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The Concept of Sanctification 
in John and Charles Wesley 

Julie A. Lunn 


Introduction 


For the Wesleys sanctification is first and foremost a response to the divine 

imperative to be holy "You shall therefore be holy, for I am holy" (Lev. 11 :45). 

Invariably John Wesley's position, revealed through his sermons, letters and jour

nals, provides the focus for research and interpretation of the Methodist perspec

tive; far less frequently have Charles Wesley's distinctive emphases been 
acknowledged, though these, emerging through the sung theology of his hymns 

have, arguably, had a more formative impact on the Methodist theology of holi

ness. John and Charles differed substantially on this matter and there are oppor

tunities, particularly in the hymns of Charles unedited by John before publication, 

to discern Charles's distinctive emphases. The latter's hymnbooks of 1749 

Hymns and Sacred Poems1 and 1762 Short Hymns on Select Passages of the H oly 
Scriptures2 are of particular importance in this task. 

This article offers a comparison of the positions of John and Charles Wesley 

on sanctification, and explores their distinctive theological emphases. There are 

two sections: the first gives a brief overview of four fundamental theological 

approaches to the differences between John and Charles on the doctrine of sanc
tification by scholars who have already worked in this field; and the second sec

tion explores in more detail the content of four clearly acknowledged areas of dif

ference between John and Charles and two more tentative ones with concluding 

indications of the subsequent direction of my own research. 

1. Overview of Literature 

It is possible to identify four fundamental theological approaches to sanctifica

tion in the Wesleys, in the work of scholars who have addressed this theme: expe

riential theology, eschatological theology, liberation theology, and moral theology. 

Experiential Theology 

Sanctification is recognized as a theology emerging from religious life and 

experience for the Wesleys in John Tyson's book, Charles Wesley on 
Sanctification.3 and Ernest Rattenbury's The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles 
Wesleys Hymns.4 Rattenbury suggests that Charles's understanding of perfection 

I Hymns and Sacred Poems, 2 vols. (Bristol: Farley. 1749); henceforth cited as HSP (1749). 
2 Short Hymns on Select Passages of the Holy Scriptures, 2 vols. (Bristol: Farley. 1762); hence

forth cited as Scripture Hymns (1762). 
3 John R. Tyson. Charles Wesley on Sanctification: A Biographical and Theological Study (Grand 

Rapids MI: Zondervan.1986). 
4 J. Ernest Rattenbury, The Evangelical Doctrines of Charles Wesley s Hymns (London: Epworth 

Press. 1954). 
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is more reliable, based as it was on his personal religious experience whereas 
John's teaching on perfection was based on the experience of others. Certainly 
Charles's experiences of God and life continued to shape his theology throughout 
his life. Tyson comments, 

First, his poetic and mystical temperament predisposed him to the quest after per
fection.... Second, clinging tenaciously to his unqualified conception of Christian 
perfection, Charles increasingly adopted progress language or developmental mod
els for describing his doctrine. Third, shaped by a certain sadness of the times and 
impressed by the testimonies of dying saints, Charles became convinced that per
fection was certain in "the article of death."5 

Charles's experience taught him that sanctification was a gradual journey, whereas 
John held that sanctification could be given instantaneously; Charles came to 
believe that sanctification could only happen in the article of death, whereas John 
insisted that it could be given sooner. Charles was keenly aware of the depth of 
his own sinfulness, and the necessity of humility before God which pushed him 
to an uncompromisingly high concept of perfection, and determined his attitude 
to those who claimed "angelic perfection." His considerable personal experience 
of suffering led him to reflect on its place in the process of sanctification. 

Eschatological theology 

Monica Coleman develops an eschatological perspective of sanctification in 
the Wesleys in her study, "The World at its Best: A Process Construction of a 
Wesleyan Understanding of Entire Sanctification."6 Her aim is to reconstruct the 
differing views of Charles and John Wesley on sanctification within a framework 
of process theology, producing a synthesis within which their divergent views 
held together produce an eschatological construction of entire sanctification. This 
is a valuable contribution to the debate. The theology of the Wesleys is one of 
realized eschatology in their emphases on instantaneous sanctification (John), or 
in its realization at death (Charles). Sanctification is also a realized eschatology 
in its embodiment in works of mercy. However, for the Wesleys sanctification is 
also inaugurated-it is a journey begun in this life and continued into the next. 
There is an element of the "not-yet," sanctification can be lost, and for John, even 
in those perceived as sanctified, the possibility for mistakes and infirmities was 
allowed. The "not yet" is evident in the reciprocal relationship of repentance and 
faith, of grace and forgiveness between humanity and God through which the 
journey proceeds. 

Robert Fraser's dissertation Strains in the I Understanding of Christian 
Perfection in Early British Methodism7 adds an interesting dimension. He argues 

5 Tyson, 309. 
6 Monica Coleman, "The World at its Best: A Process Construction of a Wesleyan Understanding 

of Entire Sanctification," Wesleyan Theological Journal, 37, No.2 Fall (2002): 130--52. 
7 Robert Fraser, "Strains in the Understanding of Christian Perfection in Early British 

Methodism," Ph.D. dissertation (Vanderbilt University, 1988). 
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that it was John's realized eschatology in his doctrine of instantaneous sanctifi
cation, along with the increased millennial fervor, which accompanied the vari
ous wars between 1739 and 1745 and the London earthquakes of 1750, that 
helped fuel the fanaticism resulting in the Perfectionist controversy of the early 
1760's. 

Moral theology 

R. Newton Flew in The Idea of Peifection in Christian Theology, and W. E. 
Sangster in The Path to Peifection, present the Wesleys' views on sanctification 
from the perspective of a moral theology. Sangster does not specifically deal with 
Charles Wesley's understanding of Christian perfection. He does however use 
the classification given in the 1780 hymnbook,8 as part of his analysis of the doc
trine, which, it might be argued, reflects Charles's theology of sanctification as 
well as John's, despite being censored and approved by John before publication. 

The emphasis in a moral theological perspective is on the reality of sin and the 
necessity of its removal. Deliverance from sin must be here and now, it is to hap
pen in this life; sanctification furthermore is attributed to the power of God by 
faith, and these two co-operate to enable sin to be destroyed. When this happens 
and sin is dealt with, normally at a definite moment, then "holiness or perfect love 
is either 'shed abroad' in the heart or 'stamped' upon it";9 and as a result " .. . the 
devout soul is either described as now enjoying the life of the angels or restored 
to the innocence of Eden."l0 This emphasis also asserts that love is the key to 
sanctification, that the attainment of sanctification carries with it an assurance, 
and also involves an ascetic detachment from the world. 

For Flew there are two additional strands to this moral theological approach. 
First, the necessity of aiming at perfection, which Flew says was established for 
Wesley through his reading of Taylor, it Kempis, and Law, and their teaching on 
purity of intention and affection, and the impossibility of being half a Christian. 
Secondly, this perfection, which is love, includes the keeping of all the com
mandments. For the Christian, "Love hath purified his heart from envy, malice, 
wrath, and every unkind temper. It has cleansed him from pride."Il 

Liberation Theology 

Sangster's identification of sanctification involving an ascetic detachment 
from the world, mentioned above, is treated very differently by Jennings in Good 

8 A Collection of Hymns for the Use of the People Called Methodists (London: Paramore, 1780). 
9W. E. Sangster, The Path to Perfection: An Examination and Restatement of John Wesleys 

Doctrine of Christian Perfection (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1943),63. 
10 Ibid. 
11 R. Newton Flew, The Idea of Perfection in Christian Theology: An Historical Study of the 

Christian Ideal for the Present Life (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1934),324. 
12Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., Good News to the Poor: John Wesley' Evangelical Economics 

(Nashville TN: Abingdon Press, 1990). 
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News to the Poor: John Wesleys Evangelical Economics.12 Jennings bases his 

thesis on John Wesley as a practical theologian for whom "evangelical econom

ics" constitutes the key feature of the evangelical revival. Jennings approaches 

his view of Wesley from the standpoint of liberation theology, setting Wesley's 

understanding of holiness within the practical and corporate sphere of economic 

responsibility for the believers and towards the poor. Jennings argues that 

Wesley's determining model is that of the early church sharing all things in com

mon and suggests that Wesley operates a hermeneutic of solidarity. He outlines 

the practical help in which Wesley was engaged for the poor: setting up collec

tives, lending stock, free health clinics, access to inexpensive medical assistance 

through his book Primitive Physick; and cites Wesley's opposition to slavery. 

Wesley's evangelical economics, according to Jennings, lie at the heart of his 

commitment to holiness of life. The actualization of this holiness, from the very 

first "entailed a new economic practice, a dedication of all resources to the poor 

on the basis of the instructions of the Gospels,"13 and this practice remained, even 

though other aspects of the practice of the first Methodists were later modified. 

Indeed, Jennings contends that the eschatological significance of Methodism is 

that the poor have good news preached to them.14 Wesley's "theological realism" 

Jennings says, was an important counterbalance to "the holiness project from 

evaporating into an invisible 'spiritual' mist, not to say mysticism." Holiness is 

the result of effective, participative, transforming grace, which is for all, and for 

the earth: 

The restoration of the person launches the restoration of the earth. Thus the trans

formation of the human heart is the turning point i� the transformation of the face 

of the earth, the beginning of cosmic transformation.ls 

In terms of Charles's understanding of the relationship between poverty and sanc

tification, S T Kimbrough, Jr., develops two aspects of Charles's thought, first in 

relation to those who are physically poor in "Perfection Revisited: Charles 

Wesley's Theology of 'Gospel Poverty' and 'Perfect Poverty,"'16 and second, in, 

"Charles Wesley and the Journey of Sanctification"17 he introduces Charles's con

cept of self-divestment with reference to the spiritually poor; this concept sug

gests a very interesting dimension to Charles Wesley's imagery of being "lost in 

God," explored later. 

13 Ibid., 140. 

14 Ibid., 63. 

15 Ibid., 152. 

16 In Richard P. Heitzenrater, ed., The Poor and the People Called Methodists 1929-1799 


(Nashville TN: Abingdon Press, 2(02), 101-19. 
17 S T Kimbrough, Jr., "Charles Wesley and the Journey of Sanctification," Evangelical Journal, 

16 (1998): 49-75. 

http:transformation.ls
http:Economics.12
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2. Distinctive emphases in John and Charles Wesley 

Instantaneous or gradual? 

Sanctification envisaged as an instantaneous gift or a gradual process of 

growth was one of the most significant differences between the Wesleys. Both 

John and Charles located sanctification within a teleological model of salvation; 

salvation is a process, expressed by Charles as "pardon and holiness and 

heaven."18 Within that process sanctification provides the goal towards which 

Christian life moves; a development of growth and movement, an important refu

tation of antinomianism and "stillness," and interestingly a connection between 

the Wesleys and the theologians of the early church who used the metaphor of a 

ladder or a series of steps to describe the disciple's gradual progression towards 

holiness.19 

Charles's prevailing intention in his two-volume Short Hymns on Select 

Passages of the Holy Scriptures was to emphasize precisely this model and to 

counteract John's desire to leave open the possibility of instantaneous holiness, 

which John robustly maintained simultaneously. For John the gradual work was 

both preceded and followed by the instantaneous moment when sanctification 

was given. The possibility that sanctification might be received instantly, that the 

moment might be now, and that this should indeed be expected was fundamental 

for him; this was an important assertion of God's sovereignty; sanctification was 

the gift of God and could be given when and how God pleased. Furthermore, the 

identification of the date and time of God's action in the life of a believer held 

great significance for John. God's action, for the justification or sanctification of 

a believer at a particular moment was clear evidence of the personal experience 

of faith, which was a hallmark of the Methodist movement. For Charles, the 

experience of a personal faith was of no less importance, however he came to 

reject the possibility of instantaneous perfection, and particularly after the 

Perfectionist controversy an emphasis on gradual holiness became a recurrent 

theme in his hymns.2o The issue was not about the nature of God and God's abil

ity to give the gift, but about the nature of those who claimed to have received it. 

Charles, for whom humility was an essential component of sanctification, was 

horrified by the behaviour of those who considered themselves to have attained 

perfection and in whom he struggled to detect that essential virtue. Furthermore, 

as we will see, Charles recognized the sufferings and trials of this life as possible 

means of growth towards holiness. He insisted that there were no short cuts to 

heaven and responded with biting sarcasm to those who thought otherwise: 

18 HSP (1749), 1:245, stanza 2, line 4, Hymn 31 [Hymns for Believers]. 
19 For example, St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 

1982). 
20 See Scripture Hymns (1762), 1 :901, Hymn 7; 2: 1274, Hymns 162, 288, 695, 758. 

http:hymns.2o
http:holiness.19


work
f 

faith 

46 Proceedings of The Charles Wesley Society 2010 

"But we now, the prize t' attain, 
"An easier method see, 

"Save ourselves the toil and pain, 
"And ling'ring agony, 

"Reach at once the ladder's top, 
"While standing on its lowest round, 

"Instantaneously spring up, 
"With pure perfection crown'd."21 

Charles's meaning in this verse and others like it is unequivocal and entirely 

opposed to John's view. Sanctification was a journey and Charles made use of 

the metaphor; the seven-times journey around Jericho being one example: 

Then let us urge our way, 
And work, and suffer on, 

Nor dream, the first, or second, day 
Will throw the bulwarks down: 
We on the sacred morn 
Our seven-fold toil repeat, 

Expecting that the latest turn 
Our labour shall complete.22 

John's distinctive conviction emerges however through an editorial comment at 

the end of the last line of a poem that ends with the lines: "But on thy promise I 

depend I To bless me at my latter end." John's marginal note in his own copy 

reads, "Whenever God pleases."23 

John tried to encourage Charles to preach instantaneous sanctification on 

more than one occasion, but seemingly without success. The discussion contin

ued beyond John Wesley's death, at least for a time. Richard Watson maintained 

the possibility of instantaneous sanctification in his epic account of Wesley's the

ology. He asserts that dying to sin and gradual growth in grace "advance us 

nearer to this point of entire sanctity"; however, he continued "(b)ut they are not 

at all inconsistent with a more instantaneous when, the depth of our natural 

depravity being more painfully felt, we plead in the accomplishment of the 

promises of God."24 In Adam Clarke however the notion of instantaneous sanc

tification was not pursued and over time the concept was quietly dropped. 

21 Scripture Hymns ( 1762), 2:317, stanza 2, Hymn 620, cited by Kimbrough, "Charles Wesley and 
the Journey of Sanctification," 55. 

22 Scripture Hymns ( 1 762), ]: 1 17, stanza ], Hymn 361. 
23 Ibid., 1 :95, stanza 1, Hymn 30 1 (wrongly numbered 294). For John Wesley's marginal com

ments on the texts of Scripture Hymns ( 1762) see S T Kimbrough, Jr., "John Wesley: 
Editor-Poet-Priest," Methodist History 43(2005): 131-59, especially 154. 

24 Richard Watson, Theological Institutes (London: John Mason, 1862), Elibron Classics series, 
Vol. IV: 146--47. 

http:complete.22
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Sanctification as gradual or instantaneous raises a question about its nature; 

how did sanctification as a process or a state relate to the Wesleys' understanding 

of its nature, as essentially moral, gained through spiritual discipline, piety, and a 

succession of good works (commitment to the poor was considered a necessary 

element), or as an ontological state? For Charles Wesley it is definitely a process, 

leading to a goal, but for John it is less obvious. It might be argued that their 

views are borne out by the linguistic tenses they use to describe sanctification. 

Sangster notes that in the thirty texts John cites as the scriptural basis for his doc

trine of sanctification, present and perfect tenses are used. In his sermon on 

"Christian Perfection," published in 1741, John emphasizes the point, 

Now, it is evident that the apostle . .. speaks of a deliverance wrought in this world. 
For he saith not, The blood of Christ will cleanse (at the hour of death, or in the day 
of judgment), but it 'cleanseth,' at the present time, us living Christians 'from all 
sin.'25 

Charles however does not push the same interpretation, 

... perfection is a matter of divine command or human longing, rather than of 
attainment. Here Charles Wesley is at one with the language of the New 
Testament, and more especially of Paul, who, when he speaks of perfection, almost 
always will be found to be using the imperative or the subjunctive moods, or the 
future tense, but never the present or the perfect. 26 

John's use of the present tense is critical for his understanding of sanctifica

tion as a realisable, verifiable, instantaneous, and datable experience now. 

Writing to Arthur Keene he says, 

A gradual work of grace constantly preceded the instantaneous work both of justi
fication and sanctification. But the work itself (of sanctification as well as justifi
cation) is undoubtedly instantaneous. As after a gradual conviction of the guilt and 
power of sin you was [sic] justified in a moment, so after a gradually increasing 
conviction of inbred sin you will be sanctified in a moment. And who knows how 
soon? W hy not now?27 

However, as these words confirm, John does not consider sanctification as a state. 

It is also a process of growth; it is not a static concept; it could be lost. 

It is, in fact, a moment-by-moment life. That is why Wesley came to dislike talk
ing of a state of sanctification because that hinted at a permanent achievement 
secured by the faith of one moment. The faith of the moment received the perfect 
love of the moment and that moment's deliverance from sin. It was now, and then 
now, and again now, and these "nows" become, as the disciple grows "in grace and 
faith, a ... continuous chain." That is why Wesley is concerned to impress upon 
his followers the need to expect the gift of love every moment.28 

25 Sangster, 48. 

26 Ibid., quoting Lofthouse, 53. 

27 Ibid., 84-5. 

28 Ibid., 85--6. 


http:moment.28
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For Charles, however, even momentary sanctification was inadmissible. His 
keen awareness of the reality and depth of human sinfulness along with his high 
view of sanctification made it so. T he divergence between the Wesley brothers' 
views on sin and sanctification, is a matter to which we will return, but first there 
was another issue concerning the timing of sanctification which divided the 
Wesleys: when was perfection attained? 

Sanctification before death or at the point of death? 

For both of the Wesley brothers sanctification was deemed possible in this life. 

Faithful I account thee, Lord, 

To thy sanctifying word; 

I shall soon be as thou art, 


Holy both in life and heart, 

Perfect holiness attain, 

All thine image here regain, 

Love my God entirely here, 

Blameless then in heaven appear.29 


However, both also realized that this was not always attained and one of the ques
tions they had to address was whether perfection was essential before death. On 
the one hand John Wesley states, "Without it none can see God, but none who 
seek sanctification sincerely can or shall die without it." But on the other hand, 
it was not something to be anxious about, as discussed in the Conference of 1747: 

Q. 	19 Ought we to be anxiously carefull abt (about) Perfection, least we sho'd die 
before we have attained it? 

A. 	 In no wise. We ought to be thus carefull for nothing neither 

Temporal. 30 


Nevertheless the same Minutes suggest that a little before death is the moment 
when most believers were in fact sanctified: 

How much is allowed by our Brethren who differ from us with regard to 
entire Sanctification? 

Q. 

A. 	 They grant 1 st That every one must be intirely Sanctified in the Article of 
Death.... 

IQ. 2 But what do we allow them? 
A. 	 We grant 1st That many of those who have died in the Faith, Yea, the greater 

part of them we have known were not Sanctified thro'out not made Perfect 
in Love, till a little before Death.31 

It is not clear whether Charles Wesley was considered one of those "who dif
fer from us with regard to entire Sanctification," but it seems that Charles did dif-

Hymns (1762), 2:326, Hymn 639. 

30 Bennett's Minutes, 1747,59. 

31 Bennett's Minutes, 53 (page unnumbered). 


nor 

http:Death.31
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fer with his brother on this matter even as early as this. On January 27, 1747, five 
months before the Conference from which the Minutes above are quoted, John 
wrote to his brother: 

As to time, I believe this instrument generally is the instant of death, the moment 
before the soul leaves the body. But I believe it may be ten, twenty, or forty years 
before death. Do we agree or differ here?32 

Charles Wesley, whilst not denying that Christian perfection was possible in 
this life, grew more of the opinion that it was not received until a few moments 
before death. His focus for the moment of sanctification seems to have been on 
the moment of resignation just before death. 

It was a difficult theological issue to resolve. On the one hand, rejecting sanc
tification in this life might suggest Christ's sacrifice and God's grace are insuffi
cient. On the other hand, particularly important after the perfectionist contro
versy, the need to avoid any grounds for spiritual pride was paramount. W hat is 
evident is that the possibility of being sanctified at the point of death was a theo
logical position held by early Methodists. Deathbed testimonies indicating the 
state of soul of the dying believer therefore became very significant. Dying well, 
in peace and assurance of faith became distinctive of the early Methodists and 
was an important assertion both of Protestant and Arminian faith, denying the 
purifying fire of purgatory and defying the latent anxieties about election which 
emerged most strongly at death. Experiences of believers dying with an unfal
tering assurance of faith in the risen Christ were highly valued, as were those who 
saw visions of heaven on their deathbeds. Charles wrote some of his hymns as 
reflections upon deathbed testimoniesH the following, written after the death of 
Mrs. Hooper, is one example. He alludes to the themes of confidence and assur
ance in GodI he also declares her sinlessness and perfection before death. 

4. 	 In her no spot of sin remain'd 
To shake her confidence in God, 

The victory here she more than gain'd, 
Triumphant thro' her Saviour's blood. 

5. 	 She now the fight of faith hath fought, 
Finish'd and won the Christian raceI 

She found on earth the Lord she sought, 
And now beholds him face to face. 

6. 	 She died in sure and steadfast hope, 
By Jesus wholly sanctified, 

Her perfect spirit she gave up, 
And sunk into his arms, and died.33 

32Tyson, 247, italics removed. 

33 Hymns and Sacred Poems (Bristol: F. Farley, 1742), 125; henceforth cited as HSP (1742). 
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In this hymn the importance of Mrs. Hooper's witness to her faith is evident, 

however so too is the gift of sanctification given by Jesus in this moment. 

Cunningham, when discussing this topic, states that in Charles's theology: 

... perlection was not bestowed at death; rather, death was the true believer's final 
opportunity to express perfection in a meaningful way. Sanctification culminated in 
death; but it was not somehow received 'instantly' just beforehand .... Rather, to 
Wesley, entire sanctification found outward expression through the peaceful, joyful, 
and loving disposition of those confronted by the gravest of existential obstacles.34 

The difficulty with this view is that it does not address the issue of when sanc-

tification is given. If not instantly just before death, then the gift must have been 

given at an earlier point in a believer's life, as John maintained but Charles did 

not. For both John and Charles sanctification is t�e gift of God, not something 

attained through the believer's own behaviour, assurance or witness. 

6. She died in sure and steadfast hope, 

By Jesus wholly sanctified. 35 

Sanctification and sin 

To what extent did the doctrine of holiness assert the eradication of sin in the 

life of the believer? Did it advocate the eradication of original sin as well as 

actual sin? In the early Conferences when sanctification was being discussed the 

question arose. 

Q. 5 	 Is not every Believer born of God, A Temple of the Holy Ghost? 
A. 	 In a low Sense he is, but he that is in the proper Sense, born of God, cannot 

commit Sin. 
Q. 6 	 What is implied in being made Perlect in Love? 
A. 	 The Loveing the Lord our God with all our Mind, & Soul, & Strength, Deu: 

6.5-30.6. Ezek.3 6-
Q. 7 	 Does this imply that he who is thus made Perfect cannot commit Sin? 
A. 	 St. John affirms it expressly, he cannot commit Sin, because he is born of 

God, Ch. 3.10 And indeed how sho'd he? Seeing there is now none 
Occasion of Stumbling in him. Chap. 2.10 

Q. 8 	 Does it imply that all inward Sin is taken away? 
A. 	 Without Doubt. Or how sho'd he be said to be saved from all his 

When does inward Sanctification begin? 
In the Moment we are Justified the Seed of every Virtue is then instantan-

sown in the Soul. From that Time the Believer gradually dies to Sin 
& grow in Grace. Yet Sin remains in him, yea the Seed of all Sin, till he is 
Sanctified thro'out in Spirit, Soul & Body.37 

34 Joseph W. Cunningham "The Methodist Doctrine of Christian Perfection: Charles Wesley's 
Contribution Contextualized," Wesley and Methodist Studies, vol. 2:41. 

35 This author's italics. 
36 1744, Bennet's Minutes. Note spellings and abbreviations are as in the original text, except for 

"the" and "that" which appear in the text as "ye" and "yt," page 9. 
37 1745, Bennet's Minutes, page 33. 
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Charles's view reflects that of these Minutes. Those who are perfect cannot 
commit sin; this is a process, in which from Justification onwards the believer 
gradually dies to sin until sanctified; and when a believer is sanctified throughout, 
the seed of all sin is removed. In Charles's words, "Thou wilt the root remove / 
And perfect me in love."38 more uncomfortable with the John however was 
notion of sinless perfection than Charles, and he accused Charles of setting the 
standard of perfection too high, so as to be unattainable. Charles did not have a 
problem with the seeming paradox of attaining the unattainable. Indeed Charles 
loved paradox and used it frequently in his hymns to express the inexpressible, to 
communicate something of the mystery of God; and the removal of sin in the life 
of the believer was such a paradox. 

The most impossible of all, 
Is that I e'er from sin should cease; 

Yet shall it be, I know it shall; 
Jesus, look to thy faithfulness! 

If nothing is too hard for thee, 
All things are possible to me.39 

For John's more rational approach however the paradox needed an explana
tion. Flew says Wesley uses the word "sin " in two distinct ways, 

Sin means either any falling short of the divine ideal for humanity, or it means a 
voluntary transgression of a known law of God which it was within our power to 
obey. It was only in the latter sense that Wesley maintained we could be free from 
sin.40 

The first definition allows for involuntary transgressions "of a divine law, 
known or unknown," which in the Conference of 1759 was stated as Methodist 
doctrine. John comments, "(a) person filled with the love of God is still liable to 
these involuntary transgressions. Such transgressions you may call sins, if you 
please; I do not. ... "41 For John, perfection does not mean freedom from igno
rance or mistake, "Absolute or infallible perfection I never contended for. Sinless 
perfection I do not contend for, seeing it is not scriptural."42 Rack refers to this 
as his "paradoxical doctrine of a perfection which was not perfect."43 Ironically 
John seems to have replaced Charles's paradox with one of his own. The weak
ness of his argument is his failure to give sufficient weight to involuntary sins, his 
failure to allow unconscious sins or sins of omission. This defect arises from the 
second major weakness in John's understanding of sin, which was to see it as a 

38 Scripture Hymns (17 62), 2:414, stanza 1,lines 5 & 6, Hymn 826. 

39 HSP (1749),2:159. 

40 Aew, 326. 

41 Ibid., 327. 

42 Ibid., 325. 

43 Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast (Philadelphia PA: Trinity Press International, 1989), 


399. 
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"thing," an undesirable object within a human being, which could be removed by 
God, rather than acknowledging sin as relational. Sangster identifies the prob
lem, "the concept of sin as a thing rather than a relationship carries with it the 
attendant danger that the removal of this sin happens by 'a stroke of omnipo
tence.' ''44 John Fletcher articulates the crux of the ratter, "Can God take away 
the power of sinning without taking away our power of free obedience?"45 

Charles's concept of sin was more complex and nuanced. He was more aware 
of the gravity of sin, and recognized the possibility of unconscious sin, 

Show me as my soul can bear 
The depth of inbred sin.46 

Humility accompanied such an understanding of sin; and when sinless perfection 
was misapprehended by Maxfield and Bell, with Bell claiming in 1761 that he 
had received sanctification, and his followers "thought themselves restored to the 
purity of Adam and Eve and incapable of falling";47 and Maxfield was preaching 
"angelic perfection," and encouraging "perfectionists who claimed visions and 
superiority to others,"48 Charles was appalled and as a result changed his empha
sis: 

Charles had gone further than John in his claims for the gift as removing the 'root' 
of sin. But now Charles placed the achievement so high and saw it so much in terms 
of a and penitential discipline rather than as the result of a sudden act of 

complained he had made it impossible for anyone to achieve it.49 

Tyson makes an interesting observation when on Charles's 
refusal to leave Bristol to accompany John to the disturbance. 
Charles pleaded ill health, but Tyson remarks, 

One can only conjecture whether it was truly Charles's frail health that kept him 
out of the fray so long. He may have been avoiding an awkward ideological situ
ation, since Maxfield's unqualified concept of perfection sounded rather like an 
extreme version of Charles's own!50 

It is important to note that neither of the Wesleys ever claimed to have attained 
sinless perfection themselves. 

Sanctification and suffering 

Charles's high view of sanctification, including the sinlessness of the believer, 
was something suffering could assist: 

46 HSP (1742), 209, stanza 5, lines 1-2. 
63. 

47 Rack, 338. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 340. 
50 Tyson, 269-70. 
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Then let us still his cross sustain, 
A Father's chastisements receive, 

And waiting thus the prize to gain, 
We shall the life divine retrieve, 

And put thy sinless image on, 
Pure members of thy perfect Son.51 

This verse is cited by Joanna Cruickshank in Pain; Passion and Faith: Revisiting 

the Place of Charles Wesley in Early Methodism. Cruickshank's work focuses on 
Charles's experience and theology of suffering which was very different from that 
of John. Nowhere is there clearer evidence of Charles's experience shaping his 
theology than in his understanding of suffering. Cruickshank identifies the fol
lowing fonnational experiences: 

The hardships of his own life were certainly significant: a tumultuous childhood, 
lifelong ill health, years of physically and emotionally demanding itinerant min
istry, serious conflicts with his brother John, the early deaths of five of his children, 
his son Samuel's emotional instability and conversion to Roman Catholicism and 
the (to Charles) heartbreaking movement of Methodism away from the Church of 
England.52 

John however attributed Charles's emphasis on suffering to another influence, 
the early doctrinal influence of Thomas a Kempis and William Law.53 John 
blamed the "poisonous mysticism," which "gave a gloomy cast, first to his mind, 
and then to many of his verses: This made him frequently describe religion as a 
melancholy thing."54 

Five strands can be detected in Charles's interpretation of the place of suffer
ing in sanctification. First suffering was a means through which complete sub
mission to God could be achieved. Suffering is sometimes therefore interpreted 
as chastisement from God, as in the verse quoted above, though Charles also sees 
it as a sign of God's fatherly love. 

Taught obedience to my God, 
By the things I have endured, 

Meekly now I kiss the rod, 
Wounded by the rod, and cured: 

Good for me the grief and pain, 
Let me but thy grace adore, 

Keep the pardon I regain, 
Stand in awe, and sin no more.55 

51 Scripture Hymns (1762), 2:374, Hymn 728. See Joanna Cruickshank, Pain, Passion and Faith: 
Revisiting the Place of Charles Wesley in Early Metlwdism (Plymouth: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 86. 

52 Ibid., 17. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid., 21. 
55 HSP (1749), 1:195, stanza 3, Hymn 12 [In Temptation]. 
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Second, the character of Christ might be fonned in the believer through suf
fering, 

His love into the furnace cast, 
His love attends and keeps me here, 

That coming forth as gold at last, 
Stamp'd with his Name and Character, 

And perfected thro' sufferings I 
May spotless to His bosom fly.56 

Third, suffering is also accompanied by joy because it is part of the good work 
of God, 

Jesu, my all in all thou art, 
My rest in toil, my ease in pain; 

The med' cine of my broken heart, 
In war my peace, in loss my gain; 

My smile beneath the tyran l's frown, 
In shame my glory and my crown.57 

Fourth, Charles asserted that sometimes God withdrew his presence from 
believers in suffering to test and strengthen their faith. 

His face unless he hide, 
We never can be tried: 

Wherefore not in wrath but love 
Jesus partially withdraws, 

Leaves his own, our faith to prove, 
Leaves us bleeding on his crosS.58 

Finally, Charles insisted on the necessity of extreme suffering as the means to 
perfection. Tyson notes his juxtaposition of the images of the cross and the crown 
in his connection of suffering with sanctification.59 Charles considered suffering 
to be a participation in the suffering of Christ, and seems to suggest that only 
those who suffer with Christ (the cross) obtain the crown, 

In sorrow, as in grace, we grow, 
With closer fellowship 

Our Lord more intimately 
Till coming to a perfect man 

His sharpest agonies we share, * 
And all His marks of passion bear, 

56 Scripture Hymns (1762), 2:348, Hymn 679. 

57 HSP (1749), 1:245, stanza 3, Hymn 31 [Hymns for Believers]. 

58 The Unpublished Poetry of ClUlrles Wesley, 3 vols., eds. S T Kimbrough, Jr., and Oliver A. 


BeckerJegge (Nashville: AbingdoniKingswood, 1990),2:52. 
59 Tyson, 262. 
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Partakers of his bitterest cup, 
And burden'd with his heaviest load, 

We fill his after-sufferings up, 
Confonn'd to an expiring God; 

And only such our Father owns, * 
And seats on our appointed thrones. 60 

John disagreed. In the verses above, at the place of the asterisk, he wrote 
"No" in his copy.61 He argued that the biblical reference to trials through which 
believers may share the "sufferings of Christ" did not refer to general sufferings 
... but "doubtless refers to martyrdom and the sufferings connected with it."62 
Similarly John disagreed with Charles' contention that God sometimes deserted 
believers. He accepted that Christians could feel deserted by God, but asserted 
that God never deserts us, only we that desert him. John could however see some 
potential spiritual value in suffering and its possible contribution to sanctification 
in developing humility and assisting spiritual progress, 

Such a degree of sickness or pain as does not affect the understanding I have often 
found to be a great help. It is an admirable help against levity, as well as against 
foolish desires; and nothing more directly tends to teach us that great lesson, to 
write upon our heart, "Not as I will, but as thou Wilt."63 

John's fundamental response to suffering, Mack argues, was largely influenced by 
the Enlightenment emphasis on the rational dominance of mind over body and 
therefore John's overriding concern was to overcome suffering through healing, 
as his pUblication, Primitive Physick, an affordable, accessible means of medical 
advice for the poor, demonstrates. 

Cruickshank makes the important observation that the differences between the 
Wesleys regarding suffering were not only indicative of a divergence in theology, 
but also represent "alternative nonnative narratives of the Christian experience," 

For John, the Christian life was not "a melancholy thing": severe trials were to be 
expected, but cheerfulness was the norm and the delights of perfection were a real 
possibility. Life was a demanding race, not a slow crucifixion. For Charles, how
ever, the Christian should not expect perfection before the moment of death. In the 
meantime, life was a matter of intense and increasing suffering, involving physical 
and emotional pains as well as the spiritual pain of being abandoned by God. Joy 
was certainly a reality, but it was experienced as a loving intimacy with Christ in 
the midst of pain and as a confident hope of eternity ahead. 64 

OOScripture Hymns (1762). 2:374. stanzas 3 & 4. Hymn 727. See Cruickshank. 94. 

61 See Kimbrough. "John Wesley: Editor-Poet-Priest," 158. 


62 Cruickshank. 93. 


63 Phyllis Mack "Does gender matter? Suffering and salvation in eighteenth-century Methodism," 

160, in Jeremy Gregory, 2005. Jo hn Wesley: tercentenary essays: proceedings of a conference held 
at the University of Manchester, June 2003. Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of 
Manchester, vol. 85, Nrs. 2 and 3. [Manchester]: John Rylands University Library of Manchester 
157-76 

64 Cruickshank, 95. 
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These four points above are the most clearly identifiable differences between 

John and Charles on sanctification. There are two other areas which are much 

more subtle, the first the claim that the sanctification advocated by the Wesleys 

involved an ascetic detachment from the world, and second the possible mystical 

tendencies in Charles's theology, despised by John. I conclude with a brief com
ment about these, both of which form a part of my current research and the direc

tion in which this is developing. 

Ascetical detachment from the world 

It might be argued that this topic is not so much a question of disagreement 

between the Wesley brothers as a criticism of their interpretation of sanctification 

in relation to the world. Flew identifies an "intra-mundane asceticism,"65 as one 

of the flaws in the Wesleys' doctrine of sanctification, and Sangster, following 

Flew picks up the theme: 

In some ways the aspiring souls forsook the life around them. They took to heart
as evangelical religion has often taken to heart-the injunction "Love 
not the world" and retreated into a mental monastery. 66 

Flew argues that even the hymns were deficient, "Those hymns do most won
derfully explore the intercourse of the soul with God. But they do not explore with 

any success the relations of men with one another."67 This is an interesting reflec

tion, but I am not entirely sure it is correct. W hilst it is undoubtedly true that the 
majority of the hymns focus on the relationship between a person and God, other 

hymns such as those written for the fellowship of believers, or on pastoral concerns 
such as the death of a child might address relationships between one human being 

and another. Some further research needs to be undertaken to determine this. 
Sangster contends that work and worship are not seen as belonging together; 

that while there are plenty of examples of Methodists helping the poor, this is 

merely the social salvage of individuals by individuals without a larger vision of 

addressing the root of social needs; and that there was an inadequate communal 

understanding of holiness. 

In response the following points may be argued from Charles's and John's per

spectives. Charles's emphasis on the part suffering plays in sanctification demon

strates an empathetic incarnational theology of sanctification which connects to the 

experience of humankind; a theology which is detectable in Sangster in his allusion 

to the Methodists' care for the poor, but not pursued. Furthermore there is evidence 
for a theology borne out of Charles's personal experience of pain, which locates 
holiness essentially in the "normal life" of humankind rather than "ascetically 

detached" from it. Jennings presents two arguments which dispute John's under

65 Flew, 338. 

66 Sangster, 89. 

67 Flew, 340. 
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standing of sanctification as "ascetically detached." First, John's involvement in 
wider social reform and particularly his opposition to the institution of slavery, 
through which John addresses the wider social picture, not just the cause of individ
uals. His second point is rooted in the Wesleys' Arminian insistence on grace for all. 

It is no longer necessary to retire from the world to be holy ... , Thus the holiness 
project is unleashed upon the world. All people everywhere, and not only con
templative scholars or mystics. were called to correspond to the divine nature, and 
the grace that would make such a correspondence actual was freely offered to al1.68 

Furthermore grace is efficacious; it concerns a real transformation of things, peo
ple, relationships and the world. For Wesley, "(t)he effects of the divine action 
must be palpable,"69 hence his emphasis on the experiential evidence of those 
believed to be holy, the value of which was disputed by Charles. John's concern 
with physical evidence as proof of holiness is not however intra-mundane asceti
cism but rather concerns the transformation of lives, of grace overcoming sin. 

The temptation inherent in the holiness project to withdraw from the world is over
come by the identification of that project as love. As the religion of love, scriptural 
religion is necessarily social. In this way Wesley is delivered from the mystics, and 
from Oxford, too. As a student he tried to avoid the parish, saying it was impossi
ble to be holy if one had to deal with sinners! But the theme of grace made clear 
that the holiness of God consisted precisely in caring for sinners.1° 

Mysticism 

There have already been hints in this paper of Charles's drawing on the tradi
tion of the mystics in his theology. Of the writers on sanctification in the 
Wesleys, Flew sees a parallel between the Wesleys' doctrine and that of the mys
tics, even though John Wesley came to disavow their influence upon him: 

It must be premised that the preaching of "Entire Sanctification" or "Perfect Love" 
was part of a particular schematization of the religious life, which is parallel to the 
various degrees in the doctrine of the mystics.71 

Lindstrom interestingly describes Wesley's approach as "practical mysticism" 
and identifies the mysticism Wesley deplored as purely contemplative mysticism. 
Practical mysticism on the other hand, he argues, is about the transformation 
identified in the previous section. 

With Wesley as with the mystics everything was directed towards a change which 
would qualify man for glorification. In this general position just as in the teleo
logical alignment of his theology, Wesley, after as well as before 1738, agrees with 
practical mysticism.72 

68 Jennings. 141. 

69 Ibid., 142. 

70 Ibid., 150. 

n Flew, 316. 

72 Harald Lindstrom, Wesley and Sanctification: A Study in the Doctrine of Salvation (London: 


The Epworth Press, 1950), 129. 
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Finally Rattenbury notes three particular features of Charles's theology which might 
be described as my stical; first his understanding of the imitation of Christ as con
formity with his sufferings; second, his concept of renewal in the image of God in 
Trinity, which, in a hymn quoted by Rattenbury, hints at a concept of divinization, 

Triune God, the New-Creator 
Of our fallen souls appear, 

o communicate thy nature, 
Raise us to thy image here, 

In true holiness renew'd, 
Spotless portraitures of God. 73 

And third, Charles's language of being lost in God. Charles uses such language 
frequently in his hymns and invests those words with different meanings, includ
ing humility, resignation to God, self-divestment and even perhaps reabsortion into 
God. Three examples follow from volumes 1 and 2 of his Scripture Hymns (1762). 

In pity to thy children, blast 
Our self-exulting joy, 

Thrust out our images at last, 
And utterly destroy: 

Come, Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, 
Our nature to remove, 

And self shall be forever lost 
In depths of purest love.74 

Happy the man, who poor and low, 
Less goodness in himself concei ves 

Than Christ doth of his servant know; 
Who sav'd from self-reflection lives, 

Unconscious of the grace bestow'd, 
Simply resign'd, and lost in God. 

In depths of purest love.75 

Saviour, my latter end is come, 
Now to my parting soul appear, 

The root, the man of sin consume, 
And let me sink to nothing here, 

Resorb'd into perfection's sea, 
And lost, forever lost in theeP6 

73 Hymns on the Trinity (Bristol: W. Pine, 1767), 127, stanza 1, Hymn 48; line 6 this author's ital-
ics. See Rattenbury, 147. 

74 Scripture Hymns (1762), 2:404, stanza 4, Hymn 804. 
75 Scripture Hymns (1762), 2:415, Hymn 829. 
76 Scripture Hymns (1762),1:96, stanza 2, Hymn 301. 
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Conclusion 

The four theological perspectives outlined at the beginning of this article

experiential theology, eschatological theology, liberation theology, and moral 

theology-continue to offer a valuable theological framework for an analysis of 

the concept of sanctification in John and Charles Wesley. Within this framework 

it is possible to identify specific questions related to the disagreement between the 

brothers regarding how a theology of sanctification should be interpreted. 

• 	 Is sanctification received instantaneously or gradually? To what extent there

fore is it a moral or ontological entity? 

• 	 Is sanctification received before or at the point of death? How does the timing 

of the gift of sanctification fit within an eschatological context? 

• 	 What is the relationship between sanctification and sin? Does sanctification 

mean the eradication of sin, even original sin, from the life of the believer? 

• 	 What correlation can be drawn between sanctification and suffering? To what 

extent is sanctification rooted in and influenced by the experience of ordinary 

Christians? 

These and other questions raised in this article will be a part of my ongoing 

research. 

This article has identified areas in which John and Charles differed signifi

cantly in their understanding of sanctification, indeed to a greater extent than is 

often assumed, or indeed was publicized in their time. In addition to acknowl

edging the differences, however, it is also important to recognize that through 

their struggle to understand and articulate what sanctification was about, both 

John and Charles sought to interpret their personal knowledge and experience of 

God with theological and spiritual integrity, not as an academic exercise but as an 

expression of their own quest for truth, part of their journey towards holiness. 




