old Tes ta ment pas sages
that they cite. He rec og nized that many of the dif fer ences dem on strate that the
New Tes ta ment writ ers were cit ing from the Greek text in the Sep tu a gint.
While he con sid ered the Sep tu a gint less re li able than the He brew text, Wes ley
jus ti fied this use on the grounds that “It was not their busi ness, in writ ing to the
Jews, who at that time had it in high es teem, to amend or al ter this, which
would of con se quence have oc ca sioned dis putes with out end.”35

This jus ti fi ca tion may call to mind a broader prin ci ple, long held in Chris -
tian tra di tion, that God gra ciously con de scended to adapt rev e la tion not only
to gen eral hu man lim i ta tions but to spe cific cul tural set tings. Au gus tine, for ex -
am ple, in voked this prin ci ple to ex plain the ac count of cre ation in Gen e sis—as
ap pro pri ate for “un learned” peo ples.36 Wes ley does speak of “di vine condescen-
sion” in rev e la tion on oc ca sion, not ing that God adapts to the “low ca pac i ties”
of hu man na ture, such as our in abil ity to un der stand fully God’s time less ness.37

But his com ment on the use of the Sep tu a gint is one of the few that sug gests di -
vine con de scen sion might in clude al low ing the hu man au thors of the Bi ble to
ar tic u late the truths of rev e la tion in the spec i fic ity (and lim i ta tions) of their
lan guage, cul ture, and cur rent “sci ence.”38 Wes ley’s more typ i cal ten dency was
to ex tol how ac cu rately the au thors’ words an swered the im pres sion made by
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35 Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament, Heb. 2:7; see also (more broadly) Matt
2:6. Cited hereafter as NT Notes.

36 See Augustine, The Literal Meaning of Genesis, ch. 15; and Confessions, Book XII, ch.
xvii (§ 24).

37 See particularly NT Notes, Rom. 6:19; and NT Notes, 1 Peter 1:2.
38 Some have cited Wesley as embracing this principle by citing the text: “The scriptures 

were never intended to instruct us in philosophy, or astronomy; and therefore, on [cont.]
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God upon their mind, and to in sist that in ter per sonal dy nam ics were al ways
guided by God in an un err ing di rec tion.39

This is an other place where Wes ley’s pres ent de scen dants may want to
ap pre ci ate his ex am ple in his tor i cal con text, while sug gest ing that his deep est 
con vic tion about how God works in hu man life has broader im pli ca tions
than he re al ized. Re call how Wes ley de scribes this con vic tion in re la tion to
con ver sion:

You know how God wrought in your own soul when he first en abled
you to say, “The life I now live, I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me, and gave him self for me.” He did not take away your un -
der stand ing, but en light ened and strength ened it. He did not de -
stroy any of your af fec tions; rather they were more vig or ous than
be fore. Least of all did he take away your lib erty, your power of
choos ing good or evil; he did not force you; but be ing as sisted by his
grace you . . . chose the better part.40

If you carry this con vic tion over to God’s agency in gra ciously as sist ing the hu -
man au thors of Scrip ture, I would sug gest that one could take with ut most se ri -
ous ness the cul tural spec i fic ity of the var i ous books in the Bi ble that mod ern
schol ar ship makes ev i dent, as well as the lit er ary craft of the var i ous au thors, while
still af firm ing a ro bust sense of the au thor ity of Scrip ture as the “book of God.”

The length of the pre ced ing dis cus sion of in er rancy could be mis lead ing. It
re flects our mod ern de bates more than Wes ley’s fo cal con cern. He cer tainly
be lieved that “the Scrip ture of the Old and New Tes ta ments is a most solid
and pre cious sys tem of di vine truth. Ev ery part thereof is wor thy of God; and
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those subjects, expressions are not always to be taken in the literal sense, but for the most
part, as accommodated to the common apprehension of mankind.” This is found in Wesley, 
A Survey of the Wisdom of God in Creation; or, A Compendium of Natural Philosophy (2nd

American ed.; Philadelphia: Jonathan Pounder, 1816), 2:139–40. But these words are not
part of Wesley’s original text. They are part of the revision introduced into this and later
editions in North America, where the editors chose to replace much of Wesley’s discussion
of astronomy with text drawn from James Ferguson, Astronomy Explained Upon Sir Isaac
Newton’s Principles (London: for the author, 1756); see p. 48 for this quote. It is unclear if
Wesley would have agreed with Ferguson; see his hesitation in Journal (8 Jan. 1775), Works
22:442.

39 See NT Notes (1754), Preface, §12, Works (Jackson), 14:238; and NT Notes, Acts
15:7.

40 See Sermon 63, “The General Spread of the Gospel,” §11, Works, 2:489.
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all together are one en tire body, wherein is no de fect, no ex cess.”41 But he never 
took up the schol arly pro ject of craft ing an ex tended de fense of this point.42 He
fo cused his en ergy in stead on the pas to ral/prac ti cal task of en abling lay read ers 
to en gage the Bi ble as the trust wor thy book of God. His most sig nif i cant con -
tri bu tion in this re gard was Ex plan a tory Notes Upon the New Tes ta ment (1755), 
where he dis tilled the in sights of sev eral com men ta tors (par tic u larly, again,
Johann Bengel), in ter weav ing his own ex hor ta tions and ad vice.43 Wes ley later
pub lished the par al lel Ex plan a tory Notes Upon the Old Tes ta ment (1765), a
work that re lies heavily on other com men ta tors, with only scat tered in serts of
Wes ley’s voice.44

Read Re ly ing on the In spi ra tion of the Spirit
While the word “in er rancy” does not ap pear in Wes ley’s writ ings, the

phrase “in spi ra tion of the Spirit” and its var i ous der i va tions are found ev ery -
where. It is im por tant to note that his typ i cal use of the phrase is broader than
just con sid er ations of the pro duc tion of the Bi ble. In the Com plete Eng lish Dic -
tio nary (1753) that he pub lished to ex plain hard words in Scrip ture and other
writ ings, Wes ley de fined “in spi ra tion” broadly—as the in flu ence of the Holy
Spirit that en ables per sons to love and serve God. This def i ni tion is re flected in
com ments to his fol low ers like the fol low ing: “You be lieve that … there can not 
be in any [per son] one good tem per or de sire, or so much as one good thought, 
un less it be pro duced by the al mighty power of God, by the in spi ra tion or in flu -
ence of the Holy Ghost.”45 This broad use of “in spi ra tion” trades on the mean -
ing of the Latin orig i nal, inspirare: to breathe into, an i mate, ex cite, or in flame.
But the most im por tant pre ce dent for the broad use was surely the Col lect for
Pu rity, which Wes ley prayed reg u larly at cel e bra tion of the Eu cha rist: “Cleanse 
the thoughts of our hearts, by the in spi ra tion of your Holy Spirit, that we might
per fectly love thee and wor thily mag nify thy holy name.”
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41 NT Notes Preface (1754), §10, Works (Jackson), 14:238.
42 Wesley was not entirely against such scholarly endeavors. But the most extended

example, his Letter to Conyers Middleton (1749), was devoted to defending claims about
miracles in post-biblical church history.

43 The best available analysis of Wesley’s sources and editorial contribution to NT
Notes is Frank Baker, “John Wesley, Biblical Commentator,” Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library 71.1 (1989): 110–20.

44 See Casto, “Exegetical Method.”
45 Advice to the People Called ‘Methodists’, §6, Works, 9:124.
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The broader sense is ev i dent even when Wes ley uses “in spi ra tion” in re la -
tion to the Bi ble. Con sider his com ments on 2 Tim o thy 3:16 in Ex plan a tory
Notes upon the New Tes ta ment:

The Spirit of God not only once in spired those who wrote it, but
con tin u ally in spires, su per nat u rally as sists those that read it with ear -
nest prayer. Hence it is so prof it able for doc trine, for in struc tion of
the ig no rant, for the re proof or con vic tion of them that are in er ror or 
sin; for the cor rec tion or amend ment of what ever is amiss, and for in -
struct ing or train ing up the chil dren of God in all righ teous ness.

While he af firms God’s guid ance of the orig i nal au thors, Wes ley’s fo cal em pha -
sis is en cour ag ing pres ent read ers to seek the Spirit’s gra cious as sis tance in
read ing Scrip ture!

What as sis tance are we to seek? To be gin with, as Wes ley clar i fied his point
to Bishop Wil liam War bur ton (quot ing Thomas B Kempis), “we need the
same Spirit to un der stand the Scrip ture which en abled the holy men of old to
write it.”46 Thus, in the pref ace to his first vol ume of Ser mons, im me di ately af ter
stat ing his re solve to be “a man of one book,” Wes ley stressed that when he
opens the Bi ble, if he finds any thing un clear, his first re course is to pray for di -
vine as sis tance in un der stand ing.47 Note that he does not pray for spir i tual
guid ance apart from Scrip ture, but for the Spirit’s aid in our re flec tions upon
Scrip ture. As Wes ley once put it, “the chil dren of light walk by the joint light of
rea son, Scrip ture, and the Holy Ghost.”48

Al though con cep tual un der stand ing of the teach ing in the Bi ble is vi tal,
Wes ley’s deep est con cern was per sonal em brace of the sav ing truth in Scrip -
ture. The Spirit’s in spir ing work is es sen tial at this point. Wes ley was in sis tent
that “true, liv ing Chris tian faith . . . is not only an as sent, an act of the un der -
stand ing, but a dis po si tion which God hath wrought in the heart.”49 Sig nif i -
cantly, he in cluded mere as sent to the truth ful ness of Scrip ture among those
things that fall short of liv ing Chris tian faith, re mind ing his read ers that “the
dev ils be lieve all Scrip ture, hav ing been given by in spi ra tion of God, is true as
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46 Letter to Bishop of Gloucester, II.10, Works, 11:509. See also OT Notes, Preface, §18,
Works (Jackson), 14:253.

47 Sermons, Vol. 1, Preface, §5, Works, 1:105–106.
48 Letter to “John Smith” (28 Sept. 1745), §14, Works, 26:158.
49 See Sermon 18, “The Marks of the New Birth,” §3, Works, 1:418 (emphasis added).
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God is true,” but do not em brace the sav ing truth of Scrip ture.50As Wes ley em pha -
sized to a cor re spon dent, per sonal em brace of the Bi ble as sav ing truth is a gift of
God, not the nat u ral re sult of ra tio nal ar gu ment alone; more over, it is a gift which
must be nur tured by con tin u ing re li ance on the in spir ing work of the Spirit.51

This is why John Wes ley never de voted sig nif i cant en ergy to prov ing the in -
spi ra tion of the Bi ble by ap peals to its truth ful ness or other such ar gu ments. He 
could pub lish brief re sumes of ar gu ments ad vanced by other writ ers.52 But
here, as in his con sid er ation of God’s rev e la tion in na ture, Wes ley val ued such
apol o getic ef forts for help ing con firm faith born of the wit ness of the Spirit, not
as pro vid ing the foun da tion for that faith.53

A fi nal point to make about the re la tion ship of the in spi ra tion of the Spirit
to the Bi ble in Wes ley is that he shared a com mon blind spot of his day. He
clearly af firmed God’s in spi ra tion of the orig i nal au thors, and he could speak of
how the church has care fully handed down the book, but he shows lit tle aware -
ness of the long and con vo luted pro cess of can on iza tion.54 An ad e quate doc -
trine of the in spi ra tion of Scrip ture to day would need to make the Spirit’s
ac tiv ity in this process a central theme!
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50 Ibid., §2, Works, 1:418.
51 See John Wesley’s Letter to “John Smith” (10 July 1747), §9, Works, 26:249–50.
52 A good example is “Clear and Concise Demonstration of the Divine Inspiration of

the Holy Scriptures,” Arminian Magazine 12 (1789): 211. While Thomas Jackson thought
that this was written by Wesley (including it in his edition of Wesley’s Works, 11:484), it is
one of the numerous pieces in the Arminian Magazine that Wesley borrowed. In this case
the author is John Ryland (1723–92). The brief piece appears (with an additional para-
graph) in Ryland, Body of Divinity in Miniature (London: T. Chapman, 1790), 127–29.
While this postdates the publication by Wesley, Ryland was distilling a longer argument
already published in his three-volume Contemplations of the Beauty of Creation (see the 3rd

edn. [Northampton: Thomas Dicey, 1780], 1:160–330, esp. 268 and 307). Wesley got it
either from Ryland directly or some recent magazine.

53 See Randy L. Maddox, “John Wesley’s Precedent for Theological Engagement with
the Natural Sciences” Wesleyan Theological Journal 44.1 (Spring 2009): 23–54; esp. 41–43.
I think there is a bit more resonance in Wesley here than William Abraham senses for the
critique that Abraham rightly offers of attempts to prove the inspiration of Scripture; cf.
Abraham, Aldersgate and Athens: John Wesley and the Foundations of Christian Belief (Waco,
TX: Baylor University Press, 2010), 61–80.

54 There were some initial works attending to this issue in Wesley’s day, particularly
Jeremiah Jones, A New and Full Method of Settling the Canonical Authority of the New
Testament, 3 vols. (London: J. Clark & R. Hett, 1726–27). But there is no evidence that
Wesley read Jones, and Jones’s work mainly defends decisions about which works were
included in and excluded from the New Testament on grounds of their content, not their
process of adoption.
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Read the En tire Canon
While Wes ley may have paid lit tle at ten tion to the pro cess of can on iza tion,

he read and drew upon the whole of the Protestant canon, and en cour aged his
fol low ers to do the same. This prac tice traces back to his An gli can nur ture—
re in forced by his mother Susanna!—since the Book of Com mon Prayer sug -
gested a pat tern of daily read ings that cov ered the Old Tes ta ment once and the
New Tes ta ment (ex cept Rev e la tion) three times a year. Wes ley passed this ex -
pec ta tion on to his Meth od ist fol low ers, en cour ag ing them to read a por tion of
both tes ta ments each morn ing and eve ning.55 Lest chil dren avoid the Old Tes -
ta ment, due to its size, Wes ley pre pared a spe cial abridg ment for them.56

Wes ley’s pas to ral prac tice re flects his com mit ment to the theo log i cal and 
spir i tual value of the whole Bi ble. For ex am ple, Wes ley left be hind re cords in
his di a ries, let ters, pub lished Jour nal, and two manu script ser mon reg is ters
that have al lowed con struct ing a list of his bib li cal texts for ser mons through
much of his min is try.57 This list dem on strates ex ten sive preach ing in both
tes ta ments. In deed, we have re cords of John Wes ley preach ing on texts from
ev ery book in the Protestant canon ex cept Es ther, Song of Songs, Obadiah,
Nahum, Zephaniah, Philemon, and 3 John. Part of the rea son for this ex ten -
sive range is that he typ i cally used one of the as signed les sons in the Book of
Com mon Prayer when he preached on Sun days, right up to his death.58 But his 
preach ing through out the week in var i ous set tings also shows re mark able
breadth.

Em bed ded in Wes ley’s pas to ral prac tice is re jec tion of the ten dency (trac -
ing back at least to Marcion in the early church) of many Chris tians to dis miss
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55 See, for example, his Letter to Margaret Lewen (June 1764), Letters (Telford), 4:247; 
and OT Notes, Preface, §18, Works (Jackson), 14:253.

56 His four-part Lessons for Children (1746–54) is simply an abridgment of the KJV Old
Testament. It is “lessons” in the sense of assigned readings, not lectures about the readings.
At this point (pre-1756), Wesley included in Part IV selections from two books in the
apocrypha: Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom.

57 The records are not exhaustive, because portions of Wesley’s diary have been lost.
Even so, a list of all known sermon occasions, where we have the text, runs over 400 pages in
length! This list was compiled by Wanda Willard Smith, longtime assistant to Albert Outler. 
It can be found on the website of the Center for Studies in the Wesleyan Tradition (CSWT)
at Duke: http://divinity.duke.edu/initiatives-centers/cswt/research-resources/register.

58 For a late example, see Journal (16 Aug. 1789), Works, 24:150.
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the Old Tes ta ment, ei ther ex plic itly or by sim ple ne glect.59 Most cen trally,
Wes ley avoided any sug ges tion that the em pha sis on grace and for give ness in
the New Tes ta ment should be posed against the em pha sis on liv ing by God’s
law in the Old Tes ta ment.60 Rather, as Wes ley liked to put it, ev ery moral com -
mand in both Tes ta ments should be read as a “cov ered prom ise” —a prom ise
both that the ba sic in tent of the law is our well-be ing and that God will gra -
ciously en able our obe di ence.61 This con vic tion al lowed Wes ley to read the
Old Tes ta ment as an au thor i ta tive un fold ing of Chris tian truth, while af firm ing
the New Tes ta ment as the fi nal stan dard of Chris tian faith and prac tice.62 Ad -
mit tedly, it also in clined him to read Chris tian con vic tions a bit too di rectly
into Old Tes ta ment texts at times.63 But it also un der girded his ten dency to in -
ter weave al lu sions to texts from both of the Tes ta ments through out his ser -
mons, em u lat ing the intertexuality of Scrip ture it self.64

Read in Con fer ence with Oth ers

My next ma jor point is sig naled again in Wes ley’s pref ace to his first vol -
ume of Ser mons, where he stresses be ing a “man of one book.” We have al ready
noted his rec og ni tion of the need for di vine as sis tance in un der stand ing Scrip -
ture. He goes on in this para graph to de scribe how he care fully con sid ers other
rel e vant pas sages in Scrip ture, then adds: “If any doubt still re mains, I con sult
those who are ex pe ri enced in the things of God, and then the writ ings whereby, 
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59 Cf. Matthew R. Schlimm, “Defending the Old Testament’s Worth: John Wesley’s
Reaction to the Rebirth of Marcionism,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 42.2 (2007): 28–51.
Schlimm details Wesley’s rejection of a scholarly form of Marcionism in his day.

60 See Sermon 34, “The Original, Nature, Properties, and Use of the Law,” Works,
2:4–19.

61 Sermon 25, “Sermon on the Mount V,” II.3, Works, 1:554–55; and Sermon 76, “On
Perfection,” II.1–8, Works, 3:77–80. For an analysis of how this led Wesley to read the
Sermon on the Mount differently than Luther, see Tore Meistad, Martin Luther and John
Wesley on the Sermon on the Mount (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 1999).

62 Sermon 67, “On Divine Providence,” §4, Works, 2:536; and Letter to Elizabeth
Hardy (5Apr 1758), Letters (Telford), 4:11.

63 See the critique of John in A.W. Martin Jr., “‘Then As Now’: Wesley’s Notes as a
Model for United Methodists Today,” Quarterly Review 10.2 (1990): 25–47; and (more
nuanced) in Schlimm, “Defending the Old Testament’s Worth.”

64 Cf. Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1989).
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be ing dead, they yet speak.”65 The cru cial thing to note in this con clud ing line is 
not just that an in di vid ual might turn to other books to un der stand the one
Book, but that we as in di vid u als need to read the Bi ble in con fer ence with other
read ers!

Sev eral di men sions to this need de serve high light ing. Note first that Wes -
ley iden ti fies con sult ing par tic u larly those “more ex pe ri enced in the things of
God.” His fo cal con cern is not schol arly ex per tise (though he is not dis miss ing
this), but the con tri bu tion of ma ture Chris tian char ac ter and dis cern ment to
in ter pret ing the Bi ble.66 Where does one find such folk whose lives and un der -
stand ing are less dis torted by sin? One of Wes ley’s most cen tral con vic tions
was that au then tic Chris tian char ac ter and dis cern ment are the fruit of the
Spirit, nur tured within the wit ness, wor ship, sup port, and ac count abil ity of
Chris tian com mu nity. This is the point of his of ten (mis-)quoted line that
there is “no ho li ness but so cial ho li ness.” As he later clar i fied, “I mean not only
that [ho li ness] can not sub sist so well, but that it can not sub sist at all with out
so ci ety, with out liv ing and con vers ing with [oth ers].”67 While the class and
band meet ings that Wes ley de signed to em body this prin ci ple were not de -
voted pri mar ily to bi ble study, they helped form per sons who were more in -
clined to read Scrip ture, and to read it in keep ing with its cen tral pur poses.68

Thus, the early Meth od ist move ment pro vides an in struc tive ex am ple for
those seek ing to day to re cover ap pre ci a tion for the role of com mu nity in in ter -
pret ing Scrip ture.69

I has ten to add, sec ondly, that Wes ley’s em pha sis on the value of read ing
the Bi ble in con fer ence with oth ers was not lim ited to con sid er ations of rel a -
tive Chris tian ma tu rity. It was grounded in his rec og ni tion of the lim its of all
hu man un der stand ing, even that of spir i tu ally ma ture per sons. He was con -
vinced that, as fi nite crea tures, our hu man un der stand ings of our ex pe ri ence, of
tra di tion, and of Scrip ture it self are “opin ions” or in ter pre ta tions of their subject
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65 Sermons, Vol. 1, Preface, §5, Works, 1:105–106.
66 This point is helpfully developed by Andrew C. Thompson in “Outler’s Quadrilateral,

Moral Psychology, and Theological Reflection in the Wesleyan Tradition,” Wesleyan Theo-
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mat ter.70 Wes ley un der lined the im pli ca tion of this in his ser mon on a “Cath o -
lic Spirit.”

Al though ev ery man nec es sar ily be lieves that ev ery par tic u lar opin -
ion which he holds is true (for to be lieve any opin ion is not true, is
the same thing as not to hold it); yet can no man be as sured that all
his own opin ions, taken to gether, are true. Nay, ev ery think ing man
is as sured they are not, see ing humanum est errare et nescire: “To be
ig no rant of many things, and to mis take in some, is the nec es sary
con di tion of hu man ity.”71

Wes ley went on in the ser mon to com mend a spirit of open ness to di a logue
with oth ers, where we are clear in our com mit ment to the main branches of
Chris tian doc trine, while al ways ready to hear and weigh what ever can be of -
fered against our cur rent un der stand ing of mat ters of be lief or prac tice.72 His
goal in this di a logue is clear—seek ing the most ad e quate un der stand ings.

The fi nal di men sion to high light about Wes ley’s call for read ing the Bi ble
in con fer ence with oth ers should be ob vi ous: it is vi tal that we do not limit our
di a logue part ners to those who are most like us, or those with whom we al ready 
agree. We should re main open to, and at times seek out, those who hold dif fer -
ing un der stand ings. Oth er wise, we are not likely to iden tify the places where
our pres ent un der stand ing of some thing in Scrip ture (usu ally shared with
those clos est to us) might be wrong! That is why Wes ley spe cif i cally in vited
any who be lieved that he pre sented mis taken read ings of the Bi ble in his Ser -
mons to be in touch, so that they could con fer to gether over Scrip ture.73

Read in Con fer ence with Chris tian Tra di tion
Among those out side of his cir cle of as so ci ates and fol low ers whom Wes ley 

was com mit ted to in clud ing in his con fer ring over the mean ing of Scrip ture
were Chris tians of ear lier gen er a tions. As he noted, our pri mary means of hear -
ing their voice is through their writings.
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71 Sermon 39, “Catholic Spirit,” §I.4, Works, 2:84.
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73 Sermons, Vol. 1, Preface, §§8–9, Works, 1:107.
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It is widely rec og nized that Wes ley val ued highly the writ ings of the first
three cen tu ries of the church, in both its East ern (Greek) and West ern (Latin)
set tings. Ted Camp bell has dem on strated that his stron gest in ter est was in the
model of Chris tian prac tice in the an cient church, though he also val ued early
pre ce dent in doc trine.74 Wes ley spe cif i cally de fended con sult ing early Chris -
tian au thors when in ter pret ing Scrip ture in his pub lished let ter to Conyers
Middle ton. Middle ton had ar gued that such con sul ta tion was not nec es sary
be cause Scrip ture is both com plete and clear in its teach ings. To this Wes ley
re sponded, “The Scrip tures are a com plete rule of faith and prac tice; and they
are clear in all nec es sary points. And yet their clear ness does not prove that they 
need not be ex plained, nor their com plete ness that they need not be en -
forced.”75 He went on to in sist that con sul ta tion with early Chris tian writ ings
had helped many avoid dan ger ous er rors in their in ter pre ta tion of Scrip ture,
while the ne glect of these writ ings would surely leave one captive to current
reigning misunderstandings.

In both his for mal def i ni tions and his prac tice Wes ley tended to jump from
the early church to the An gli can stan dards in his con sid er ation of Chris tian tra -
di tion.76 But his read ing of var i ous com men tar ies and his tor i cal works passed
to him an aware ness of the ma jor Me di eval and Ref or ma tion de bates over bib -
li cal in ter pre ta tion, as well as a set of cen tral in ter pre tive prin ci ples. For ex am -
ple, he stressed the pri macy of the com mu nally ac cepted ver bal or “lit eral”
mean ing in in ter pret ing bib li cal texts (a prin ci ple that the Re form ers had
adopted to bal ance the flu id ity of al le gor i cal and spir i tual ex e ge sis).77 In cases
where two bib li cal texts ap peared to con tra dict each other, he stressed that the
more ob scure text should be un der stood in light of the clearer one. Like wise,
he was aware of the im por tance of con text in in ter pret ing Scrip ture—both the
spe cific con text of any par tic u lar verse or phrase and the over all con text of the
Bi ble. In fact, one of Wes ley’s most fre quent ob jec tions to the exegetical claims

 Published in Methodist Review: A Journal of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies 
ISSN: 1946-5254 (online) s URL: www.methodistreview.org

20 Methodist Review, Vol. 3 (2011)

74 Ted A. Campbell, John Wesley and Christian Antiquity (Nashville: Kingswood, 1991).
75 A Letter to the Reverend Dr. Conyers Middleton (4–24 Jan. 1749), Letters (Telford),

2:325.
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reading of the actual biblical text from the later tendency to equate the “literal” meaning
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of opponents was that they con tra dicted “the whole tenor and scope of Scrip -
ture.”78

Like most An gli cans of his day, Wes ley took Lu ther’s side in one ma jor in -
ter pre tive de bate. While Prot es tants agreed that Scrip ture was the fi nal au thor -
ity of Chris tian be lief and life, they di vided in prac tice on the ques tion of how
to use Scrip ture in ad dress ing cases not ex plic itly cov ered therein. Lu ther gen -
er ally took the more flex i ble stance that we can ac cept from tra di tion or ex pe ri -
ence things of proven value not ex plic itly con demned in Scrip ture, while Zwingli
urged the tighter prin ci ple of re ject ing ev ery thing not ex plic itly con doned in
Scrip ture. Wes ley fre quently ar gued that what ever Scrip ture nei ther ex plic itly
for bids nor en joins was of an in dif fer ent na ture; i.e., open to Chris tians to de -
cide ei ther way.79 Of course, he was quick to add that Scrip ture might teach
prin ci ples rel e vant to spe cific mat ters of faith and prac tice, even if it did not ad -
dress the mat ters ex plic itly.80

Read in Con fer ence with the “Rule of Faith”
One in ter pre tive prin ci ple that Wes ley in her ited from ear lier Chris tian

gen er a tions de serves spe cial at ten tion. A good ex am ple of the prin ci ple can be
found in St. Au gus tine’s On Chris tian Teach ing, one of the first Chris tian trea -
tises de voted to guide lines for in ter pret ing Scrip ture. Au gus tine in structs his
read ers that when they find un clear or am big u ous pas sages in the Bi ble they
should con sult for guid ance the “rule of faith” (regula fidei). He was us ing here
the typ i cal Latin trans la tion of Paul’s ad vice in Romans 12:6 for ex er cis ing the
gift of proph ecy “ac cord ing to the anal ogy of faith” (Greek: kata. th.n avnalogi,an
th/j pi,stewj). Au gus tine went on to de fine this rule of faith as the teach ings
found in “the more open places of the Scrip tures and in the au thor ity of the
church.”81 The use of the term through out Au gus tine’s works and the broad
early church makes clear that the two sources he iden ti fied should not be con -
sid ered as ei ther sep a rate or ad di tive. Rather, early bap tis mal creeds and re -
lated catechetical ma te ri als sought to pro vide a nar ra tive sum mary of God’s
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tion and Use of Scripture, 114–26; and Weeter, Wesley’s View of Scripture, 194–204.

79 E.g., Sermon 12, “The Witness of Our Own Spirit,” §6, Works, 1:303; Sermon 97,
“On Obedience to Pastors,” §III.6, Works, 3:380; Letter to John Dickens (26 Dec. 1789),
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81 Augustine, On Christian Teaching, Book III, par. 2.
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sav ing work as re vealed in Scrip ture, with par tic u lar at ten tion to the im plicit
trin i tar ian form of this work (the Apos tles’ Creed is a key ex am ple).82 The “rule 
of faith” gath ered the early church’s com mu nal sense of what was most cen tral
and uni fy ing in Scrip ture, to serve in part as an aid for read ing the whole of
Scrip ture in its light.

The topic of the “rule of faith” be came a bat tle ground dur ing the Ref or ma -
tion. Some teach ings and prac tices had been ad vanced on the “au thor ity of the
church” through the me di eval pe riod that the Re form ers judged lack ing in bib -
li cal sup port or con trary to clear bib li cal teach ing. In re sponse they cham pi -
oned “Scrip ture alone” as the rule of faith. But for most Prot es tants this did not
mean re ject ing the value of con sult ing some com mu nally-shared sense of the
cen tral and uni fy ing themes in Scrip ture when try ing to in ter pret par tic u lar
pas sages. They changed the name for this shared sense to the “anal ogy of faith,” 
re flect ing Paul’s Greek text, as one ex pres sion of their con cern to stick close to
Scrip ture. But they typ i cally de fended un der this la bel the prac tice of con sult -
ing at least the Apos tles’ Creed when seek ing to in ter pret Scrip ture cor rectly.83

Wes ley in her ited through his An gli can stan dards this Protestant com mit -
ment to Scrip ture as the “rule of faith,” in ter preted in light of the “anal ogy of
faith.”84 He also in her ited the im pact of on go ing Protestant de bates over the
dy nam ics of in di vid ual sal va tion, which el e vated at ten tion to top ics of soteri-
ology in com mu nally-au thor i ta tive guides to read ing of Scrip ture.85 At ten tion
to these top ics was par tic u larly high among those Prot es tants con cerned with
pi ety and holy liv ing, like Wes ley. Thus, his spe cific ar tic u la tions of the “anal -
ogy of faith” tend to fo cus on four soteriological themes: the cor rup tion of sin,
jus ti fi ca tion by faith, the new birth, and pres ent in ward and out ward ho li ness.86
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Wes ley’s fo cus on these top ics has led some in ter pret ers to fault him for a
one-sided “per sonal-sal va tion ist” read ing of Scrip ture.87 If this charge is meant
to im ply that Wes ley ig nored or downplayed the re demp tive work of the tri une
God, it must be re jected. It is true that Wes ley de voted far fewer ser mons to the
Trin ity than, say, to jus ti fi ca tion by faith. But this is be cause he as sumed that
his Trin i tar ian com mit ments were gen er ally shared among his An gli can peers;
he was fo cus ing on ar eas of mis un der stand ing and dis agree ment. In the pub -
lished ser mon that Wes ley does de vote to the Trin ity he traces the sav ing work
of each per son of the God head, in sist ing that rec og ni tion of their con joined
work has a “close con nec tion to vi tal re li gion.”88 As Geoffrey Wain wright has
shown, Wes ley’s read ing of Scrip ture was ac tu ally deeply shaped by his trin i tar -
ian con vic tions.89

Wes ley’s com mit ment to read ing the Bi ble in light of the trin i tar ian (and
other) themes af firmed in the Apos tles’ Creed is em bod ied in his ad vice: “In
or der to be well ac quainted with the doc trines of Chris tian ity you need but one 
book (be sides the New Tes ta ment) — Bishop Pearson On the Creed.”90 John
Pearson’s vol ume was an ex po si tion of the Apos tles’ Creed, which had been
com mended to Wes ley by both of his par ents and was used as a text dur ing his
study at Christ Church in Ox ford.91 It was the theo log i cal text that Wes ley him -
self most of ten as signed to his as sis tants and rec om mended to his cor re spon -
dents.92

There were Brit ish voices in Wes ley’s cen tury, like John Locke, who crit i -
cized al low ing the Apos tles’ Creed or any au thor i ta tive “anal ogy of faith” to
shape one’s in ter pre ta tion of Scrip ture. They ar gued that this con tra dicted the
role of Scrip ture as it self the “rule of faith.” But what their ar gu ments make
most clear is their con fi dence in their abil ity as “en light ened” read ers to get
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back to what the au thors of Scrip ture re ally meant, cor rect ing the mis un der -
stand ings of all pre vi ous gen er a tions of in ter pret ers.93 As we have seen, Wes ley
was skep ti cal about any such hu man hopes for ab so lute cer tainty. Nei ther did
he share the com par a tive dis dain for ear lier in ter pret ers. Thus, while he en -
cour aged Meth od ists to “think and let think” on a range of theo log i cal “opin -
ions which do not strike at the root of Chris tian ity,” he stressed that he and the
move ment em braced the cen tral doc trines of his toric Chris tian teach ing.94

In other words, Wes ley’s de scrip tion of him self as a “man of one Book”
should not mis lead us from rec og niz ing that he gen er ally read that Book
through the lens of the broadly shared Chris tian “rule of faith” and his more
spe cific high-church An gli can com mit ments.95 While some of Wes ley’s cur -
rent de scen dants will con sider this a lim i ta tion, many oth ers will find it a help -
ful ex am ple of an ap proach to read ing Scrip ture that needs to be re cov ered!96

Read in Con fer ence with the “Book of Na ture”
One of the com mit ments that Wes ley im bibed from his An gli can up bring -

ing was a higher em pha sis than in some Protestant cir cles for study ing God’s
rev e la tion in the nat u ral world (the “book of na ture”) along side of study ing
Scrip ture.97 Wes ley’s stated and cen tral in ter est in study ing the nat u ral world
was to strengthen the faith awak ened by Scrip ture and deepen our ap pre ci a -
tion of God’s power, wis dom, and good ness.98 But there is good ev i dence that
study of cur rent sci ence also helped Wes ley test and re shape his current un der-
stand ing of Scripture.

For a fit ting ex am ple, re turn to the pref ace of the first vol ume of Ser mons
and note Wes ley’s line: “I want to know one thing, the way to heaven—how to
land safe on that happy shore.” Wes ley is re flect ing here a long de vel op ment in
Chris tian his tory. Al though Scrip ture speaks of God’s ul ti mate goal in salvation
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as the “new heav ens and earth,” a va ri ety of in flu ences led Chris tians through
the first mil len nium to as sume in creas ingly that our fi nal state is “heaven
above.” The lat ter was seen as a realm where hu man spir its, dwell ing in ethe real 
bod ies, join eter nally with all other spir i tual be ings (a cat e gory that did not in -
clude an i mals) in con tin u ous wor ship of God. By con trast, they as sumed that
the phys i cal uni verse, which we aban don at death, would even tu ally be an ni hi -
lated. Wes ley im bibed this un der stand ing of our fi nal state in his up bring ing,
and through much of his min is try it was pre sented as ob vi ous and unprob-
lematic. But in the last de cade of his life he be gan to re claim boldly the bib li cal
im ag ery of God’s re newal of the whole uni verse, spe cif i cally cham pi on ing the
no tion that an i mals par tic i pate in fi nal sal va tion.99 What led to this change? A
ma jor fac tor was the study he un der took, in his six ties, of some cur rent works in 
bi ol ogy that uti lized the model of the “chain of be ings.” Cen tral to this model is
the as sump tion that the loss of any type of “be ing” in cre ation would call into
ques tion the per fec tion of the Cre ator. Prod ded by this em pha sis, Wes ley be -
gan to take more se ri ously the bib li cal in sis tence that God de sires to re deem
the whole cre ation.100

This in stance of con fer ence with cur rent sci ence help ing Wes ley to re claim 
a theme of Scrip ture and early Chris tian tra di tion sug gests a broader point.
Some voices in the emerg ing En light en ment (with its em pha sis on sci ence)
posed the au thor ity of pres ent ex pe ri ence and rea son over against past au thor i -
ties in a way that emp tied Scrip ture and tra di tion of nor ma tive con tri bu tion to
de cid ing theo log i cal is sues. In re ac tion, oth ers called for the ol ogy to be based
on Scrip ture alone. Wes ley re fused to join ei ther side of this po lar iza tion. Con -
front ing an ap par ent con flict be tween sci ence and Scrip ture, he did not sim ply
de bate which was more au thor i ta tive but re con sid ered his in ter pre ta tions of
each, seek ing an un der stand ing that did jus tice to both. In this way he hon ored
the au thor ity of Scrip ture, while af firm ing the con tri bu tion of broad con fer-
encing to our (human) understanding of Scripture. This is a balance worthy of
emulation.
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Read with a “Discrimen” of God’s Uni ver sal Par don ing and
Trans form ing Love

While all of the points that have been made so far were char ac ter is tic of
how Wes ley read the Bi ble, none of them were unique to him. Sim i lar points
could be made for many of his fel low An gli cans and (with ap pro pri ate ad just -
ments) Chris tian lead ers and theo lo gians through out the his tory of the church.
But this leaves the ques tion of what was most dis tinc tive in Wes ley’s gen eral in -
ter pre ta tion of the Bi ble—what ac counted, for ex am ple, for the re jec tion of his
in ter pre ta tion on key is sues by his fel low evan gel i cals?

In a per cep tive study of how sev eral twen ti eth-cen tury theo lo gians used
Scrip ture, Da vid Kelsey dem on strates that their deep est dif fer ences lay not in
whether they af firmed the au thor ity of the Bi ble (all of them did), or drew on
his tor i cal meth ods (again, all did), but in the par tic u lar discrimen, or in ter pre -
tive lens, which they brought to read ing Scrip ture. Cen tral to this discrimen was 
the in ter preter’s con vic tions about how God is cur rently pres ent among the
faith ful in sav ing ways and the ul ti mate goal of that sav ing work.101 Kelsey notes
that the in ter pret ers viewed their discrimen as a per cep tive in sight into the
deep est themes of Scrip ture, not a for eign im po si tion upon it. He also sug gests
that discrimens are com mu nally-shared (though dif fer ing be tween Chris tian
com mu ni ties), with read ers im bib ing their initial interpretive lens from their
formative community.

I be lieve that Kelsey’s in sight ap plies more broadly than the twen ti eth cen -
tury. Thus, my con sid er ation of what was most dis tinc tive about Wes ley’s in -
ter pre ta tion of Scrip ture will fo cus on sens ing his discrimen. What were his
deep est con vic tions, drawn from Scrip ture, about how God is cur rently pres -
ent in sav ing ways, and the goal of that sav ing work? Kelsey notes that a help ful
way to ap proach this ques tion is to watch for an in ter preter’s “work ing canon,”
the group of texts to which they ap peal most of ten, and pres ent as the “clear”
texts in light of which to read the rest of Scrip ture.102

We should have no qualms in ap ply ing this cri te rion on Wes ley, for it was
one that he rec og nized him self. Con sider two brief ex am ples:

Ev ery truth which is re vealed in the or a cles of God is un doubt edly of
great im por tance. Yet it may be al lowed that some of those which are 
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re vealed therein are of greater im por tance than oth ers as be ing more
im me di ately con du cive to the grand end of all, the eter nal sal va tion
of [hu man ity]. And we may judge of their im por tance even from this 
cir cum stance, that they are not men tioned only once in the sa cred
writ ings, but are re peated over and over.103

We know, “All Scrip ture is given by in spi ra tion of God,” and is there -
fore true and right con cern ing all things. But we know like wise that
there are some Scrip tures which more im me di ately com mend them -
selves to ev ery [per son’s] con science.104

So what was Wes ley’s “work ing canon”? In the last quote just given he went 
on to say “In this rank we may place the pas sage be fore us,” namely, 1 Co rin thi -
ans 13. Else where he de scribes this chap ter as “a com pen dium of true re li -
gion.”105 Wes ley also highly prized the Ser mon on the Mount in Mat thew,
chaps. 5–7, de scrib ing it as “the no blest com pen dium of re li gion found in the
or a cles of God,” and de vot ing to it nearly a third of the en tries in his first four
vol umes of pub lished Ser mons.106 But, as Rob ert Wall has ar gued, the bib li cal
book that Wes ley prized most highly was surely the first Epis tle of John.107 He
re ferred to 1 John as “the deep est part of Scrip ture” and a “com pen dium of all
the Holy Scrip tures.”108 He praised it as the best rhe tor i cal model for preach -
ing.109 And he fa vored the book in his own preach ing, us ing 1 John for his ser -
mon text and al lud ing to it within ser mons much more fre quently (rel a tive to
the num ber of verses in the book) than any other bib li cal book.110
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103 Sermon 73, “Of Hell,” §1, Works, 3:31.
104 Sermon 91, “On Charity,” proem, Works, 3:292
105 Journal (30 Mar. 1789), Works, 24:126.
106 See Journal (17 Oct. 1771), Works, 22:293. There were 44 sermons in the original

first four volumes of Sermons, 13 on the Sermon on the Mount.
107 Robert W. Wall, “Wesley as Biblical Interpreter,” in R. L. Maddox & J. E. Vickers

(eds.), The Cambridge Companion to John Wesley (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2010), 113–28.

108 Journal (18 July 1765), Works, 22:13; and Journal (9 Nov. 1772), Works, 22:352.
109 Sermons, Vol. 5, Preface, §6, Works, 2:357.
110 In the sermon register described earlier (see note 57), we have records of Wesley

preaching on a text from 1 John at least 503 times; since there are 105 verses in 1 John, this
reflects use of the book at the rate of 4.8 times per verse. The comparative numbers for some 
other examples would be: Galatians (479 uses, 149 verses; 3.2 rate), Romans (924 uses, 433 
verses; 2.15 rate), 1 Corinthians (835 uses, 437 verses; 1.9 rate), James (154 uses, 108
verses; 1.4 rate), Matthew (1460 uses, 1071 verses; 1.36 rate), Gospel of John (1044 uses,
879 verses; 1.18 rate), Mark (757 uses, 678 verses; 1.1 rate ), and Luke (933 uses, [cont.]

http://www.methodistreview.org


At one level, Wes ley’s pref er ence for 1 John is sur pris ing, since there is lit tle 
ev i dence that his con tem po rar ies held the epis tle in spe cial re gard.111 But con -
sider this in light of Kelsey’s anal y sis of an in ter preter’s discrimen, where a cen -
tral as pect is one’s con vic tion about how God is vi tally pres ent among the
faith ful to day in sav ing work. Then note Wes ley’s de scrip tion of 1 John 4:19 — 
“We love [God] be cause he first loved us” — as “the sum of the whole gos pel.”112

Wes ley is high light ing here the deep est con vic tion that he gained in his own
spir i tual jour ney. He had al ways longed to love God fully, and had sought to do
so with ut most se ri ous ness. But it was only in the events sur round ing 1738 that 
he fi nally and fully grasped the truth of 1 John 4:19, dis cov er ing that au then tic
and en dur ing love of God and oth ers is a re sponse to know ing God’s par don ing
love for us.113 From that point on, Wes ley’s writ ings par tic u larly em pha sized
how God was pres ently ac tive among the faith ful in the Holy Spirit, whose wit -
ness as sures us of God’s love (an other theme prom i nent in 1 John114).

Wes ley drew on a range of texts to stress this as sur ing work of the Spirit, in -
clud ing Romans 5:5, which speaks of “the love of God shed abroad in our heart, 
through the Holy Ghost which is given unto us.”115 But he kept go ing back to
1 John be cause it con nected the mode of God’s pres ence (in the Spirit’s as sur -
ing work) so clearly with the ul ti mate goal of God’s sav ing work—not only to
par don our sin but to heal and trans form our lives, so that we might be made
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1151 verses; .8 rate). Note that 25% of the citations of 1 Corinthians are chapter 13; and a
similar proportion for Matthew are from the Sermon on the Mount.

This preference can also be seen, though less clearly, in the texts for Wesley’s published
sermons. Five of these sermons are on texts from 1 John (a rate of .05 sermons per number
of verses in 1 John). Romans, by comparison, is the source of the text for seventeen sermons
(which is a rate of .04 sermons per verses). Galatians is used as a text for only one sermon
(rate of .007).

111 Cf. James H. Williams, “‘Why Should I strive to Set the Crooked Straight?’: Wesley,
His Luminaries, Modern Critics, and the “Sinlessness Contradiction” in 1 John 1:8,10 and
3:6, 9” (University of Sheffield Ph.D. thesis, 2001), 141–75.

112 Sermons, Vol. 5, Preface, §6, Works, 2:357.
113 See Randy L. Maddox, “A Change of Affections: The Development, Dynamics, and

Dethronement of John Wesley’s ‘Heart Religion’,” in Richard Steele (ed.), “Heart Religion”
in the Methodist Tradition and Related Movements (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 2001),
3–31.

114 See Wesley’s extended reliance on 1 John in Sermon 10, “Witness of the Spirit I,”
I.3–4, Works, 1:272.

115 For an early example, see Journal (29 January 1738), Works, 18:215–16. This
passage accounts for 50 of Wesley’s 890 references to Romans in his sermons.
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per fect in love of both God and neigh bor (4:7-18), ide ally lead ing sin less lives
(2:1, 3:6-9).116

Wes ley was aware that many read Paul’s em pha sis on be ing jus ti fied freely
by grace (Rom. 3:24) as re ject ing the pos si bil ity of such sin less lives in this
pres ent world, and that some read Paul in such a way as to down play the very
con cern for holy liv ing. His re sponse was to in sist that the pos si bil ity of Chris -
tian per fec tion, while per haps still un clear even in the let ters of Paul, was de ci -
sively set tled by John, “the last of the in spired writ ers.”117 He went on to
sum ma rize his de fense of Chris tian per fec tion as “in con for mity there fore both 
to the doc trine of St. John, and to the whole tenor of the New Tes ta ment.” As
the or der of this claim sug gests, Wes ley read Paul (and the rest of the Bi ble)
through the lens of cen tral con vic tions he found most clearly ex pressed in
1 John—not to dis count Paul’s mes sage, but to high light Paul’s in sis tence on
be liev ers be ing set free from sin to be ser vants of righ teous ness (Rom. 6:18).118

An other em pha sis that many found in the writ ings of Paul was pre des ti na -
tion—in the sense of God’s un con di tional elec tion of some for sal va tion and
the oth ers for dam na tion. Wes ley’s re sponse was that this par tic u lar way of
read ing Rom 8:29-30 and other passages,

. . . de stroys all [God’s] at trib utes at once. It over turns both his jus -
tice, mercy and truth. Yea, it rep re sents the most Holy God as worse
than the devil. . . . You say you will “prove it by Scrip ture.” Hold!
What will you prove by Scrip ture? That God is worse than the devil?
It can not be. What ever that Scrip ture proves, it never can prove
this. . . . There are many Scrip tures the true sense whereof nei ther
you or I shall know till death is swal lowed up in vic tory. But this I
know, better it were to say it had no sense at all than to say it had such
a sense as this. . . . No Scrip ture can mean that God is not love, or that
his mercy is not over all his works.119

In this in sis tence on God’s uni ver sal of fer of grace we hear ech oed the em -
pha sis in 1 John that “God is love” (4:8, 16). But the spe cific point that this love 
is uni ver sal, or reaches over all God’s works, is not par tic u larly high lighted in
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116 This connection is emphasized in Wall, “Wesley as Biblical Interpreter,” 118–22.
117 Sermon 40, Christian Perfection, II.20, Works, 2:116 (emphasis added).
118 See Victor Shepherd, “John Wesley,” in J.P. Greenman & T. Larsen (eds.), Reading

Romans Through the Centuries (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2005), 149–68. Shepherd’s study is
more perceptive than Stephen Westerholm’s chapter on Wesley in Perspectives Old and New 
of Paul: The “Lutheran” Paul and His Critics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 64–87.

119 Sermon 110, “Free Grace,” §§25–26, Works, 3:555–56.
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the epis tle. Wes ley is in vok ing here Psalm 145:9, “The Lord is lov ing to ev ery
[per son], and his mercy is over all his works.” While he did not preach on this
text of ten, it be came Wes ley’s fa vored sum mary of his con vic tion that Scrip -
ture af firms God’s sav ing con cern for all per sons. And this con vic tion deeply
shaped his read ing of spe cific bib li cal texts. Consider one more example:

I was just re vis ing my Notes on the 5th chap ter to the Romans; one of
which I found, upon a closer in spec tion, seemed to as sert such an im -
pu ta tion of Adam’s sin to his pos ter ity as might make way for the
“hor ri ble de cree” [un con di tional elec tion]. I there fore struck it out
im me di ately; as I would will ingly do what so ever should ap pear to be
any way in con sis tent with that grand prin ci ple “The Lord is lov ing to 
ev ery [per son]; and his mercy is over all his works.”120

To sum ma rize, Wes ley in creas ingly and self-con sciously read the whole of
the Bi ble in light of a deep con vic tion that God was pres ent in the as sur ing
work of the Spirit both to par don and to trans form all who re spond to that in vit -
ing and em pow er ing love—and all can re spond! This con vic tion was not
some thing that Wes ley thought he was im pos ing on Scrip ture. He was con -
vinced that it was the most cen tral and clear mes sage of Scrip ture, as seen par -
tic u larly in 1 John and re lated texts. At the heart of de bates that Wes ley had
with evan gel i cal col leagues like George Whitefield was the fact that they did
not share this discrimen of God’s uni ver sal par don ing and trans form ing love.121

A key di men sion of read ing the Bi ble in “Wes leyan” ways to day would be em -
brac ing Wes ley’s cen tral discrimen, even as one con tin ues to test and re fine it by 
on go ing con fer ence with the whole of Scripture and the range of other readers.

Why John Wes ley Read the Bi ble
The most cen tral di men sion of read ing the Bi ble in “Wes leyan” ways to day

would be to read it for the same pur poses as did Wes ley. This turns at ten tion to
my third ba sic ques tion: Why did John Wes ley read the Bi ble, and so strongly
en cour age his fol low ers to do the same?
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120 Letter to Richard Tompson (28 June 1755), Works, 26:566–67.
121 Note how George Whitefield defends God’s “distinguishing love” rather than God’s 

universal love (p. 26) and rejects any possibility of sinless perfection (pp. 19–20) in A Letter 
to the Rev. Mr. Wesley, in answer to his sermon entitled “Free Grace” (London: T. Cooper & R.
Hett, 1741).
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The Rule of Chris tian Faith
Once again, the ini tial an swer would seem ob vi ous: Be cause it is the rule or

guide for de ter min ing Chris tian be lief! Wes ley strongly af firmed this pur pose,
in sist ing that he reg u lated his theo log i cal con vic tions (“opin ions”) by Scrip -
ture, and ar gu ing that no pas tor could be a good di vine (i.e., theo lo gian) with -
out be ing a good textuary.122 One can thus ap pre ci ate why Wes ley in scribed on
the in side cover of his copy of Johann Bengel’s Greek New Tes ta ment the con -
clu sion to a quote from Au gus tine’s Con fes sions, where Au gus tine prays, “Let
thy Scrip tures be my chaste de light. Let me not be de ceived in them, nor de -
ceive oth ers by them.”123

The Rule of Chris tian Prac tice
But Wes ley would be the first to in sist that more is at stake in read ing the

Bi ble than just seek ing better un der stand ing of Chris tian be liefs. When he af -
firmed the im por tance of Scrip ture, he con sis tently high lighted not only its
role as the rule of faith but also its role as the rule of prac tice.124 In deed, he more
fre quently fo cused on this sec ond role, high light ing at least three di men sions
in which Scrip ture should serve as the rule of Chris tian prac tice. Con sider this
fitting example:

From the very be gin ning, from the time that four young men united
to gether, each of them was homo unius libri – a man of one book. God 
taught them all to make his “Word a lan tern unto their feet, and a
light in all their paths” [Ps. 119:105]. They had one, and only one
rule of judg ment in re gard to all their tem pers, words, and ac tions,
namely, the or a cles of God. They were one and all de ter mined to be
“Bi ble-Chris tians.” They were con tin u ally re proached for this very
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122 For statements on his own practice, see Letter to William Dodd (5 Feb. 1756),
Letters (Telford), 3:157–58; and Letter to William Dodd (12 Mar. 1756), Letters (Telford),
3:167. On the requirement for clergy to be good textuaries in order to be good divines, see
An Address to the Clergy, §I.2, Works (Jackson), 10:482.

123 Confessions, Bk XI, ch. 2, sec. 3. Wesley’s inscription is in Latin: “Nec fallar in iis,
nec fallam ex iis.” See Maddox, “Wesley’s Reading . . . London.”

124 See, for example, “Thoughts Upon Methodism,” §2, Arminian Magazine 10 (1787), 
Works, 9:527; Sermon 106, “On Faith,” I.8, Works, 3:496; and Plain Account of Christian
Perfection, §5, Works (Jackson), 11:366. The role of Scripture as a guide to piety is partic-
ularly stressed in Duncan Ferguson, “John Wesley on the Scripture: The Hermeneutics of
Pietism,” Methodist History 22 (1984): 234–45.
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thing, some term ing them in de ri sion “Bi ble big ots”; oth ers “Bi ble
moths”—feed ing they said upon the Bi ble as moths do upon cloth.
And in deed unto this day it is their con stant endeavour to think and
speak as the or a cles of God.125

As the rule of our words, Wes ley meant more than avoid ing pro fan ity. He be -
lieved that Chris tians should adopt the very lan guage of Scrip ture, as far as pos -
si ble, in all of their con ver sa tion.126

As the rule of our ac tions, Wes ley turned to Scrip ture not only for guide -
lines on moral is sues, but also for test ing sup posed lead ings of the Spirit, for de -
cid ing ques tions of wor ship prac tice, and so on.127 In his early years he even
used the Bi ble as a di vin ing tool (i.e., ex pect ing God to guide through pas sages
he con fronted on spon ta ne ously open ing the Bi ble), though he in sisted that he 
turned to this ex pe di ent only when bib li cal and ra tio nal prin ci ples did not set -
tle the ques tion.128

But Wes ley’s deep est con cern was surely Scrip ture’s role as the rule of our
tem pers. To ap pre ci ate this, one needs to rec og nize that Wes ley used the word
“tem pers” to des ig nate our fun da men tal char ac ter dis po si tions—the spring -
boards of our words and ac tions. He dis cussed sin in this three fold di vi sion,
stress ing that sin ful ac tions and words flow from cor rupted tem pers, so the
prob lem of sin must ul ti mately be ad dressed at this deeper level. Cor re spond -
ingly, his ma ture def i ni tion of Chris tian life placed pri mary em pha sis on this
in ward di men sion, the re cov ery of holy tem pers, from which would flow holy
words and ac tions.129

What is the role of Scrip ture in this re cov ery of holy tem pers? It was clearly
more than just a “guide” to iden ti fy ing sin ful and holy tem pers. Wes ley con sid -
ered at ten tive read ing of Scrip ture to be one of the most cen tral “means of
grace”—one of the cru cial ways that God has pro vided for re ceiv ing the assuring

 Published in Methodist Review: A Journal of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies 
ISSN: 1946-5254 (online) s URL: www.methodistreview.org

32 Methodist Review, Vol. 3 (2011)

125 Sermon 107, “On God’s Vineyard,” I.1, Works, 3:504; see also Sermon 115, “Dives
and Lazarus,” III.7, Works, 4:18.

126 E.g., Letter to John Newton (1 Apr. 1766), Letters (Telford), 5:8; and Letter to
Joseph Benton (28 Dec. 1770), Letters (Telford), 5:215.

127 Cf. Sermon 10, “The Witness of the Spirit, I,”, II, Works, 1:277–814; Letter to a
Person lately joined with the . . . Quakers (10 Feb. 1748), Letters (Telford), 2:117; and Letter
to Mary Bishop (26 Dec. 1776), Letters (Telford), 6:245.

128 For some examples of such “bibliomancy,” see Journal (15–28 March 1739), Works, 
19:37–38; Journal (14 Oct. 1738), Works, 19:16; and Journal (20 April 1741), Works,
19:191. Then note Wesley’s response to Thomas Church who criticized this practice, in
Principles of a Methodist Farther Explained (1746), IV.3–4, Works, 9:201–204.

129 For more on these points, see Maddox, “Change of Affections,” 13–17.
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pres ence of the Holy Spirit that awak ens and em pow ers our hu man re sponse
of love, and for nur tur ing our ini tial re sponses (by re peated prac tice) into en -
dur ing holy tem pers.130 Thus, Wes ley en cour aged read ers to come to the New
Tes ta ment ready “to hear [Je sus’] word, to im bibe his Spirit, and to tran scribe
his life into our own.”131

When Wes ley is sued his trans la tion of the New Tes ta ment sep a rately in
1790, he urged read ers in the pref ace to pray this col lect from the Book of Com -
mon Prayer each time that they turned to study ing Scripture:

Blessed Lord, who hast caused all holy Scrip tures to be writ ten for
our learn ing, grant that we may in such wise hear them, read, mark,
learn, and in wardly di gest them, that by pa tience, and com fort of thy
holy Word, we may em brace, and ever hold fast, the blessed hope of
ev er last ing life which thou has given us in our Sav iour Je sus Christ.132

The col lect calls to mind Wes ley’s de scrip tion of the early Meth od ists “feed ing
upon the Bi ble as moths do upon cloth.” It may also sug gest why Wes ley en -
cour aged all Meth od ists, not just his lay preach ers, to im merse them selves in
the Bi ble at least two hours ev ery day.133 He was not just con cerned to in crease
their knowl edge of God, he longed for them to go deeper in re la tion ship with
God, and ex pe ri ence more broadly the trans form ing im pact of this re la tion ship.

The Rule of Chris tian Hope
The last point that I would make is not one that Wes ley stresses ex plic itly,

but one that is em bod ied in his life long jour ney with Scrip ture. In ad di tion to
find ing Scrip ture a suf fi cient and re li able guide to cen tral Chris tian be liefs, a
wise guide to Chris tian prac tice, and a vi tal means for nur tur ing Chris tian char -
ac ter, Wes ley’s en gage ment with Scrip ture over the course of his life served to
sus tain, chal lenge, and deepen his sense of the Chris tian hope (or the Chris tian 
sense of the focus and scope of salvation)!

Con sider in this re gard Wes ley’s ap peals to Psalm 145:9, “The Lord is lov -
ing to ev ery [per son], and his mercy is over all his works.” We have al ready
noted that this was not just an in ci den tal verse for Wes ley, he prized it for ar tic -
u lat ing one of the themes that he con sid ered most cen tral to Scrip ture, and
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130 See Sermon 16, “The Means of Grace,” II.1 & III.7–10, Works, 1:381, 386–89.
131 NT Notes, Preface, §9, Works (Jackson), 14:238.
132 The New Testament (1790), Preface, §4, Works (Jackson), 14:307.
133 Cf. Letter to Margaret Lewen (June 1764), Letters (Telford), 4:247.
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used as a discrimen in read ing the whole of Scrip ture. What I want to sug gest
now is that Wes ley’s con tin u ing en gage ment with Scrip ture, in the var i ous di -
men sions of con fer ence laid out above, led him over time to rec og nize and em -
pha size an ever broader scope of the “works” over which God’s saving mercy
reigns.

As we have seen, Wes ley’s ini tial ap peals to Psalm 145:9 fo cused on pre des ti -
na tion, in sist ing that God of fers the pos si bil ity of eter nal sal va tion to all hu mans.
This was a broader sense of the pos si bil ity of sal va tion than his op po nents held.
But it could eas ily be charged with re main ing a “per sonal-sal va tion ist” read ing of 
Scrip ture, this time in the sense of fo cus ing only on in di vid ual hu man souls
find ing their way to heaven above.134 This in di vid ual sal va tion fo cus re mains
al most ex clu sive for Wes ley un til his later years. Then, in 1774, he high lights
Psalm 145:9 again in a piv otal sec tion of his Thoughts upon Slav ery (as one of
his few scrip tural ci ta tions in that work).135 Here he was in vok ing the breadth
of God’s mercy as a war rant for re ject ing par tic i pa tion in the slave trade in this
world, not just de fend ing the pos si bil ity of eter nal sal va tion for those be ing sold 
in slav ery. Wes ley in voked Psalm 145:9 yet again in 1781, in an even broader
con text, in sist ing on God’s in ten tion to re deem an i mals as well as hu mans, and
en cour ag ing his read ers even now to “im i tate the God whose mercy is over all
his works.”136 With these added em pha ses on the breadth of God’s sav ing
mercy, and our par tic i pa tion in God’s sav ing work, Wes ley had clearly moved
be yond a merely “per sonal-sal va tion ist” read ing of Scrip ture. He had come to
em brace the com mu nal and cos mic scope of the Chris tian hope.

Through this pro cess Wes ley also pro vided a dem on stra tion that a life of
im mer sion in Scrip ture, read in the full range of conferencing, can re shape our
in her ited discrimen and lead us into a deeper sense of the mes sage of Scrip ture.
May we who are heirs of his min is try take this ex am ple to heart!

A
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134 Koskie, focusing on sermons in Wesley’s “middle” years, raises this general charge in 
“Reading the Way to Heaven,” 133–36, 177–80. I agree with Koskie on the need to embrace 
a communal and covenantal understanding of God’s saving work, and am arguing here that
there is some movement in Wesley himself in this direction.

135 Thoughts upon Slavery (1774), V.7, Works (Jackson), 11:79.
136 Sermon 60, “General Deliverance,” §III.10, Works, 2:449
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