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Presidential Address: 
THE EPISTLE OF JAMES— 

A DOCUMENT ON HEAVENLY WISDOM 
By W. Ralph Thompson 

I. Introduction 

Wisdom (hokhmah) forms the third of three sources of knowledge in the Old Testament: 1) the law 
concentrates on God's commandments and claims; 2) prophecy sets forth His counsels; and 3) wisdom 
literature treats of His person and His cosmic works, and reveals the moral relationship and the 
responsibility which man sustains toward God and toward his fellow men.1 

Hebrew literature does not presume to reveal a wisdom discovered independent of revelation. Nor 
does it seek to harmonize Hebrew religion with pagan philosophies.2 The fear of the Lord is its basis 
(Job. 28:28; Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7; Eccl. 12:13); and it involves the hatred of pride, of arrogance, and of 
every evil way (Prov.8:13) Revelation is the key that unlocks the mystery of God's ways in the world. 
By the knowledge of His revealed will Hebrew wise men sought to determine man's moral 
responsibilities. 

Old Testament wisdom reveals that earthly possessions are not to be sought for their own sake, but 
should be received as tokens of God's favor. Hence earthly prosperity is to be prized insofar as it is 
accompanied by righteous conduct.' 

But right conduct is not expected of individuals alone. It must be evident in social and political 
institutions. "Righteousness exalteth a nation; but sin is a reproach to any people" (Prov. 14:34) 
Because blessings or curses fall upon a land according to the character of its government, numerous 
counsels to rulers are given in Hebrew wisdom literature (e. g., Prov. 29:12, 14; 31:1-9). 

Nevertheless Hebrew wise men gave much of their energies in a quest for the solution of the 
enigmas of life, the mystery of God's dealings with men. 

The Epistle of James is the only book of the New Testament which might be called "Wisdom 
Literature." It is located under wisdom's banner because of the apostle's discussion of wisdom in 
chapter three. 
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In this paper, the writer will point out why James speaks of wisdom where he does. Then he will show 
that the meaning which the apostle puts into the term is unique]y different from the meaning that 
commonly is conveyed by the word. After that he will demonstrate that 'the wisdom from above" which 
James regards so highly finds its counter-part in several other New Testament teachings. From that 
point he will move to chapter one to indicate how the application of the meaning which James gives to 
the word "wisdom" adds rich understanding to his discussion of wisdom in chapter one. Then a rapid 
survey of the epistle will be made to indicate that it is unified around the concept of wisdom. Finally, 
some conclusions based on the findings in this paper will be made. 

Let us see first — 

II. Why James Discusses Wisdom in Chapter Three. 

To grasp the logic of James's emphasis on wisdom it is necessary to observe that chapter three 
begins with a counsel against many of his readers becoming teachers. 

He immediately supports this advice with two reasons. First, because God will judge teachers with 
greater strictness than He will use in judging other people. 

The explanation for such strictness is obvious: teachers profound]y influence their students either 
for good or for ill. Especially is this true when their students are immature. Most undergraduate 
students and all new converts to Christianity fall into that category. Since attitudes and conduct are 
determined largely by what one really believes, the devastation wrought by those who teach false 
doctrine is appalling. 

Jesus underlined the seriousness of false teaching, either by pre- 

cept or example, when He said, "It is inevitable that stumbling-blocks should come, but woe to him 
through whom they come! It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and he 
were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble" (Lk.17:1,2, 
NAS). If one had better be drowned than to cause a weak Christian to fall into sin, it is little wonder 
that James cautions against one lightly becoming a teacher. 

His second reason for advising the immature not to rush into teaching positions is because a teacher 
makes large use of the tongue, and the tongue must be brought under control if it is to operate safely. 

But Jesus showed that the mouth speaks forth what is in the heart (Mk. 7:14-23). James sees the 
uncontrolled mouth, like a fountain of bitter water, pouring out the evil which is resident deep within it. 

James implies that the "first qualification for a teacher is wisdom."4 

But he was not using "wisdom" in the usual sense of the word. 

III. James's Use of the Word "Wisdom" Is Unique. 

Words are silly things unless they convey accurately the thought of the one employing them. 

Some words have a variety of meanings. Hence the interpreter must observe carefully the context to 
discover what shade of meaning the writer intended to convey.  
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It sometimes happens, too, that alter lives his own peculiar meaning to words. Tillich, in his 
Christian theology, was notable for that. The technical term for such a practice is "usus loquendi."5 

The Apostle Paul illustrates this point when he uses the word "Jew" in two days. In Romans 2:9 and 
10 and Romans 3:1 he gives the word its usual meaning. In these passages, a Jew is a member of an 
ethnic religious group, a member of the Hebrew race. but in Romans 2:28 and 29 he uses the word to 
represent believers in Christ:'He is not a Jew' he says, "who is one outwardly.... He is a Jew who is one 
inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart. . . " To use the word, "Jew" to represent a 
Christian even though he be a Gentle, is unique. 

If a child upon seeing a certain animal calls it a horse, yet describes it as possessing horns, having 
split hooves, and saying moo," the hearer may be reasonably sure that the child saw a cow. And if the 
hearer fails to put the child's meaning into the word "horse," he will fail to grasp what the child is 
saying James's use of the word "wisdom" in chapter three is just as unusual. The dictionary definition 
of "wisdom" is "knowledge and good judgment based on experience."6 To put it more simply, 
"wisdom" ordinarily means a proper use of knowledge. It is something intellectual in nature, something 
accrued across the years. but Dummelow rightly states that "Wisdom, in St. James's view, is moral 
rather than an intellectual quality."7 

Take his definition of earthly wisdom (3:14-16) It is characterized by bitter jealousy and selfish 
ambition. It is carnal (unspiritual). These are qualities of the heart, not of the mind; they are moral not 
intellectual.  

Moral qualities likewise describe the wisdom from above. It is pure. It is peaceable. It is gentle. It is 
open to reason. It is full of mercy. It is full of good fruits. It is sure of itself It is sincere. And it 
produces a harvest of righteousness. 

So whichever type of wisdom James describes, he speaks in moral term The one is earthy, carnal; 
the other, heavenly. 

James’s second type of "wisdom" is "from above" (3:17). In l:5, he states that it comes through the 
medium of prayer ("Let him ask of God"). And in 1:6, he shows that it is received as a result of faith. 
We must conclude, then, that the wisdom which James commends to his readers is not something 
acquired through experience but something received from God. 

IV. James's Discussion of Heavenly Wisdom parallels Other 

New Testament Teachings. 

As one meditates on James's description of the wisdom from above, one senses a striking similarity 
between his statement and other New Testament teachings. 

James tells us that heavenly wisdom "is first pure."  

When the Apostle Peter, at the Jerusalem Conference, was describing that which happened to 
Gentile converts through his ministry he emphasized that the cleansing wrought by the Holy Spirit was 
the identical work that was accomplished in the hundred and twenty who 
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were filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. He said, "God who knows the heart bore witness to them, 
giving them the Holy Spirit just as he did to us; and he made no distinction between us and them, but 
cleansed their hearts by faith" (Acts 15:8, 9). The Epistle of James tells us that the wisdom from above 
is first pure." (James 3:17). 

Paul's analysis of the fruit of the Spirit also reminds one that James's statement about heavenly 
wisdom is strikingly similar Peace and gentleness characterize both. 

The Apostle John's oft-repeated emphasis on love also is in perfect harmony with the qualities 
described by James under the wisdom from above. 

James's statement that heavenly wisdom is attained as a gift from God through prayer and faith 
reminds one of Jesus' urgent charge to believers to "ask, and it will be given.... " That He had the Holy 
Spirit especially in mind is seen by the way He concludes His statement: "If you then, who are evil, 
know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy 
Spirit to those who ask Him" (Lk. 11:9-13). 

Finally, look at the Epistle to the Hebrews. The rest which the writer urges his readers to enter, and 
which he shows to be attainable through obedience and faith, and through ceasing from one's own 
carnal works (4:10), agrees perfectly with James's analysis of heavenly wisdom. 

In view of the above, need the present writer point out that James's insistence on the need for 
heavenly wisdom is his peculiar way of saying that teachers are not prepared to teach until they are 
filled with the Holy Spirit? Need members of the Wesleyan Theological Society further argument to be 
convinced that what James calls "wisdom from above" is what Wesley called "Entire Sanctification" 
and "Perfect Love," and what others have called "The Fullness of the Spirit," or "The Rest of Faith," or 
"One's Personal Pentecost," or "The Second Work of Grace," or "Entire Consecration," or 
"Sanctification," or "Holiness"? 

Jesus made clear that a sinful heart is the fountain of moral evil, that the evil that comes out of the 
mouth comes from an evil heart (Mk. 7:14-23). James agrees with the Master: one with an evil heart 
cannot control the tongue, therefore should not teach. The ability to control the tongue is found only in 
"the wisdom that is from above"-which "is first pure. . . . " 

V. James's Discussion of Wisdom in Chapter Three Gives Meaning  
to His Statements about Wisdom in chapter One. 

It is the present writer's conviction that most evangelicals apply James's statement about wisdom in 
1:5-8 without regard for the context. 

James has just told his readers to do something which is quite contrary to human nature: "Count it 
all joy," he said, " .... when you meet various trials...." Then he explains why. It is because trials test 
one's faith. They try one's confidence in God's love and goodness. "The testing of your faith, " he 
continues, "produces steadfastness. " Certainly steadfastness is a desirable Christian virtue. 
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But trials per se do not make a Christian mature. Trials can be devastating. Trials will make the 
Christian believer either better or bitter, depending on the attitude with which they are faced. 
Steadfastness under trial must be maintained, says James: "Let steadfastness have its full effect that you 
may be perfect and complete." 

God desires the perfection of His children. He accomplishes that not only through the crisis 
experiences of Regeneration and Sanctification, but through the slower means of increasing knowledge, 
and through a liberal supply of trials. 

Paul speaks of the same methodology when he says, "Suffering produces endurance"-endurance is 
steadfastness-"and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not 
disappoint us because God's love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit which has 
been given to us" (Rom. 5:5). Thus, what Paul calls the work of the Holy Spirit, James calls "the 
wisdom from above." 

In chapter one, verse five, then, James is not speaking of divine guidance for making decisions. He 
is talking about the necessity of having those inner qualities which Jesus said the Father is eager to give 
to his asking children (Lk. 11:13). By them we are made able to face our trials even with rejoicing. 

Since James, in chapter three, defines what he means by wisdom, we miss the significance of what 
he is saying in chapter one if we try to read another meaning into his words. Therefore, Christians 
should not turn to James 1:3 when desiring a promise for guidance. Rather, they should turn, e. g., to 
Psalm 32:8, where God says to those whose transgressions are forgiven, "I will instruct you and teach 
you the way you should go; I will counsel you with My eye upon you. " Or let them use Proverbs 3:6: 
"Trust in the Lord with all your heart, and do not rely on your own insight. In all your ways 
acknowledge Him and He will make straight your paths." 

VI. The Epistle of James Has Wisdom As a Central Emphasis. 

Most interpreters appear to look upon the Epistle of James as a collection of aphoristic statements 
and brief homilies strung together without special relationship one to another. The present writer does 
not believe that to be so. On several occasions while teaching at Taylor University, instead of giving 
the usual type of test over the Epistle of James, this writer assigned his classes the task of showing how 
every paragraph in the book, except the introductory one, relates directly to the thesis that a genuine 
faith in Christ produces Christian works. Repeatedly, a number of nearly perfect papers would be 
turned in.  

But what is it that enables one to have such a living faith, a faith that works in practical, everyday 
situations? It is the Holy Spirit operative in the heart. And this to say that the Epistle of James is one of 
Christendom’s richest sources of teaching on practical holiness. 
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Vll. Conclusion. 

In view of the above, a number of conclusions may be drawn with regard to the Epistle of James: 

1. What James calls "the wisdom from above" is what Wesley called Entire Sanctification. 

2. This wisdom from above is necessary in order for one to put into practice all the exhortations 
which James gives in his epistle. 

3. No teacher, especially no teacher of religion, is qualified for his task unless he has what James 
calls "the wisdom from above." 

4. According to a survey reported to this writer by Professor Glen Heck, of the National College of 
Education, Evanston, Illinois, the children of our land get almost 100% of their ideals, not from their 
peers, nor from Sunday school teachers, nor ministers, nor day-school teachers, but from their parents. 
So one is not qualified for parenthood unless one is filled with the Holy Spirit — has the wisdom from 
above. 

5. Since every person influences the attitudes and conduct of those with whom he comes in touch, 
everybody is in that sense a teacher. Therefore, one is not qualified even to live successfully unless one 
has the wisdom from above. 

6. Jesus would not let the first disciples begin their ministry until after they had tarried, until they 
were endued with power from on high. Matters would be vastly different in our churches if they 
maintained such a standard for ministers and for teachers in church-related schools. 

7. The method by which one obtains this wisdom is by asking God. But there is need to ask for 
faith, nothing doubting. If fathers "who are evil know how to give good gifts to their children, "how 
much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask Him. " "Ask, and you will 
receive, that your joy might be full." 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Reference Notes 

1. Wisdom literature is found in the books of Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes, and in certain of the Psalms, especially in Psalms 19, 37, 104, 
107, 147, and 148. 

2. Gustave Friederich Oehler, Theology of the 01d Testament (Zondervan Publishing House, 1883), pp. 537-38. 
3. Ibid., p. 552. 
4. J. R. Dummelow, A Commentary on the Holy Bible (New York: Macmillan, 1940), p. 1036, col. 1. 
5. Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics (Zondervan Publishing House. n. d . ), p. 181. 
6. Thorndike-Barnhart Comprehensive Desk Dictionary (The (Country Life Press, Garden City, N.Y., 1951), q. v. 
7. Ibid., col. 2. 
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JOHN FLETCHER'S INFLUENCE ON 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF 

WESLEYAN THEOLOGY IN AMERICA 
By John A. Knight 

Introduction 

Not until recent years has the significance of John Fletcher's theology been assessed by interpreters 
of the history of Christian doctrine. For almost two hundred years his work was eclipsed by the 
Wesleys and by some in the Calvinistic wing of the 18th century Evangelical Revival in England, 
except for occasional references by historians and biographers of his contemporaries. 

David C. Shipley's perceptive study, "Methodist Arminianism in the Theology of John Fletcher," 
unpublished Ph. D. dissertation, Yale, 1942, was a pioneer work in this country. Particularly in the last 
two decades others have begun to recognize the importance of Fletcher to the development of Wesleyan 
theology.1 

The close relationship of John Fletcher and the Wesley brothers is well known. Although Fletcher 
was not a part of Wesley's itinerancy and his name appears on the role of Wesley's conference only in 
1784, nonetheless Wesley linked himself, his brother Charles, and Fletcher together in what has been 
called an "exposed triumvirate."2 

It is clear that from time to time Fletcher invited John Wesley and his assistants into his parish. 
About 1764 he wrote to one of Wesley's preachers, inviting him to come as he had opportunity, and 
stated: "I hope that my stepping as Providence directs, to any of your places (leaving to you the 
management of the societies) will be deemed no encroachment. In short we need not make two parties: 
I know but one heaven below, and that is Jesus' love; let us both go and abide in it."3 In 1766 Fletcher 
commented that the coming of Wesley's preachers into his parish gave him no "uneasiness . . . I rejoice 
that the work of God goes on by any instrument, or in any place." 

Fletcher evidently preached in the societies of Wesley, Wesley preached in his pulpit, and Wesley's 
preachers were welcome in his parish. This warm relationship was destined to reach a new dimension 
in the 1770 Calvinistic controversy, out of which the foundation of Fletcher's theology developed, and 
during which he became the defender of Wesley and the theological spokesman for Wesleyan 
Methodism. 

  



14 
 

The founder of Methodism was concerned that at his death, his mantle should fall upon a man of ' 
faith, unselfishness, diligence, and a degree of learning." These endowments he found in John William 
Fletcher (1729-85). Thus in January, 1773, Wesley invited the vicar of Madeley to become his 
successor. Encouraging him to consider the request seriously, Wesley wrote that to all the above 
qualities necessary for such a task, God "has lately added, by a way none could have foreseen, favor 
both with the preachers and the people."5 

The unforeseen way which Wesley thought God had used to equip Fletcher for such a role was the 
eruption of a hitherto more or less concealed theological controversy over the issue of the means or 
conditions of salvation. The occasion for the outburst was the statement in Wesley's Conference 
Minutes of 1770 that the Methodists had "leaned too much toward Calvinism." 

In clarifying this assertion the Minutes declared that this had been the case "with regard to 'working 
for life.'" They had "received it as a maxim, that a 'man is to do nothing in order to justification. '" 
According to the Minutes, "Nothing can be more false." Though man is not saved by the "merits of 
works," he is saved by "works as a condition." Man is rewarded "because of" his works, and is "every 
moment pleasing or displeasing to God according to" his works.6 

Immediately these sentiments caused a furor of disagreement on the part of the Calvinistic 
Methodists, resulting in a number of heated written attacks on Wesley and the Minutes, and evoking 
counter attacks by his defenders. The leading protagonist for the Wesleyan position was John Fletcher, 
who during the eight years of the controversy, 1770-78, produced almost everything he ever wrote, and 
provided one of the strongest bulwarks that Wesleyan Methodism has found. 

Fletcher's writings gave the Methodist Revival an intellectual and theological foundation which 
today is almost universally accepted as a matter of course. After he finished what he had to say on 
predestination, election, free will, good works, and Christian perfection, there was little left to be said-
save for the perennial task of adapting to continuously changing cultural conditions. 

Few would deny Fletcher's theological and literary abilities. His stature is reflected in part by 
knowledgeable commentators on his life and thought. Of him Luke Tyerman, his biographer, has said:  

Among the Wesleyan Methodists, he settled forever all the questions of the Calvinian controversy. For 
many a long year, Methodist preachers drew their arguments and illustrations from his invaluable Checks . 
. . He did for Wesley's theology what no other man than himself at that period could have done. John 
Wesley traveled formed societies, governed them. Charles Wesley composed unequalled hymns for the 
Methodists to sing; and John Fletcher, a native of Calvinian Switzerland, explained, elaborated, and 
defended the doctrines they heartily believed. 

Fletcher has been described as the "earliest and fullest expositor and interpreter in English of the 
Remonstrant theology of Arminius; 
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whose works remain the storehouse of its treasures and the armoury of its defense." It has been said that 
the theology of the Methodist movement was the theology of John Fletcher of Madeley.9 

Abel Stevens, one of the leading historians of Methodism, has written of Fletcher's Checks: "They 
have been more influential in the denomination than Wesley's own controversial writings on the 
subject. They have influenced, indirectly through Methodism, the subsequent tone of theological 
thought in much of the Protestant world."10 

While Fletcher was eminent as a theologian, he also was unequalled as a saint. His contemporaries, 
who spoke of him at all, were unanimous in their view that in the galaxy of names which make up the 
historic roll of the Evangelical Revival, no star is so bright as that of Jean Guillaume de la Flechere. 

Wesley thought he was without a spiritual peer, and wrote that he had not found one to equal him - 
"one so inwardly and outwardly devoted to God; and I scarce expect to find another such on this side of 
eternity."" In the Conference Minutes of 1786, the answer to the usual question, 'Who died this year?' is 
recorded thus "John Fletcher, a pattern of holiness, scarce to be paralleled in a century."12 

It is difficult to account for the fact that only scant attention has been given to this man, who more 
than any other, apart from Wesley himself, molded Methodist theology in its early history. He was 
more systematic than Wesley-overcoming the limitations imposed by the latter's itinerancy; and to his 
Checks to Antinomanism Wesley gave his approval.13 

Fletcher was constrained to defend what he regarded as Wesley's meaning in the Minutes, although 
he could not equally approve the manner in which that meaning was expressed.14 He felt strong 
responsibility to write so as to discharge his "duty towards God," and towards his "honored father in 
Christ, Mr. Wesley, and his misunderstood Minutes."15 

But more specifically, Fletcher wrote because he thought, like Wesley, that the Calvinists' theology 
leads to antinomianism, or to a separation of doctrine and life, justification and new birth. He stated his 
chief reason for publishing his First Check thus:  

It appears if I am not mistaken that we stand now as much in need of a reformation from antinomianism as 
our ancestors did of a reformation from popery. People, it seems, may now be 'in Christ' without being 'new 
creatures, ' without casting 'old things' away. They may be God's children without God's image; and 'born 
of the Spirit' without the 'fruits of the Spirit. "16 

Fletcher's aim, then, was to oppose the antinomian objection to Christian perfection. 17 

Though Wesley feared that the "antidote" could not "spread so fast as the poison, " he was hopeful 
that Fletcher's Checks would slow the progress of antinomianism.18 Wesley thought highly of these 
writings. In 1774 he stated that Fletcher had clearly shown that Christ is the 
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meritorious cause of our salvation-pardon, holiness, and glory-"as I think scarcely any one has done 
before since the Apostles."19 

To combat the Calvinistic threat to perfection, Wesley enjoined: "Let all our preachers carefully 
read over ours and Mr. Fletcher's Tracts. "20 At the conference of 1776 the exhortation was given to 
preach "universal redemption frequently and explicitly," and read Fletcher's . . . tracts, as well as 
Wesley's.20 

These introductory historical comments should be sufficient to remind us of the fact of Fletcher's 
importance in the beginning days of Wesleyan theology. However, the rather narrow design of this 
paper should be understood. No attempt is made here to relate Fletcher's thought to any particular 
Methodist theologian or preacher in the Wesleyan tradition in America. For one thing direct lines of 
influence are not always easy to establish. And further, my first-hand knowledge of the thoughts of the 
earliest American Methodist leaders is far too limited. 

In dealing with the topic assigned to me, my purpose simply is to call attention to the first Wesleyan 
theologian as a kind of background for our discussion of certain developments within Wesleyan-
Holiness theology. More specifically, I wish to suggest several clues to Fletcher's significance for early 
Wesleyan theology in America by looking at 1) his influence on Wesley's later thought (i.e., after 
1770); 2) the way his writings were viewed and accepted in America; and 3) selected key elements of 
his thought which were congenial to the American scene, particularly in the first part of the 19th 
century. 

I. Fletcher's Influence on Wesley's "Later" Thought 
From Free Grace to Free Will 

The theme of our conference, "Some Aspects of the Development of Wesleyan-Holiness 
Theology," assumes that this theology has not been static, but has manifested certain changes or shifts 
in emphasis through-out its history. Robert E. Chiles has suggested that "the transition from free grace 
to free will is one of the fundamental changes in American Methodism since the time of John Wesley." 
He notes that because of a shift in priority from faith itself to "evidences" for faith, and because of the 
moralistic revision of the understanding of sin there has been a movement away from the classical 
Protestant orthodoxy of John Wesley. 22 

Chiles has expanded this theme in his fascinating book, Theological Transition in American 
Methodism, 1790-1935,23 in which he illustrates the shift from revelation to reason, from sinful man to 
moral man, from free grace to free will. Convincingly, he traces the changes in Wesleyan theology 
through three generations of Methodist theologians. 

He observes that Richard Watson in his Theological Institutes (1823-29) attributed more to man 
than did Wesley and "represents a first subtle step toward the modification of free grace in the direction 
of free will."24 

D. D. Whedon during the second half of the nineteenth century, it is claimed, shifted further the 
emphasis from soteriological to an- 
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thropological grounds, and insisted on man's responsible freedom, without giving much attention to 
grace. Whedon argued that the will chooses motives which grace supplies.25 

According to Chiles, this development culminated in John Miley's Systematic Theology (2 volumes, 
1894). Miley suggested that whether good motives are derived from nature or from grace is indifferent 
so far as moral freedom is concerned. 

Finally, men like Borden Parker Bowne (d. 1910) and Albert C. Knudson (d. 1953), Methodist 
philosophical and theological thinkers, stressed the metaphysical significance of personality even apart 
from the gracious basis of motives. Thus concludes Chiles: "The apostasy from free grace to free will is 
complete."26 

In seeking to uncover clues to the influence of John Fletcher on the development of Wesleyan 
theology in America, particularly with regard to this issue, I suggest that the "first subtle step" in this 
shift from free grace to free will can be found, not in Richard Watson (in whom Chiles finds it), but in 
Wesley himself. Certain aspects of John Wesley's theology indicate a more decided anthropological 
emphasis during the last twenty years of his life, primarily with regard to man's freedom of the will. 

Careful study indicates that this transition of emphasis was made possible by the defense of 
Wesley's Minutes of 1770 by John Fletcher (d. 1785), whose Checks to Antinomianism entitle him to be 
called the "first systematic theologian of Methodism. " This later development in Wesley frequently is 
unobserved both because the significance of the Calvinistic controversy (1770's) for a historical 
understanding of Wesley is too little appreciated, and because Fletcher's defense of and influence upon 
Wesley has received little more than passing attention. 

That Chiles has overlooked this influence, both in his article and that portion of his book which 
discusses the problem of free will,27 may be seen in the fact that almost all the material which he 
quotes or cites from Wesley was written before 1770. 

Further, a brief survey of those relevant references to Wesley's writings which are dated following 
this time indicates that the referents used by Chiles have to do more with free will than with free grace. 
For example, eight references are made to Wesley's Letters after 1770, but only two relate specifically 
to the problem of man's freedom. In these though Wesley mentioned prevenient grace,29 the emphasis, 
unobserved by Chiles, is on man's ability to believe if he will (though not when he will). God's 
assistance of man in believing is stressed, rather than man's assistance of God in the salvation 
process.29 

Ten Sermons written after 1770 are cited by Chiles. Four are related only indirectly to the question 
of freedom, and deal with the nature and love of God, Christ's death and perfection.30 Of the six 
sermons which are pertinent to the discussion of man's moral and spiritual abilities, two stress works and 
man's power of self-determination,31 and in two others which discuss freedom, Wesley did not refer at 
all to prevenient grace,32 or questioned the significance of asking whether man's free will is "natural or 
superadded by the grace of God. "33 Only in the remaining two sermons adduced by Chiles did Wesley 
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assert that conscience is a supernatural gift of God, 34 or make an attempt to balance God's grace and 
man's free will.35 

Finally, Chiles alludes to several additional writings of Wesley other than his letters or sermons; but 
these are deliberate attempts to underscore man's freedom,36 with the exception of Wesley's Plain 
Account of Christian Perfection — most of which was written prior to 1770 though the latest edition is 
dated 1777.97 

The purpose in examining these references is not to disagree with Chiles' understanding of Wesley's 
theological position. It is simply to observe that the preponderance of evidence which he uses to sustain 
his interpretation was written by Wesley before 1770, and that the relevant references to material 
prepared after the Calvinistic controversy began, i.e., after Fletcher's defense of Wesley's Minutes, 
indicate a decided anthropocentric emphasis. 

Arguments for Free Will 

This shift of emphasis, not of theological position, in the direction of man's freedom, may be 
substantiated conclusively from the writings of the "later" Wesley. Following 1770 man's power of 
choice came to pervade Wesley's thought. He buttressed his new emphasis upon man's free will by 
three main arguments, which seem to correspond to his well-known threefold criteria for truth-
Scripture, Reason, and Experience. 

1) Wesley began saying that man is free by virtue of the fact that he is a man, made in God's image 
according to Scripture, and that man by nature is free to choose the good. He insisted, on the basis of 
the Scriptural teaching that man is a creature of God, that the power of choice is standard equipment for 
man.38 

Earlier Wesley had stated that because of grace there is no man in history in a completely "natural" 
state. Now he states that every man made in the "natural" image of God has will and liberty, and that 
Christ came to recover the moral image. Nothing is said of restoring the natural image. The implication 
is that in the Fall man did not lose his liberty, a part of the natural image. Liberty, then, is man's by 
virtue of the fact that he is a man.39 

At times Wesley affirmed that man, though fallen, still possesses power of choice, and yet no 
explanation that it arises out of prevenient grace is given. More and more, he tended to underscore 
man's abilities, leaving one with the impression that man can do almost what he wills simply because 
he is a man.40 

2) Wesley began stressing the idea that man's guilt must not exceed his accountability and that 
responsibility cannot be greater than his freedom, else the canons of Reason are violated. To the later 
Wesley the reality of man's freedom is not only a scriptural teaching, but also a rational necessity. Thus 
more and more emphasis was placed on man and his responsibility, rather than on God and His grace. 
If man is not free, then reason dictates that he cannot be accountable and therefore he is capable of 
neither reward nor punishment.41 

Wesley affirmed his position on the basis of the "nature of things ", 42 
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saying that man can choose the "better part" - assisted by God's grace. 43 It is noteworthy that he did 
not say the "better part" is man's by grace, assisted by man's choice. This way of stating the matter 
makes grace appear to be secondary to man's freedom and accountability.  

3) Increasingly Wesley observed that the universal Experience of man testifies to his power of 
choice. In Wesley's mind, experience corroborates the witness of Scripture and Reason to the power of 
choice in man. Man is conscious of possessing a "power of self-determination." He senses a "liberty of 
contradition," a power "to act one way, or the contrary." To deny this, for Wesley, would be to deny the 
common experience of all mankind.44 

With this solid support of Scripture, Reason, and Experience, Wesley made choice a dominant 
theme in his later writings.45 His position regarding man's freedom is no different from that prior to 
1770, but Wesley went further to state that Pelagius' heresy was merely in believing that one by the 
grace of God can "go on to perfection. "46 Though Wesley asserted that this possibility is by the grace 
of God, his approval of Pelagius does indicate a shift of emphasis in favor of man's power of decision. 
Man's eternal state depends upon his choice.47 

Man's power of choice is both assumed and emphasized in the numerous admonitions which are 
included in many of Wesley's late sermons, and which are noticeably absent from his Standard 
Sermons. For example, in "The Important Question" (1775) Wesley concluded: "I set before you life 
and death, believing and cursing. O choose life!. . . And having once fixed your choice, never draw 
back. . . Go on in the name of the Lord, whom ye have chosen.." 

It cannot be said that Wesley anywhere avowed that man has freedom apart from God. In fact he 
stated the opposite. In 1772 he wrote: "Both Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Wesley absolutely deny natural free-
will. We both steadily assert that the will of man is by nature free only to evil. Yet we both believe that 
every man has a measure of free-will restored to him by grace."49 

Nonetheless the priority of grace unintentionally was made to appear to be secondary to man's 
responsible choice. The emphasis on man's freedom increasingly was shifted away from the ocentric to 
anthropocentric categories. This transition is revealed clearly in one of Wesley's last statements. 
Speaking of conscience in 1790, he wrote: "Whether this is natural or superadded by the grace of God, 
it is found, at least in some degree, in every child of man."50 

Miley, in whom the transition from free grace to free will is supposed by Chiles to have culminated, 
made a similar point as we have seen. 50a Chiles states that for Miley whether motives "are derived 
from nature or from grace is indifferent so far as moral freedom is concerned."51 

Thus by the end of Wesley's life he seems not to have been too concerned as to whether man's 
liberty and conscience are by nature or by grace. He simply wanted to affirm that man has them-else he 
is not a man. It appears, then, that the "transition" from free grace to free will. began in the later Wesley 
himself, and not in Richard Watson.52 
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Stronger Emphasis on Works 

Clearly Wesley came to emphasize man's freedom in a way which he had not done prior to 1770. 
The primary reason seems to be his continued conflict with Calvinism which caused him to stress 
works in an effort to avoid Antinomianism. This continued altercation led him increasingly to 
underscore the necessity and possibility of good works and quite frequently without mentioning their 
relation to grace. 

In 1770 Wesley wrote a tract, "What is an Arminian"" in which he pointed out that the one point of 
division between Arminians and Calvinists relates to the question: 'Is predestination absolute or 
conditional'" "The Arminians, " he noted, "believe it is conditional; the Calvinists, that it is absolute."53 

Wesley attempted to show that the doctrine of unconditional election is absolutely incompatible 
with any demand for works. In 1771 he wrote "The Consequence Proved" and cited some of Toplady's 
statements from which one must deduce that "the elect shall be saved do what they will; The reprobate 
shall be doomed do what they can."54 

Wesley denied the doctrine of absolute predestination, claiming that if a choice had to be made 
between Roman works and Calvinistic election, he would choose the former. "I do not believe," he 
wrote in 1772, "salvation by works. Yet if any man can prove (what I judge none ever did, or ever will) 
that there is no medium between this and absolute predestination; I will rather subscribe to this than to 
that, as far less absurd of the two."55 

Wesley was sure that the position stated in the 1770 Minutes, which evoked such a storm of 
controversy and which Fletcher defended in his Checks, provides a third possibility so that no such 
clear-cut choice between works and election is necessary. He was equally convinced that the Minutes, 
which made what he thought is a legitimate place for works, and the doctrine of decrees cannot stand 
together.56 

This high regard for works prompted Wesley to insist upon salvation by works "in a Scriptural 
sense." In 1779 he published in The Arminian Magazine a short essay entitled "Thoughts on Salvation 
by Faith."57 In it he again stated that the Calvinists see "no medium between salvation by works and 
salvation by absolute decrees." Thus since he denied absolute election, in their view he was affirming 
salvation by works. 

Wesley endeavored to clarify this by saying that if salvation is by unconditional election, then it is 
neither by works nor by faith. If human salvation is by a conditional election, i.e., "He that believeth 
shall be saved, " then it is by a faith which worketh by love, "which produces both inward and outward 
good works." In this sense no man will be saved finally without works.58 

It has been thought that this represents a withdrawal from Wesley's earlier position of salvation by 
grace alone.59 However, he was reasserting simply that justification always issues in the fruit of 
sanctification.60 

Fearing Antinomianism Wesley asserted that Christ's righteousness must become our own — "personal 
holiness" is required of man. The righteousness of Christ is "necessary to entitle us to heaven; personal 
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holiness is necessary to qualify" us for it. Without the righteousness of Christ we could have no claim 
to glory; without holiness we could have no fitness for it. Wesley said this had been his position for 
fifty years, and from it he had "never varied, no, not an hair's breadth."61 

Though Wesley seems to have been correct in claiming that none of these sentiments at all indicate 
a retraction from his earlier position of salvation by grace, the continued conflict with the Calvinists, as 
well as the practical concerns of the revival,62 in his later years pushed him to stress freedom and 
man's works more than faith and God's grace.  

It is at this point that the strong influence of John Fletcher begins to be seen. Wesley viewed 
Fletcher's works as being a significant contribution toward the clarification of his own position, 
especially with regard to particular predestination. In 1772 Wesley declared that with Fletcher's Checks 
it became "indisputably clear, that neither my brother nor I had borne a sufficient testimony to the truth. 
For many years, from a well-meant, but ill-judged, tenderness, we had suffered the reprobation 
Preachers (vulgarly called Gospel Preachers) to spread their poison, almost without opposition."63 

Since Wesley had long opposed predestination, he evidently was acknowledging that he had not 
found time to construct systematically a theology which could successfully refute the predestinarians. 
This, Wesley felt, Fletcher had done. Speaking specifically of the 1770 Minutes, Wesley stated that 
Fletcher had "effectually vindicated" them, for "there is no resisting the force of his arguments."64 

Wesley's opposition to Calvinism persisted until his death. In a letter of January 19, 1791, a few 
months before he died, he stated: 'Certainly Calvinism is the direct antidote to Methodism — that is, 
heart religion..."65 Further, there is no evidence that Wesley's evaluation of Fletcher's Checks was ever 
altered. He continued to view them as an effective polemical tool against the Calvinists. 

It is in this high regard for Fletcher's works that a clue to his influence upon the "later" Wesley is 
suggested. Fletcher, in Wesley's mind, had held together so well in his Checks to Antinomianism, both 
God's grace and man's freedom, that Wesley felt safe in stressing either the one or the other depending 
upon the situation or need at the moment. Consequently, in his later years he stressed the abilities of 
man rather than the grace of God. 

Prior to 1770 Wesley objected to unconditional election primarily because of its implications for the 
doctrine of God; following 1770 he opposed it largely because of its implications for the doctrine of 
man.66 His soteriological understanding became more antropocentric and less theocentric. 

This transition is exactly what Chiles says happened first in Richard Watson, who placed "larger 
stress on man's free will and his 'doing,'" thereby beginning a "subtle shift in emphasis" from 
"prevenient to cooperant grace, " "from divine grace and initiative to the human agency and role in the 
economy of salvation."67  

The fact that there is a change of emphasis in Wesley's writings following the Calvinistic controversy 
of the 1770's seems to be clear. If this shift was indeed occasioned and encouraged by Fletcher's Checks 
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which opened the door for Wesley to emphasize man's power of choice and the necessity for good 
works — sometimes without reference to the context of grace which makes them possible then Fletcher 
exercised an indirect influence on American Wesleyan theology through Wesley, whose writings 
obviously were known and admired by persons of influence on this side of the Atlantic. 

II. Importance of Fletcher's Writings in America 

During the formative years of the Evangelical Revival in England the Wesley's most important 
theological support came from John Fletcher who defended Wesley in the Calvinistic controversies of 
the 1770's and produced his series of writings, The Checks to Antinomianism. Likewise, in the early 
years of Methodism in America, from the founding of the societies in New York and Baltimore, 
Wesley's writings along with those of Fletcher and the hymns of Charles, supplied the standards for 
theological judgment and belief. 

Fletcher's Checks were a rich store of doctrinal ordinance. By 1791 an American edition was 
published, and by 1820 at least two more editions had come off American presses. 'These Checks, 
originally issued seriatim, were especially welcomed by the struggling Methodist societies in the 
American colonies. In this way Fletcher's writing had a direct influence on American Methodism. 

When other American editions of the works of Fletcher and Wesley appeared around 1830, they 
received appreciative notices in the Methodist Quarterly Review. The Christian Advocate (1826) also 
concerned for Methodism's doctrinal integrity, referred regularly to Wesleyan sources for authoritative 
guidance. 

Wesleyan theology in America, introduced by Wesley and Fletcher, was sustained by second-
generation British theologians and Biblical interpreters such as Richard Watson, Adam Clarke, and 
Joseph Benson. These men tended to make a place for natural theology; and to emphasize the role of 
reason, especially in establishing Christian "evidences". 

A significant key to knowing who were the most influential Wesleyan theologians and writers in 
America in the 19th century is the list of prominent authors in the Conference Course of Study. In 1816 
the General Conference of the Methodist Church authorized a Course of Study for Methodist preachers 
lacking formal theological training. Candidates studied selected texts and were examined on them. 
Because the large majority of Methodist preachers through most of the l9th century were trained in this 
Course of Study, its widespread influence is 

obvious. 

Since 1848 the books for this course have been listed quadrennially in the Methodist Discipline. 
Prior to the publication of such lists, Conference Journals and publishers' notices indicate the books in 
use, as well as references in the writings of Methodist leaders.  

By 1827 the Illinois Conference recommended among others, Fletcher's Checks to Antinomianism, 
along with Wesley's Sermons and Notes and Clarke's Commentaries. The course which Bishops Hedding 
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and Emory presented to the Philadelphia Conference in 1833 included Fletcher's Works, but did not 
require them. Fletcher's writings continued to occupy a place of honor in later Methodism in America, 
appearing on the Course of Study down to 1880.69 

By 1775 Fletcher had completed his Checks and had included as the Last Check his "Treatise on 
Christian Perfection. " This exposition of the doctrine of Christian perfection was most important in the 
future of the Methodist societies in America. It has been called second only to Wesley's Plain Account 
among the "Textbooks of Methodism." 

Fletcher's personal prestige, his saintly character, and his literary craftsmanship won him a wide 
reading on both sides of the Atlantic and throughout the century that followed his death. 

John L. Peters has observed that Christian perfection was a characteristic feature of early American 
Methodist preaching, though not a dominant feature during this period. Further, he claims that the 
primary emphasis was on the instantaneous over the gradual aspect of perfection. 

For example, Thomas Webb, in New York, in preaching on the giving of the Holy Ghost on the day 
of Pentecost, said:  

The words of the text were written by the apostles after the act of justification had passed on them. But you 
see, my friends, this was not enough for them. They must receive the Holy Ghost after this. So must you. 
You must be sanctified. But you are not. You are only Christians in part. You have not received the Holy 
Ghost. I know it. I can feel your spirits hanging about me like so much dead flesh.69 

Francis Asbury, first American Methodist bishop, clearly made Christian perfection this theme. His 
Journal attests to this fact. Peters says, "With the doctrine of Christian perfection thus highly regarded 
by the leaders of early American Methodism, it is not surprising that at the Conference of 1781 the 
traveling preachers present agreed that they would 'preach the old Methodist doctrine and inforce the 
discipline which was contained in the Notes, Sermons and Minutes published by Mr. Wesley.'"70 

American colonial Methodism in its standards and in its preaching made the doctrine of Christian 
perfection one of its characteristic features. This was understood to be an experience attainable "now 
and by simple faith" and yet opens the door for continued Christian growth in grace. It was with this 
connotation that the doctrine was embodied in the first Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church. 

Although in some ways Fletcher's understanding of Christian perfection was perhaps more 
balanced, as for example in holding together both the gradual and instantaneous aspects, 
unquestionably his treatise on perfection, as well as all his Checks, wielded great direct influence in 
shaping Wesleyan theology in America particularly during the first half of the 19th century. 
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III. Key Elements in Fletcher's Theology 

During the early part of the 19th century the American scene was characterized by a spirit of 
optimism, hope, adventure, freedom, activism, and a consciousness of man's significance and abilities. 
Experience and the practical aspects of life were dominant. Wesleyan thought, including that of both 
Wesley and Fletcher, appealed to these features of the times. While no attempt is made here to develop 
major aspects of Fletcher's theology, certain key features may be suggested which made his thought 
attractive at this period 

Concern for the Practical 

Fletcher was a theologian, but also a parish priest, preacher, and "director of spiritual life. " His 
thought developed and matured amid the situation or actualities of life within his parish. The parish of 
Madeley and Coalbookdale had long included learned and zealous Non-Conformists ministers, whose 
chapels peopled with faithful attendants. Vitally alert Quakers added greatly to the intellectual and 
religious life and the burnishing beams of the Continental Enlightenment had fructified 
latitudinarianism in Shropshire. 

Life within this parish, with its institutional churchly pluralism and diverse understandings of "Law 
and Gospel," and with its obvious pangs of the industrial revolution tearing coal from beneath the 
ground and devouring the green earth-was the context in which John Fletcher shaped his theological 
views. Serving as a spiritual counselor, he maintained in himself a balance between development of 
mind and heart. 

Further, Fletcher's writings were occasioned by controversy. In many ways he shared the practical 
concerns of Wesley, who had an extreme animosity toward antinomianism which he felt results from 
the preaching of Calvinistic doctrine-i. e., insistence on the Divine sovereignty and neglect of the 
Divine requirements. 71 Fletcher could not endure those who talked of being justified and sanctified 
while they were guilty of drunkenness, uncleanness, and dishonesty. He clearly saw the practical results 
of the teachings that good works are unnecessary, that one's standing is assured by Christ's election, and 
that imputed righteousness makes personal piety indifferent. 

Fletcher's disagreement was with the Calvinist doctrine of election, which he thought brought these 
serious practical results. He maintained that his two targets were: 1) finished salvation, or the 
impossibility of backsliding; and 2) imputed righteousness, in the sense that the Christian remains a 
sinner. To these he opposed: 1) the doctrine of a second justification by works, which he held refutes 
both these errors; and 2) the doctrine of perfection.72 

The almost perennial problem of antinomianism, which was a concern in America during the early 
19th century, made Fletcher's writings significant. 

  



25 
 

Search for a "Middle Way" 

Fletcher's conciliatory temperament, his ecumenical spirit, and in part his pastoral concerns, as well 
as his Anglican circumstances, caused him to seek a "middle" course between theological extremes. 
This aim of maintaining a "middle" position Fletcher carried out both in his preaching and pastoral 
ministry. He sought to reconcile apparent contradictions in Scripture; to adapt this reproofs to the 
capacities and situations of men, without altering the substance of them.73 

Moreover, he made every effort to avoid unconditional election, irresistible grace, and finished 
salvation on the one hand; and, on the other hand, the idea that man can set the terms of his own 
salvation, come to God when he chooses, or by works merit God's righteousness. 

Particularly, regarding the doctrine of free will, Fletcher sought a "via media" which would equally 
assert that man cannot will the spiritual good unassisted by divine grace, and would simultaneously 
claim that when man does will it by grace he does so freely. He concurred with his opponents that the 
will, though always free, is free only to evil if unaided by grace, and that freedom to choose the good 
comes from redeeming grace alone. 

However, Fletcher contended against the Calvinists that God gives to every man grace enabling him 
to choose life according to his dispensation or light, that man is in a state of probation, and that Christ 
died for all men, not only for the elect.74 To support this position Fletcher quoted Augustine's 
statement: "If there be no free will, there is nothing to be saved from: if there be no free grace, there is 
nothing whereby we may be saved."75 Fletcher had a similar way of stating the same thing: "If you 
take away free grace, how does God save the world? And if you take away free will, how does he judge 
the world?"76 

The "via media" was a practical means of reconciling rigid Calvinists and rigid Arminians, both of 
whom Fletcher considered to be in error. He appealed to the "moderate" Calvinists (who renounce 
absolute necessity) and the "candid" Arminians (who contend for doctrines of justice) to lead the way 
toward unity. The "middle way" was designed to avoid both "speculation, which is careless of action," 
and "activity, which is devoid of spirituality. " Fletcher purposed to bring together the Pharisees who 
slighted Christ on the one hand, and the Antinomians who ignored obedience on the other.77 

Fletcher's use of the "via media" as a theological method was an attempt to understand particular 
religious truths as perspectives which share - along with apparently opposing positions - in a higher 
synthesis of Truth. This method has been called "dialectical. "78 Certainly, it was applied to every area 
of religious concern in an effort to relate reason and faith, philosophy and theology, science and 
religion, rationalism and mysticism, Arminianism and Calvinism, Christianity and culture, doctrine and 
morality, law and gospel, faith and works, speculation and spirituality, time and eternity, and 
Methodism and the Church of England. 

It is not improper to speak of Fletcher as a "mediating" theologian. This method and approach 
would have been attractive to segments of 
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American culture, particularly during the next several decades following his death. 

Saving Faith and the Baptism of the Holy Spirit 

Fletcher's own experience convinced him of the need for saving faith, a personal encounter with 
God. On hearing a clergyman preach in England Fletcher came to see that though he had studied 
divinity and won awards at the University for his theological treatises, he did not understand saving 
faith. By rigorous discipline he had sought to conquer his evil nature; but the more he strove the more 
he was beset by his sin. At last he discovered that nothing but a revelation to his own heart could bring 
salvation.  

His diary for January 12, 1755, reads:  

I received the sacrament though my heart was as hard as flint . . . Instead of going straight to Christ, I have 
wasted my time in fighting against sin with the dim light of reason, and the mere use of the means of grace; 
as if the means would do me good without the blessing and power of God. I fear my knowledge of Christ is 
only speculative, and does not reach my heart. I never had saving faith, and without faith it is impossible to 
please God. Therefore, all my thoughts, words, and works, however specious before man, are utterly sinful 
before God.79 

The following day Fletcher read from Wesley's Journal that one must not depend on feelings, "but 
go to Christ," with all his sins, and all his "hardness of heart." He then read Romans, chapters three and 
seven, which he thought portrayed his spiritual condition perfectly. On the night of January 23 he 
became a "new creature."  

However, Fletcher still prayed earnestly that he might have "dominion over sin, and peace with 
God; not doubting but that joy and a full assurance of faith would be imparted to me in God's good 
time. "81) This account transcribed by Benson from Fletcher is consistent with Fletcher's own 
statement to Charles Wesley:  

I soon could trace all my experience in your preachings. Only one thing I could not account for. You 
preached forgiveness of sin, and power over sin as being given at the same time. This brought me to 
examine the point. I knew...that tho I had had repentance towards God and tho he had often forgiven my 
sins and made me taste the powers of the world to come, I was yet a stranger to the merits of him by whom 
I had received these benefits . . . After as I was in prayer about one o'clock in the morning I was enabled to 
cast myself down upon Christ so as to have peace, assurance, and power over sin.81 

Mrs. Fletcher later said her husband continued to pray that God 
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would take more "full possession of his heart," and bestow a "brighter manifestation of God's love to 
his soul." 

In October, 1771, Fletcher enjoined Joseph Benson to receive the fullness of the Holy Spirit, 
insisting that he needed "that full assurance which nothing can give but the baptism, nothing can keep 
but the indwelling God."82 

This fu11 assurance comes with the baptism with the Holy Spirit, according to Fletcher. He came 
close to asserting that one is not a true Christian until he is filled with the Holy Spirit. He wrote:  

St. Paul everywhere declares that it is the common privilege of Christians to 'be filled with Spirit,' Eph. 
5:18; I Cor. 6:19. Nay, he even intimates, that the name of Christian should be refused to those who have 
not received the promise of the Father, Rom. 8:9.83 

Wesley felt that Fletcher's sharp distinction between justification and initial sanctification, on the 
one hand, and the baptism of the Holy Spirit, on the other, implies that one does not receive the Holy 
Spirit in justification and initial sanctification. Evidently Joseph Benson had come to hold the same 
view as Fletcher, for Wesley admonished him on March 9, 1771, to refrain "from speaking of Mr. 
Fletcher's late discovery. The Methodists in general could not bear this. It would create huge debate and 
confusion. I wish you would read over that sermon in the first volume on the 'Spirit of Bondage and of 
Adoption.' "84 

Telford suggests that the "late discovery" was Fletcher's doctrine of being filled with the Holy 
Spirit, which to Wesley was misleading because it implied that one does not receive the Holy Spirit in 
justification and initial sanctification. Earlier Wesley had written to Benson: "If they [followers of 
Fletcher] like to call this [entire sanctification or full assurance] 'receiving the Holy Ghost, ' they may: 
only the phrase in that sense is not scriptural and not quite proper; for they [disciples at Pentecost] all 
'received the Holy Ghost'; when they were justified."85 

Wesley did not distinguish between "receiving the Holy Spirit" and "being baptized with the Holy 
Spirit" as some in the holiness movement have done. Nor did he connect Christian perfection or entire 
sanctification with Pentecost.86 Fletcher apparently was the first to make this identification. 87 

Further, Wesley thought that Fletcher was suggesting that one who has any sin within him cannot 
be a believer. Benson it seems was influenced by this view also, for on May 27, 1771, Wesley wrote of 
him: "Joseph Benson . . . is by no means clear in his judgment. The imagination he has borrowed from 
another good man [evidently Fletcher], 'that he is not a believer who has any sin remaining in him,' is 
not only an error, but a very dangerous one; of which I have seen fatal effects."88 Just what these 
effects were Wesley did not state. It is likely that he thought this position would lead the Christian 
believer to despair. 

Wesley may have been misinterpreting Fletcher at these points. Fletcher did maintain that in 
justification one is given a degree of witness of the Spirit. He did not assert that one who has the body 
of sin remaining within him is not a Christian in any sense-although from 
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some of his statements this might be inferred.89 Wesley himself had stated that one is not "properly" a 
Christian, or a "true" Christian, until he receives the Holy Spirit.90 

This is not to say that the views of Fletcher and Wesley at this point are identical. Wesley 
acknowledged that they are "a little different, though not opposite."91 For Fletcher one becomes a 
Christian in the dispensation of the Son, as the disciples of Jesus; and a "true" Christian with full 
assurance (perfection) in the dispensation of the Holy Spirit, as the disciples at Pentecost. Wesley 
agreed that one becomes a "true" Christian, as the disciples at Pentecost; but that there is yet a higher 
stage of Christian life, namely Christian perfection.92  

The insistence of both Wesley and Fletcher on the immediacy of Christian reality fits well the 
desire for such in America.  

God's Activity in History 

The immediate issues pertaining to Calvinistic Methodism were discussed within a broad 
framework which required the explication of Fletcher's theology in terms of a central, but all 
encompassing, religious conception. This conception is his doctrine of dispensations. Fletcher did not 
attack the view of predestination as such, but other and broader elements of Calvinist theology. He 
opposed unconditional reprobation and related issues because they undercut his particular 
understanding of God's purposes in the historical process. 

Fletcher stated that the key to various aspects of his theology was his doctrine of dispensations. 
This doctrine was essential to the whole structure of his thought. He was convinced that to obscure this 
teaching is to be forced to accept unconditional election and reprobation, which by all means must be 
denied because of their implications for the doctrine of God and history.93 

The foundation stone of the doctrine is prevenient grace, which Fletcher accepted as being 
Scriptural. He concluded that if Christ tasted death for every man, as the Scriptures teach, there is 
undoubtedly a Gospel for every man, even for those who perish by unbelief and rejection of it. A 
"generous Gospel," then, is more or less patently revealed to all men, according to the clearer or more 
obscure dispensation which they are outwardly under. 

According to Fletcher, there are three major dispensations:94 1) of the Father (that of Gentiles and 
the Jews); 2) of the Son (that of John the Baptist); and 3) of the Holy Spirit (that of the perfect Gospel 
in Christ).9; 

The dispensation of the Father includes two groups: (Gentiles-who have been given the light of 
natural religion, revealed by creation, providence, reason, and conscience; and Jews-who have been 
given the light of the law, through the patriarchs, prophets, and priests. In this dispensation one lives in 
uncertainty and doubt.  

The dispensation of the Son is that of John the Baptist, or "infant Christianity." This speaks of Christ, 
but he is known primarily by the history of the Gospel. One who is obedient to this light is a Christian, but 
an imperfect" one. In this state of grace doubts are dissipated, and love begins to gain ascendancy over fear. 
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The dispensation of the Holy Spirit is that of the "perfect Gospel of Christ. " One who is introduced 
to this dispensation by the baptism of the Holy Spirit comes to know Christ in a way far superior to that 
of the flesh or the senses. Here one knows deliverance from the power of sin and is filled with the Holy 
Spirit. 

These dispensations represent not only time periods, but also stages in one's spiritual encounter with 
God. In any dispensation one may be saved if he is obedient to the light he has, and obedience brings 
more and fuller light. One who has been filled with the Spirit, looks forward to the coming of Christ at 
the last day.96 

Fletcher's doctrine of dispensations uniquely combines both in unchanging and a dynamic quality. 
Its absolute character can be seen in the presupposition of the unity of Truth and the claim that every 
dispensation, being an expression of the one Gospel, is ultimately saving when obeyed. The relative 
and progressive character is revealed in the fact that the clarity, distinctiveness, and benefits of the 
Gospel vary according to the dispensations, so that they are not of equal significance historically-either 
with regard to world history or to one's own personal history. 

Only by such a doctrine, thought Fletcher, can both the sovereignty and justice of God be 
preserved. And the basic doctrinal consideration in the Calvinistic controversy was the doctrine of God, 
from which the related problem of ethics logically follows. Both sides in the debate started with God. 
Fletcher thought the Calvinists' understanding of God leads to antinomianism; and the Calvinists 
thought Fletcher's doctrine of God opens the door to works-righteousness. 

Consequently, the doctrine of dispensations was crucial and central to Fletcher for its encompassing 
character provided a practical way of bringing together rigid Calvinists (whose understanding of God 
tends toward antinomianism) and Bible Calvinists (whose doctrine of God rightly requires both faith 
and works.)  

The important point for us is to observe that with this doctrine Fletcher was saying that revelation is 
historical and progressive; that man is placed in history by God and is thus responsible to Him; and that 
history is the arena wherein God's purposes are fulfilled, thereby making the element of Hope central in 
the life of the believer.  

It is this dynamic and teleological conception of the religious life, and of all history, a perspective 
easily adapted to the American scene in the 19th century, which constitutes the greatest aspect of John 
Fletcher's influence. He insisted that progress must not cease in the life of the believer. There must be 
continuous movement toward a fuller relationship to God. 

And it is this all-encompassing view of the significance of history, the graciousness of God's 
creation, and the "sovereignty of Grace" which makes him significant for contemporary Wesleyan 
thought. 
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ENTIRE SANCTIFICATION IN 
EARLY AMERICAN METHODISM: 

1812-1835 
by Allan Coppedge 

John Peters has provided a valuable introduction to the place of the doctrine of Christian perfection 
in American Methodism. The evidence he presents makes clear that from its establishment in 1784 to 
the first decade of the nineteenth century the Methodist Church was firmly committed to the 
proclamation of full salvation. With Wesley's strong encouragement the leadership of the newly 
founded church determined to make entire sanctification an important doctrinal emphasis. Thomas 
Coke and Francis Asbury joined hands with men like Ezekiel Cooper and Jesse Lee to make 
sanctification the logical extension and complement of their emphasis upon regeneration and assurance. 
' Apparently the preaching of "holiness of heart" was particularly prominent just after the turn of the 
century. Coke responded in 1802 from Liverpool with delight at the great revival on the American 
continent and noted: "I am glad to find by Brother Asbury, that you universally press upon your 
believing hearers the necessity of Sanctification and entire devotedness to god."2 

But did this widespread interest in Christian perfection continue in the second, third, and fourth 
decades of the nineteenth century. As the frontier preachers were primarily concerned about the 
conversion of sinners, did they really have time to devote to such doctrinal niceties as Christian 
perfection? Peters argues that while it officially continued to be a part of the church's doctrinal 
standards, in practice it suffered serious neglect. He connects this break in emphasis with the General 
Conference of 1812, which removed for convenience reasons certain doctrinal tracts from the 
Discipline. Among these were Wesley's A Plain Account of Christian Perfection and his sermon "On 
Christian Perfection," which hitherto had been published full in the Discipline. Because of growth in 
the size of the Discipline, The Conference decided to publish the doctrinal tracts in a separate volume. 
According to Peters, however, these tracts did not appear until 1832, or a full twenty 
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years later, by which time a generation or two of Methodist preachers had rounded out their doctrinal 
views without the benefit of the Church's official promotion of Christian perfection. The practical effect 
of this action, according to Peters, was to remove the doctrine from widespread circulation and to give 
it a less authoritative status, thus producing a sort of "gap" in Methodism's historic emphasis on full 
salvation for two to three decadesl3 It is against this "dark night of the soul" for the doctrine of 
Christian perfection that Peters paints his picture of the "revival of holiness" in the late 1830's and 
1840's under the influence of Timothy Merritt's Guide to Christian Perfection, the Tuesday Meeting of 
Phoebe Palmer, and the editorial pen of Nathan Bangs. 

Following the lead of Peters, American historians have now accepted as almost axiomatic that the 
doctrine of entire sanctification played little if any part in the development of Methodism during the 
first third of the nineteenth century. Timothy Smith opens his discussion of Christian Perfection in 
America with the observation that "considerable evidence suggests that this doctrine did not occupy a 
chief place in early Methodist preaching in the New World," and accordingly he begins his survey with 
Merritt's Treatise on Christian Perfection published in 1825. l Charles Ferguson echoes the thesis that 
although this Wesleyan doctrine was accepted by the preachers, making it acceptable among restless 
people in an unsettled land had not been feasible. The result was that "while perfection held on as an 
avowed ideal, American Methodists had little experience with it. "6 Others have followed this lead, and 
it has now received a semi-official status in the standard three volume History of American Methodism, 
in which the discussion of sanctification ends in the middle of the first decade of the century and does 
not resume until the 1830's and 40s.6 

The significance of this break in continuity within the Church regarding entire Sanctification is 
twofold. First, it lends credence to the view that this doctrine played no really essential part in 
Methodism during the first third of the nineteenth century, which in turn raises the larger question of 
just how much it has ever been an integral part of the American Church's theological proclamation.  

Second, it makes it possible to view the strong emphasis on Christian perfection during the middle 
and latter decades of the century as something not quite in accord with Methodism's historic emphases, 
a kind of theological stepchild, somehow related but not really a full member of the family. It then 
becomes easy to see the marked interest in sanctification and the so-called "Holiness Crusade" as 
something of a theological novelty rather than as an expression of doctrinal continuity. While this 
approach leaves unsolved the eighteenth century focus on full salvation as a crucial aspect of American 
Methodist preaching, this "gap" in interest in sanctification clearly makes it easier to relegate this 
earlier period to the distant and not too relevant past. 

It now appears, however, that there is some serious question about the evidence for this supposed 
"neglect" of entire sanctification. Frank Baker, in his book From Wesley to Asbury, deals at some 
length with the separation of the doctrinal tracts from the Methodist Discipline by the General 
Conference of 1812, and in the process touches the foundation of 
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Peters' thesis. Peters apparently was following a discussion of the doctrinal tracts by Bishop Tigert in 
his Constitutional History of American Epsicopal Methodism. Tigert had only encountered one copy of 
the collected tracts, dated 1832, from which he incorrectly deduced that the book agents had waited 
twenty years before carrying out the directives of the 1812 Conference. Baker demonstrates, however, 
that the first edition of these "Doctrinal Tracts" was published in 1814 as A Collection of Interesting 
Tracts, explaining several important points of Scripture Doctrine. Published by order of the General 
Conference. He surmises that there must have been a reasonably good sale for this volume, which 
included Wesley's two works on Christian perfection, because an unaltered second edition appeared in 
1817 This was followed by further editions in 1825 and 1831. Altogether at least fifteen editions of this 
volume appeared throughout the nineteenth century Further, it is clear that Wesley's Plain Account of 
Christian Perfection was issued separately, possibly by several publishers. One such example is its 
appearance as Tract No. XXXVI of the New-York Methodist Tract Society. In addition, the General 
Conference of 1816 placed the Plain Account on the first official course of study for its preachers, thus 
ensuring their acquaintance with the standard theological formulation of the doctrine. 

Thus, Baker, as Methodism's master bibliographer, has convincingly demonstrated that it is no 
longer tenable to hold that two generations of Methodist preachers "rounded out their doctrinal views" 
without the influence of Wesley's focus on Christian perfection. He argues that whereas previously both 
doctrine and discipline had been bound together in one volume, from 1812 there were to be two 
volumes, Volume 1 dealing primarily with Discipline and Volume 2 with Doctrine.9 The implication of 
this is quite clear. The Conference intended to keep before the preachers certain theological emphases, 
including Christian perfection, and they succeeded in doing just that from the period 1812 to the 1830's 
and beyond. The frequency of publication during this period "by the order of the General Conference" 
makes it very difficult to see how the preachers of the day could have seen them as somehow less 
authoritative than previously 

This continued official desire to publish abroad Methodism's traditional focus on entire 
sanctification during this era is paralleled by the repeated determination of the preachers to proclaim the 
doctrine. One of the few piece of evidence that Peters cites to support his contention of a break in the 
traditional emphasis on Christian perfection comes from the journal of Benjamin Lakin. A lengthy 
quotation from Lakin gives his evaluation of some decline in religious fervor on his appointment to the 
Limestone Circuit, Kentucky, in 1814 Lakin attributes this to a deficiency in "enforcing the doctrine of 
Sanctification" and allowing the people to rest in only a justified state. This Peters interprets as an 
indication of a decline in interest in the doctrine of holiness.10 What he fails to tell us, however, is that 
in the very next sentence Lakin declares what he has determined to do about the problem, viz, to preach 
the doctrine with renewed vigor. Lakin writes: "Immediately set about a reform in myself and began to 
preach and enforce the doctrine of 
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holiness by showing the state I found the people to be in and the need of perfecting holiness in the fear 
of God. One cannot help but suspect that Peters has not been wholly candid about the evidence he had 
at hand. This very selective handling of the data raises serious questions about both Peters' thesis and 
his judgment in the use of these historical materials. 

Other evidence from the journals and biographies of this period strengthen the conviction that 
holiness was not a neglected theological issue. On September 3, 1819, Herman Bangs preached on 
Christian perfection from Psalm 37. "The people, " he declared, "were wide awake to the subject and 
from the information afterward received, they were satisfied it was the truth." Later that fall he reported 
a revival of interest in the subject where he served, as the people "groaned for sanctifying love." He 
warned: "When believers are in full stretch for holiness, look out for a work of God in all its 
branches."12 For the following two decades he continues to report examples of believers "hungry after 
holiness, " and many sanctified or filled with perfect love. 13 

While Bangs as a New York pastor represents the east, Michael Ellis may serve as an example of 
the rougher frontier preachers. He is described in Sketc17es of Western Methodism: "His heart was 
deeply imbued with the grace of God; and having attained the fullness of the blessing of the Gospel of 
Christ, the perfect love that swelled his heart rolled out to bless mankind " His biographer doubted 
"whether he ever preached a sermon in which he did not introduce the doctrine of Christian perfection 
as taught in the Bible, and preached by Wesley and Fletcher. It was the plain, old-fashioned, 
unvarnished doctrine of entire sanctification. "14 

Although New England has been considered the section of the country least receptive to Methodist 
theology in general and Christian perfection in particular, the Methodist preachers apparently continued 
to press their case. The Presiding Elder of the New Haven District, the Rev. Laban Clark, spoke of the 
gift of the Holy Spirit in "its renewing and sanctifying influence" on "the pardoned believer, to purify 
him unto God.15 In 1826, the New England and Maine Conferences set aside a day of fasting and 
prayer "for holiness of heart and for more laborers in the holy ministry "16 And in the mid-thirties, Rev 
John Lindsey preached a sermon on holiness and purity of heart to the New England Annual 
Conference. When the leadership of the Church speaks forthrightly about the importance of the 
sanctification of believers, and annual conferences fast and pray over the experience, it is difficult to 
conclude that the doctrine is suffering from serious neglect. 

James Gilruth, a Presiding Elder in Michigan, records in his journal both preaching and professions 
of sanctification as regular occurrences. One year he closed a camp meeting where forty to fifty were 
converted, and "some also professed sanctification." Two weeks later he wrote, "I preached on 
sanctification from I Thess. 4:3 with good liberty and the people were all attention and much 
impressed." Within another two weeks he had used the same text to preach "in a plain manner on 
Sanctification."18 

While on the positive side it is clear that there were many proclaim- 
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ing holiness of heart during the second, third, and fourth decades of the century on the negative side 
some were apparently excluded from the ranks because they could not subscribe to the doctrine. In 
1816, a Mr Judy was under consideration for a license to exhort from his Quarterly meeting. 
Apparently by mutual consent he separated from the Methodists because, it was reported, "he could not 
believe in our doctrines of baptism and Christian perfection and as our rules did not admit him to 
Oppose them m public or private, he left us being resolved to oppose them. "Had we licensed him, " 
observed one of the preachers, "we should have had our trouble with him "19 

In addition to the biographies and journals the publications produced during this period provide 
some very helpful insight into the theological interests of the day When the first volume of the newly 
reestablished Methodist Magazine appeared in 1818, the publishers J Soule and T Mason, described the 
purpose of the magazine within a well-defined doctrinal framework, and in the process declared that 
"the grace of God is manifested in the redemption of a fallen and guilty world through Jesus Christ — 
in the gift of the Holy Spirit — in the establishment and spread of the gospel, and in the conviction, 
conversion and sanctification of the souls of men. "20 These concerns are clearly reflected in the 
contents of the opening volume of the magazine. The Rev S. G. Roszel wrote from Baltimore to 
describe how the preachers were in the process of promoting a revival in their area and "longing to see 
greater display of the power of God in the conversion of sinners, and sanctification Of believers. The 
plain truths of the gospel preached in this revival indicate the central doctrinal focus of these preachers. 
They included corruption of the human nature, the universal offer of salvation, repentance justification 
by faith, regeneration, as well as "all the branches of experimental and practical godliness, and 
especially that holiness of heart without which no man can see the Lord. " The effect of this kind of 
preaching he noted, was that "some who had come to the meeting in distre5s were crying for mercy; 
some shouting glory to (rod for pardoning grace, and others earnestly seeking to be filled with all the 
fullness of God." In one of the class meetings, the members remained on their knees from three in the 
afternoon until ten at night "praying for a present and full salvation from sin."21 

The same issue included a report of the Cow-Harbour Camp Meeting on Long Island in which not a 
few were described as groaning for full redemption m the blood of the Lamb."" In addition two short 
memoirs reflected a lively interest n Christian perfection. Mrs. Anna Nickerson's story included an 
incident in her life a year after her conversion when "she experienced an uncommon degree of the 
sanctifying power of divine grace, a sense of which she retained, and of which she gave a uniform 
testimony."23 And a South Carolina preacher, the Rev James Rogers, who focused his proclamation 
around the central themes of repentance, faith, and holiness of heart and life, is described as making 
many "the witness of justifying, comforting and sanctifying grace."24 

A review of the articles and sermons in the Methodist Magazine over the next twenty years reveals 
that while entire sanctification did 
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not occupy as prominent a place as in later years, it certainly doe appear often enough to prevent it from 
being styled a neglected theological concept.25 Perhaps more significant, however, are the accounts f 
revivals, camp meetings, letters to the editor, and the Short memoirs, all of which make clear that at the 
level of the local congregation Methodism was very much alive to the doctrine of Christian perfection 
These first-hand accounts of the impact of theology on the lives of Methodists show that the principle 
doctrines preached by the traveling circuit riders were human depravity, general redemption, 
repentance toward God, faith, and holiness of heart and life. 

Nothing suggests that this emphasis was an isolated phenomena limited to only a few scattered 
locations. The memoir of an American missionary to Nova Scotia, John Man, recorded how the Lord 
"filled him with the love of God in an extraordinary degree, delivering him from the remains of a carnal 
mind, and causing him to drink deep into the spirit of holiness."27 From Maine the Rev. D. 
Hutchinson, a Presiding Elder in the Keenebec District, rejoiced that "our gracious God is pouring out 
his Spirit upon the people more or less in every circuit both in the awakening and conversion of sinners, 
and in the sanctification of believers." "The preachers," he declared, "are all in the spirit of the work"28 
An account of revival close to Oneida, New York, reported that "while some had been seeking for 
pardon through the blood of Christ, others have been breathing for perfect love. "29 Further west in 
Ohio, a remark able moving of God's Spirit had reached a peak in December 1818 but had continued 
unabated until February of the following year An eyewitness wrote:  

But during the latter part of this time, and since, the deepening and extension of the work of grace in the 
hearts of the believers was considerably greater than at any former period. A considerable increase in 
general piety and fervent devotion among these, had been very apparent. Many had been deeply convinced 
of the necessity of holiness of heart, and are earnestly groaning after it; and a few have lately been able to 
testify that they have been made partakers of the sanctifying grace of the Holy Spirit."30 

As a result of revival in this area a number who Professed to have obtained the gift of sanctification 
formed themselves into bands 31 reminiscent of Wesley's select bands of the eighteenth century. From 
Mississippi, William Williams described a renewed interest in the doctrine of .sanctification in 
"Wesley's sense. " Some were professing the experience while others were pressing toward it. "The 
preachers," he declared, "generally are becoming more earnest m urging-their hearers to 'go on to 
perfection'."31a 

Another preacher began his appointment to Newark New Jersey with the intention of making his 
chief work in the pulpit and classes that "of explaining and enforcing the doctrine of full sanctification, 
as a present privilege, . . .; believing with Wesley 'that where holiness revives in believers, there the 
work of God spreads in all its branches.’” 
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But when he began to visit his classes, he discovered to his dismay only one witness to the doctrine. He 
described their state: "The doctrine of Christian perfection they believed, . . . and many of them 
delighted me with their inquiries into the nature of it, observing that they had often heard it preached 
but that it was never before so brought home to their hearts." As he began to preach, however, a general 
revival broke out among the society and he was soon able to rejoice that "many came forth as 
witnesses, blessed with perfect love."31b  

The story of Edward Paine illustrates the experience of many Methodists in this period:  

He had long been sensible of the remains of the carnal mind, but he knew not that it was possible to obtain 
deliverance in this life; but on becoming acquainted with the doctrine of Scriptural holiness, he resolved 
never to rest until he had found full redemption in the blood of the Lamb. 

With this resolution he started in company with his friends for a camp meeting. On the way he 
heard by chance a Rev. Washburn preaching on Psalm 46:4 and came into an experience of cleansing 
from all unrighteousness. He testified that God had given him a clean heart, and renewed a right spirit 
within him.32 

Many accounts during the twenties and thirties are similar to the description of the revival of 
religion in Columbia County, New York, in 1824. A correspondent to the Methodist Magazine 
reported:  

Old professors are much quickened, and the necessity of sanctification is pressed on the people by the 
preachers; and blessed be the Lord, while many are excited to seek after this blessing, others profess an 
experience of it.32a 

Further evidence of the interest in Christian perfection comes with the publication of the first 
significant American book on the subject in 1825. In that year Timothy Merritt, a pastor in New York 
City, issued his Treatise on Christian Perfection, with Directions for Obtaining That State. It was 
reported of Merritt that "holiness was the great business he lived to promote. "33 Apparently, he did so 
quite convincingly, for two years later his work appeared in the fourth edition, and by 1871 it had gone 
through thirty-three editions.34 One reviewer called it an original work, "just such a one as the 
Methodists for years have wanted." He continued:  

"It is pleasing to learn that the inquiry after gospel holiness is on the increase among congregations of the 
Methodists; and as this doctrine preached and practiced is the most effectual way to promote revivals of 
religion, so is it the most effectual way to preserve them. " 35 

It was his vital concern for holiness that led Merritt in 1839 to resign his position as assistant editor 
of the Christian Advocate and Journal to launch a new monthly magazine in Boston entitled The Guide 
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to Christian Perfection. 3fi Merritt clearly represents an element of continuity regarding sanctification 
throughout the twenties and thirties and into mid-century. 

Also in 1825 Aaron Lummus published a series of articles in Zion's Herald in which he refuted 
three contemporary errors concerning the doctrine of perfection. Peters dismisses this as evidence that 
Wesley's doctrine was under attack. 37 But the significant factor is that the concept of holiness was 
very much a live issue in the mid-1820's. The response to Lummus' articles must have been gratifyingly 
positive, for he issued them in book form the following year as Essays on Holiness.38 Shortly 
thereafter Lummus found himself leading a widespread revival of religion in Manchester, Conn., and 
plead with other Methodists not to stop praying for this movement of God "until hundreds are 
converted and scores, at least, sanctified wholly to God."38a The interest in Christian holiness was 
clearly not on the decline. 

The year 1826 also saw the Methodist Tract Society publish The Character of a Methodist, one of 
Wesley's earliest statements on the doctrine of Christian perfection.39 In addition, the late twenties saw 
articles on holiness of heart appearing on occasion in the Christian Advocate,40 along with testimonies 
of sanctification and reports of revivals and camp meetings where some were earnestly "struggling after 
holiness of heart."41 One observer noted:  

We witnessed more humble inquiring conversation on the subject of sanctification and heard more 
expressive language used, indicative of an anxious desire to obtain a correct experience of this inestimable 
blessing, than is usual to be heard, even at Camp Meeting.42 

B. Sabin of Ithaca, New York, wrote to the Christian Advocate:  

The doctrine of sanctification doth greatly revive among our preachers and people. Both here and in the 
adjoining circuits many appear to be earnestly seeking for 'all the fullness of God,' nor do they seek in vain; 
for several can testify, that 'the blood of Jesus Christ cleanseth from all sin;' and they 'love the Lord their 
God with all their hearts.'43 

Reporting a revival in his church, John Wallace recalled that "we have urged the converts to 'go on 
into perfection,' " and "some have found the treasure of holiness and others are pressing after it." Their 
enthusiasm was so contagious that members of other denominations in his area were beginning to show 
interest in the doctrine of perfect love. 44 

In 1822-23 the head of the Methodist Book Concern, Nathan Bangs, wrote a series of articles on a 
course of study for younger Methodist preachers, under the title "The Importance of Study to a Minister 
of the Gospel." Under the category of theology, Bangs proposed:  

On the doctrines of Repentance, Justification, and Sanctification, you can find no authors who have 
illustrated those subjects with greater clearness and accuracy than Wesley and Fletcher.45 
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Bangs was reflecting, of course, the continued American dependence on the English Methodist 
theologians for their definitive statements on doctrine. The American Church was still very much 
committed to the historical articulation of these doctrines in the works of Wesley and Fletcher. Fletcher 
is of particular significance because of his special interest in the doctrine of Christian perfection. Next 
to Wesley's Plain Account Fletcher's Last Check to Antinomianism, basically an essay on Christian 
perfection, was the most influential theological document on the subject both in England and America. 
The first edition of Fletcher's Works, including the "Last Check," was published in American in 1791, 
with the second edition in a six volume set following in 1809.46 Many of his works appeared 
separately, such as An Address to Imperfect Believers, who cordially embrace the doctrine of gospel 
sanctification, ' and the essay Christian Perfection.48 In the early thirties a new edition of Fletcher's 
Works appeared. Methodist Magazine and Quarterly Review first ran a lengthy review of these 
volumes including the sections on Christian perfection, and then published extensive extracts from 
them.49 Another indication of the influence of Fletcher on American theology in general and Christian 
perfection in particular comes from the accounts rendered by Methodist preachers to the Book Concern 
for the volumes they had sold. The book accounts of Benjamin Lakin which list the volumes he sold 
from the years 1812 to 1817 make quite clear that Methodists had continuing interest in both the 
theological works of Fletcher as well as his Life written by Joseph Benson, both of which reflect 
Fletcher's concern for holiness of heart.50 The Methodists interest in Fletcher during the first four 
decades of the nineteenth century cannot but reflect their ongoing commitment to the historic Wesleyan 
position on Christian perfection.51 

Among others suggested by Nathan Bangs in his recommended reading list for young preachers two 
have particular significance for the place of Christian holiness during these years. One was Adam 
Clarke and his monumental Commentary on the Scriptures, completed in 1826. Without question 
Clarke's work has been the most influential commentary every published in American Methodism. One 
tribute to the measure of his influence classified him as "the greatest scholar in Methodism" in the 
generation which succeeded Wesley.52 Abel Stevens claimed his work "may be said to have initiated 
critical biblical studies" among Methodists in America. Certainly for nineteenth century American 
Methodists Clarke's was the commentary on the Bible. While Christian perfection was no specialty 
with Clarke, it clearly pervades his work. As he was vitally interested in other doctrinal matters, 
sanctification appears as only one of several important and distinct theological concepts. But the fact 
that it does appear regularly through-out his commentary, guarantees that the subject was consistently 
before multitudes of Methodists who maintained a serious interest in the study of the Scriptures. 

The other author mentioned by Bangs was Richard Watson, who published his Theological 
Institutes first in serial form beginning in 1825. Watson was called the "first systematizer of the 
theology of Methodism," and his Institutes quickly became the standard exposition 
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of Methodist doctrine. Robert Chiles in his Theological Transition in American Methodism: 1790-1935, 
categorizes Watson as "easily the single most determinative of the early Methodist theologians."53 
Daniel Curry wrote in 1877:  

To no other single agency is the continued doctrinal unity of Methodism so much indebted as to the 
extensive use of Watson's Theological Institutes . . . This great work has been the standard of Methodist 
theology for a full half century.54 

Watson's certain commitment to the concept of Christian perfection meant, then, that the doctrine of 
sanctification was also uniquely before the Methodist preachers during this period beginning with the 
1820's. 54a 

The journals, periodicals, and theological works of the period 1812 to 1835 reveal a significant and 
ongoing interest in the doctrine of sanctification. In the light of the evidence of many coming into an 
experience of holiness of heart as a crisis experience during these years it will be increasingly difficult 
to maintain that this was an era of "benign neglect" regarding Christian perfection. Peters has 
contended that although the doctrine continued to be an official position of the Church, it suffered a 
practical decline in the everyday life of the community of believers on the frontier because of their 
preoccupation with the experience of conversion. According to this view Christian perfection as a 
doctrine and as an experience was simply not a live issue for frontier Methodists. This position is no 
longer tenable. While it is true that holiness of heart never rivaled initial redemption in the overall 
scheme of preaching, the data is quite clear that the Church continued to keep sanctification before its 
people in both periodicals and in theological writings, and the journals of the preachers as well as the 
reports of revivals and camp meetings give abundant evidence that many Methodists were seeking and 
finding full salvation. Christian perfection was obviously before the Church in both theory and practice. 

In the light of these materials how are we to account for the appearance of this "gap" theory 
regarding the place of sanctification in the early nineteenth century? What factors may have led Peters 
and others into holding such a position? The first is a natural tendency to accent the holiness emphasis 
of mid-century by playing down its place in the life of the Church in the earlier period. The deeper the 
shadow of the valley, the more brilliant the light on the mountain peak will seem. In this case, the 
tendency to sharpen the contrast has certainly been over done. It would be even more unfortunate if this 
handling of historical materials was designed to make the holiness movement of mid and late 
nineteenth century appear to be in discontinuity with the historic emphases of Methodism. The 
evidence certainly does not support this interpretation. The rise of emphasis on Christian holiness at 
mid-century is clearly an increased accent of an already existing theological distinctive, not a shift from 
central doctrinal concerns to some obscure theological position of minor significance. 

A second factor behind the development of Peters' thesis is a somewhat uncritical acceptance of two 
major sources for his argument. 
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The first of these is the reliance upon the lamentation of the 1832 General Conference about the lack of 
witnesses to the doctrine of entire sanctification. Peters believes this represents an evident decline in 
promotion and acceptance of the doctrine throughout the Church. But surely in the very nature of the 
case General Conferences are prone to overstate the ups and downs of the pulse of the Church, and at 
best are a very narrow base upon which to rely when writing theological history. The second area of 
difficulty lies in Peters' use of Bishop Tigert's argument that the doctrinal tracts by which the Church 
promoted its emphasis on Christian perfection went unpublished for a twenty year period from 1812 to 
1832. This is interpreted as official neglect, which gave the impression to upcoming preachers that the 
Church was not really taking this doctrinal distinctive very seriously. The numerous editions of these 
tracts throughout this period, as shown by Baker, give ample evidence that on this matter both the 
bishop and Peters have overlooked some very relevant bibliographical data. 

Another factor is that too much weight has been given to the generalization that frontier preachers 
were so preoccupied with evangelism that they had no time to call men to an experience of entire 
sanctification. This categorization is far too broad. Clearly there were preachers who had little 
connection with the doctrine either in theory or in their own experience. Yet it is equally clear that 
many did know the doctrine experientially and included it in their preaching. Peters himself recognizes 
this in his documentation of the vital place the doctrine held in the first twenty years of the life of the 
young Church. In these years, also, the Church was a frontier organization, yet Asbury and others 
consistently kept Christian perfection before the Methodists "to prevent people from settling on their 
lees."55 If the frontier preachers of the eighteenth century found time to proclaim holiness of heart 
along with regeneration and justification, there is no intrinsic reason why the men of the nineteenth 
century could not do likewise.56  

Finally, a contributory factor is the contrast between the lack of American theological literature on 
Christian holiness in the early decades of the century and the abundance of works on this subject in the 
latter years. In this early period theological formulation in almost every area was done for the 
Americans by British Methodists, such as Wesley, Fletcher, Clark, Benson, and Watson. Very little 
normative theological work was done on American soil. ' On the doctrine of Christian perfection the 
first important work to appear from the hand of an American was Timothy Merritt's The Christian 
Manual, which the author himself styled a "compilation." The lack of native theological statement 
stands in stark contrast to the flood of holiness literature that appeared later by American writers, and 
this has led some to assume that because they were not producing treatises on the subject, the leaders of 
the Church in the early part of the century were not vitally concerned with this aspect of Methodist 
theology. But this impression cannot be sustained in the light of the fact that very little theological 
statement of significance on any doctrine was set forth by the American Methodists during this period. 
For all their normative doctrinal articulation they were still very much dependent on their English 
brethren. 
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This British influence is reflected, for example, in the language used by early Methodists to 
describe their experience of entire sanctification. Following Wesley, the terminology employed is 
predominantly atonement language and its accompanying connection with the work of Christ, rather 
than Pentecostal terminology with its relation to the Holy Spirit. Methodists tended to use the concepts 
and vocabulary of Paul and John more than those of Luke. The role of the Spirit is seen primarily as 
that of the agent of salvation in general and the experience of perfect love in particular. There are 
occasions, however, when the move to identify entire sanctification with the examples of baptism of the 
Holy Spirit in Acts is evident. Thomas Webb had apparently done this earlier in America. Henry Moore 
records that Webb once took a text from one of the epistles about the Holy Ghost and declared:  

The words of the text were written by the apostles after the act of justification had passed on them. But you 
see, my friends, this was not enough for them. You must be sanctified. But you are not. You are only 
Christians in part. You have not received the Holy Ghost. I know it. I can feel your spirits hanging about 
me like so much dead flesh 58 

Clearly for Webb "receiving the Holy Spirit" was identical with entire sanctification. 

Gaddis reports that among the Cumberland Presbyterians, whose theological disposition was quite 
Arminian, there was a tendency to speak about sanctification in terms of the baptism of the Holy Spirit 
as early as 1814.59 B. W. McDonald in his History of the Cumberland Presbyterian Church is very 
emphatic about the importance which the early leaders of that denomination attached to the doctrine 
and experience of Holy Ghost baptism:  

. . . our fathers believed in an abiding baptism of the Holy Ghost as a distinctive blessing after conversion . 
. . Of all the doctrines held . . . the one about this abiding baptism of the Holy Ghost was most esteemed by 
them.60 

And from Ithaca, New York, in 1826, Methodist B. Sabin wrote regarding a powerful revival in 
which the children of God had "labored earnestly for holiness of heart. " One thing that called their 
attention to the necessity of this important doctrine, he said, was the testimony of one preacher "who 
arose after there had been a discourse from 'have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed,' and 
said he had traveled upwards of sixteen years, and did fully believe the doctrine of sanctification as 
held by our church, but he had not experienced it." He determined to seek the experience of a clean 
heart, however, and requested prayer.61 Quite evidently to all who heard the sermon on receiving the 
Holy Ghost it was an experience identical with entire sanctification. 

This should not be surprising in the light of the identification of these concepts by two writers of 
considerable influence on the American 
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Methodists. The first is John Fletcher, whose impact on the American understanding of the theology of 
Christian perfection was only slightly behind that for Wesley himself.62 Fletcher's contribution during 
the period under consideration has already been noted, so it only remains to point out that it was 
Fletcher in his Last Check who first made the correlation between the baptism of the Holy Ghost and 
Wesley's concept of Christian perfection.62a Although the Last Check was not published until 1775, as 
early as 1771, Fletcher had written to Charles Wesley concerning this identification:  

I shall introduce my, why not your doctrine of the Holy Ghost, and make it one with your brother's 
perfection. He holds the truth, but this will be an improvement upon it, if I am not mistaken. In some of 
your Pentecostal hymns you paint my light wonderfully. If you do not recant them we should perfectly 
agree.62b 

Fletcher's place as a theological formulator regarding sanctification must certainly be reckoned as a 
significant factor in the later equation of these two doctrinal concepts during the mid-century holiness 
emphasis in America. 

The second writer is Hester Ann Rogers, whose Memoirs and Letters were among the most widely 
circulated spiritual autobiographies in Methodist circles. One preacher reported that in 1817 on his 
circuit alone he had sold fourteen copies of her Life and seven of her Letters. Apparently only the 
Journal of John Nelson rivaled her works in popular appeal to the Methodist layman in the early 
nineteenth century. 63 In describing her spiritual pilgrimage, Mrs. Rogers relates in detail her struggle 
to obtain the blessing of entire sanctification. In the midst of her prayer for sanctification, she recalls:  

I thought, Shall I now ask small blessings only of my God: Lord, cried I, make this the moment of my full 
salvation! Baptize me now with the Holy Ghost and the fire of pure love: Now "make me a clean heart, and 
renew a right spirit within me." Now enter they temple, and cast out sin forever. Now cleanse the thoughts, 
desires and propensities of my heart, and let me perfectly love thee.64 

Quite clearly in her mind the experience of the baptism of the Spirit was identical with that of full 
salvation, and the widespread distribution of her story cannot but have made American Methodists 
more ready to see an intimate connection between these two concepts. Thus the significant sale of the 
works of Fletcher and Mrs. Rogers must be seen as an important contributory factor in the later 
identification by holiness advocates in American Methodism of entire sanctification with the baptism of 
the Holy Ghost. One on the theological level and one on the popular level had the effect over the years 
by their consistent and wide-ranging influence of predisposing the Americans to equate the biblical data 
on entire sanctification and Christian perfection with that relating to the baptism of the Holy Ghost and 
Pentecost.  
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NINETEENTH CENTURY PHILOSOPHY 
AND HOLINESS THEOLOGY: 

A Study in the Thought of Asa Mahan 
By 

James E. Hamilton 

�� �� �� as is a� man's Philosophy, so is his Theology. The changeless laws of our being render us, in all 
departments of research and action, philosophic beings. In Religion, we can no more be exempt from the 
influence of Philosophy, than in all other departments of investigation. . . God hath joined Philosophy and 
Religion together. We do violence to the nature which he has given us when we attempt to put them 
asunder. False Philosophy is the mother of false religions. A correct Philosophy is the handmaid of true 
religion. ' 

So wrote Oberlin College's sage and saint, president, professor of philosophy, and chief propagator 
of Christian perfection. His words do not have the ring of familiarity to twentieth century ears, 
particularly Wesleyan holiness ears. Significantly, however, two of the most widely read holiness 
authors of the last century, Asa Mahan and Thomas Upham, were internationally known philosophers.2 

Asa Mahan is identified in the Wesleyan Theological Journal, Spring, 1974, in terms of Academic 
Orthodoxy, 3 Scottish Common Sense Philosophy, and the theology of the holiness movement. The 
focus in this paper will be upon one aspect of the relation between Mahan's philosophy and his 
theology of scriptural holiness. Our procedure will be the following: 1) to give a brief exposition of 
Mahan's understanding of the nature and purpose of philosophy; 2) to analyses his concept of the 
philosophic spirit; 3) to show how he relates philosophy and theology in general; 4) to discuss his 
analysis of the idea of perfection; 5) to explain his view of the simplicity of moral action; 6) to apply 
the philosophical ideas of perfection and simplicity of moral action to his theology of holiness in terms 
of the crisis of entire sanctification, growth in grace and the unity of personal and social aspects in a 
holy life. 
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Although an independent thinker who eludes neat categories of classification, Asa Mahan may be 
located both methodologically and in terms of the substance of his thought within the broad stream of 
Scottish Common Sense Realism. He saw the teachings of Thomas Reid as effectively reversing the 
trend of modern philosophy "in the direction of fundamental truth."4 He writes of "the Christian system 
of Reid," meaning by this that philosophical realism both prepares the mind to recognize and receive an 
authenticated revelation from God, fi and tends in every way to complement and confirm the truth and 
influence of the Bible. 

1. The Nature of Philosophy 

What, then, is the philosophical method which Mahan conceives to be thus fruitful and which lies at 
the heart of his conception of philosophy. It is this: to observe, to analyses, to order, to elucidate and to 
account for the facts of conscious experience. "All mankind," he says, "have a quenchless thirst for 
knowledge, and the profession of world-thinkers is to furnish food for thought...."' The philosopher's 
raw material is the data of human consciousness. The philosopher must explain this data and its 
implications without transforming it into something different. 3 He must give reflective form to 
knowledge through organizing and elucidating it on the basis of fundamental principles.9 In his 
researches he seeks to find and explain the causes of things and especially the ultimate reason why 
things are as they are and not otherwise.10 The philosopher can discover and increase our 
understanding of truth, not just point out the mistakes of others. Philosophy's "heaven-appointed 
mission," he writes, includes not only pointing out the errors of others, but attempting to mark out the 
line on which truth leads and "where and why error, in all its forms, takes its departure from that line. 
"11 In this way, philosophy can prepare us to recognize and embrace bibilical revelation. 

2) The Philosophic Spirit 

In Mahan's view human beings are philosophers by birth, so much so "that almost nothing delights 
us so much as philosophic truths and principles, when once we become acquainted with them."l2 
However, the philosophic spirit requires cultivation. Five correlated ingredients are basic: love of truth, 
intellectual humility, a teachable spirit, an independent mind, and a spirit of wonder issuing in reflective 
curiosity. The greatest need of universal humanity, says Mahan, "is a knowledge of truth and a state of 
feeling and action in harmony with truth manifested to the mind. "13 "The true idea of education is 
mental development in fixed correlation to this great end."14 The Church, he says, should counsel her 
sons and daughters to "buy the truth and sell it not, " and to let truth be the everlasting dwelling place of 
their souls. 16 Speaking personally, Mahan writes in his Autobiography that during his long life "truth 
and duty were the golden pavement on which (he) was immutably determined to walk" and that he never 
advocated "any doctrine but under the conviction that it was true. or any measure but 
 

  



53 
 

under the persuasion that it was right and wise. "16 Looking ahead to the great final Day of Judgment, 
Mahan declares: 

For ourselves, we would much rather have the artillery of the entire universe directed against us, than to 
have this thought light upon our souls . . ., that we had failed to maintain the most sacred aim to know the 
whole truth just as God had revealed it, irrespective of all other considerations, and to give to the world an 
undisguised report of what God had taught us. 17 

Insofar as Christianity or education fosters a love of truth, it fosters the spirit of genuine philosophy. 
When the philosophic spirit is fully developed, he says, "the love of truth, for her own sake, takes full 
possession of the mind."18 

Complementing devotion to truth is a sense of intellectual humility. There are good reasons for us 
to be humble. First, the human mind is "adapted to a state of endless growth and expansion."19 
However pure our character may be, our finite mental powers are still in a relatively imperfect state of 
development. Second, in contemplating various objects of thought, each, of us has a standpoint peculiar 
to himself. Our perspective is not complete but partial. Third, even the holiest person has a "continued 
liability to erroneous judgment. "20 The true philosopher, aware of these limitations, has what Mahan 
labels, "an omnipresent apprehension of his limited knowledge and liability to error."21 

Love of truth together with intellectual humility produces the third quality, a teachable spirit. With 
this spirit, in the words of Proverbs, the mind "cries after knowledge, and lifts up her voice for 
understanding; it seeks for her as silver and searches for her as for hid treasures."22 Valuing truth 
supremely, the true philosopher will be equally ready to learn from a child or from an enemy. He will 
weigh the arguments of those who differ from him with child-like simplicity and candor. A teachable 
spirit, says Mahan, "is the true and only true philosophic spirit. "23 

The fourth characteristic, an independent mind, is essential to the growth and development of our 
mental faculties. Like our physical powers, our minds can achieve healthy growth only by exercise.  

If the mind would grow, it must walk out amid the vast realities around it, and tax its energies in the 
solution of the great problems of truth and duty.... The individual that will not consent to endure the labor, 
or rather enjoy the luxury, of hard thinking will never pass the boundary of mental childhood....24 

Passively receiving the thoughts of others tends to weigh the mind down and "palsy its energies 
instead of strengthening and developing them."25 The very constitution of our mental nature as God 
created it requires us to be "in the highest and best sense of the words, " independent thinkers, and to 
surrender to no man, or class of men the prerogative of thinking or judging for us."26  

Independence of mind is a condition of recognizing truth as truth. Mahan tells the story in this 
connection of a pastor who set out to imitate 
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John Wesley's precise schedule of sleeping, praying, studying, eating and carrying on his various 
activities. The result? In less than one year he was forced to leave the ministry, a hopeless dyspeptic.27 
Suppose, says Mahan, the preacher had instead determined to think as Wesley did, passively receiving 
Wesley's teachings as the perfect and infallible exposition of Scripture. In that case, says Mahan, the 
man would have become as hopeless a spiritual dyspeptic as he had a physical one.  

Suppose, on the other hand, the preacher had sought to copy the vital principles of Wesley's inner 
life and  

"with a wise discrimination . . . had studied Mr. Wesley's teachings and doctrines with a supreme reference 
to their adaptation to render that man of God what he was, and to induce similar transformations in all who 
should receive them as he did, and has valued and received them for the same end that Mr. Wesley did. In 
that case, "the righteousness" of our preacher would have "gone forth as brightness, and his salvation as a 
lamp that burneth."28 

Truth has sanctifying influence upon the heart, says Mahan, only when it is perceived to be in fact 
truth. 

Mahan regards this fundamentally philosophic quality of independent judgment as a distinguishing 
mark of a Christian mentality. A biblical Christian, he says, proves all things for himself, holding fast 
to that which is good. He recognizes that "this side the eternal throne there are no infallible interpreters 
of truth, that God alone is the Lord of the intellect and the conscience," and that he must receive all 
other men's thoughts, not passively, but "as an independent judge of what is true and of what is false, of 
what is right and of what is wrong."29 He spoke the following words in 1850 to the Y. M. C. A. of 
London, England:  

I have sometimes thought that were such men as Calvin and Wesley here they would demand an apology of 
many of their modern followers, as the condition of admitting them to companionship, for having 
implicitly copied their sentiments, instead of imitating their God-like examples as honest and humble 
disciples of truth, and yet daring to appear before the world as their representatives.30 

The final characteristic of the philosophic spirit is a pervasive sense of wonder issuing in reflective 
curiosity. Mahan's words reveal something of his own spirit.  

When the mind of the child first opens its mental eye upon the universe around him, what wonders burst 
upon his vision. What deep and soul-stirring problems present themselves to his thoughts, and how intense 
the desire that glows in his bosom to exercise his powers in their solution' . . . he walks forth in a cloudless 
night, when "the everlasting blue" is studded with its myriad gems.... With what feelings of wonder and 
mental inquiry does that child contemplate this scene!  
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"Twinkle, twinkle, little star, 
How I wonder what you are: 
Up above the world so high, 
Like a diamond in the sky." 

Oh, that feeling of wonder in man! It is the source of all true greatness, if it is only rightly directed. Now let 
this child possess and preserve a pure heart, and by the grace of God he may do it without fail; let him 
become a pupil of universal truth, and preserve in all his researches a manly, sanctified independence, and 
what a thinker he will become.... 

By way of contrast, how melancholy the spectacle of idle unreflective sightseers, passing through 
life without ever  

attempting to explain to themselves the causes of the events they see in the external world, or the laws 
which regulate their occurrence, and without turning thoughts in upon themselves, and seriously pondering 
the great questions pertaining to human duty and destiny 32 

Such people forfeit the basic condition of human dignity and excellence, a well-developed 
philosophic spirit. 

3) The Relation Between Philosophy and Theology 

In order to analyse Mahan's view of the relation between philosophy and theology, it will be useful 
to employ the categories of understanding and of evidence. Regarding evidence, Mahan holds that the 
function of philosophy is to assess theological truth claims. Three areas of application must be 
distinguished: (1) theism in general; (2) Christian theism; and (3) special teachings of the Bible, such as 
the doctrine of sanctification. Mahan argues that (1) and (2) are susceptible of rational verification. The 
chief source for his discussion of (1) is his Natural Theology.33 His justification of (2) takes the form 
of a defense of the whole Bible as a revelation from God. The most complete discussion of this subject 
is found in Modern Mysteries Explained and Exposed. 34 In this connection we should note Mahan's 
confidence that research into the nature and characteristics of evidence itself will clearly illumine the 
ground of our assent to the claims of Christianity.35 

The specific concern of this study is (3). How much and what kind of evidence may a doctrine of 
special revelation be expected to have? Mahan credits his thinking at this point to Thomas Aquinas.36 
On some doctrines there is overlap. Nature as well as the Bible teaches us of God as creator, of the soul 
and of moral duty. These teachings may be rationally verified. Doctrines peculiar to the Bible, however, 
such as those of the Trinity, Incarnation and Atonement are not contrary to but above reason. These 
may be vindicated by virtue of "their conscious accordance with the known condition and wants of 
man,"37 though not strictly verified. Mahan's concept of "internal evidence" is crucial at this point. 
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Mahan contends that all people have a basic conviction that human nature, like the compass, must 
vibrate to the real, not to the unreal "The direction of the needle to the pole," he says, "indicates the 
existence of a reality adequate and adapted to draw it in that direction."38 Man, for example, is a 
religious being and needs an object of his worship; he is a fallen being and needs a redemptive 
provision to restore him to purity and peace; he is "an endlessly progressive being, and needs to be in 
the presence of realities adapted to draw out his immortal powers, and cause them to expand towards 
absolute intellectual and moral beauty and perfection forever."39 Whenever man finds himself 
confronted with ideas and facts perfectly correlated to his fundamental needs, then like a thirsty man 
who finds water, he believes himself to be in the presence of truth. Thus, as a person becomes more 
conscious of the correspondence between the great truths of Christianity and the basic requirements of 
human nature, he becomes increasingly convinced of the truth of Christianity. 40 It should be noted 
here that Mahan regards the doctrine of entire sanctification as meeting fully the demand of our moral 
being for perfect rectitude.41 When we try the doctrine by this principle, he claims, "we find it to have 
all the evidence in its favor" that any truth of special revelation can have. 42 It should be noted also that 
a philosophical analysis of human nature is a clear prerequisite for "a correct understanding of the 
bearing of the internal evidence of Christianity. 43 

In addition to this positive vindication, the special teachings of the Bible may also be shown to be 
free from self-contradiction and from incompatibility with well-established facts. In other respects they 
are above reason and are addressed to faith in supernatural revelation.44 

Mahan treats the philosophical assessment of theological truth claims as determinative for Christian 
experience. Faith, he argues, must be rooted in reason's assent. Far from being a leap in the dark, faith 
is "fixed fidelity of will to valid evidence, or rational conviction. "45 Initially, this evidence is not to be 
found in Christian experience. While it is true that "the experimental results of Christian faith are 
among the many sources of proof of the divinity of our religion," we still must ask, "What is the primal 
ground of that faith""46 The answer must come in terms of rational conviction rooted in solid evidence. 

We turn now from the category of evidence to that of understanding. Consistently with his 
commitment to Christian theism, Mahan holds that God has revealed himself both in the natural order 
and in the Bible and that this revelation is harmonious and complementary. The revelation given in 
nature provides the context in terms of which bibilical revelation is to be understood, just as the Old 
Testament is the context for understanding the New Testament. Thus, for example, philosophical 
investigation "of the grounds of moral obligation will lead us to perceive distinctly and feel deeply our 
obligation to obey the moral precepts of Christianity."47 The Bible in turn provides many keys for 
understanding the world. The moral and spiritual teachings of Scripture illuminate philosophic 
conceptions, rendering them more distinct and impressive, and extend our vision far beyond what 
reason could discover by the light of nature alone. 
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Since natural and bibilical revelation are complementary, we should undertake the initial study of 
each independently. Then we should compare our conclusions. If we find harmony and unity, we shall 
normally discover that our understanding also is increased. However, if we find incompatibility, we 
should infer neither that philosophy is right nor that the Bible is right, but that we have erred in our 
researches. "We should renew our independent investigations in each domain for the purpose of 
detecting the error into which we have fallen."48 In the remainder of our paper we shall be concerned 
with the category of understanding rather than with evidence. We shall show how Mahan uses 
philosophical analysis to illumine the theological concept of Christian perfection. 

4) The Idea of Perfection 

In Mahan's view the judgments and voluntary activities of rational beings all have reference to 
fundamental ideas, such as the ideas of beauty, truth, goodness, justice and their opposites. One such 
regulative idea comprehends all others, the idea of perfection. Whenever we speak of something as 
good, true, beautiful or just, he says, we "contemplate it relatively to the idea of perfection."49  

When applied to a moral agent, what does the term "perfection" signify? Mahan's somewhat 
technical definition reads as follows:  

Every being . . . was created for a certain sphere of existence and action, and is endowed accordingly with . 
. . internal capabilities which perfectly adapt it, when these capabilities are fully developed, to that sphere. 
When such (a) being . . . is subject to such influences, that all these internal capabilities receive the most 
full and harmonious development possible, then such (a) creature . . . is in a state of perfection.50 

In other words, whenever a being's action is in full harmony with the requirements of its individual 
sphere, that being is perfect.51 In one sense, of course, the perfection of the creature must always fall 
infinitely short of the absolute perfection of deity. However, in terms of capabilities related to a given 
sphere of activity, there is a sense in which the creature may at each successive moment be as perfect as 
God. 

In the case of man, the particular sphere to which our rational voluntary powers are adapted is the 
moral sphere. Consequently, man is "morally or ethically perfect when his entire moral activities are in 
full harmony with the moral law, or the idea of duty."52 To put the point another way, when our moral 
action is in full harmony with the revealed will of God according to all the light presently available to 
us, then our action is as perfect "as the action of God is, relatively to his knowledge and capacities. "53 
If the great moral ideal of human existence is to devote ourselves to "the glory of God in the highest 
holiness and happiness of himself the world and the universe, " then whenever the achievement of this 
ideal becomes a person's controlling intention, so that he devotes his entire energies to its realization 
according to all the light in his reach and 
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the use of the best means within his knowledge and control, " such action is in the nature of the case as 
perfect as it can be.54 

5) The Simplicity of Moral Action 

We turn now to consider Mahan's concept of the simplicity of moral action. Mahan is an intuitionist 
in moral philosophy.55 His method is reflective analysis of conscious moral experience. Such analysis, 
he argues, clearly evinces that the human mind affirms moral obligation in view of the intrinsic or 
relative worth of certain objects, such as the well-being of another person, or the glory of God. The 
object might even be moral action which is appropriate in view of a given relationship, such as 
gratitude to a benefactor or bedience to authority. Mahan agrees with Kant that personal moral 
character pertains exclusively to the will and is determined by the ultimate or controlling intention.  

The conception of ultimate intention is crucial to Mahan's view of the simplicity of moral action. 
What is an ultimate intention? An intention is a choice of the will. Such a choice may be termed 
"ultimate" when two conditions are met. First, it must be subordinated to no other intentions. Rather, all 
other choices of the will must be subordinated to it. There cannot be two ultimate intentions. If there are 
two, one would not be ultimate. Neither can a particular volition exist which is incompatible with one's 
ultimate choice. Any choice contrary to a given ultimate intention implies, for the time being, a new 
ultimate intention supplanting the former one.56 

Second, the final reason for the intention must belong exclusively to the object of choice. An 
ultimate intention according to this criterion is one whose object has intrinsic worth. If the choice of an 
object were made for some reason distinct from the object, then that reason would itself be the true 
chosen object. In terms of these two conditions combined, an ultimate intention is one in which an all-
controlling choice is made of an intrinsically worthy or valuable object. Virtue, then, is a function of 
"the relation of willing to the intrinsic character of the . . . object of the intention."S7 Outward actions 
and states of mind or of feeling have moral character only derivatively in terms of their relation to the 
ultimate intention. 

From this analysis it is an easy step to the simplicity of moral action. The question at issue is 
whether or not incompatible elements, such as sin and holiness, or right or wrong, can coexist in a 
single moral act.58 Mahan answers in the negative and roots much of his argument in the nature of 
ultimate intention.59 The character of a given moral act is determined exclusively by one's ultimate 
intention. An ultimate intention is a simple act of volition in which an all-controlling choice is made of 
an intrinsically worthy object. Consequently, incompatible elements, such as sin and holiness cannot 
coexist in a single moral act. It should be clear at this point that Mahan's views of perfection and of the 
simplicity of moral action are complementary. Only as moral actions are simple or unmixed in 
character may moral perfection be realized in human experience. Conversely, if the term "moral 
perfection" is ever correctly applied to human actions, then such actions must be morally pure or 
simple. 
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Before applying these philosophical views to the biblical teaching of sanctification, one distinction 
must be made. A person newly arrived at a .state or moral perfection may be in perpetual danger of 
falling from that state because of mental prejudices and disordered states of feeling generated by 
previous habits of wrongdoing. By way of contrast, a person may reach a point at which the mind and 
feelings so thoroughly support and so little oppose the ultimate intention of the will that the moral state 
is a confirmed one and the likelihood of falling is minimal. It is legitimate to say that the state of the 
first morally perfect person is very imperfect by comparison to the second, while the state of the second 
is thorough or entire in a way that that of the first is not.60" Evidently, moral perfection in the second 
sense precedes and is a condition of perfection in the second sense, while perfection in the second sense 
is "a good to be sought in the full discharge of present duty."61 

6) Entire Sanctification 

a) The Crisis 

The application of Mahan's views to biblical holiness may be readily understood. He begins with 
the premise that perfection in the sense of full compliance with known duty is "an irreversible condition 
of eternal life."62 This he infers from the nature of repentance, from the fact that forgiveness in the 
Bible hinges upon intentional abandonment of known sin, and from the intrinsically simple nature of 
moral action, a doctrine which finds biblical expression in the teachings that no man can serve two 
masters; that one must forsake all to be a disciple of Jesus; and that the human heart, like a spring, 
cannot bring forth both sweet water and bitter. Mahan declares that "instead of its being true that none 
attain perfection in this form, none are actually saved who are not thus perfect. "63 Consequently, "the 
first holy act of the converted sinner is as perfect as any act of any intelligent being in existence."64 

However, the moral state of the newborn Christian is of infantile weakness and must be preserved 
from decay and corruption by his pressing on to a condition of being confirmed, settled and 
strengthened in the way of holiness and peace.65 To this end he must be taught that there are two forms 
of perfection found in Scripture.  

The one presents a most sacred duty to be done, a duty the non-discharge of which shuts the soul from 
heaven. The other present is us with an infinite good to be sought. The former is a changeless condition of 
attaining the latter, while the latter when attained, reacts upon the former, renders it fixed and permanent, 
greatly enlarges the sphere of its operations, and renders the forms of its development of an incomparably 
higher order.66 

Thus it is, Mahan claims, that in such Scripture passages as Deuteronomy 30:1-6 God seems to promise 
perfection on the express condition of perfection. 37 There are simply two different types of perfection involved. 
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It is not our purpose to discuss Mahan's belief that the attaining of a mature and confirmed state of 
holiness involves a crisis. It is our purpose to show that the nature of this crisis is not a matter of 
passing from a state of moral imperfection to a state of moral perfection. Rather, the crisis is the crucial 
pivotal point in the passage from a relatively feeble and fragile state of moral purity to a thoroughly 
confirmed one. 

The primary changes taking place in the crisis of entire sanctification, therefore, pertain not to the 
will's controlling choice as such, but to the enlightenment of the mind and the cleansing and subduing 
of the feelings. In the first case, "the Spirit sanctifies by presenting Christ to the mind in such a manner 
that we are transformed into his image."68 "The Holy Spirit is given for the express purpose of so 
presenting the Lord Jesus Christ to our minds that we may experience the full power of his 
redemption."69 Statements pertaining to the Spirit's enlightening of our minds in connection with the 
crisis of entire sanctification abound in Mahan's writings. 

Similarly, one finds frequent statements referring to the propensities, dispositions and tempers. 
Scriptural terms, such as "crucifixion of the old man" or "destruction of the body of this death" mean 
that the propensities, dispositions and tempers are so renovated that the world with its affections and 
lusts have no more power over a sanctified person than they have over the dead.70 To be sanctified 
wholly is to receive a total renovation, purification and cleansing of all our propensities and tempers.71 
This renovation does not free us from temptation, but restores our sensibilities to a perfectly normal 
state72 in which they are "subdued into harmony with the action of the intelligence and will."73 

b) Growth in Grace 

It should be evident at this point that in Mahan's view growth in grace cannot mean growth from a 
more sinful to a less sinful state either before or after the crisis of entire sanctification. If it were a 
matter of changing from more sinful and less holy to less sinful and more holy, then repentance would 
require gradual renunciation of sin, growth in grace would cease when perfect holiness were attained 
and Jesus Christ could never have grown in grace. All three inferences are contrary to Scripture. Sin is 
no more a requirement for growth in a spiritual babe than is disease in a physical baby. Sin like disease 
hinders and resists healthy growth.74 

The necessity for growth in grace is not to be found in the moral defectiveness of the new birth or 
of entire sanctification, but in the structure of human nature. Says Mahan,  

. . . all our powers and susceptibilities are progressive. Not only to possess knowledge, and to be pure in 
heart, but a continued growth in knowledge and purity is a fundamental want of our nature. All our powers 
and susceptibilities stagnate as soon as we become stationary.75 

The destiny of the faculties of the human soul for continual expansion lays the foundation for 
growth, not from sin to holiness, but from grace to grace and from glory to glory.  
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c) The Unity of Personal and Social Aspects of a Holy Life 

The unity of personal and social aspects of a holy life is rooted for Mahan in the twofold nature of 
ultimate intention. Ultimate intention refers inward to the controlling purpose of the will, the deeply 
personal source of the heart's motivation. Ultimate intention also refers outward to objects of choice: to 
God, to others, to the world of relationships. In the simplicity of moral action the two are united. It is 
morally impossible to choose to be pure of heart in a non-social sense. Purity of heart implies a right 
relationship to moral principles, and many moral principles have their roots in social relationships. 
Thus, Mahan could write that there are "forms of duty" which "bind us relatively to all social 
organizations, domestic and civil;"76 that the Church is or ought to be a universal reform society, 77 
and that the great reform movements of his day were nothing other than "the idea of perfection, 
laboring for development, and demanding an external realization, in the public mind."78 

By the same token, and finally, he alone is a true reformer in the social arena who is pure in heart. 
Social moralizing and crusading for particular reforms without heart holiness is hypocrisy. The true 
reformer, who is devoted to moral principle from the heart, will not ride hobbyhorses. He will oppose 
wrong and uphold right across the board, being devoted in principle to the glory of God, to human well-
being and to social justice from the controlling source of motivation and in the simplicity of moral 
action. 
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THE FUNDAMENTALIST LEAVENING OF  THE HOLINESS MOVEM ENT, 1914-1940  
THE CHURCH OF THE NAZARENE: A CASE STUDY 

by 
Paul Merritt Bassett 

The smell of battle hangs over those portions of H. Orton Wiley's Christian Theology which have to do with 
the character and role of Scripture. It is not at first apparent, but when the work is seen in the' context of the 
popular religious press, especially the holiness press, surrounding it, and when it is compared with the other 
serious theological endeavors of the holiness movement to that time, the polemical character manifests itself. To 
have brought the battle to the consciousness of the target audience of Christian Theology would have been most 
impolitic. Nonetheless, Wiley did enter the fray, declaring the unsuitability of either the liberal or the 
Fundamentalist positions with respect to the authority and inspiration of the Bible. He attempted a third 
alternative, much more Wesleyan, and classically orthodox, than the two extremes. But he came in on cat's paws 
and a generation or two of holiness preachers thought he was basically a Fundamentalist. The contrast between 
his position and the "received" position of the great majority was not perceived, though the clues are ample and 
Wiley does not dissemble. 

The struggle surfaces briefly where Wiley works with "The Christian Book, " as subsection of his chapter on 
"The Christian Revelation. " In a move not at all prefigured by his theological models — Pope, Miley, and Curtis 
— and in a mood totally foreign to them, Wiley speaks of false conceptions of the Bible. "Three worthy 
monarchs," says he, "have had sceptres thrust into their hands and thereby [have been] forced into a false and 
unworthy position before God and man." These worthy but ill-used "monarchs" are in the Church, the Bible, and 
reason. '  

Of the abuse of the prerogatives of the Church, we need say nothing here. But Wiley's critique of the abuse 
or misuse of Scripture's authority is highly significant.  
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"The Reformers themselves strove earnestly to maintain the balance between the formal and the material 
principles of salvation, the Word and Faith, but gradually the formal principle superceded the material, and 
men began unconsciously to substitute the written Word for Christ the Living Word. They divorced the 
written word from the Personal Word and thus forced it into a false position. No longer was it the fresh 
utterance of Christ, he outflow of the Spirit's presence, but merely a recorded utterance which bound men 
by legal rather than spiritual bonds. Men's knowledge became formal rather than spiritual. The views of 
God attained were merely those of a book, not those of a Living Christ which the book was intended to 
reveal. As a consequence Christ became to them merely a historical figure, not a Living Reality; and men 
sought more for a Knowledge of God's will than for God Himself. They gave more attention to creeds than 
to Christ. They rested in the letter, which according to Scripture itself kills, and never rose to a concept of 
Him whose words are spirit and life. The Bible thus divorced from its mystical connection with the 
Personal Word, became in some sense a usurper, a pretender to the throne."2 

At first reading, this paragraph appeared to refer to the scholasticisms that characterized both Lutheranism 
and the Reformed tradition in the century between the death of Calvin and the rise of Pietism. But an 
examination of Wiley's bibliography would show that while this is one point of reference, it is not the only one. 
His acquaintance with early Protestant scholasticism is little more than passing. The past tenses of the cited 
paragraph notwithstanding, they referred to a then contemporary issue. Tone and context both point to 
fundamentalism.3 

That Fundamentalism is a referent here is more strongly confirmed by what Wiley says of the third of the 
maltreated monarchs, Reason.  

"Lastly, Reason itself was forced into a false authority. Severed from its Living Source, the Bible was 
debased to the position of a mere book among books. It was thus subjected to the test of human reason, and 
as a consequence there arose the critical or critico-historical movement of the last century known as 
'destructive criticism.' Over against this as a protest arose a reactionary party, which originating in a worthy 
desire to maintain belief in the plenary inspiration of the Bible, as well as its genuineness, authenticity and 
authority as the Rule of Faith, resorted to a mere legalistic defense of the Scriptures. It depended upon logic 
rather than life. Spiritual men and women-those filled with the Holy Spirit, are not unduly concerned with 
either higher or lower criticism. They do not rest merely in the letter which must be defended by argument. 
They have a broader and more substantial basis for their faith. It  
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rests in their risen Lord, the glorified Christ. They know that the Bible is true, not primarily through the 
efforts of the apologists, but because they are acquainted with its Author. The Spirit which inspired the 
Word dwells within them and witnesses to its truth. In them the formal and material principles of the 
Reformation are conjoined. The Holy Spirit is the great conservator of orthodoxy. To the Jew, Christ was a 
stumbling block, and to the Greek foolishness; 'but unto them which are called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God' (I Cor. 1:24). "' 

Here was a clear attack on both Liberalism and Fundamentalism, then, from within the ranks of the Holiness 
Movement. Both alternatives, Wiley seems to be saying, tragically overextend the province of reason or logic; 
and Fundamentalism, with its defense of Scripture, has been no less forgetful of the genuine content of the Bible 
and no less damaging in its substitution of Scripture for the living Christ than has Liberalism. 

Not content with critique of untenable alternatives, Wiley then turns to construct a genuinely Wesleyan third 
alternative. It is neither liberal nor fundamentalist. It leans in neither direction. It is an authentic alternative, and 
it is that deliberately. To understand it best, it seems right to review the development of the attitude toward the 
Scriptures that developed in the years during which Wiley's own denomination, the Church of the Nazarene, was 
becoming a denomination indeed. Wiley and the denomination and the Protestant-wide controversy over the 
Bible ripened together. 

One of the lesser known differences between Wesleyanism and Calvinism in the last century. buried in the 
tussle over free-will, is that of hermeneutic principle. And this, in turn, is intimately linked, both as cause and 
effect, to divergent doctrines of inspiration and authority. The difference would not have been clearly apparent 
up until the 1870s. But around that time as Sandeen has shown, American Calvinism in its Princeton mutation 
clearly, but unwittingly, broke from the old paths in the matter of biblical interpretation and in its description of 
the authority and inspiration of the Book.5 

The Westminster Confession had been quite clear in insisting that the authority of Scripture rests on two 
sources, perhaps three: perhaps the witness of the Church, certainly its divine origin and certainly the witness of 
the Holy Spirit in the believers.  

"We may be moved and induced by the testimony of the Church to an high and reverent esteem of the holy scripture; and 
the heavenliness of the matter, the efficacy of the doctrine, the majesty of the style, the consent of all the parts, the scope 
of the whole (which is to give all glory to God), the full discovery it makes of the only way of man's salvation, the many 
other incomparable excellencies, and the entire perfection thereof, are arguments whereby it both abundantly evidence 
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itself to be the Word of God; yet, notwithstanding, our full persuasion and assurance of the infallible truth, 
and divine authorship thereof, is from the inward work of the Holy Spirit, bearing witness by and with the 
Word in our hearts."6 

The rise of modern science, in the meantime, with its redefinition of what a fact must be and of reality itself, 
based upon these re-defined facts, had narrowed the definition of what truth or a truth must be and how it would 
be determined to be truth or a truth indeed. 7 Nineteenth century theologians, with varying degrees of awareness 
and complicity, accepted the new definitions of fact, or reality and of truth.8 

The turn this took in the theology developed at Princeton helped to set the stage for the development of 
Fundamentalism Charles Hodge and B. B. Warfield in particular applied the new (now commonplace) 
definitions to the rising argument in Calvinist circles concerning the authority of Scripture and produced a 
doctrine of inspiration that admitted only one of the two or three sources of authority declared by the 
Westminster divines. Says Hodge,  

"The infallibility and divine authority of the Scriptures are due to the fact that they are the word of God; 
and they are the word of God because they were given by the inspiration of the Holy Ghost."9 

This is to say that the proof of authority lies external to Christian experience. The Bible is authoritative 
because it is inspired. The venerable notion of the testimonium Spiritus sancti, a doctrine essential to Calvin's 
theology, to Luther's, and to evangelical theology in general, is reduced to a minor role in Hodge and in 
subsequent Princetonian, then Fundamentalist, theologies.10 

Concurrently with the development of the Princeton theology, American Methodism was developing its own 
systematics, though it was not at all hesitant to draw from its British forebears in the faith. It was not immune to 
the scientific revolution in definitions, but its insistence upon experience as a source of theology kept the more 
nearly positivistic and rationalistic influences at bay in the nineteenth century Consequently, the Methodist 
theologies contemporary with Hodge and Warfield seem in many ways to be in quite another world when they 
speak of Scripture authority. Miner Raymond, whose Systematic Theology, published in 1877, was the first 
American Methodist systematic clearly links biblical authority to the testimonium Spiritus sancti,11 as also does 
the most influential Methodist theology of the time, the Compendium of Christian Theology by W. B. Pope. 12 
Raymond does tend to bury the idea in the more pressing contemporary concern with experience; Pope, on the 
other hand, peppers his discussion of revelation with it so that it is never more than two logical steps away at any 
point in the consideration. 

It may be debated whether the Princeton mutation is at this point genuinely Calvinistic though one is inclined 
to believe it is. There is no doubt whatsoever that Raymond and Pope are Wesleyan. And there is a clear, very 
clear, and significant difference in the two views of Scrip- 
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ture. John Miley, whose Systematic Theology of 1892 comes to be required reading in the Nazarene's "Course of 
Study for Licensed Ministers" from 1911 to 1932 [in 1911, it stood alone; from 1916 to 1932 it was an 
alternative, along with Ralston's Elements of Divinity]13 tends as Miner Raymond did to overlay the testimonium 
Spiritus sancti with the doctrine of experience, but the older notion is still there and very significant to the 
understanding of the authority of Scripture. 14 So it may be confidently asserted that by 1900, a distinguishing 
tenet of Wesleyan theology in contradiction from the Calvinism of Princeton and those whom it influenced is the 
insistence upon the internal witness of the Spirit as a source of biblical authority — "internal witness" being 
taken in both an individual and a corporate sense.  

This may help to explain why Methodism and the holiness movement did not concern themselves more than 
very minimally with the issues being raised by the so-called "higher criticism" in the period 1870-1914, while 
the reformed tradition was abubble with controversy.15 For Wesleyans, the authority of Scripture depended to 
some degree upon its own self authentication, but more importantly, experience of the authenticating voice of the 
Living Word clinched the matter. 

This confidence that the authority and inspiration of Scripture could not be undone by those who could 
attack only from non-religious grounds and therefore could not touch the experiential validation of the truth and 
authority of the Word is seen the very first attempt at a theology treating most of the topics usually considered in 
a full-scale systematic theology produced among the holiness people. E. P. Ellyson's Theological Compend was 
published in 1908 by deliberate arrangement to celebrate the merger that year of the Holiness Church of Christ 
and the Church of the Nazarene, a date and event since taken to mark the birth of the Church of the Nazarene as 
a national denomination.16 

In this first wide-gauged systematic theology from within the Holiness movement itself, there is not a word 
concerning the doctrine of revelation. Strange, in a way, because the leaders of the merging groups, and to some 
degree the rank and file, surely were not ignorant of the rising tide of positive appreciation for biblical criticism 
in the United States nor of the negative reaction to it. Their multitude of periodicals speaks of it and warns of its 
excesses. But apparently in 1908 a Wesleyan systematic theologian could safely let not only the topic itself but 
also the broader area of revelation go unexamined. Probably there was no perceived need for it either 
catechetically or apologetically. The authority and inspiration of Scripture were believed to be divine, and that 
was believed to be self-explanatory. 

The temper of the times was not long in changing, however. By 1913, B. F. Haynes, editor of the neonate 
Herald of Holiness is including in almost every issue both an affirmation of confidence in the divine authority 
and inspiration of Scripture and an attack on those otherwise inclined. His method was two-fold. He would either 
approach the subject in his own editorials or by way of his comments upon editorials and articles appearing in 
other religious periodicals. Seldom are his sources Methodist or otherwise Wesleyan, though Haynes himself had 
been reared in the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, had served as 
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pastor in several of her distinguished pulpits in Tennessee (including McKendree Church of Nashville) and had 
edited a paper on behalf of a large contingent within his conference. 17 To be sure, he had suffered the wrath of 
certain bishops for his outspoken ways, and ecclesiastical demotion was familiar territory to him. But it is yet 
surprising to see him drawing so little from his own tradition and so much from the more Reformed-oriented 
Herald and Presbyter, D. L. Moody, Reuben Torrey, and others. This is especially impressive in the light of the 
almost-every-issue criticism of Moody, Torrey and the Reformed tradition in general for its rejection of "second 
blessing holiness."18 

In September of 1913, the Herald of Holiness began carrying an advertisement advising and urging the 
purchase of Arthur T. Pierson's book, Many Infallible Proof: The Evidences of Christianity, or the Written and 
Living Word of God. 19 Though the book was published by Fleming Revell, it was being offered through the 
Nazarene Publishing House. It is quite probable that Ellyson read the work before writing his Compend, but still 
felt no need to enter the lists on the topic upon which it expounds.20 The book itself was almost a generation old 
when the Herald began to advertise it. Pierson, at the time of writing in 1886, was pastor of Bethany 
Presbyterian Church, Philadelphia, and a leader in the Niagara conferences and other forerunners of 
Fundamentalism. His quarrel was not with the so-called "higher critics, " however. In fact, his book pays them 
scant heed. That battle was to come later. Rather, he wrestles with the skepticism born of the Enlightenment and 
carried over into the various forms of agnosticism that were in vogue in certain circles throughout the nineteenth 
century.21 

One very interesting note sounded by Pierson, however, must be underlined, for it is a note retained in 
classical evangelical Protestantism from Luther and Calvin, through the Pietists and Wesley, maintained by the 
early Holiness movement and lost by them in the heat of the Fundamentalist controversy. That is the intimate, 
even inextricable relationship between Christology and the inspiration of Scripture. Pierson's sub-title cites it … 
The Written and living Word of God. Throughout the work, he links the two. So he says,  

"What grounds are there for holding the Christian religion to be of divine origin and supreme obligation? 
This is the question, around which all else clusters. The Bible is but the great Book, and Christ, the great 
Person, of the Christian religion. "22 

The climax of the work is in his discussion of "The Divine Person," without which discussion, Pierson 
makes it clear, declarations about the Book (which he does not call "divine") are spiritually and theologically 
empty.23 

Haynes, for his part, is also faithful in the early years of the warming controversy to keep Christology central 
and to avoid presenting the credentials of the Scripture apart from the context of the person and work of Jesus 
Christ. So it is that in October, 1913, he can write, "Yes, blessed be God, this inspiration of the Bible is verbal in 
the most acute, intense, literal, all inclusive sense. Nothing short of this would be like or 
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worthy of God, and nothing short of this would meet man's need."24 And in April, 1914, he could write,  

"All Scripture is His, is of Him, is for Him, is through Him, is by Him, reveals Him, exalts Him, is 
inseparably joined to Him in honor and integrity and validity, and no man dares invalidate or seek to 
invalidate this sacred Word without doing despite to the honor and majesty of the Christ. The inspired 
Word centers in, revolves around, points to and reveals Christ as its center and its source. No man honors 
the Word without honoring Christ. All true preaching of the Word is to honor Christ. There is a path from 
any and every passage of this Bible to the very Christ Himself,"25 

The verbal inspiration for which Haynes so stoutly contends is not the verbal inspiration that became a 
fundamentalist watchword, perhaps shibboleth, a decade later. The argument had not yet developed sufficiently 
for Haynes to mean what they meant nor for his readers to take it in the later sense. He simply meant that none of 
the Scripture was of human devising-that it was God's own Word, given by His special inspiration only. Haynes 
is thinking essentially of the Word, not of words. 

Nonetheless, the climate was becoming more heated every day, and the approach of a Pierson, and the 
assumption of an Ellyson, and the balance and terminological equivocation of a Haynes would not suffice. The 
very term "verbal inspiration" takes on an increasingly technical meaning, and the tendenz of the term and of the 
battle in which it plays such a critical role is already clear by 1914.26 

Up to that year, the "Course of Study" for the Nazarene ministry seems to have assumed that John Miley's 
treatment of the doctrine of revelation was sufficient. But in 1914, the list of books includes Miley's theology and 
adds All About the Bible by Sidney Collett as required fare for the third year theological student. 27 This work 
was to remain on the "Course of Study" until 1944. Collett, whose book first appeared in Great Britain in 1905, 
under the title The Scripture of Truth, shows clearly the earlier ambiguity of the term "verbal inspiration," as 
well as hinting at the direction the definition was to take. Ironically, Collett himself retained without a single 
change his own definition of the term, however. So that, for him, it meant the same in the twentieth edition of 
circa 1934 as in the first. 28 He argues for a verbal inspiration that is not merely an inspiration of thoughts, nor 
yet a process of mechanical dictation. "If the testimony of Scripture is to be believed, God always gave the 
words, but He did not always give the thoughts!"29 What keeps Collett back from a mechanical dictation theory 
is the variety of personalities that shines through the various biblical books, "hence, any attempt to define the 
exact nature or method of inspiration can only engender fruitless discussion, which must end in confession."30 
He goes on to quote with approval a sentence from an address delivered by the Dean of Westminster at the 
Abbey in late 1904: "Behind and beneath the Bible, above 
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and beyond the Bible, was the God of the Bible." "Herein," says Collett, "lies the true and only explanation of the 
mystery of inspiration."31 

So Collett, and Haynes, held desperately to a divinely inspired Bible by means of the term "verbal 
inspiration." And both insisted on the subordinate character of the Bible with reference to the Person and Work 
of Christ (Haynes) and God Himself (Collett). But the relationship of christology to the doctrines of inspiration 
and revelation was no clearer than the meaning of the term "verbal inspiration." 

By 1920, the terms have been sharpened and the enemy more clearly identified. In the intervening years, the 
proportion of editorials and editorial comments on the authority and inspiration to those on the Person and work 
of Christ changes radically. There was parity in 1914, but by 1920 the former were outnumbering the latter by 10 
to 1. And now, in 1920, the "higher critics" as a class, and occasionally a specific one from among them, are 
clearly and frequently targets. In July, editor Haynes, noting the decrease in membership in the larger Protestant 
denominations, especially the Methodist Episcopal churches, North and South, says, "We repeat, as we have 
often said in these columns, that the curse of higher criticism is chiefly to be credited with this state of things . . 
32 By October, 1920, Haynes begins to use that hypostatic language to describe the Scriptures which was to 
become typical of Fundamentalism.  

"If the Bible were given half a chance, it would show its power to awaken and turn men to God. The Bible 
is not only the light and life of the world, but it is a light and life-giver. The power of John Wesley's 
preaching was, that his sermons were packed full of the Bible. Too much of the preaching of today is 
packed full of everything except the Bible."33 

Throughout March of 1920, the Herald of Holiness had featured a series of articles by J. Warren Slote 
entitled, "Is the Bible Inspired? Some Suggestions." The mood of the series is calm and it is innocent of any of 
the issues that later racked the Fundamentalists themselves. Innocent, but not unaware.  

"There are differences of opinion among God's sincere children as to how the message came, some feeling 
that the great truths which these human instruments were to convey came to them and that they expressed 
them as best they could in terms to which they were accustomed; others believing that God gave these men 
the very language in which to express the truths revealed to them. To the casual observer the method may 
make little difference; but to the devout student and disciple it matters much. If God gave the truth only, the 
idea only, the concept only, allowing the human instrument freedom in its expression, without divine 
supervision, we are not sure that the book is really God's work; for to err is human, and it would have been 
comparatively easy for the recipient and recorder 
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to have selected improper words in giving expression. One misused word in a paragraph or sentence could 
change the meaning of the whole. Would God entrust to human judgment, faulty as He knows it to be, a 
task so momentous and so important to the well-being of the race, for which He sent His Son to die? 
Hardly. It seems to the writer that God revealed the truth, allowed the instrument freedom to express it in 
so far as the method of presentation was concerned, but at the same time supervising the selection of terms 
so that each truth was set forth in language fully adequate, exact, and at the same time in terms 
understandable as far as possible by him and those through and to whom it was originally given. 

Like in the operation of the modern wireless telegraph, one instrument is so turned to the other as to catch 
the ether waves and accurately record the message transmitted, so it appears the human element used in the 
creation of the Bible was so keyed by selection and preparation to the divine personality that when the 
message was transmitted from above they, here below, caught it, were inspired by it, enunciated it, and 
recorded it exactly as it was originally given in words adequate to contain and convey it, such words having 
been either selected or censored by the divine representative, the Holy Spirit."34 

Two weeks later, Slote insisted that while the Bible is not a science text, it is scientifically accurate. And in 
response to the documentary hypothesis he insists on the unity of the Book.35 His last article examines Jesus' 
attitude toward the Old Testament and concludes  

"If Jesus made no correction of the Old Testament records but on the other hand, both by His attitude and 
speech, confirmed them and sought to have His followers accept and regard them as of divine authority, we 
may do well to accept them as they come to us and as they are indeed and in truth the Word of God."36 

This side of the controversy, Slote's reasoning appears to be quite naive, even circular. But within its own 
context, in terms of the state of the controversy in 1920, his point of view is very like that of the usual 
conservative at that early stage.37 Verbal inspiration is the battle line, however ill-defined the term may have 
been. The Bible is authoritative because it is God's word. The notion of the testimonium Spiritus sancti is 
ignored, even in Wesleyan circles. There is not a word of it in the periodicals of the Church of the Nazarene from 
1912 onward for a generation, but there is no end of defenses of the Bible on the grounds of its own self-
authentication. 

In 1923, the sixth General Assembly of the Church of the Nazarene submitted an "Approved Constitution" to 
the various districts of the Church for their decisions and voted to act on the whole at the seventh 
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Assembly, to be held in 1928.38 The proposed changes show many kinds of tensions to be testing the new 
denomination, not the least of them being the issues raised by the surging battle for the Bible. Up to 1923, the 
"Article of Belief" referring to Scripture had read: "By the Holy Scriptures we understand the sixty-six books of 
the Old and New Testaments, given by Divine inspiration, revealing the will of God concerning us in all things 
necessary to our salvation; so that whatever is not contained therein is not to be enjoined as an article of faith."39 
The indebtedness of the article to the Thirty-nine Articles of Episcopalianism and to the Twenty-five Articles of 
Methodism is patent. So also is the item on Scripture in the "Agreed Statement of Belief," a sort of liturgical 
summary of Nazarene doctrine: "We believe in the Divine inspiration of the Old and New Testament Scriptures, 
and that they contain all truth necessary to faith and Christian living."40  

Neither the periodicals of the Church printed between the sixth and seventh Assemblies nor the minutes of 
the district assemblies, nor the minutes of the 1928 Assembly show any sign of debate over what came to be the 
new "Article of Faith" on the Scripture. This lack of noteworthy debate shows clearly the perceived need of the 
Nazarenes to align themselves in the now-raging controversy. Now the Article read: "We believe in the plenary 
inspiration of the Holy Scriptures by which we understand the sixty-six books of the Old and New Testaments, 
given by divine inspiration, inerrantly revealing the will of God concerning us in all things necessary to our 
salvation; so that whatever is not contained therein is not to be enjoined as an article of faith." The "Agreed 
Statement of Belief" was also altered to read: "We believe in the plenary inspiration of the Old and New 
Testament Scriptures, and that they contain all truth necessary to faith and Christian living."41 

Affirmations of full inspiration and inerrancy seemed to be required in the creed now. But why? The 
rationale is nowhere to be found except in the broader context of American Protestant wars over the Bible. There 
is no written evidence to inform us, but "informed sources" report that it was H. Orton Wiley who framed the 
new article.42 Certainly, the phrase "plenary inspiration" is his — not originally, of course, but as it commends 
itself to the doctrines of Wiley's denomination. But there is much room to doubt that the word "inerrantly" is his 
as well. In his own systematic theology, he will argue for the integrity of the Book, and even assert its freedom 
from what he calls "essential error." But "inerrance" seems to be deliberately avoided as saying both too little 
and too much.43 The word itself had, by 1928, become one of the shibboleths of Fundamentalism, and much 
more an emotional than a cognitive term. Charles Hodge had earlier rejected the idea, if not the term.44 A. A. 
Hodge and B. B. Warfield, a decade later, insisted upon inerrancy as necessary to the authority of Scripture.45 
The General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church U.S.A. in 1893 declared its allegiance to the position of 
Warfield in the resolution of the Brigg's case, and went on to claim that the Princeton position of Warfield was 
integral to that of the Westminster Confession and the declarations of the larger Catechism.46 In the spring of 
1919, the newly founded World's Christian Fundamentals Association, an interdenominational group 
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that numbered among its members some powerful leaders (especially among the Presbyterians and Baptists) — 
such as Reuben Torrey Charles G. Trumbull, Lewis Sperry Chafer, and Griffith Thomas — made belief in a 
verbally inspired, inerrant Bible one of its nine points. This very point was quoted with unreserved approval in 
the Preachers Magazine a decade later.47 

These, and later, declarations tended to force the issue of biblical authority and inspiration. The only 
alternative to inerrancy seemed to, be errancy. The only alternative to infallibility, fallibility. The only alternative 
to verbal, ideational. 

During the years between 1923 and 1928, the Church of the Nazarene adopted as her own heroes the 
principal soldiers in the ever more clearly defined Fundamentalist camp. There were no Wesleyans, no 
Methodists, except Harold Paul Sloan, who were carrying the battle.48 

The newly launched Preacher's Magazine carried as its lead article in its first issue, January, 1926, an article 
by F. M Messenger, "Modernism vs. Christianity," which draws heavily on the argumentation of J. Gresham 
Machen's Christianity and Liberalism, published not quite two years earlier.49 The next issue of the Preacher's 
Magazine (February, 1926) carries E. P. Ellyson's "The Present Crisis or Christianity vs. Religion, " in the 
lead.50 Ellyson, a former member of the Society of Friends and later a general superintendent of the Church of 
the Nazarene, again avoids discussion of the problem of biblical authority, but instead insists on the essential 
relationship of orthodox Christianity to genuine Christianity. 51 Nonetheless, the attraction of the fundamentalist 
response to the liberals among the Nazarenes is seen in the warm review given by P. H. Lunn to a book entitled 
Where the Higher Criticism Fails. (The book itself is calm enough.)52 

Both the Herald of Holiness and the Preacher's Magazine for the period 1923 to 1928 promote heavily the 
works of William Jennings Bryan, Reuben Torrey, A. T. Pierson, and Sidney Collett. The Preacher's Magazine 
features in its front cover pictures and drawings of prominent religious leaders, past and contemporary, including 
several with whom it argues theologically in its pages.53 One is impressed that in this period second blessing 
holiness" was not as critical to the denomination as it had earlier been. Orthodoxy on this point was the de iure 
mark of the "good Nazarene. " A fundamentalist orthodoxy with respect to the inspiration and authority of 
Scripture had become a de facto mark of the "good Nazarene." 

This is re-inforced by the tone and words of the Address of the General Superintendents to the 7th General 
Assembly, in 1928.  

"First, we note with pleasure that there are no differences or divisions among us. We are a perfectly united 
denomination. In this General Assembly there will be no discussions of modernism or fundamentalism. We 
are all fundamentalists, we believe the Bible, we all believe in Christ, that He is truly the Son of God. We 
stand for the same great fundamentals and we will not be torn asunder nor be hurled into strife by 
arguments or contentions arising from the differences of opinion 
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regarding the great underlying principles of Christianity. "54 

"We must stand for the whole Bible. We do not as a movement believe merely that the Bible contains the 
Word of God. We believe that the Bible is the Word of God. We believe it from Genesis to Revelation. We 
stand for it in life and death."55 

"Every man in this body is a fundamentalist . . We believe the Bible and accept it as being the revealed 
Word of God, immutable, unchangeable, infallible and sufficient for every human need. A modernist 
would be very lonesome in this General Assembly."56 

"We stand for the Bible; we stand for the whole Bible, an immutable Bible. "57 

And yet, for all of this obvious sympathy with Fundamentalism and openness to an increasingly carefully 
constructed Fundamentalist terminology, there was still a small hint that the testimonium Spiritus sancti was not 
forgotten and that modernism and higher criticism were not to be the modern Ichabod for Nazarenes.  

Floyd W. Nease, president of Eastern Nazarene College and product of Bresee's and Wiley's Pasadena 
University, wrote in the August, 1927, issue of the Preacher's Magazine on "The Preacher's Attitude Toward the 
Critical Study of the Bible." "Is it basically more fair," he asks, "for the representatives of Fundamentalism to 
assume that the liberalists are a set of knaves than for the latter to assert that the Fundamentalists are 
ignoramuses and fools?"58 He urges the values of higher criticism, deploring its "destructive" practices and 
urges pastors to own and say sets of critical commentaries. 

A year later, Stephen S. White, newly installed president of Bethany Nazarene College, wrote on "The-
Holiness School and Fundamentalism," pointing out the tendency toward harshness and legalism among 
Fundamentalists, but indicating that the Nazarene's aim should be to emphasize experience, proper religious 
experience, as an avenue to a proper Fundamentalism.59 Here, in Nease and White, both young but recognized 
educational leaders, was a call for fairness-even acceptance of the positive contributions of modernism. These 
declarations, in the context of the declarations of the General Superintendents cited earlier, are quite conciliatory, 
relatively speaking. In 1924, a lead editorial by J. B. Chapman, cited by Timothy Smith as "the high-water mark 
of the [Nazarene] effort to make common cause with embattled Fundamentalists," had argued that Nazarenes 
could in no way accept nor tolerate any aspect of the modernist enterprise. 60 But Chapman, so well-respected 
throughout the Church, was not voicing an opinion held by certain significant leadership. 

And here we confront an ambivalence if not an enigma. By 1928, the General Superintendents, whose 
number was augmented in that year by Chapman's elevation, were quite clear in their sympathies with 
Fundamentalism as it sought to defend the Scriptures — almost unre- 
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served sympathies. Chapman, editor of the Herald from 1923 to 1928 and editor of the Preacher's Magazine 
from its first issue, in 1926, until well into his super-intendency, was also clearly favorable to the 
Fundamentalists, and numbered himself among them with respect to the battle for the Bible. Chapman's 
popularity among Nazarenes in general probably speaks of a general sympathy for the Fundamentalists, and 
support for them in the matter of the defense of the Book, among Nazarenes everywhere. The influence of J. B. 
Morrison, who was given a wide and warm welcome into the Church of the Nazarene in 1922, was among her 
most popular and heeded preachers, and who was elected General Superintendent just 14 years later, in 1936, 
was clearly directed in support of the biblicist position of the Fundamentalists.61 

Nonetheless, Fundamentalism could not gain the Nazarenes' total allegiance even on so important an issue as 
biblical authority. Two courses of events illustrate the ambivalence, but cannot explain it. 

In the summer of 1925, the Herald of Holiness began carrying advertisements of a book by Basil W. Miller 
and U. E. Harding entitled Cunningly Devised Fables: Modernism Exposed and Refuted. It was published 
without the trade imprint by the Nazarene Publishing House and is the first extended head-on attack of 
modernism to come from the Nazarenes.62 The work is warmly endorsed in the 2 September 1925 Herald of 
Holiness by A. M. Hills. In his review he clearly states that Miller was the author, that Harding's name was used 
to give credibility and a wider reading of the book.63 Harding was an evangelist of wide acquaintance in the 
holiness movement; Hill's reputation as a scholar and controversialist was probably without parallel among the 
holiness people. The book itself carries a laudatory introduction by James B. Chapman.64 The chapter titles give 
more than adequate clue to the contents and character of the work: "Modernism's Blind Rejection of the 
Fundamentalists," "Modernism's Fraudulent Fictitious, Uninspired Bible," "Modernism's Mud God, Non-
miraculous Universe, Dead Soul and Deified Man, " "Modernism's Unbalanced, Illegitimate Jesus and the Fable 
of the Resurrection, " "Modernism's Stainless Sin, Fablized Salvation and Bloodless Atonement," "Modernism's 
Godless Conversion Through Religious Education," "Modernism's Degenerate Church," "Modernism's Satanic 
Missionary Program," "Modernism's Hell-Hatcheries of Her Vile Dogmas" (primarily her seminaries), 
"Modernism's Non-Christian Program of Evolution," "The Old Book and the Old Faith. " 

It may be observed that the barbs in the chapter titles are only made more prickly by the contents of the 
chapters themselves. But the most important datum to be underlined is the hypostatizing of the Bible, and the 
author's willingness to attribute to it that which most orthodox theology gave to the divine persons alone. 
Furthermore, this is done, as it would later be done in Hills' work, without reference to the Holy Spirit as the 
agent of continuing inspiration and without reference( the focus, foundation, activator and absolutely essential 
hermeneutic "principle," as it were, of scripture. (Again, references to the Holy Spirit as at least the Spirit of 
interpretation and to the Living Word when the Bible was under discussion, all absent in Miller's work, were 
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standard in orthodox theologies.) The term "Word of God, " for Miller refers only to the written Word. He calls 
it, for instance, "the gate of heaven," "the House of God," "the Holy of holies," "light, eternal light . . . the only 
light in time."65 

To be sure, in calmer moments, Miller clearly stated that Jesus Christ, not the Bible, was his redeemer, as did 
most Fundamentalists. But the effect of Miller's argument was to raise the Bible to the sort of divinity 
traditionally attributed only to the Trinity. Again, Miller, and other Fundamentalists, would stoutly deny this if 
we were engaged in a soteriological discussion. But in terms of theological method and system, and with 
reference to such critical areas as epistemology and its corollary, revelation, he, and they, have not a Trinity but a 
Quadrinity. 

The Publishing House now has no data on the press run of the book, so its popularity is not readily 
quantifiable, and one's own boyhood memories present very unreliable evidences from a scientific point of view. 
But in that boyhood, passed 15 to 25 years after the publication of the work, one can remember the laity of the 
congregations of which his father was pastor being very much aware of the book as a sort of standard catalog of 
the errors of the Modernists, especially on the issue of biblical authority. 

But however popular such a work might have been among the denomination in general, some official circles 
were much more careful. The report of the General Board of Education to the 1923 General Assembly had 
recommended that J. B. Chapman and Basil W. Miller's manuscript entitled The Faith Once Delivered to the 
Saints be referred to the Committee on Education for consideration for inclusion in the "Course of Study for 
Licensed Ministers."66 The Committee on Education passed the matter on to the newly created and elected Book 
Committee. 67 This bit of maneuvering was not at all necessary, for the General Board of Education had the 
right to act on the matter, as did the Committee on Education (the separate jurisdictions of the two committees 
not being clear then).68 Either could have placed it on the Course of Study. Neither would. Why? Is there a clue 
in the fact that the chairman of the first and third committees (General Board of Education and Book Committee) 
was James B. Chapman and that the secretary was H. Orton Wiley?69 

The matter surfaces again in the 1928 General Assembly with some interesting nuances in evidence. The 
resolution passed by the 1928 Assembly says,  

"Whereas at the last General Assembly the General Board of Education recommended for publication a 
manuscript written by Basil Miller entitled The Evidences of Christianity; and 

"Whereas the Manuscript Committee of the Publishing House also recommends the same for publication; 
and the Publishing House requests that said manuscript be recommended for the Minister's Course of Study 
before it begins publication; be it  

"Resolved, that this be referred to the General 
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Assembly Committee on Education for recommendation for publication and adoption in the Course of 
Study." 70 

There is no hint given as to the origination of this resolution, but the equivocations in terms — including the 
title, Manuscript Committee for Book Committee, "Minister's Course of Study" for "Course of Study for 
Licensed Ministers" — and the proposal that the Assembly Committee on Education recommend it both for 
publication and inclusion in the Course of Study (two actions not really now within that Committee's authority) 
point to it as a move from outside the circles that had been mandated to work with the matter. And note, too, that 
the work was now attributed to Miller alone. Why was Chapman's name withdrawn? 

The Committee on Education did take the matter up and recommended that it be referred to the Committee 
on Course of Study. This recommendation was approved by the Assembly, but there is irony in .he move. 71 
There was not then and never had been a Committee on the course of Study. Surely such an experienced hand as 
H. Orton Wiley, secretary of the referring committee, knew that. The net effect of the assembly's actions was to 
kill the project so that however strongly identified popular Nazarene feeling might be with that of the 
Fundamentalists, a clearly Fundamentalist work was not to find its way into the Course of Study. 

H. Orton Wiley's presence at every step, always in a policy-shaping role, is circumstantial evidence that his 
was a major influence that kept that book from the official list. This evidence, plus the common knowledge that 
Wiley framed the 1928 "Article of Belief" on Scripture, except perhaps for the word "inerrantly," are critical data 
in explaining why Fundamentalism did not capture the Church with its biblicism. The clinching datum is still a 
dozen years in the future, but there is mounting testimony to Wiley's rejection of Fundamentalism as he takes 
over as editor of the Herald of Holiness from James Chapman at the 1928 assembly. In Wiley's tenure of eight 
years (1928-1936), editorials taking up the struggle are almost non-existent, though Wiley is not at all slow ;o 
manifest his confidence in the authority and inspiration of Scripture. 72 His grounds for doing so will be made 
clear and will be shown to be quite different from those of much of Nazarenedom — lay and official. For now, 
1923 to 1928, and even later, Wiley seems to have followed the more politic road of keeping the official 
structure and doctrine of the church away from endorsing doctrinaire Fundamentalism, even on the point of 
biblical authority rather than attempting to formulate a positive position which might, in the heat of the larger 
fray, be misunderstood. 

One remaining piece of evidence needs to be examined to show both the Fundamentalist leavening of the Church 
of the Nazarene and her ambivalence toward that brand of conservativism in the period between the World Wars. 

It had become obvious as early as 1919 that the new denomination leaded a systematic theology of its own. 
The two which were recommended in the "Course of Study" were already by that time quite old and 
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not synchronized with the age of the assembly line, urbanization, and obviously increasing social mobility. 
Benjamin Field's The Student's Handbook of Christian Theology had been published in 1886; John Miley's 
Systematic Theology was dated 1892; and older than them both, but recommended from the beginning, was 
Samuel Wakefield's Christian Theology, a revision of Watson's Institutes, published in 1869. William Burton 
Pope's Compendium of Christian Theology and Charles Hodges' Systematic Theology, neither of them in the 
"Course of Study" but both very widely used in the colleges of the holiness movement, date from 1881 and 1871 
respectively. These could not meet the onslaught of modernism. They knew little of it. 

So it was that in 1919 a formal request was made by the General Department of Education to H. Orton 
Wiley, then president of Northwest Nazarene College, Nampa, Idaho, that he write a full-range systematic 
theology.73 About the time that Wiley was being importuned, A. M. Hills, a member of the Pasadena University 
faculty, began to write his own systematic theology, urged on by his former students. 74 For whatever reasons, 
Hills' theology was published almost a decade before Wiley's, first appearing in 1931. It was not published by the 
Nazarene Publishing House, but by C. J. Kinne, a Nazarene elder long connected with denominational literature 
and publishing interests. A search of several sorts of correspondence revealed nothing as to why the Publishing 
House did not print the work. Conversations with some persons contemporary with the events suggested that 
Hills was considered too liberal with respect to the authority and inspiration of Scripture.75 This is indeed quite 
surprising if it be true, for Hills was clearly a Fundamentalist.76 And whatever may have been the earning for 
moderation, conservatism without dogmatism, on the part of many in the movement, especially that wing 
encompassed by the Church of the Nazarene, Hills' work left no room for maneuver. Only his resistance to the 
theory of mechanical dictation keeps him from an almost complete identification.77 He does go so far as to say 
that "we no longer have an absolutely inerrant Bible," but this has to do with the disappearance of the "original 
autographs," and it is a declaration made more nearly as a logical necessity than as an admission of any authentic 
problems.78 The misquotation of OT passages by NT writers, and the errors in identifying OT authorship of 
passages by NT authors, are all but explained away by noting that the NT writers were more interested in truth 
than strict accuracy, and that there are so few discrepancies.79] Hills, drawing deeply from Hodge also disavows 
any intent to "bind up the cause of Christianity with the literal accuracy of the Bible."80 But the entirety of his 
discussion of "revelation" is finally about the Bible, and it is governed from beginning to end by the canons of 
formal logic. 81 Finally he is moved to present a nearly postatization of the Bible. As an example of this latter, 
we cite two paragraphs toward the close of Hills' argument for the authority of Scriptures. 

"It (the Bible) caused the idol-gods to fall on their faces, and struck the heathen oracles dumb. It was a 
heaven-sent wind that swept away the poisonous malarias of heathenism, and let in the sunlight of truth, and the 
pure atmosphere of heaven. With its still small voice of holy 
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influence it whispered to souls who were planning iniquity, and in love with secret sin, and somehow the spell 
was broken, and the spirit of wisdom came, and they repented and turned to God. 

It uncovered the world of despair to men rushing on in their mad career of wickedness, and they fled with 
fear and trembling from the wrath to come. Through all the years, it has rebuked every iniquity, and encouraged 
every thing that was lovely and of good report. It put the spirit of human pity and brotherly love into the hearts of 
cruel men, and they tore down their amphitheaters and stopped their gladiatorial shows, and struck the shackles 
from the limbs of slaves."82 

There is not one word of the continuing work of the Holy spirit in revelation, i.e., the testimonim Spiritus 
sancti, nor one word of Jesus Christ expends on the topic of revelation ,Of course Hills does believe that 
redemption comes through Christ and not through the Bible. But his magnum opus leaves quite another 
impression. This is a systematic theology, and it might be expected to be sufficiently guarded in expression so 
that one would not gain an impression that the written Word is the Savior. The fact is that Hills accepted much of 
the Fundamentalist argument for the authority and inspiration of the Bible without seeing that he was arguing 
that where Scripture appeared to fail, or at least falter, the principle weight of authority in his system fell on the 
testimonium logicum.83 Here was the position that Wiley so clearly scored — "a worthy desire to maintain belief 
in the plenary inspiration of the Bible, as well as its genuineness, authenticity and authority as the Rule of Faith 
[Wiley here has simply cited Hills' outline point for point] [resorting] to a mere legalistic defense of the 
Scriptures. It depended upon logic rather life.84 

Nonetheless, in spite of Wiley's critique of theologies such as Hills' as being too biblicistic; and the critique 
of grass roots opinion, as it was expressed in administrative leadership, that Hills' work was too liberal with 
respect to Scripture, the Fundamentalism of Hills took hold of the Church of the Nazarene in the 1930's and 
1940's. The conciseness and logical precision of his sections on revelation and Scripture lent themselves to the 
pedagogical methods of many a teacher who failed to catch the presuppositions at work in the whole of Hills' 
work. The question of biblical authority was set in the ideological context of Fundamentalism, however, sharp 
may have been the differences upon specific details.85 

The effect of Hills' work is seen in the 1936 edition of E. P. Ellyson's Theological Compound of 1908. It is 
now renamed Doctrinal Studies, and the "Forward" is a bit defensive with respect to the change in spirit in the 
new presentation. "Doctrinal Studies recognizes the Bible as the Word of God, a revelation of the will of God to 
man, and the final authority as to Christian doctrine."86 

Now a chapter ("lesson") is added to the original work, speaking of the need for the Bible and of its 
inspiration. While the tone of the chapter is quite simple and irenic, and clearly aimed at quieting conservative 
anxieties, it clearly yields nothing to the right nor to the left, to the Fundamentalists nor the liberals. For instance, 
Ellyson says, "Science can discover man as a dual being, as having a physical body and natural 
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life, and develop a system of psychology from this point of view; it can place man among the animals as a 
superior animal, and may think of him as a religious animal, but it must stop there . . . Without the Bible we 
would know man only as the highest of animals. But man is spirit, as well as natural life and physical body, and 
belongs on the spirit level; it is the spirit that makes him human, a man." 87 

In speaking of revelation and inspiration, Ellyson again refuses to battle. "The Bible is the inerrant revelation 
of the will of God to man, the infallible rule of Christian faith, containing all necessary truth for our salvation, 
holy living and triumph in death."88 This declaration would satisfy neither side-the liberal being dissatisfied with 
the claim of normativeness, the Fundamentalist unhappy with the qualified character of its inerrancy. 
Nonetheless, Ellyson evidently felt a need to include a chapter on the matter in the newer appearance of the 
work. 

It remained to H. Orton Wiley both to offer a genuine Wesleyan alternative to Fundamentalism and 
modernism and to place the official theology of the Church of the Nazarene, if not the grass roots, back on truly 
orthodox turf. 

Wiley has no doubt that the Bible is the primary source of Christian theology. "The Holy Scriptures," says 
he, "constitute the quarry out of which are mined the glorious truths utilized in constructing the edifice of 
Christian doctrine."89 But there is a profound ambiguity here, for he goes on to say,  

". . . in a deeper sense, Jesus Christ, our ever-living Lord is Himself the fullest revelation of God. He is the 
Word of God-the outlived and outspoken thought of the Eternal. Thus, while we honor the Scriptures in 
giving them a central place as our primary source in theology, we are not unmindful that the letter killeth 
but the Spirit maketh alive. Christ, the Living Word, must ever be held in proper relation to the Holy Bible, 
the written Word. If the letter would be vital and dynamic, we must through the Holy Spirit, be ever 
attuned to that living One whose matchless words, incomparable deeds, and vicarious death constitute the 
great theme of that Book of books."90 

Here is a passage at a far remove from the hypostatizing of the Bible regularly practiced by the 
Fundamentalists and such Nazarenes as Hills, Miller and Chapman. Positively, Wiley seeks to revive the 
venerable notion of the testimonium Spiritus sancti. He says that the recognition of the dual source of theology 
— Scripture and the spiritual illumination of the Church (experience) —  

"when rightly construed, find(s) (its) deeper unity in the Glorified Christ, by Whom the Holy Spirit is given 
as at once the inspiring source of Holy Scriptures, and the illuminating, regenerating and sanctifying 
Presence by Whom believers are enabled to perceive and understand the truth as presented in the written 
Word. This 
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evangelical conception corresponds to the twin principles of the Reformation, which found expression in 
the formula, 'Scripture alone, and faith alone.' "91 

Wiley then points out the tendency of Protestantism to neglect the principle of spiritual consciousness, the 
spiritual illumination of the Church, as it has insisted on the authority of Scripture alone.  

Revelation and the written Word came to be regarded as identical. Intellectual adherence to certain received 
doctrines was accepted as the standard of orthodoxy. The concept of the Church as at base a spiritual 
fellowship was not duly emphasized. Legalism (superceded spirituality. Further still, the testimonium 
Spiritis sancti which had been interpreted as a spiritual experience, gradually came to mean nothing more 
than human reason."92 

These are remarkable words, given their ecclesiastical context. In Protestantism at large, the Fundamentalist 
controversy was still alive in 1941. And by contrast, Wiley's colleague Hills quoted Miley and came up with a 
definition of the theological role of Scripture that was completely amenable to the Fundamentalists.  

"If tested by the purest moral and religious intentions, or by the sharpest inquisition of the logical reason, or 
by the profoundest sense of religious need, or by the satisfaction which its truths bring to the soul, or by its 
sublime and transforming power in the spiritual life, the theology of the Scriptures rises infinitely above all 
other theologies of the world. That they are a direct revelation from God, with the seal of a divince original 
clearly set upon them, gives to their theology a certainty and sufficiency, a grace and value, specially 
divine."93 

For Wiley, this declaration would be both inadequate and leading. For him, moral and religious intentions, 
far from being tests of the value of Scripture are themselves to be judged by Scripture Logical or rational 
coherency consistency are no tests of the character of the Bible. The question is not whether the written word 
proves true under the most searching of rational inquisitions, for that would be to make an instrument a criterion. 
For Wiley, Scripture (as revelation) and reason are methodological correlates One does not authenticate the 
other.95 The fact that Scripture meets the profoundest sense of religious need is no test of the value of Scripture, 
per se; rather it is testimony to the adequacy of the Living Word of whom it testifies.96 And, again, it is the 
living Word who satisfies the soul with truth, not the Bible in se. To speak of the Scripture's "sublime and 
transforming power in the spiritual life" is to say too much, for it is Christ and Christ alone who transforms 
through His Holy Spirit.97 

The theological role of the Bible, as Wiley sees it, is to serve as the foundation for Christianity, as a religion. 
He quotes Pope at length and 
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with apparent approval, the gist of the matter being seen in the assertion that "as the basis for the science of 
theology the Bible is Christianity."98 Thus, in the construction of a theology, the Bible is absolutely 
authoritative. But what makes the Scripture spiritually authoritative, for Wiley, is not its power to meet human 
needs, objections and criteria, but its witness to the essential revelation, Jesus Christ.99 He is the direct 
revelation from God.  

". . . The Bible . . . must be considered in relation to Christ the Living Word. Not from themselves do the 
inspired books give forth light. The original source of the Christian knowledge of God must ever be, the 
Lord Jesus Christ. To Him as the ever-living Light the written word is subordinate. The Personal Word 
manifests Himself in and through the written word. The books which were written concerning Him by 
evangelists and apostles bear a relation to His Divine-human life resembling His own spoken words to His 
Person; and these books through the succeeding ages derive their light and their truth uninterruptedly from 
Him who is the Light and the Truth. 

Mystically connected with the Christ of God, the Scripture continues to be the objective medium through 
which by the Spirit, the original Light shines into the hearts of true believers. When, however, the living 
synthesis of the written word and the Personal Word is lost, the Church thereby sunders the Bible from the 
spiritual communion in which it perpetually stands, and comes to view it as an independent book, apart 
from the living Presence of its Author. Divorced from its true meaning and mystical ground, the Bible 
holds a false position for both theologian and teacher."100 

To these things, Hills and other Fundamentalists would probably give assent, but only in pro forma fashion. 
But such a doctrine of biblical authority as Wiley here implies, and the theological role he here implies that the 
Scripture ought to play, could in no way fit into the various Fundamentalist theological systems. That they would 
not fit is in large part a consequence of the Fundamentalist presupposition that Scripture is the revelation of God. 
For Wiley, that revelation extends beyond the Bible to Christ and into the living body of Christ, the Church. Both 
experimentally and methodologically, one comes from faith in Christ to belief in the authority of Scripture, and 
not vice versa. Again, what the Fundamentalists, such as Hills, would want to confess, spiritually, they betray 
methodologically for they too would insist upon the christocentricity of their faith. But systematically, by 
beginning from the ground of the authority and inspiration of Scripture, they cannot give Christ the pre-
eminence. Wiley scores them deeply at this point without naming them. 

In terms of systematic theology, then, the Bible is an intermediate authority.  
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"Christ the Personal Word was Himself the full and final revelation of the Father. He alone is the true 
Revealer. Not merely His words and acts, but He Himself as manifested in His words and acts. In this sense 
it may be truly said that 'The Oracle and the oracles are one.' To rightly understand then, the nature and 
function of the Bible it must be viewed as occupying an intermediate position between the primary 
revelation of God in nature and the perfect revelation of God in Christ-the Personal Word."101 

The irony in the matter lies in the fact that though Wiley was clearly opposing the Fundamentalist position 
with respect to the character of Scripture, his obvious orthodoxy and compatibility on most other critical issues, 
and the rigorously christocentric character of his whole work, encouraged many a Fundamentalist in the holiness 
movement to account him a powerful ally-even on the very point at which he differs with them. Perhaps the best 
example of this irony is seen in the very introduction of Christian theology written by General Superintendent 
James B. Chapman. There is no evidence that suggests that Chapman had moved away from his earlier position, 
which was clearly Fundamentalist. Yet, his endorsement is ringing: " . . . you will find the scope adequate, the 
theses orthodox, the arguments convincing, and the conclusions clear and unequivocal. "102 So it was that at 
least quasi-official approval was given to a work really a bit at odds with what officialdom believed. And this 
was followed by inclusion in the "Course of Study" as the standard theology for Nazarenes. 

Fundamentalism could not leaven the whole lump. But it has continued to affect the Church of the Nazarene, 
especially as it has become more and more clear that she has inherited two basically incompatible points of view; 
not on some peripheral item, but with regard to the central issue of spiritual-theological authority. 
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