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Abstract 

 

This thesis compares various aspects of the preaching ministries conducted by two 

Methodist contemporaries, preachers, and professed ‘men of one book,’ John Wesley 

and George Whitefield.  One of the principal ways in which Wesley and Whitefield 

manifested their desire to be ‘men of one book’ was through a life-long commitment to 

itinerant preaching.  Indeed, it was especially in their capacity as ‘preachers of one 

book’ that Wesley and Whitefield featured so prominently in an evangelical revival that 

spanned not only England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and the American colonies, but 

also included Calvinists and Arminians.  But even though itinerant preaching occupied 

a privileged place in the efforts of Wesley and Whitefield to further evangelical revival, 

their public ministries did not consist wholly of spoken sermons.  Instead, both 

deliberately pursued a ‘print and preach’ ministry, where their published sermons 

complemented and reinforced the sermons they preached.  In order to remain sensitive 

to their dual commitment to the spoken and printed word, and in response to the 

conspicuous paucity of intentionally comparative studies that focus on the full-orbed 

preaching ministries conducted by these two Church of England clergymen, this thesis 

compares Wesley’s and Whitefield’s style, delivery and rationale for field-preaching, 

paying particular attention to the influence of Scripture on these facets of their spoken 

sermons.  In addition, various aspects of their sermons as they appear in printed form 

are compared.  This includes a comparison of the function of their published sermons 

within their wider public ministries, how their printed sermons reflected the way they 

used, applied and interpreted the Bible, and also how they understood its prominent 

doctrines.  Ultimately, Wesley and Whitefield manifested their singular desire to be 

men of one book through preaching ministries that were by no means identical, yet 

equally committed to the spread of the gospel throughout the transatlantic world. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
This purpose of this thesis is to compare various facets of the written and spoken 

sermons of two leading eighteenth century itinerant field-preachers, Methodist 

contemporaries, and professed ‘men of one book,’ John Wesley and George Whitefield.  

One of the principal ways in which Wesley and Whitefield manifested their desire to be 

‘men of one book’ was through a life-long commitment to itinerant preaching.  Indeed, 

it was especially in their capacity as ‘preachers of one book’ that Wesley and 

Whitefield featured so prominently in an evangelical revival that spanned not only 

England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and the American colonies, but also included 

Calvinists and Arminians.   

 

Although Whitefield’s theatrical pulpit oratory differed from Wesley’s comparatively 

scholarly preaching style, in some degree reflecting their different personalities and 

upbringing, they shared much else in common.  For instance, Whitefield followed 

Wesley in joining the Holy Club (the original so-called ‘Methodists’) at Oxford, and 

then also as a missionary in Savannah, Georgia with the Society for the Propagation of 

the Gospel.  But when it came to the contentious matter of field-preaching, it was 

Wesley who followed Whitefield and accepted the younger man’s invitation to continue 

the ministry he had begun in the Bristol region in February 1739.  Their shared history 

also included dramatic conversion experiences that became paradigmatic for their own 

proclamation of the necessity of regeneration and of being justified by faith, not works. 

 

But despite the many similarities that existed between Wesley and Whitefield, there is a 

conspicuous paucity of intentionally comparative studies that focus on the preaching 

ministries of these two Church of England clergymen.  Another dominant feature of the 

secondary literature relating to both preachers is its frequently partisan nature.  This 

trend has perhaps been most prominently expressed in the way doctrinal differences 

held by the Calvinist Whitefield and the Arminian Wesley have been accentuated, 

especially regarding the nature of predestination.  This has afforded occasion for some 

Wesley and Whitefield biographers to assert not only the superiority of their respective 

champion’s theology, but also their moral acumen, especially at the expense of the 

other preacher.   
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The polarized and partisan nature of Wesley and Whitefield studies warrants not only a 

re-evaluation of the legitimacy of conclusions regarding their respective conceptions of 

foundational evangelical doctrines, but also provides a compelling endorsement for an 

intentional comparison of their wider preaching ministries.  Although itinerant 

preaching occupied a privileged place in the efforts of Wesley and Whitefield to further 

evangelical revival, their public ministries did not consist wholly of spoken sermons.  

Instead, both deliberately pursued a ‘print and preach’ ministry, where their published 

sermons complemented and reinforced the sermons they preached.  In order to remain 

sensitive to their dual commitment to the spoken and printed word, on the one hand this 

thesis will endeavour to compare Wesley’s and Whitefield’s style, delivery and 

rationale for field-preaching, paying particular attention to the influence of Scripture on 

these facets of their spoken sermons.  In addition, we shall also compare various 

aspects of their sermons as they appear in printed form.  This will include comparing 

the function of their published sermons within their wider public ministries, and how 

their printed sermons reflected the way they used, applied and interpreted the Bible, and 

also understood its prominent doctrines.  As we seek to expand the scope of this 

comparison beyond the narrow confines of their respective doctrinal positions, we shall 

observe that Wesley and Whitefield manifested their singular desire to be men of one 

book through preaching ministries that were by no means identical, yet equally 

committed to the spread of the gospel throughout the transatlantic world. 

 

1.1 Biographies 

 

John Wesley was born on June 28, 1703 in Epworth, England, and was raised in a home 

environment that cherished the Bible as the authoritative word of God.  His high esteem 

for scripture was one of many theological convictions he inherited from his parents, 

Samuel and Susanna Wesley.  Wesley’s desire to be a “man of one book” is especially 

evident in the preface to his Sermons on Several Occasions, first published in 1746.  

When Wesley used this expression, he implied not so much an absolute commitment to 

eschew all literature apart from scripture.1  Instead, it was a way of conveying that, in 

                                                 
1 D.A. Bullen notes that “the received wisdom of Wesley scholarship has within it a considerable 
veneration of the person of Wesley, depicting him as simply a man of one book.”  He contends that this 
trend in historiography obscures “the complex influences that were at work in Wesley as he read the 
sacred text.”  Bullen argues that decisive amongst these, “Wesley came early to an eighteenth-century 
Anglican High-Church Arminian position which influenced the way he understood scripture and its 
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relation to all other sources of authority, the Bible and the way of salvation it sets forth, 

occupied a position of unparalleled importance in his life.2  Wesley declared, 

 
To candid, reasonable men I am not afraid to lay open what have been the inmost 
thoughts of my heart.  I have thought, I am a creature of a day, passing through life 
as an arrow through the air.  I am a spirit come from God and returning to God; just 
hovering over the great gulf, till a few moments hence I am no more seen – I drop 
into an unchangeable eternity!  I want to know one thing, the way to heaven – how 
to land safe on that happy shore.  God himself has condescended to teach the way: 
for this very end he came from heaven.  He hath written it down in a book.  O give 
me that book!  At any price give me the Book of God!  I have it.  Here is knowledge 
enough for me.  Let me be homo unius libri.3   

 
George Whitefield was born on December 16, 1714 in Gloucester, England.  Whereas 

Wesley was reared in an avowedly High Church Anglican rectory, Whitefield was 

raised by his mother in the environs of Gloucester’s Bell Inn, his father having died 

when George was two years of age.  Whitefield’s conversion experience in 1735 

coincided with his resolve to “lay aside all other books” in preference for “the Book of 

God”; that is, his experience of the ‘new birth’ was accompanied by a desire to 

henceforth be a ‘man of one book.’4  He directly identified the “abundant success” 

granted to him by God as being intimately connected with his decision to meditate “day 

and night,” and to the exclusion of all other literature, on the “the book of Divine 

                                                                                                                                            
interpretation.” A Man of One Book?  John Wesley’s Interpretation and Use of the Bible (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf and Stock, 2007) xxvii-xxix.  
2 As M.L. Weeter observes, Wesley “studied, read, and wrote voluminously and encouraged his 
preachers to do likewise.  The fact remains, however, that in all aspects of his instruction the one book he 
exalted was the Bible,” such that he might well be described as a “Man of a Thousand and One books.”  
John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2007) 155, 118.  Compare 
Weeter’s choice of phraseology with the similar evaluation offered by James R. Joy in an article entitled 
“Wesley: Man of a Thousand Books and a Book,” Religion in Life 8 (1939) 71-84.  Likewise, Williams 
declares that “by homo unius libri [Wesley’s]… point is that the final authority in matters of religion is 
the Bible, and all other writings must be judged in the light of this once-for-all revelation.” C. Williams, 
John Wesley’s Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon, 1960) 24-25.  See also W.M. Arnett, John Wesley: 
Man of One Book (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Drew University, 1954) and “John Wesley and the Bible,” 
Wesleyan Theological Journal 3:1 (1968) 3-9; O.K. Boshears, “The Books in John Wesley’s Life,” 
Wesleyan Theological Journal 3:1 (1968) 48-56; and Albert C. Outler, who insists that “there was never 
a thought that [Wesley] should restrict his reading to biblical text alone.  It was, instead, a matter of 
hermeneutical principle that Scripture would be his court of first and last resort in faith and morals.” A.C. 
Outler (ed.), The Works of John Wesley: Bicentennial Edition, Volumes 1-4, Sermons (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1984-1987) 1:57.   
3 Outler, Works, 1:104-105. 
4 G. Whitefield, George Whitefield’s Journals (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1960) 60.  Whitefield 
described how during this period he “began to read the Holy Scripture upon [his] knees,” thereby 
intentionally adopting a physical posture that reinforced his thoroughgoing submission to the Bible’s 
authority and author.          
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laws.”5  In his sermon ‘Walking with God,’ Whitefield declared, “If we once get above 

our Bibles, and cease making the written word of God our sole rule, both as to faith and 

practice, we shall soon lie open to all manner of delusion; and be in great danger of 

making a shipwreck of faith and a good conscience.”6  Statements such as these 

encapsulate the normative authority and primacy of the Bible in Whitefield’s theology 

and practice.     

 

One of the foremost ways in which Wesley and Whitefield manifested their desire to be 

‘men of one book’ was through their life-long commitment to itinerant preaching.  

Many of the portraits of Wesley and Whitefield produced during their lifetime depict 

them as preachers, often with Bible in hand.  For instance, Nathaniel Hone portrays 

Wesley in a field wearing clerical robes, preaching with a Bible in his left hand and his 

right hand slightly raised.  Hone’s Wesley is considerably less demonstrative than the 

Whitefield portrayed by John Wollaston (1742) and John Greenwood (1768), who 

depict him preaching with both arms dramatically outstretched and Bible laying before 

him.7  These visual representations afford insight into the way in which, despite their 

differing temperaments and homiletical styles, Wesley and Whitefield did not simply 

aspire to be men of one book, but more particularly preachers of one book.   

 

The longevity and productivity of Wesley’s preaching ministry was truly staggering.  It 

is estimated that over the course of an itinerant preaching ministry than spanned more 

than 50 years, he travelled over a quarter of a million miles and preached 40,000 

                                                 
5 Whitefield, Journals, 48.  In his sermon ‘The Knowledge of Jesus Christ the Best Knowledge,’ 
Whitefield indicated that it was not his intention to “condemn or decry human literature” in and of itself.  
J. Gillies, The Works of George Whitefield, 6 Volumes (Edinburgh: Kincaid and Bell, 1771), 6:209.  That 
being so, he did remain highly suspicious of the pursuit of any knowledge, activity or reading material 
that did not, in his opinion, directly promote “the heart of religion” or further an “experimental 
knowledge of Jesus Christ.” Whitefield, Journals, 48.  In the midst of his conversion experience 
Whitefield provocatively declared that he derived “more true knowledge from reading the Book of God 
in one month, than I could ever have acquired from all the writings of men.”  Ibid., 60.  His statements 
elsewhere were more nuanced, but the essential content remained unchanged: human literature “ought to 
be used only in subordination to divine; and that a Christian, if the Holy Spirit guided the pen of the 
Apostle, when he wrote this epistle [1 Corinthians], ought to study no books, but such as lead him to a 
farther knowledge of Jesus Christ, and him crucified.” Gillies, Works, 6:207.  See also Whitefield’s 
sermon, ‘The Duty of Searching the Scriptures,’ where he declared the “danger, sinfulness and 
unsatisfactoriness of reading any others than the book of God, or such as are wrote in the same spirit.”  
Gillies, Works, 6:87-88.    
6 Gillies, Works, 5:27. 
7 See J. Kerslake, National Portrait Gallery: Early Georgian Portraits (London: Her Majesty’s 
Stationary Office, n.d.) 1:297-306. 
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sermons.8  Considering these phenomenal statistics, Downey observes that even though 

Wesley is well known for his role as an “author, editor, translator, hymnist, physician, 

teacher [and] organizer,” beyond all of these activities, “[s]upremely, he was a 

preacher.”9  Whitefield’s preaching record was no less impressive.  Throughout his 35 

year public ministry as a transatlantic evangelical revivalist, he preached 18,000 formal 

sermons, often to audiences exceeding 20,000 people.  As Packer observes, “Preaching 

the grace of God in Christ was Whitefield’s life, both metaphorically and literally.”10     

 

Although the “moral tone” of the familial setting in which these two preachers of one 

book differed widely, many aspects of the lives of Wesley and Whitefield are 

remarkably similar.11  For instance, both were educated at Oxford University; Wesley 

graduated from Christ Church in 1724, whilst Whitefield graduated from Pembroke 

College in 1736.  After Wesley returned to Oxford in 1729 as Fellow of Lincoln 

College, he assumed leadership of the so-called ‘Holy Club.’  Whitefield joined this 

small religious society during his studies at Oxford, and was profoundly influenced by 

the spiritual oversight provided by John and Charles Wesley, whom he describes as 

being “spiritual fathers” of the original “Methodists.”12  Wesley and Whitefield both 

strived to be diligent Anglicans.  They understood themselves as being part of a 

movement that was constructively critical of the Church of England and regarded the 

Methodists as providing a means of fostering its reform.13  Although they experienced 

                                                 
8 See A.C. Clifford, Atonement and Justification: English Evangelical Theology 1640-1790 – An 
Evaluation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990) 56. 
9 J. Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit: A Study of the Sermons of Butler, Berkeley, Secker, Sterne, 
Whitefield and Wesley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969) 189.  See also, K.J. Collins, A Faithful Witness: 
John Wesley’s Homiletical Theology (Wilmore, KY: Wesley Heritage Press, 1993). 
10 J.I. Packer, “The Spirit with the Word: The Reformational Revivalism of George Whitefield” in W.P. 
Stephens (ed.), The Bible, the Reformation and the Church: Essays in Honour of James Atkinson 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995) 167.  Packer continues, “It has been estimated that during 
his ministry he preached to combined audiences of over ten million, and that four-fifths of America’s 
colonists, from Georgia to New Hampshire, heard him at least once – something that could be said of no 
other person.” Ibid., 167-168. 
11 I.W. Reist, “John Wesley and George Whitefield: A Study in the Integrity of Two Theologies of 
Grace,” Evangelical Quarterly 47 (1975) 26. 
12 Whitefield, Journals, 48-49. 
13 The term ‘Methodism’ has acquired multiple usages over time.  ‘Methodism’ as a modern-day 
denomination, most often associated with the legacy of John Wesley, ought to be distinguished from 
‘Methodism’ understood in eighteenth-century terms as a “reform movement within pre-existent” 
Anglicanism.  See Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of Modern 
Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991) xxiv.  Contending for the priority of Whitefield’s public 
ministry in the rise of Methodism as an eighteenth-century reform movement, Kenneth E. Lawson 
suggests that although “Wesley is usually cited as the founder of Methodism,” in actuality “the name 
Methodist endured primarily because Whitefield called himself a Methodist in remembrance of his Holy 
Club days.  While the strict, disciplined life of the Oxford Holy Club Methodists predated both John 
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strained relationships with the ecclesiastical authorities of the Church of England, both 

retained their status as ordained clergymen throughout their itinerant preaching 

ministries.14  Reist also observes that, on a less flattering note, both “had somewhat 

cold, sub-romantic marriages.”15  Other important similarities include their service as 

missionaries with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Savannah, Georgia 

and their intense spiritual experiences of divine forgiveness prior to commencing 

itinerant field-preaching ministries in England in 1739.   

 

1.2 Polarisation 

 

But despite these many similarities, there is a conspicuous paucity of intentionally 

comparative studies that focus on the preaching ministries of John Wesley and George 

Whitefield.  Another dominant feature of the secondary literature relating to both 

preachers is its frequently partisan nature.16  This is especially evident in the manner in 

which Wesley has often been adopted as an idealized theological champion for the 

cause of Arminian Methodism, whilst Whitefield has often been co-opted as an 

idealized theological champion for the cause of Calvinism.  This pattern is especially 

evident when observing descriptions of the very public breach of relationship between 

Wesley and Whitefield over the nature of predestination – the so-called ‘free grace’ 

episode.  Without wishing to exhaustively rehearse the details of this period, the seed of 

strained fellowship between Wesley and Whitefield became apparent to others on April 

29, 1739, when Wesley preached a sermon entitled ‘Free Grace’ at the Bowling Green 

in Bristol.  Within two weeks the first printed edition of his strident excoriation of the 

                                                                                                                                            
Wesley and Whitefield, the evangelical Methodist revival was distinctly based on Whitefield’s preaching 
on the new birth.” “Who Founded Methodism?  Wesley’s Dependence on Whitefield in the Eighteenth-
Century Revival,” Reformation and Revival Journal 4:3 (1995) 39, 45.  For a discussion of the origins of 
the term ‘Methodist,’ especially the way in which it was appropriated as a badge of honour after being 
initially applied as a pejorative title, see R.P. Heitzenrater, Mirror and Memory: Reflections on Early 
Methodism (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1989) and Whitefield, Journals, 48.   
14 Wesley was ordained as a deacon in 1725 and then as a priest in 1728.  See V.H.H. Green, John 
Wesley (London: Thomas Nelson, 1964) 15, 18.  Whitefield was ordained as a deacon in 1735 and then 
as a priest in 1738.  See S.C. Henry, George Whitefield: Wayfaring Witness (Nashville: Abingdon, 1957) 
200-201. 
15 Reist, “John Wesley and George Whitefield,” 27.  See especially Doreen Moore’s Good Christians, 
Good Husbands?  Leaving a Legacy in Marriage and Ministry (Fearn: Christian Focus Publications, 
2004), which compares the impact of the public ministries of Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield and 
John Wesley on their respective marriages.  
16 As James L. Schwenk observes, “Historically, one’s own theological predisposition determined which 
protagonist was supported in print.” Catholic Spirit: Wesley, Whitefield, and the Quest for Evangelical 
Unity in Eighteenth Century British Methodism (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2008) 46. 
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Calvinist doctrine of unconditional election appeared.  It was tempered by a brief 

preface that called for any ensuing response to be delivered “in charity, in love, and in 

the spirit of meekness” such that antagonistic third-parties eager to pounce on evidence 

of division within the ranks of Methodism might “see how these Christians love one 

another.”17  By the time Whitefield departed England in late 1739, embarking on his 

second journey to the American colonies, both preachers had reached an agreement to 

refrain from disputing publicly over the doctrine of predestination.  But the appearance, 

however, of an anonymously published tract entitled ‘Free Grace Indeed! A Letter to 

the Reverend Mr. John Wesley, relating to his sermon against absolute election; 

published under the title of Free Grace’ in June 1740, prompted Wesley to break his 

silence and republish his ‘Free Grace’ sermon.  When Whitefield in turn issued a 

response to Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon in the form of a letter intended for public 

distribution, any prospect of their doctrinal disagreement over the nature of 

predestination remaining a private matter quickly evaporated.18  Although Wesley and 

Whitefield would reach a degree of personal reconciliation in 1742, the Methodists 

would thereafter be permanently divided along Wesleyan Arminian and Whitefieldian 

Calvinist lines.   

 

Descriptions of the ‘free grace’ episode produced by Calvinists often differ from those 

produced by Wesleyan-Arminians.  On the one hand, Joseph Tracy evaluates the 

unfolding controversy from a Calvinist theological vantage point, contrasting 

Whitefield’s unimpeachable character with the “cold-hearted selfishness of Wesley.”19  

                                                 
17 Outler, Works, 3:544. 
18 Whitefield’s response, “A Letter to the Rev. Mr. John Wesley in Answer to his Sermon entitled Free 
Grace,” was composed in Bethesda, Georgia on December 24, 1740.  Whitefield, Journals, 569-588.  On 
February 1, 1741, the very same day that Whitefield had written to Wesley forewarning him of his 
decision to publish his December 24 letter, a number of Whitefield’s overzealous supporters had 
distributed an advance copy of this letter without his consent.  In early April 1741, Whitefield published 
an authorised version of this response to Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon in the first edition of ‘The 
Weekly History.’  After allowing Whitefield to publish first, John and Charles Wesley responded with a 
vigorous anti-predestinarian preaching and printing campaign of their own.  John preached a new sermon 
“On Predestination” during April and May, 1741, and Charles preached on universal redemption 
throughout the same period in Bristol.  Further, they distributed a series of tracts and pamphlets.  These 
were distillations of critiques of unconditional election offered by, amongst others, William Barclay and 
Thomas Grantham.               
19 J. Tracy, The Great Awakening: A History of the Revival of religion in the time of Edwards and 
Whitefield (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1842) 258.  Similarly, the contrast between the Calvinist D.M. 
Lloyd-Jones’ portrayal of the character of Whitefield and Wesley is highly polarized.  He describes 
Wesley as a shrewd self-promoter who skilfully engineered the perpetuation of his fame by laying the 
foundations for the establishment of Methodism as a separate denomination.  Lloyd-Jones then proceeds 
to describe Whitefield’s contrasting humility, which he isolates as the primary reason why “people are so 



  

 

 

8  
 

The evaluations reached by Wesleyan-Arminian authors, however, are often 

diametrically opposed.  McConnell presents Wesley as the victim of Whitefieldian 

theological partisanship, suggesting that it was Wesley who acted magnanimously to 

restore a relationship that had been threatened by Whitefield’s betrayal.  He concludes, 

with other Methodist historians, that throughout the ‘free grace’ episode, “Wesley 

shows at a considerable advantage over Whitefield.”20  That is, theological partisanship 

has led some Wesley and Whitefield biographers to assert not only the superiority of 

their respective champion’s theology, but also their moral acumen, especially at the 

expense of the other preacher.21   

       

The conspicuously polarized and partisan nature of Wesley and Whitefield studies 

provides a compelling endorsement for an intentional comparison of their respective 

preaching ministries.  After all, as Timothy L. Smith observes,  

 
Aside from Luke Tyerman, a nineteenth-century Methodist, few historians have 
read and pondered the writings of both George Whitefield and John Wesley.  Most 
have belonged, as Tyerman did, to one or the other partisan camp and allowed their 
knowledge of that tradition to guide their judgments.  Preoccupation with supposed 

                                                                                                                                            
ignorant about Whitefield… He was, like Calvin, a most humble man.  He said, ‘Let the name of George 
Whitefield be forgotten and blotted out as long as the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ is known.’” “John 
Calvin and George Whitefield,” The Puritans: Their Origins and Successors (Edinburgh: Banner of 
Truth, 1987) 106-107.        
20 F.J. McConnell, Evangelicals, Revolutionists and Idealists: Six English Contributors to American 
Thought and Action (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1942) 82-83.  Similarly, W.B. Fitzgerald 
records the breach between Wesley and Whitefield in terms that unequivocally lay the blame with the 
Calvinist Whitefield.  Once again, supposed moral indiscretions are held to be the result of erroneous 
doctrinal commitments.  Observe the polarizing language: “Whitefield’s one lapse from brotherliness and 
charity was due to his adoption of Calvinism… In England, John Cennick… was infected with similar 
views… The spread of these doctrines led Wesley to preach and publish his sermon on ‘Free Grace’, a 
noble defence of the universality of Christ’s redeeming work.  Whitefield… wrote a reply, which was 
certainly lacking in courtesy and good feeling…” “George Whitefield” in A New History of Methodism 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1909) 267. 
21 There are exceptions to this trend.  Julia Wedgwood’s even-handed distribution of ‘blame’ for the 
breach of relationship between Wesley and Whitefield is noteworthy.  Whilst she suggests Wesley “does 
not once confront the difficulties which must be accepted by any one who from his point of view should 
reject predestination,” nevertheless she characterizes Whitefield’s decision to separate from Wesley as 
“an irreparable blunder,” and his “evil hour.” John Wesley and the evangelical reaction of the eighteenth 
century (London: Macmillan, 1870) 220-239.  See also the conclusions reached by David C. Shipley, 
“Wesley and Some Calvinistic Controversies,” Drew Gateway XXV (1955) 198.  Far from lamenting the 
outcome of the ‘free grace’ episode, H.M. Hughes concludes that “there was a providential purpose” in 
their separation: “They were to do even greater works apart… Wesley’s gifts and temperament (not to 
mention English Arminianism) were pre-eminently adapted for the awakening in England; Whitefield’s 
theological outlook no less than his eloquence secured for him a hearing, and contributed largely to the 
influence of the Revival in Scotland, Wales, and America.” Wesley and Whitefield (London: National 
Council of Evangelical Free Churches, 1912) 49-60. 
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preeminence or priority has distorted their view of the two men’s early 
cooperation.22       

   

Smith’s Whitefield and Wesley on the New Birth provides one notable exception to the 

pattern he describes, insofar as it deliberately juxtaposes not only the conversion 

narratives of Wesley and Whitefield, but also a representative selection of their 

sermons.  His primary purpose is to demonstrate their shared commitment to 

proclaiming the need to experience the new birth in Christ, despite increasingly 

divergent views on the nature of grace and perfection.23   

 

More recently, James Schwenk has produced an intentionally comparative study of 

Wesley and Whitefield that explores their roles as promoters of what he styles 

“evangelical ecumenicity.”  He observes that “while Whitefield sought to bring 

evangelicals together under the banner of ‘conversion’ and Wesley sought to 

accomplish it under ‘connection,’ the greatest quest for evangelical ecumenism was the 

one involving the two great personalities of early Methodism.”24  Regarding the 

permanent division of the Methodist societies along Wesleyan-Arminian and 

Whitefieldian-Calvinistic lines following the ‘free grace’ episode, Schwenk suggests 

that “while theology surely played some role in the schism, the outspoken personalities 

of Whitefield and Wesley were the key factors.”25  In contrast to approaches that pit the 

Arminian Wesley against the Calvinist Whitefield with a view to accentuating their 

differences, he concludes that they actually function as a “paradigm of evangelical 

ecumenicity, whereby evangelicals could work toward consensus-building, even though 

doctrinal and personal differences may not be completely rectified.”26  As refreshing as 

Schwenk’s conclusion might be, his minimization of the differences between the 

theological positions held by Wesley and Whitefield as merely “apparent”27 pleads for 

further evaluation, especially in view of the conclusions reached by McGonigle, Gunter 

                                                 
22 T.L. Smith, Whitefield and Wesley on the New Birth (Grand Rapids: Francis Asbury Press, 1986) 7. 
23 See also T.L. Smith, “George Whitefield and Wesleyan Perfectionism,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 
19 (1984) 63-85. 
24 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 2. 
25 Ibid., 3.  See also F. Baker’s evaluation of the breach of relationship between Wesley and Whitefield.  
He concludes that “it brought about theological bitterness and recriminations into what might have 
remained a difference of doctrinal opinion between those who were equally sincere and successful in 
preaching the gospel of redemption” and that “their disagreements were magnified out of proportion.” 
“Whitefield’s Break with the Wesley’s,” Church Quarterly 3 (1970) 103-113. 
26 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 18.  See also J.L. Schwenk, ““And the Holy Catholic Church”: A Paradigm 
for Evangelical Catholicity,” Evangelical Journal 18:2 (2000) 74-89.  
27 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 23. 
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and Coppedge, all of whom convincingly offer explicitly theological explanations for 

Wesley’s life-long dispute with numerous Calvinists, including George Whitefield.28   

                   

1.3 Trends in Historiography 

 

Just as there have been recent challenges to the portrayal of Wesley and Whitefield as 

polarized exemplars of Arminian and Calvinist theology respectively, so too both 

Wesley studies and Whitefield studies have undergone significant changes over the past 

two centuries.  Before we proceed to outline the contours of this comparison of various 

facets of the itinerant preaching ministries conducted by Wesley and Whitefield, it is 

important to be familiar with trends in the historiography that pertain to their respective 

preaching ministries. 

 

1.3.1 Whitefield Studies 

 

Approaches towards evaluating and interpreting the preaching ministry of George 

Whitefield typically fall within two explanatory frameworks.  Parallel to the 

historiographical trajectory that describes the transatlantic religious upheavals that took 

place during the 1730s and 1740s in terms of a single unified outpouring of grace, 

Whitefield is frequently championed as one of the foremost leaders of the greatest 

evangelical revival since the time of the Apostles.29  Such interpretations view the 

‘Eighteenth-Century Revival’ as occupying a privileged place in a lineage of definitive 

eras in the Christian church that reaches back not only to the Reformation, but even as 

far as the establishment of the primitive church.30  According to this evaluation, it 

would be as unthinkable to ignore the legacy of prominent revivalist preachers like 

George Whitefield as it would be to ignore the contributions of the Apostle Paul, 

Martin Luther or John Calvin.    

 

                                                 
28 H.B. McGonigle, Sufficient Grace: John Wesley’s Evangelical Arminianism (Carlisle: Paternoster, 
2001), A. Coppedge, Shaping the Wesleyan Message: John Wesley in Theological Debate (Nappanee, 
IN: Francis Asbury Press, 2003) and W.S. Gunter, The Limits of ‘Love Divine’: John Wesley’s Response 
to Antinomianism and Enthusiasm (Nashville: Kingswood, 1989) each explore Wesley’s theological 
disputes with numerous Calvinists (including Whitefield, Hervey, Toplady and Hill) concerning, 
amongst a variety of interrelated doctrines, the nature of predestination, perfection, imputation and faith.  
29 W.B.T. Douglas, “George Whitefield: The Man and His Mission,” Methodist History 16:1 (1977) 47. 
30 For instance, see A.A. Dallimore, George Whitefield: The life and times of the great evangelist of the 
18th century revival 2 Volumes (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth Trust, 1970) 1:14.  



  

 

 

11  
 

Offering a rather different approach to this ‘religious’ explanatory framework, an 

alternative evaluation of Whitefield’s popularity as an itinerant field-preacher tends to 

accentuate the role of sociological factors, especially his charismatic giftedness as an 

orator, his “innovative use of the techniques of publicity,” and his use of a highly 

effective transatlantic communications network.31  For instance, if Arnold Dallimore 

offers a typical ‘evangelical’ assessment of Whitefield’s success when he contends that, 

“Whitefield’s ministry was the one human factor which bound this work together in the 

lands it reached,”32 O’Brien has responded that even though Whitefield’s preaching and 

printing exerted tremendous influence in extending the evangelical revival throughout 

the British Isles and the American Colonies, it is nevertheless unwarranted to reduce 

these transatlantic connections solely “to the activities of this wholly exceptional 

preacher.”33  O’Brien also draws attention to the trend in Calvinist historiography, 

beginning with John Gillies’ Historical Collections Relating to Remarkable Periods of 

the Success of the Gospel,34 which she contends uncritically interprets the eighteenth-

century revival “as broad and sweeping, careless of national and church boundaries, 

and evangelical in character.”35  She identifies this approach as representative of the 

broad disconnect between ‘secular’ and ‘evangelical’ interpretations of eighteenth 

century transatlantic religious revival.  The result is that “because of their commitment 

to a God-inspired explanation [for revival], historians in the evangelical tradition have 

not carefully examined the human causes and agencies of connection and influence and 

consequently have had little influence on secular historians.”36 

  

These two very different explanatory frameworks are perhaps best illustrated through a 

brief comparison of the historiography represented in the biographies of George 

Whitefield offered by Arnold Dallimore and Harry S. Stout.  The title of Dallimore’s 
                                                 

31 J. Walsh, “‘Methodism’ and the Origins of English-Speaking Evangelicalism” in M.A. Noll, D.W. 
Bebbington and G.A. Rawlyk (eds.), Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in 
North America, the British Isles, and Beyond, 1700-1900 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994) 20-
21.  See also S. Durden, “A Study of the First Evangelical Magazines, 1740-1748,” Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History 27:3 (July 1976) 255-275. 
32 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:14. 
33 S. O’Brien, “A Transatlantic Community of Saints: The Great Awakening and the First Evangelical 
Network, 1735-1755,” American Historical Review 91 (1986) 814.  See also F. Lambert, “The Great 
Awakening as Artifact: George Whitefield and the Construction of Intercolonial Revival, 1739-1745,” 
Church History 60 (1991) 223-246. 
34 J. Gillies, Historical Collections Relating to Remarkable Periods of the Success of the Gospel, 2 
volumes (Glasgow, 1754). 
35 O’Brien, “Transatlantic,” 814; O’Brien cites Joseph Tracy’s The Great Awakening: A History of the 
Revival in the Time of Edwards and Whitefield as emblematic of this trend in historiography.  
36 O’Brien, “Transatlantic,” 814. 
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George Whitefield: The life and times of the great evangelist of the 18th century revival 

is highly suggestive of the methodological presuppositions and ambitions that shape his 

extensive two volume biography.37  The reader does not have to wait long to recognize 

that Dallimore considers Whitefield’s ‘greatness’ to have been illegitimately obscured 

and impoverished by a variety of mutually reinforcing factors, including “inadequate 

biography, poorly edited Works, lost documents, ineffective portraiture and the undue 

aggrandizement of his associate [that is, John Wesley].”38  Dallimore’s tendency 

towards presenting Whitefield’s life, ministry and theology in a favourable light, often 

at the expense of Wesley, has not gone unnoticed.39  Alan C. Clifford observes, “The 

author’s concern to compensate for the undue neglect of Whitefield’s contribution 

makes him unnecessarily critical of Wesley.”40   

 

Dallimore’s biography is motivated by a two-fold penultimate agenda.  First, he is 

particularly concerned to address the deleterious impact on Whitefield’s legacy caused 

by what he describes as the uncritical “admiration” and “unthinking veneration” shown 

towards Wesley by his early biographers.41  These, he contends, collectively “proved 

incapable of viewing his [Wesley’s] career without bias,” and have created a semi-

legendary image of Wesley that has not only been tenaciously defended by the 

                                                 
37 H.D. Rack describes Dallimore’s work as being “detailed” though “uncritical.” Reasonable Enthusiast: 
John Wesley and the Rise of Methodism (London: Epworth Press, 2002) 565. 
38 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:12.  Harry Stout also notes that since “virtually all of the Whitefield primary 
sources, such as private papers and diaries have been lost or destroyed” historical investigation is heavily 
dependent on “external sources including Whitefield’s own published writings and letters, contemporary 
diaries, letters, magazines, and, most important, newspapers.” Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xv.  
Commenting especially on the paucity of information regarding Whitefield’s “inner and private life,” 
Stout suggests that this silence supplies “important clues to the man.”  He concludes that “Whitefield 
lived his life almost exclusively for public performance,” to the extent that “his public career” reveals 
“his innermost biography.” Ibid., xv. 
39 Leon O. Hynson comments that although Dallimore’s “intensive research on Whitefield deserves much 
praise,” it is nevertheless “flawed by the author’s compulsive need to assert Whitefield’s greatness by 
undercutting Wesley.”  He continues, “Whitefield’s genius is assured and Dallimore’s affirmation by 
negation, contrary to his larger intention, does not give Whitefield the recognition he deserves.  The 
author’s special pleading detracts from the objective picture of Whitefield which is needed by students of 
the second great awakening.” “George Whitefield and Wesleyan Perfectionism: A Response,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 19:1 (1984) 86-93.  See also Ronald N. Frost’s review of Dallimore’s George 
Whitefield: God’s Anointed Servant in the Great Revival of the Eighteenth Century (Westchester: 
Crossway, 1990) in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 37:4 (1994) 612. 
40 Clifford, Atonement and Justification, 52.  Even if, as Packer hints, Dallimore is hardly subtle in his 
desire to re-establish Whitefield’s “greatness” as his long suppressed “due,” he nevertheless observes 
approvingly that “interest has grown in Whitefield in recent years.”  He even follows Dallimore when he 
suggests that the “greatness and significance that is Whitefield’s due is coming to him at last.” Packer, 
“Spirit with the Word,” 169.  Despite this optimism, Rack suggests that of all the prominent contributors 
to eighteenth-century evangelical revival, “Whitefield remains the most important figure to lack modern 
editions of his works or a fully satisfactory biography.” Reasonable Enthusiast, 565.   
41 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:12. 
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Methodist rank and file, but has simultaneously obscured the contributions of fellow 

evangelists, most notably George Whitefield.42  Given this assessment of the collective 

contemporary amnesia regarding Whitefield’s prominence, Dallimore’s initial aim is to 

restore some degree of parity between the Whitefield known to his contemporaries and 

the relatively anonymous Whitefield of today.43   

 

Second, Dallimore aims to fulfil this first objective in such a manner so as not to 

succumb to the “legend-making” he accuses Methodist scholars to have perpetuated in 

their biographical treatment of John Wesley.  He states, “I have endeavoured to give 

my portrait of Whitefield both reality and depth.  I make known, not only his 

accomplishments and abilities, but also his foibles and his mistakes.”  In short, 

Dallimore self-consciously pursues an “objective” evaluation of Whitefield’s character 

from the primary sources available.44   

 

Yet in the same paragraph that Dallimore acknowledges his desire to pursue his task 

objectively, he also confesses his inability to comprehend and articulate Whitefield’s 

“greatness.”45  In so doing, Dallimore betrays the considerable extent to which his 

biographical impulses are shaped by a qualified ‘hermeneutic of admiration.’46  This 

biographical desire is betrayed as early as Dallimore’s introductory quotation from 

Isaac Taylor in 1860, who argued that whereas, “Wesley is spoken of with fairness, and 

perhaps with commendation, a line of reluctant praise, coupled with some ungracious 
                                                 

42 Ibid., 1:12-13. 
43 This aspect of his methodology is summed up in Dallimore’s opening sentence: “George Whitefield as 
the eighteenth century knew him, and George Whitefield as he is thought of today, are two widely 
different persons.” Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:5.  Packer echoes these sentiments closely when he laments 
that in contrast to the “celebrity status” achieved by Whitefield during his lifetime, “Today, however, 
Whitefield’s pastoral pioneering, like so much about him, is largely forgotten; which is, to say the least, 
an injustice and a pity.” Packer, “The Spirit with the Word,” 168-169. 
44 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:15. 
45 Ibid., 1:15. 
46 Dallimore is by no means alone in adopting this biographical posture.  For instance, Spurgeon stated, 
“There is no end to the interest which attaches to such a man as Whitefield.  Often as I have read his life, 
I am conscious of a distinct quickening whenever I turn to it.  He lived.  Other men seem to be only half 
alive; but Whitefield was all life, fire, wing, force.  My own model, if I have any such a thing in due 
subordination to my Lord, is George Whitefield.”  Quoted in L. Drummond, Spurgeon Prince of 
Preachers (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1992) 219.  Martin Lloyd-Jones, who proof-read much of Dallimore’s 
work prior to its eventual publication, was similarly affected: “I could imagine no greater privilege, than 
to speak on George Whitefield.” Lloyd-Jones, “John Calvin and George Whitefield,” 102.  Likewise 
Packer, who attended Whitefield’s old school, the Crypt School in Gloucester, indicates that “I read both 
volumes of Luke Tyerman’s 1876 biography, and the career of the great Gloucestrian made a tremendous 
impression on me, securing him pride of place in my private heroes’ gallery.” Packer, “Spirit with the 
Word,” 169.  Again, Packer stated in an editorial piece entitled “Great George,” “I look at Whitefield, 
and love him.” Christianity Today 30:13 (1986) 12.     
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insinuation, is the best treatment Whitefield can obtain.”  Taylor urged, “And now is it 

not the time that the world should deal righteously with itself as to its ancient quarrel 

with one like Whitefield?  The world has a long score to settle on this behalf, for it 

pursued him, from first to last, with a fixed malignity.”47 

 

On one level Dallimore’s sympathetic portrayal of Whitefield’s character and ministry 

offers a belated response to Taylor’s plea.  Yet it is important to observe that the dual 

objectives of promoting Whitefield as ‘the great evangelist of the 18th century revival’ 

without creating a plaster-saint of his biographical subject actually service his ultimate 

ambition, which is to encourage zeal for a contemporary evangelical revival.  That is, 

while Dallimore certainly seeks to uncover the Whitefield of the eighteenth century, he 

does not wish to leave him there as an abstract museum piece.  By presenting 

Whitefield as an exemplar of piety and evangelistic zeal, Dallimore’s explicit aim is 

that his presentation of Whitefield will stimulate a yearning for modern-day events 

reminiscent of ‘the Great Awakening.’48   

 

The biographical methodology of Stout’s The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and 

the Rise of Modern Evangelicalism self-consciously sets itself apart from what he styles 

the “hagiographic” and “filiopietistic” impulses of Whitefield’s “admirers.”49  Whereas 

Dallimore set himself the ambitious aim of providing an exhaustive (in Packer’s 

estimation, “big and painstaking”50) life and times of Whitefield, Stout limits his task to 

demonstrating the thesis that the “theatre, newspapers and the actor’s psyche provide 

keys to the interpretation of Whitefield’s greatness.”51  Without wishing to “supplant or 

subvert traditional accounts of Whitefield’s piety”52 that explain his success and appeal 

                                                 
47 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:4.   
48 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xvi. The conclusion to Dallimore’s introductory remarks certainly betrays 
an a priori commitment to finding in favour of Whitefield’s ‘greatness’ in the interests of a ‘filiopietistic’ 
agenda: “… this book goes forth with the earnest prayer that, amidst the rampant iniquity and glaring 
apostasy of the twentieth century God will use it toward the raising up of such men [as Whitefield] and 
toward the granting of a mighty revival such as was witnessed two hundred years ago.” Dallimore, 
Whitefield, 1:16.  Dallimore’s interest in promoting revival through the medium of a biography of 
Whitefield is by no means unique.  For instance, see Edwin N. Hardy, George Whitefield, the matchless 
soul winner (New York: The American Tract Society, 1938).  
49 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xvi. 
50 Packer, “Spirit with the Word,” 169. 
51 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xxiv. 
52 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xxiv. 
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in terms of unprecedented, apostolic-like divine blessing,53 much less suggest that 

Whitefield’s dramatic preaching style was evidence of disingenuous play-acting,54 

Stout does seek to situate Whitefield’s success within the context of a burgeoning 

eighteenth century consumer culture.55   

 

Stout’s portrayal of Whitefield has elicited a plethora of responses.  Whereas some 

have expressed concerns at what is perceived to be his unsympathetic “characterization 

of Whitefield the man,”56 others commend Stout’s efforts to write “a biography, not a 

brief for canonization.”57  Still others are ambivalent in their assessment of The Divine 

Dramatist; Packer, for instance, describing it as “not-so-filiopietistic but shrewd.”58  

This diversity is unsurprising, especially given that Stout’s characterization of 

Whitefield differs markedly from that offered by prominent nineteenth and twentieth 

                                                 
53 For example, see Basil Miller, who contends that the “source of [Whitefield’s] power lay exclusively 
in that “God gave [him] a mighty voice, a magnetic personality, and a tender soul.” God’s Great Soul 
Winners; Inspirational Biographies of the World’s Greatest Soul Winners (Anderson, IN: Warner Press, 
1937) 13.  
54 Stout could not be more complementary towards Whitefield’s sincerity as he closes his introductory 
chapter: “Beyond living a life for the public, Whitefield embodied the spiritual roles he played.  Unlike 
many charismatic performers who followed in his footsteps, he remained undistracted by the allure of sex 
or wealth.  If he was not a good family man, neither was he a hypocrite or one who merely ‘played’ at 
spiritual roles for ulterior reasons.  His personal character matched the biblical saints he portrayed, and 
his vast charitable efforts left him perennially near bankruptcy.  It was his integrity that won the 
admiration of skeptics like Benjamin Franklin, who in time became his staunchest American supporter.  
In this sense, Whitefield was his own finest convert to the Christian lifestyle he proclaimed.” The Divine 
Dramatist, xxiv.  
55 See also F. Lambert, ‘Pedlar in Divinity’: George Whitefield and the Transatlantic Revivals 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994).   
56 Erik Carlsson is highly critical of Stout’s portrayal of Whitefield’s character. Trinity Journal N.S. 27 
(1993) 238-247.  Likewise, David White’s review contends that “this biography is not written in the 
spirit of its subject nor with the spiritual insight necessary to do justice to so worthy a servant of God.  It 
assumes that sociological factors wholly shaped the man… The student of Whitefield and his period 
would better invest in the far more reliable biography by Arnold Dallimore.” Missiology 22:1 (1994) 
115-116.  Charles Yrigoyen anticipates Carlsson’s critique: “some will argue that Stout presents 
Whitefield too much from the perspective of a self-serving actor-preacher.” Methodist History 30:3 
(1992) 188.  By contrast, Keith L. Hardman concludes in his review that “Stout is basically sympathetic 
with his subject”, though [Stout] also “points out several problems of Whitefield, such as his youthful 
vanity…” Church History 62:4 (1993) 570.     
57 E.S. Gaustad, The Princeton Seminary Bulletin N.S. 13:3 (1992) 356-358.  James E. Johnson concurs 
with Stout’s isolation of the theatre as a primary influence on Whitefield’s career: “in the end the theater 
won the contest for his personality just as Methodism won the contest for his soul.” Christian Scholars 
Review 22:4 (1993) 442.  Other positive reviews of Stout’s The Divine Dramatist are offered by George 
M. Marsden, Christianity Today 36:5 (1992) 62; William L. Sachs, The Christian Century 109 (Jan 29, 
1992) 104-105; W.M. Van Dyk, Calvin Theological Journal 29:2 (1994) 637 and David Bundy, who 
contends that the “refreshing and provocative” nature of Stout’s new interpretation is such that “it will, of 
necessity, be considered in all future work on the evangelist and will probably be the vehicle by which 
most students of American religious culture meet Whitefield.” Asbury Theological Journal 48:2 (1993) 
77-79.       
58 Packer, “Spirit with the Word,” 169. 
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century biographers, particularly Luke Tyerman,59 John Gillies,60 R. Philip,61 John 

Andrews,62 E.N. Hardy,63 and John Pollock.64  Commenting on this biographical 

consensus, Davis observes that “[g]enerally speaking, there is little difference among 

the major biographical treatments of Whitefield’s life.  Most present the same 

anecdotes as found in the other works and only rarely offer any new insight into his 

character, oratorical style, and evangelistic results.”65  Whereas Dallimore and Tyerman 

are critical of Whitefield’s actions on isolated occasions,66 Stout portrays Whitefield’s 

dramatic preaching as a strategic device in the service of winning converts in a 

marketplace that aggressively competed for people’s attention and money.67   

 

Insofar as Stout isolates Whitefield’s dramatic preaching “to be his most distinctive 

contribution to his times,”68 he shares much in common with the conclusions of other 

biographers who also focus on Whitefield’s ability to command the attention and 

affections of vast audiences.69  Whitefield studies have thus historically focused on ‘the 

                                                 
59 L. Tyerman, The Life of the Rev. George Whitefield 2 volumes (2nd edition; London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1890). 
60 J. Gillies, Memoirs of Rev. George Whitefield (New Haven: Whitmore and Buckingham, and H. 
Mansfield, 1834). 
61 R. Philip, The life and times of the Reverend George Whitefield, M.A. (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 
2007). 
62 J.R. Andrews, George Whitefield: A Light Rising in Obscurity (London: Morgan and Scott, 1879). 
63 Hardy, George Whitefield: the matchless soul winner. 
64 J. Pollock, George Whitefield and the Great Awakening (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1972). 
65 B.C. Davis, “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of Scripture in the Light of 18th Century Biblical 
Criticism,” Methodist History 36:1 (October 1997) 18. 
66 See Tyerman, Whitefield, 1:220, 275, 361-364, 381, and Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:333-356 for instances 
where the evaluation of Whitefield’s actions results in qualified criticism.  
67 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xv-xvi.  See also James Downey, who contends that “Whitefield enjoyed 
many of the gifts of a great actor.” Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 168-169.  Downey cautiously adopts the 
conclusions reached by Stuart Henry, when he affirms that “Whitefield’s appeal and success may be best 
explained in terms of the theatre,” before quoting Henry himself: “The place at which Whitefield’s 
dramatic ability touched the lives of his audiences was that of the human predicament.  He spoke to 
man’s eternal question: What shall I do to be saved?” Wayfaring Witness, 177-178.  Henry’s biography is 
notable for its appraisal, offered from an Arminian vantage point, of the function of Whitefield’s 
Calvinistic theology in the place of his itinerant field-preaching ministry.  
68 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, xv.  
69 For example, see C.M. Newlin, Philosophy and Religion in Colonial America (New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1968) 72-74; James Downey, Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 155-188; William H. Kenney, “George 
Whitefield, Dissenter Priest of the Great Awakening, 1739-1741,” William and Mary Quarterly 26 
(1969) 75-93; G.L. May, Some Eighteenth Century Churchmen: Glimpses of English Church Life in the 
Eighteenth Century (New York: Macmillian, 1920) 55; Geoffrey F. Nuttall, “George Whitefield: A 
Commemorative Address,” Churchman 108: 4 (1994) 316-327, Walter Douglas, “George Whitefield: 
The Man and His Mission,” 46-53, E.S. Tipple, “Whitefield’s Divine Gift,” Methodist Review 93 (1911) 
721-737, and B. Miller, God’s Great Soul Winners, 7-15 and Ten Famous Evangelists (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 1949) 7-13.  John W. Tresch, Jr. suggests that “although Whitefield’s preaching was most 
frequently cited as the reason for the popular response he elicited [with particular reference to the 
southern colonies], doubtless his ethical positions were also contributing factors.  On his first visit to 
Georgia he endeavored to alter the moral life of the town of Savannah… he was more admired in the 
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Grand Itinerant’s’ emotive manner of preaching.   By contrast, scant attention has been 

paid to the influence of Scripture on either the style and delivery of Whitefield’s spoken 

sermons, or his rationale for pursuing an itinerant field-preaching ministry, much less 

given to comparing these facets of his public ministry with that of his contemporary, 

John Wesley.70 

 

Further, although Whitefield’s preaching style has been the subject of widespread and 

effusive praise, the theological content of his sermons has received little positive 

attention.71  The fact that Whitefield focused his energy on preaching conversion-

oriented sermons by design is frequently overlooked.  Instead, Downey blames an 

exhausting preaching schedule that afforded little opportunity for preparation as the 

reason for the “inevitable sameness” of Whitefield’s sermons.72  Others reduce 

Whitefield’s Calvinism to that of an intuitive theological preference, in contrast to the 

carefully considered, nuanced position held by Jonathan Edwards with a “tightness of 

grip” not evidently shared by Whitefield.73  Similarly, Stout suggests that Whitefield’s 

catholicity emerged from a pragmatic desire to maintain the “broad-based appeal” for 

his itinerant field-preaching ministry, rather than any explicitly theological basis for his 

evangelical ecumenicity.74      

         

By way of exception to this concentration on the style of Whitefield’s preaching at the 

expense of the content of his sermons, David Crump has explored the problematic 
                                                                                                                                            

South than in the North.” “The Reception Accorded George Whitefield in the Southern Colonies,” 
Methodist History 6:2 (1968) 25.          
70 The contrast is often made, however, between Whitefield’s gifts as a dramatic preacher with Wesley’s 
emphasis on the formation of Methodist societies as vehicles for the spiritual nurture of those converted 
under his evangelistic preaching.  For instance, J.C. Swain describes John Wesley as “The Great 
Organizer,” whereas Whitefield is characterized as “The Awakener”: “his native endowments 
contributed to his effectiveness.” Messengers On the Mountains (New York: Evangelism Board of 
Missions of the Presbyterian Church in the U.S.A., 1900) 9-14.  Likewise, W.B. Fitzgerald contends that 
“Whitefield was first and foremost a preacher: Wesley not only preached, but organized.” “George 
Whitefield,” 266-267.    
71 For instance, James Downey contends that Whitefield “was not known for his theological acumen” and 
that “his own theological concepts were few and remarkably ingenuous.” The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 
156.  David Crump observes that “Whitefield has been the brunt of more than one joke concerning the 
content of his sermons.  An old jibe is that Whitefield must have been eloquent indeed to make such 
utterances as his seem eloquent.” “The Preaching of George Whitefield and His Use of Matthew Henry’s 
Commentary,” Crux 25:3 (1989) 19.  For a more generous evaluation of the content of Whitefield’s 
sermons, see Flavius L. Conrad’s The Preaching of George Whitefield, with Special Reference to the 
American Colonies: A Study of his Published Sermons (Ph.D. dissertation: Temple University, 1959).   
72 Downey, Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 156-157, 167. 
73 McConnell, Evangelicals, Revolutionists and Idealists, 83. 
74 Stout, The Divine Dramatist, 203.  See also Schwenk, “And the Holy Catholic Church,” 74-75 and 
Lambert, “The Great Awakening as Artifact,” 223-246.  
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nature of the transmission of Whitefield’s sermons, before turning towards an analysis 

of his usage of Matthew Henry’s Commentary.  He convincingly demonstrates that 

“Puritan theology, passed on as it was through the writings of Matthew Henry, may 

well have enjoyed the period of its greatest influence during the ministry of George 

Whitefield.”75  Marion D. Aldridge sees no reason to forge a disjunction between the 

homiletical style and content of Whitefield’s sermons, and challenges the prevailing 

notion that his dramatic flair and eloquence alone are sufficient explanations for “the 

eighteenth-century spiritual renaissance.”76  Further, although Barry C. Davis suggests 

that “Essentially, George Whitefield was an orator, perhaps the most influential orator 

of his day,” he nevertheless seeks to demonstrate that his sermons are invaluable 

windows into Whitefield’s orthodox doctrine of scripture.77  These contributions 

notwithstanding, whereas Wesley’s conception, use and interpretation of scripture has 

been the subject of recent description and evaluation,78 scant attention has been given to 

describing either Whitefield’s hermeneutical methodology or charting the variety of 

ways in which he utilized the Bible in his sermons.  In addition, there is a marked 

absence of deliberate attempts to compare these facets of the respective preaching 

ministries of Wesley and Whitefield, deficits this study will begin to address in chapter 

four.     

 

1.3.2 Wesley Studies 

 

Reminiscent of trends in Whitefield studies, from the time of his death through the 

nineteenth century, the nature of the secondary literature pertaining to John Wesley and 

                                                 
75 Crump, “Preaching,” 24.  Outler declares that “as a popular spokesman for the prevailing Puritan piety, 
[Whitefield] had no peer in his time.” Works, 2:327.      
76 M.D. Aldridge, “George Whitefield: The Necessary Interdependence of Preaching Style and Sermon 
Content to Effect Revival,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 23:1 (1980) 55-64. 
77 Davis, “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of Scripture,” 17-32.  
78 William Arnett, John Wesley: Man of One Book, and Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of 
Scripture, both provide largely descriptive studies of the extent to which the language of Scripture 
permeated Wesley’s writings.  Scott J. Jones is more deliberate about evaluating the extent to which 
Wesley’s use of Scripture accorded with his high view of the Bible. John Wesley’s Conception and Use 
of Scripture (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1995).  In addition, significant attention has been given to 
evaluating the place of Scripture in relation to other sources of authority in Wesley’s theology and 
practice.  For instance, see A.C. Outler, “The Wesleyan Quadrilateral - in John Wesley,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 20:1 (1985) 7-18; E.A. Campbell, “The ‘Wesleyan Quadrilateral’: The Story of a 
Modern Methodist Myth,” Methodist History 29 (1991) 87-95, A.D. Thorsen, The Wesleyan 
Quadrilateral: Scripture, Tradition, Reason and Experience as a Model of Evangelical Theology 
(Lexington, KY: Emeth Press, 2005) and W.S. Gunter, S.J. Jones, E.A. Campbell, R.L. Miles and R.L. 
Maddox (eds.), Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997). 
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his public ministry was dominated almost exclusively by biographies.79  In common 

with many accounts of Whitefield’s preaching ministry, Maddox contends that far from 

“being detached scholarly accounts, these biographies were typically triumphalist 

panegyrics and/or defenses of Wesley – offering loving accounts of ‘Wesley the 

Dynamic Evangelist’, ‘Wesley the Tireless Church Founder’, ‘Wesley the Pious 

Christian’ and so on.  In short, they were hagiography.”80  Likewise, after commending 

Tyerman’s “monumental” 1870 work as a “landmark in Wesleyan biography, not so 

much for its interpretive value as for the sheer volume of material that he gathered into 

these three volumes,” Richard Heitzenrater nevertheless observes that “a thoroughgoing 

Methodist triumphalism emanates from every page” and this despite the author’s 

intentions to look “at the specks as well as the sunshine in John Wesley’s history.”81  In 

this respect, Tyerman’s biographical generosity towards Wesley appears largely 

congruent with that adopted by Dallimore towards Whitefield.  Tyerman does admit 

that “Wesley was not faultless” but seeks to explain away, in Heitzenrater’s estimation, 

“nearly every questionable action and thought.”82   

 

Although Wesley continues to be the subject of considerable biographical interest, 

some of his many contemporary biographers have distanced themselves from this 

legacy of hagiography.83  Just as Stout introduced an innovative element of complexity 

                                                 
79 Wesley studies have grown exponentially in recent years, prompting a spate of efforts to chart 
trajectories in their development.  For example, see Richard P. Heitzenrater, The Elusive Mr. Wesley: 
John Wesley as Seen by Contemporaries and Biographers 2 Volumes (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1984) 
2:159-212 and “The Present State of Wesley Studies,” Methodist History 22:4 (July 1984) 221-233; 
Frank Baker, “Unfolding John Wesley: A Survey of Twenty Years’ Studies in Wesley’s Thought,” 
Quarterly Review (1980) 44-58; and Henry D. Rack, “Some Recent Trends in Wesley Scholarship,” 
Wesleyan Theological Journal 41:2 (2006) 182-199.   
80 R.L. Maddox, “Reclaiming an Inheritance: Wesley as Theologian in the History of Methodist 
Theology” in R.L. Maddox (ed.), Rethinking Wesley’s Theology for Contemporary Methodism 
(Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1998) 214.  Heitzenrater concurs: “For many decades after Wesley’s 
death, ‘Wesley studies’ consisted solely of biographies.  These were generally by Methodists and for 
Methodists; the triumphalist tone was inevitable.  The first appearance of more circumscribed topical 
studies was in the latter part of the nineteenth century…” “Present State,” 227.  Reminiscent of the 
hagiography that has characterized much Whitefield biography, George Eayr described Wesley as his 
“human hero.” John Wesley: Christian Philosopher and Church Founder (London: Epworth Press, 1926) 
50.  
81 Heitzenrater, Elusive, 184-185. 
82 Ibid., 186; For example, Tyerman praises Wesley without inhibition, suggesting that his “physique, his 
genius, his wit, his penetration, his judgment, his memory, his beneficence, his religion, his diligence, his 
conversation, his courteousness, his manners, and his dress – made him as perfect as we ever expect a 
man to be on this side of heaven.” Quoted in Heitzenrater, Elusive, 186. 
83 For instance, Stephen Tomkins summarizes Wesley’s character, theology and ecclesiology as a “web 
of contradictions.”  He characterizes Wesley as a sincere, though pragmatic, revivalist, for whom the 
“practical needs of the work of the Lord” functioned as his ultimate authority. John Wesley: A Biography 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003) 195, 160.  Observe also Clifford’s assessment: “Wesley was a paradox.  
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into the prevailing character of Whitefield biographies by portraying him as an 

eighteenth century itinerant preacher, so too Wesley’s recent biographers have 

explicitly sought to explain his theology, ministry and character in relation to the 

influence exerted by a complex amalgam of familial, philosophical, cultural and 

religious forces.84   

 

The enhanced diversity and sophistication of Wesley biography has also extended to a 

growing interest in Wesley’s unique contribution as a theologian.  This was not always 

the case.  If the style of Whitefield’s preaching has been the subject of wide acclaim, 

often at the expense of the content of his sermons, in a similar fashion, up until the mid-

twentieth century, John Wesley’s contributions as a practitioner of revival have been 

accentuated at the expense of his contribution as a theologian.85  Baker’s summary is 

                                                                                                                                            
A devoted son of the Church of England, he fathered a breakaway church.  An Oxford don, he became a 
preacher to the illiterate masses.  An unbending Tory, he was a friend of the poor and enemy of slavery.” 
Atonement and Justification, 51.  The title of Henry Rack’s Reasonable Enthusiast is suggestive of his 
portrayal of Wesley’s complex theology and personality.   
84 For instance, see the theological biographies offered by S. Ayling, John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1979); K.J. Collins, A Real Christian: The Life of John Wesley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1999); V.H.H. 
Green, Young Mr. Wesley: A Study of John Wesley (London: Epworth, 1963) and John Wesley (London: 
Thomas Nelson, 1964); U. Lee, The Lord’s Horseman: John Wesley the Man (Nashville: Abingdon, 
1954), H. Snyder, The Radical Wesley (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1980) and R. Waller, John 
Wesley: A Personal Portrait (London: SPCK, 2003).  J.W. Bready, England: Before and After Wesley 
(New York: Harper and Brothers, 1938), B. Semmel, The Methodist Revolution (London: Heinemann, 
1974), R.P. Heitzenrater, Wesley and the People Called Methodists (Nashville: Abingdon, 1995), J.M. 
Turner, John Wesley: The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England (London: Epworth 
Press, 2002), M.A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys 
(Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2003), I.H. Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed (Edinburgh: 
Banner of Truth, 2004) and D. Hempton, Methodism: Empire of the Spirit (Ann Arbor: Yale University 
Press, 2005) all to some extent endeavour to situate Wesley not only within his wider historical, 
philosophical and theological world, but also in the context of eighteenth century evangelical revival.     
85 As Thomas A. Langford observes, “Wesley has frequently been put forward as a model of methods of 
evangelization and spiritual formation.  By contrast, positive evaluation of his precedent in theological 
method has been quite rare… one senses that a major motivating force in the development of later 
Methodist theologies was the desire to compensate for what were perceived as Wesley’s inadequacies.” 
“John Wesley and Theological Method” in R.L. Maddox (ed.), Rethinking Wesley’s Theology for 
Contemporary Methodism (Nashville: Kingswood, 1998) 35.  Evidence for Langford’s conclusion is 
certainly observable in E.P. Humphrey’s contention that the absence of a Methodist scholastic systematic 
theology, and especially John Wesley’s failure to provide such a work, rendered Methodism “unworthy 
of serious consideration.” Our Theology and Its Development (Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board of 
Publication, 1857) 68.  Humphrey apparently did not consider R. Watson’s Theological Institutes: or, A 
View of the Evidences, Doctrines, Morals, and Institutions of Christianity 3 volumes (London: John 
Mason, 1825-1828), nor William Carpenter’s Wesleyana: A Selection of the Most Important Passages in 
the Writings of the late Rev. John Wesley, A.M. Arranged to form a Complete Body of Divinity (London: 
W. Booth, 1825) worthy attempts at providing Methodism with a work that adjusted “all its parts into a 
consistent and systematic whole.” Humphrey, Our Theology, 69.  A later nineteenth century effort to 
supply Methodism with a systematic treatise was supplied by William B. Pope’s Compendium of 
Christian Theology: Being Analytical Outlines of a Course of Theological Study, Biblical, Dogmatic, 
Historical 3 volumes (London: Wesleyan Book Room, 1880), which in Langford’s estimation provided 
“the best formulation yet achieved of Methodist Arminianism.” Langford, “Theological Method,” 42-43.   
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commonplace: “In some circles, even theological circles, there has long been 

skepticism as to whether John Wesley’s name should be included among the 

theologians: an evangelist, yes; a church founder and leader, yes; but surely not a 

theological thinker!”86  In a similar vein, though emerging from a Reformed 

orientation, Iain H. Murray’s recent biography of Wesley perpetuates this dichotomy 

between ‘Wesley as practitioner’ over and against ‘Wesley as theologian’ when he 

suggests that “it is not in his theology that his real legacy lies… the eighteenth century 

evangelicals were primarily men of action… and it is to him in that role that we need to 

turn.”87   

 

Prior to the publication of George Croft Cell’s The Rediscovery of John Wesley in 

1935,88 Coppedge is thus surely correct to conclude that Wesley’s contribution as a 

theologian “received scant attention.”89  Beginning even with Wesley’s contemporaries, 

the claim that his theology was internally consistent has long been contested.90  In 

response to this disregard of Wesley as a legitimate theologian, Albert C. Outler’s 

identification of Wesley as a ‘folk-theologian’ marked a significant development in 

Wesley studies.91  Outler’s label was by no means intended as a slight on Wesley’s 

theological acumen.92  Indeed, as Maddox observes, by the mid 1980s Outler had 

                                                 
86 F. Baker, “Practical Divinity – John Wesley’s Doctrinal Agenda for Methodism,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 22:1 (1987) 7.  Likewise, Henry Rack observes that “Non-Methodist and even 
Methodist writers have often almost disregarded John Wesley as a theologian.  He has been seen rather 
as an evangelist, organizer of a religious movement, and unwitting church founder.” “Some Recent 
Trends in Wesley Scholarship,” 183. 
87 Murray, Wesley and Men Who Followed, 79.  Emphasis supplied. 
88 G.C. Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley (New York: Henry Holt, 1935). 
89 Coppedge, Shaping the Wesleyan Message, 7.  Since this time, however, Coppedge observes that 
“significant attention has been given to Wesley’s views on grace, faith, sin, justification, sanctification, 
Christology, the sacraments and Christian perfection,” whilst his own attention has been directed towards 
Wesley’s theology of predestination in “relation to his thought and ministry.” Ibid., 7. 
90 See Outler, Works, 1:62, for a catalogue of the critics and their criticisms levelled at the perceived 
internal inconsistencies within Wesley’s theology.  Outler observes that despite these far ranging 
critiques, “Wesley stoutly maintained that his teachings were consistent.” Ibid., 1:62. 
91 See A.C. Outler, “John Wesley: Folk Theologian,” Theology Today 34 (1977) 150-160.  While David 
L. Cubie agrees that Wesley “wrote for the people” instead of “writing for theologians” he nevertheless 
prefers to categorize Wesley as a “pastor-theologian” since it captures the essence of Outler’s “folk-
theologian” while being “less subject to misinterpretation.” “Wesley’s Theology of Love,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 20:1 (1985) 122. 
92 Outler insisted that Wesley ought to be valued as a major theologian in his own right. “Towards a Re-
appraisal of John Wesley as a Theologian,” Perkins School of Theology Journal 14 (1961) 5-14.  See also 
A.C. Outler, “John Wesley as Theologian – Then and Now,” Methodist History 12:4 (1974) 63-82. 
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applied this term as high praise of Wesley’s “ability to simplify, synthesize, and 

communicate the essential teachings of the Christian gospel to laity.”93  Outler wrote, 

In the history of Christian doctrine the front rank is rightly reserved for the great 
speculative theologians – that select company of systematic thinkers who have 
managed to effect major mutations in the Christian mind.  Wesley has no place in 
this company – nor did he aspire to one.  He was, by talent and intent, a folk-
theologian: an eclectic who had mastered the secret of plastic synthesis, simple 
profundity, the common touch.  He was an effective evangelist guided by a 
discriminating theological understanding, a creative theologian practically involved 
in the application of his doctrine in the renewal of the church… Wesley’s theology 
emerges clear and consistent and integral… Many other theological systems are 
bolder, subtler, more massive – but none has a more intense and sustained 
evangelical concern.94  

         

Outler’s insights have been particularly helpful in explaining why a prolific author and 

editor such as Wesley avoided writing a definitive Methodist systematic theology.  

Building on Outler’s conclusions, Smith insists that this omission was intentional: 

“Wesley was persuaded that his sermons, hymns, public letters, prefaces, and essays, 

some of them being historical, most didactic, and a few prophetic, would preserve 

better than a creedal statement the loyalty of the Methodists to the ‘plain teachings’ of 

                                                 
93 Maddox, “Reclaiming an Inheritance,” 225.  Elsewhere, Maddox observes that “Wesley’s theological 
activity [can] only be appropriately understood and assessed in terms of the approach to theology as a 
practical discipline (scientia practica) which characterized the pre-university Christian setting and 
remained influential in eighteenth-century Anglicanism.” “Reading Wesley as a Theologian,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 30:1 (1995) 18.  He contends that within such a prevailing theological climate, “the 
primary (or first-order) literary forms of ‘real’ theological activity were not Systematic Theologies or 
Apologetics; they were carefully-crafted liturgies, catechisms, hymns, sermons and the like” and that 
under these conditions Wesley’s status as a “serious” theologian gains considerable weight. Ibid., 18.  
See also R.L. Maddox, “John Wesley – Practical Theologian?”, Wesleyan Theological Journal 25 (1988) 
122-147; Baker, “Practical Divinity,” 7-15; and A.C. Outler, “A New Future for ‘Wesley Studies’: An 
Agenda for ‘Phase III’” in M.D. Meeks (ed.), The Future of the Methodist Theological Traditions 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1985) 126-142.      
94 A.C. Outler (ed.), John Wesley (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964) 119-120.  Regarding the 
“eclectic” nature of Wesley’s theology, Outler suggests that although “few of [Wesley’s] doctrinal views 
are abstruse and none is original,” yet “it is their sum and balance that is unique.”  He continues, “The 
elements of his theology were adapted from many sources: the prime article of justification by faith, from 
the reformers (Anglican) of the sixteenth century; the emphasis on the assurance of faith, from the 
Moravian pietists; the ethical notions of divine-human synergism, from the ancient Fathers of the 
Church; the idea of the Christian life as devotion, from Taylor, a Kempis, Law (and Scougal), the vision 
and program of ‘perfection’, from Gregory of Nyssa via ‘Macarius.’  These diverse motifs… he brought 
and held together within the liturgical framework of the Book of Common Prayer, the Articles and the 
Homilies.  But their development in his mind was ordered by the practical exigencies of the Revival 
itself.” Ibid., 119. Emphasis supplied.  Mildred Bangs Wynkoop is not nearly so impressed with 
Wesley’s capacity as a theologian, but does praise his single-minded desire to advance the work of 
evangelical revival: “the lure of Wesley is not primarily his theology.  That was traditional enough.  He 
was not an innovator.  The contribution of Wesley is in his ability to put theology into flesh and blood.” 
“A Hermeneutical Approach to John Wesley,” Weslyan Theological Journal 6:1 (1971) 14.     
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Scripture.”95  Likewise, Frank Baker contends that “All [Wesley’s] writings constitute 

his theological monument… he was an occasional theologian… one who instinctively 

brought his profound thinking about God to bear on every experience of every day; he 

was, in fact, a perpetual theologian.”96  Although Smith and Baker acknowledge this 

tremendous variety of mediums Wesley exploited in order to communicate theological 

truth, the preached and printed sermon in particular has been convincingly proven to be 

Wesley’s primary vehicle for disseminating what Langford styles Wesley’s desire for 

“practical divinity.”97  Wesley might not have been a conventional theologian, but the 

extent to which his sermons betray discernible theological coherence and consistency 

has also been convincingly demonstrated.98 

 
                                                 

95 T.L. Smith, “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture,” Interpretation 39 (1985) 252.  Smith 
continues that Wesley was “content to let the Scriptures, in all their varied literary forms and settings, 
stand as the Christian’s textbook in systematic theology.”  This explains not only the absence of any 
scholastic treatment of Methodist doctrine amongst Wesley’s writings, but also the reason why his 
“Notes were not theological commentaries of the traditional sort at all, but brief explanations of the sense 
of each passage.” Ibid., 252.  See also T.L. Smith, “Notes on the Exegesis of John Wesley’s Explanatory 
Notes On the New Testament,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 16 (Spring 1981) 107-110.  M.L. Horst 
follows Smith and declines any attempt to provide an apologetic on behalf of Wesley’s method, 
assuming his approach to have been intentionally chosen: “Much of the secondary literature seems intent 
on demonstrating that Wesley really is a learned scholar even though he does not write like one.  The 
scholarly task becomes a matter of supplying the footnotes which Wesley neglected.  But if there is 
something intentional about the method of his thought, then maybe all that scholarly apparatus is less 
significant.  Perhaps Wesley’s neglect of it is itself as significant a feature of his work as the information 
he leaves out.” “Experimenting with Christian Wholeness: Method in Wesley’s Theology,” Quarterly 
Review 7:2 (1987) 22. 
96 Baker, “Unfolding John Wesley,” 55. 
97 T.A. Langford, Practical Divinity: Theology in the Wesleyan Tradition (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1983).  Amongst those who have focused on the function of Wesley’s sermons in his public ministry, see 
J. Bishop, “John Wesley as a Preacher,” Religion in Life 26 (1957) 264-273; J.S. Harper, “Wesley’s 
Sermons As Spiritual Formation Documents,” Methodist History 26 (1988) 131-138; R.P. Heitzenrater, 
“Plain Truth: Sermons as Standards of Doctrine,” The Drew Gateway 57:3 (1987) 16-30 and “John 
Wesley’s Principles and Practice of Preaching,” Methodist History 37:2 (1999) 89-106; Maddox, “John 
Wesley – Practical Theologian”; F.E. Maser, “Problem in Preaching: An analysis of the preaching power 
of John Wesley,” London Quarterly and Holborn Review 182 (1957) 110-117; W.H. Mullen, “John 
Wesley’s Method of Biblical Interpretation,” Religion in Life 47 (1978) 99-108; W. Parkes, “John 
Wesley: Field Preacher,” Methodist History 30:4 (1992) 217-234; D.H. Tripp, “‘Standard Sermons’: 
History for History’s Sake, Denominational Manifesto, Doctrinal ‘Standard,’” The Asbury Theological 
Journal 56:2-57:1 (Fall 2001-Spring 2002) 97-116; J.R. Tyson, “Essential Doctrines and Real Religion: 
Theological Method in Wesley’s Sermons on Several Occasions,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 23 
(1988) 163-179. 
98 For instance, Maddox contends that throughout Wesley’s sermons “one can find treatments of almost 
every theological issue.  Moreover, the topics and arrangement of his second series of sermons resemble 
the classical Protestant ‘salvation history’ model of a dogmatic theology text.” R.L. Maddox, 
“Responsible Grace: The Systematic Nature of Wesley’s Theology Reconsidered,” Quarterly Review 6:1 
(1986) 24-34.  See also Thomas Oden’s John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity: A Plain Exposition of His 
Teaching on Christian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), which presents Wesley’s writings 
within the matrix of discrete doctrinal categories.  Whilst Oden’s approach seeks to elevate Wesley as a 
theologian in his own right, it runs the risk of presenting his theology in an a-historical light, and thus is 
open to charge of being rhetorically foreign to the frequently polemical and occasional purposes of 
Wesley’s sermons. 
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The task, however, of determining the precise locus of Wesley’s theological activity 

has proven to be more difficult.  A variety of suggestions have been put forward, each 

sympathetic with William R. Cannon’s helpful clarification that even though “Wesley 

was not systematic in the arrangement of his doctrines [this] does not warrant the 

assumption that he was inconsistent or contradictory in his theological opinions.”99  

Outler declined to reduce Wesley’s theology to a singular core, and instead identified a 

plurality of complementary concerns, suggesting that Wesley ought to be understood as 

a folk-theologian with an evangelical soteriology committed to holy living.100  Features 

of Outler’s description appear amongst a plethora of alternative scholarly suggestions.  

For instance, Thomas A. Langford isolates “human salvation” as Wesley’s “primary 

concern” and the “hub” around which “his thought was extended like spokes,”101 while 

Wood locates evangelism as Wesley’s singular ambition: “John Wesley was an 

evangelist.  If one word must be selected to describe his calling, this is it.”102  

Numerous commentators accentuate Wesley’s general commitment to “practical 

divinity,” especially as reflected in his pursuit of “holiness.”103  Timothy Smith 

suggests that Wesley “discovered the key to the Scriptures in the Bible itself” and came 

to the conclusion that “the living center of every part of inspired scripture was the call 

                                                 
99 W.R. Cannon, The Theology of John Wesley, with Special Reference to the Doctrine of Justification 
(New York: Abingdon, 1984) 7-8.  
100 Outler, Works, 1:63.    
101 Langford, “John Wesley and Theological Method,” 35.  See also Mullen, who characterizes Wesley’s 
method of biblical interpretation “as soteriologically motivated and pragmatically implemented.” “John 
Wesley’s Method of Biblical Interpretation,” 102. 
102 A.S. Wood, The Burning Heart (Minneapolis: Bethany Fellowship, 1967) 75.  See also J.S. Hong, 
John Wesley: The Evangelist (Lexington, KY: Emeth Press, 2006).  By way of contrast to this 
designation of Wesley as an evangelist, C.G. Kimbrell has convincingly demonstrated that although 
Wesley “did imply the work of an evangelist was being done by the pastors,” he nevertheless “did not 
apply the term [evangelist] to any person in his day nor did he apply the title to any person in history.  An 
evangelist was a rare, if not unknown, concept in the eighteenth century, unless used as a title for a 
Gospel writer.” An Investigation into the Changing Concepts of an Evangelist in Christian Thought and 
Practice (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary, 1992) 95.  
103 For instance, R.S. Nicholson suggests that “Wesley’s aim was to cultivate practical godliness and to 
spread scriptural holiness… his theology was that of ‘practical divinity’.” “John Wesley and 
Ecumenicity,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 2:1 (1967) 68.  Similarly, Langford contends that “Wesley 
understood theology to be intimately related to Christian living and the proclamation of Christian faith.  
Theology is actualized in authentic living and true proclamation… this was his ‘practical divinity.’  For 
Wesley, theology was not so much for the purpose of understanding life as much as for changing life; 
theology should help effect the love of God and neighbor.” Langford, “John Wesley and Theological 
Method,” 35.  Cubie isolates the love of God as “the principle which gives coherence to Wesley’s 
thought,” tracing his focus upon this theme as the paradigm that controlled Wesley’s theological activity 
back to his time as an undergraduate student at Oxford. “Wesley’s Theology of Love,” 123, 147. 
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to be holy, and the promise of grace to answer that call.”104  He styles Wesley’s 

interpretive paradigm a “hermeneutic of holiness.”105   

 

Still others have located Wesley’s distinctive approach towards explaining the divine-

human relationship in salvation as the focal point of his theological enterprise.  Maddox 

suggests that the “dialectic between grace and responsibility,” which he styles 

“responsible grace,” functioned as Wesley’s “orienting concept.”  Maddox continues, 

“Wesley understood the essential Christian message to be one of God-given grace, but 

grace which both called for and empowered human response, thereby preserving human 

responsibility.”106  Lindström107 and Cannon108 also describe Wesley’s theology in 

synergistic terms, and in this respect at least, follow the conclusions reached by 

Whitefield during the ‘free grace’ episode.  By contrast, Cell109 and Ireson110 conclude 

that Wesley’s theology was monergistic.  But in response to these approaches that 

characterize Wesley as being either a synergist or a monergist, other evaluations have 

insisted that the distinctiveness of Wesley’s theological method resided in his 

affirmation of both “faith alone” and “holy living.”111  For instance, Coppedge suggests 

                                                 
104 Smith, “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 246. 
105 Ibid., 246.  Likewise, Duncan S. Ferguson suggests that “it is possible to reconstruct the assumptions 
behind [Wesley’s] approach to scripture,” and concludes that Wesley applied his Classical Reformation 
convictions regarding the inspiration, infallibility and ultimate authority of the Bible in the practical 
pursuit of piety, which was entrenched in his upbringing: “the Bible was a practical book which led the 
believer down the path of holy living toward perfection.”  Ferguson continues, “As Luther understood the 
central message of scripture to be justification by faith in Christ and read the Bible from this perspective, 
so Wesley perceived a primary message of scripture to be instructions in true piety and often interpreted 
scripture in light of this assumption.” “John Wesley on Scripture: The Hermeneutics of Pietism,” 
Methodist History 22:4 (1984) 241.  
106 Maddox, “Responsible Grace,” 29.  Elsewhere Maddox contends that Wesley’s theological method is 
characterized by synergistic co-operation: “For Wesley it was… our responsiveness to God’s offer of 
restored pardoning relationship (Justification) that induces the gracious further regeneration of our 
human faculties in the New Birth.” Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology (Nashville: 
Kingswood Books, 1994) 170.  Maddox suggests that just as ‘justification by faith’ gave coherence to 
Luther’s thought, and Calvin’s theology was organized around the theme of God’s sovereignty, so 
likewise “responsible grace” accurately captures Wesley’s orienting principle, which he defines as “an 
expression of often primarily implicit convictions and provides the integrative thematic perspective in 
light of which all other theological concepts and judgments are given their relative meaning or value.” 
“Responsible Grace,” 26. 
107 H. Lindström, Wesley and Sanctification: A Study in the Doctrine of Salvation (Grand Rapids: Francis 
Asbury Press, 1982) 98, 215. 
108 Cannon insists that “Wesley describes salvation as synergistic: it is a cooperative endeavor between 
God and a human being.” W.R. Cannon, “Methodism – Our Theology,” Asbury Seminary Journal 40:2 
(Winter 1985) 6.  See also Cannon, The Theology of John Wesley, 113-115, 138. 
109 Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley, 270. 
110 R.W. Ireson, The Doctrine of Faith in John Wesley and the Protestant Tradition: A Comparative 
Study (Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Manchester, 1973) 413. 
111 Outler suggests that “It is easy for us to miss the originality of this Wesleyan view of faith alone and 
holy living held together… His critics were quick to notice this strange move and seize upon it as proof 
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that, “Wesley’s doctrine of prevenient grace allowed him to hold both views 

simultaneously,” meaning that he “would be more accurately described as a synergist 

within a monergistic framework.”112  Still more recently, Kenneth Collins has identified 

the “conjunctive flavor of Wesley’s theology” with its dual emphasis on both co-

operant “holy love” and free “grace” alone.  Collins has convincingly demonstrated that 

“more accurate readings of Wesley’s theology suggest that a synergistic paradigm, 

which contains both divine and human acting, must itself be caught up in an even 

larger conjunction in which the Protestant emphasis on the sole activity of God, apart 

from all human working, is equally factored in.”113 

   

Despite this growing esteem for Wesley as a theologian, aside from the considerable 

attention that has been given to analyzing the very public conflict between Wesley and 

Whitefield over the nature of election during the ‘free grace’ episode,114 an event that 

Baker describes as “one of the most pregnant events in English church history,”115 little 

attention has been devoted towards comparing how each preacher understood the 

doctrines they both considered to be the non-negotiable core of the gospel.  In addition 

to addressing this comparative silence, chapter five of this study will also begin to 

address the question also how accurately Wesley and Whitefield understood each 

other’s conception of the doctrines of original sin, justification, and the regenerate life. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
of Wesley’s inconsistency.  Actually, it was yet another of Wesley’s characteristic ‘third alternatives’- 
maybe his most original one.”  A.C. Outler, Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit (Nashville: Discipleship 
Resources, 1975) 71.  
112 Coppedge, Shaping the Wesleyan Message, 222.   
113 K.J. Collins, The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape of Grace (Nashville: Abingdon, 
2007) 12-13.  Justifying the conjunction of holiness and sola fide as the “axial theme or orienting 
concern” of Wesley’s theology, Collins suggests that “what a synergistic model does not allow for, and 
what nevertheless was very much a part of Wesley’s full-orbed theology, drawing upon insights from the 
Reformation, was a place for the activity of God alone.” Ibid., 6, 14-15. 
114 See Baker, “Whitefield’s Break with the Wesleys”; Coppedge, Shaping the Wesleyan Message, 31-98; 
S.F. Harrington, “Friendship Under Fire: George Whitefield and John Wesley, 1739-1741,” Andover 
Newton Quarterly 15:2 (1974) 167-181; G.C. Henry, G.C., “John Wesley’s Doctrine of Free Will,” 
London Quarterly and Holborn Review 185 (1960) 200-204; L.L. Keefer. Jr., “Characteristics of 
Wesley’s Arminianism,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 22:1 (1987) 88-100; McGonigle, Sufficient 
Saving Grace, 107-152; J.I. Packer, “Arminianisms” in J.I. Packer (ed.), Puritan Papers: Volume Five, 
1968-1969 (Phillipsburg: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2005) 25-42; A.H.S. Pask, “The Influence of 
Arminius upon the Theology of John Wesley,” London Quarterly and Holborn Review 185 (1960) 258-
263; Reist, “John Wesley and George Whitefield”; A.P.F. Sell, The Great Debate: Calvinism, 
Arminianism, and Salvation (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1998); Shipley, “Wesley and Some 
Calvinistic Controversies.” 
115 Baker, “Whitefield’s Break with the Wesleys,” 103. 
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1.4 Thesis Outline 

 

Having briefly charted the contours and trajectories of Wesley and Whitefield studies, 

described the polarized and partisan nature of much of the literature devoted to these 

two eighteenth-century Methodist contemporaries, and demonstrated the conspicuous 

paucity of intentionally comparative studies devoted to these ‘preachers of one book,’ it 

now remains for us to outline the shape of this ensuing comparison of their respective 

preaching ministries.  Although itinerant preaching occupied a privileged place in their 

efforts to further evangelical revival, their public ministries did not consist wholly of 

spoken sermons.  Instead, both deliberately pursued what Whitefield styled a print and 

preach ministry.  While the sermons they preached and printed were not completely 

identical, either in terms of form or content, they did complement one another, operated 

within the same homiletical orbit, and were indispensable components of their 

respective public ministries.  As Lambert has observed, “preaching imposed obvious 

restrictions on the itinerant” since “at any given time he could appear at only one 

place.”  By publishing printed versions of his spoken sermons, Whitefield was thus able 

“to extend the spatial and temporal dimensions of his mission, giving him an audience 

reaching far beyond the sound of his voice.”116  In a similar fashion, Wesley’s 

published sermons also complemented his itinerant preaching ministry, especially, as 

we shall observe, as a means of delineating the doctrinal boundaries of Wesleyan 

Methodism.   

 

In order to remain sensitive to the breadth of the print and preach ministries pursued by 

Wesley and Whitefield, on the one hand this study will endeavour to compare the style, 

delivery and rationale for field-preaching, paying particular attention to the influence of 

scripture on these facets of their spoken sermons.  On the other hand, in order to do 

justice to the full-orbed nature of their declaration of the gospel, we shall also compare 

various aspects of their sermons as they appear in printed form.  This will include 

comparing the function of their published sermons within their wider public ministries, 

and how their printed sermons reflected the way they used, applied and interpreted the 

Bible, and also understood its prominent doctrines.  

 

                                                 
116 Lambert, “Pedlar in Divinity,” 107. 
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In chapter two, entitled “A comparison of the itinerant field-preaching ministries of 

George Whitefield and John Wesley,” we shall compare the manner and extent to 

which the Bible, amongst a variety of influences, shaped their respective decisions to 

pursue an itinerant field-preaching ministry.  We shall demonstrate that neither 

Whitefield nor Wesley made the highly contentious step of taking their sermons into 

‘the streets and highways’ spontaneously, Wesley in particular overcoming significant 

personal reservations regarding the ecclesiastical propriety of field-preaching.  In due 

course, however, both became adamantly convinced that they had been commissioned 

to fulfil preaching ministries that were in some sense unique, exceptional and 

‘extraordinary,’ and both appealed to the scriptures and used biblical vocabulary to 

buttress these convictions.  We shall observe that although the content and location of 

their sermons aroused significant opposition from sources within and without the 

Church of England, far from diminishing their zeal for itinerant evangelism, both 

Wesley and Whitefield were emboldened to pursue their field-preaching ministries after 

being systematically denied access to Church of England pulpits.  Indeed, by declaring 

‘the world to be their parish,’ Wesley and Whitefield both situated their itinerant 

preaching ministries outside the normal parish structures of the Church of England. 

 

In chapter three, entitled, “A comparison of the delivery, style and description of the 

sermons preached by George Whitefield and John Wesley,” we shall continue to 

compare facets of the spoken sermons proclaimed by these two preachers and men of 

one book.  First, we shall compare the delivery of the sermons preached by Whitefield 

and Wesley.  It shall be demonstrated that both preachers considered their sermon 

content and sermon delivery to be inextricably linked, and that there was nothing 

accidental about their chosen approach towards delivering their sermons.  We shall 

observe that in Whitefield’s case, the urgency of the gospel message prompted his 

impassioned dramatic pulpit oratory that was always intended to convert individuals, 

and never to entertain an audience.  Although Whitefield might well have been 

temperamentally gifted as an ‘actor-preacher,’ ultimately he was unwilling to proceed 

with his chosen homiletical style apart from what he considered to be sufficient 

Scriptural precedent.  Likewise, we shall also observe that in Wesley’s estimation, the 

task of preaching was not simply about dispassionately conveying information, but 

rather about persuading listeners to repent of their sins and believe the scripture way of 

salvation.  Wesley believed that the Bible ought to regulate not simply the content of 
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his sermons, but also their manner of delivery.  He thus endeavoured to imitate the 

clarity and simplicity of inspired authors, especially the Apostle John, and exhorted his 

Methodist lay preachers to do likewise.  Although Whitefield’s preaching style appears 

to have been more dramatic than that adopted by Wesley, he was equally committed to 

homiletical clarity and simplicity.  Both preachers recognized that in order to reach a 

demographically and spatially diverse audience with the gospel, they must of necessity 

preach in a way that was readily comprehensible.   

 

Beyond any similarities and differences in their respective preaching styles, we shall 

also demonstrate that one of the most significant ways in which their pursuit of 

evangelical revival diverged was that whereas Whitefield focused his energies almost 

exclusively on the task of widespread evangelism, Wesley was convinced that itinerant 

preaching ought not to constitute the entirety of his public ministry.  Wesley considered 

the long term spiritual nurture and oversight of Methodist societies to be inextricably 

linked to his vocation as a field-preacher, whereas Whitefield deliberately eschewed 

any effort to organize those converted under his preaching ministry.   

 

Second, we shall compare the manner in which the sermons preached by Wesley and 

Whitefield were described, both by themselves and by contemporaries who heard them 

preach.  It will become apparent that whereas descriptions of Whitefield’s dramatic 

preaching style tend to overshadow the content of his sermons, the content of Wesley’s 

sermons tend to overshadow his comparatively reserved preaching style.  Indeed, 

whereas Wesley’s understated sermon delivery is often negatively compared with 

Whitefield’s famous reputation for pulpit oratory, the content of Whitefield’s sermons 

is often pejoratively dismissed.   

 

Further, we shall observe that both Whitefield and Wesley were fond of describing their 

preaching events in terms of the effects they produced upon their audiences.  Although 

Whitefield was not averse to briefly mentioning the Scriptural content of his sermons, 

his tendency was to describe his spoken sermons in terms of the emotional outpourings 

that often attended his preaching events, the numerical success of his ministry, and the 

financial generosity of individuals towards the orphanage in Savannah.  By contrast, we 

shall demonstrate that Wesley’s descriptions of his sermons tend to be more explicit 

about their Scriptural content.  Like Whitefield, however, he also described his 
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preaching events in terms of their demonstrable effects and attested to his perception of 

the spiritual genuineness of these events that accompanied his sermons by utilizing 

Biblical language to describe them.  Whitefield was supremely confident that the events 

that accompanied his preaching events provided incontestable evidence of divine 

blessing upon his preaching ministry.  By contrast, Wesley’s evaluations of the 

emotional outpourings that occasionally attended his preaching events were more 

circumspect, reflected in his willingness to acknowledge the presence of counterfeit 

responses amongst those genuinely moved in response to God’s word.  These 

differences notwithstanding, it shall be observed that the approach adopted by Wesley 

and Whitefield towards describing their preaching events reflected their conviction that 

these discernible effects constituted essential divine validation of their itinerant 

preaching ministries.       

 

In chapter four, entitled, “A comparison of the use, interpretation and application of the 

inspired Word in the printed words of George Whitefield and John Wesley,” our 

attention will turn to how their high view of the Bible, the inspired word of God, 

influenced their practice of proclaiming the word of God through their printed sermons.  

First, we shall compare the motivations Whitefield and Wesley had for printing their 

sermons.  We shall examine the function of their printed sermons within the context of 

their wider public ministries, and demonstrate that just as Wesley and Whitefield 

understood the nature of their public ministries in different ways, these differences were 

translated into their respective aspirations for their printed sermons.  Whitefield 

regarded his printed sermons in large measure simply as a means of extending the 

scope of his evangelistic itinerant preaching ministry.  By contrast, Wesley utilised his 

printed sermons as his foremost instrument for facilitating spiritual nurture amongst the 

Methodist societies.   

 

Second, we shall compare the variety of ways in which Wesley and Whitefield used 

scripture within their published writings, with special emphasis on their sermons.  

Beyond the multiple points of similarity in their use of scripture, we shall observe that 

the spoken and printed sermons of Wesley and Whitefield differed in one important 

respect.  Wesley used the scriptures in a variety of ways, but in general it functioned as 

a text to be exposited and applied.  While the Bible is also used in similar ways in 

Whitefield’s published writings, in addition Scriptural narratives often functioned as his 
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sacred script.  These Whitefield would dramatically perform from the vantage point of 

his pulpit which became for him a sanctified stage.  That is, we shall demonstrate that 

in addition to the textual, explanatory, definitional, narrative and semantic uses of 

scripture observable in both preachers’ printed sermons, Whitefield demonstrated his 

high regard for the inspired word of God by embodying and dramatically representing 

scenes from the Bible.   

 

Third, we shall compare the principles of Scriptural interpretation adopted by Wesley 

and Whitefield.  We shall observe that the hermeneutical methodology employed by 

both preachers was governed by a shared conviction that the Bible represents the divine 

charter of human salvation.  It shall be demonstrated that Wesley and Whitefield both 

believed that faithful hermeneutics required interpretive humility and divine 

illumination; both were committed in principle to the literal interpretation of scripture; 

and both sought in some measure to situate their interpretive conclusions within the 

testimony of the wider historic church without compromising their commitment to the 

perspicuity of the Bible.   

 

Last, in chapter five, entitled, “A comparison of the core doctrines proclaimed by 

George Whitefield and John Wesley,” we shall discover that behind their use of often 

identical theological terminology lurk subtle but highly significant theological 

differences, out of which flow equally significant theological and pastoral implications.   

 

First, we shall compare the respective anthropologies of Wesley and Whitefield, paying 

particular attention to their respective understandings of the origin, extent and nature of 

sin and how this conditioned their respective articulations of ‘free grace.’  We shall 

demonstrate that biblical anthropology and soteriology were inextricably linked in the 

preaching of Wesley and Whitefield.  Their sermons everywhere presume that the 

divine command to repent and be justified by faith and born again will only be heeded 

by those who acknowledge that by nature they are spiritually dead in their 

transgressions.  It will become apparent that even though their definitions of original 

sin share much in common, differences in their respective anthropologies were brought 

into sharp relief during the so-called ‘free grace’ episode.  Wesley and Whitefield were 

so concerned that non-negotiable components of the gospel were threatened by their 

respective definitions of ‘free grace’ that an irreversible breach amongst the Methodist 
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societies ensued.  Whitefield understood the Bible to present a monergistic view of 

salvation, and insofar as Wesley’s articulation of salvation introduced a degree of 

synergism, he considered himself theologically justified in parting company from 

Wesley’s Arminian Methodists.  Wesley also affirmed that salvation is by grace alone, 

but the nuances in his anthropology that differentiated him from Whitefield, especially 

his commitment to ‘prevenient grace,’ reflected his concern to acknowledge the place 

of non-meritorious and divinely-enabled human liberty in the divine-human 

relationship without compromising his doctrine of original sin.     

 

Second, we shall compare the way in which Wesley and Whitefield understood and 

applied the doctrine of justification by faith.  We shall demonstrate that both preachers 

believed that an individual cannot contribute anything meritorious towards their own 

justification.  Both believed that justification entails divine forgiveness through an 

active trust in the merits of Jesus Christ and his propitiatory sacrifice alone.  Both 

recognized that the doctrine of justification could issue in licentiousness and therefore 

they consistently preached that antinomian presumption is incompatible with genuine 

Christianity.  We shall, however, observe that they differed markedly in their 

conception of the temporal scope of justification and the nature of imputation.  The 

absence of public conflict over the nature of justification might give the appearance that 

Wesley and Whitefield were in complete theological agreement.  Yet a careful 

comparison of their teaching on justification will indicate that this conclusion cannot be 

supported without ignoring or suppressing distinctive and cherished aspects of their 

definition of this doctrine.   

 

Third, we shall observe that Wesley and Whitefield were agreed on the necessity of 

experiencing regeneration as an instantaneous inward transformation, whereby God 

brings a person from spiritual death to spiritual life.  It will become apparent that both 

agreed that justification must precede sanctification, that regeneration marks the 

threshold of sanctification, and that the new birth entails victory over the dominion and 

power of sin.  Both were committed to pursuing inward and outward holiness.  But we 

shall also demonstrate that they disagreed regarding the extent to which the indwelling 

sin might be purged from the life of a regenerate individual during their earthly life, and 

especially over what precisely is implied by the notion of Christian perfection.  While 

Whitefield appears to have misunderstood Wesley’s definition of perfection as a 
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dynamic, relational reality, this terminological disagreement ought not to obscure the 

reality that Wesley’s definition of sin as “voluntary transgressions of a known law” 

clearly set him apart from Whitefield. 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

 

The preaching ministries of Wesley and Whitefield have long lacked intentionally 

comparative studies.  Considering also the conspicuously polarized nature of much of 

the literature devoted to these two Methodist contemporaries, what follows is intended 

to supply a response to this scholarly deficiency, not an attempt to reach a verdict 

regarding which of these two preachers could more justify his claim to be a ‘man of one 

book.’  That is, our intention is to avoid reinforcing the partisan caricatures of their 

respective doctrinal commitments and character that are unhelpful at best, illegitimate 

at worst.  Instead, through an empathic evaluation of their ‘preach and print’ ministries, 

we shall demonstrate that the full-orbed preaching ministries conducted by Wesley and 

Whitefield evince notable similarities and dissimilarities.  Our intention is not to 

suppress the many differences that appear in terms of their doctrines and homiletical 

practices, nor to artificially accentuate their similarities in such a way as to reconfigure 

Whitefield as a Wesleyan-Arminian and recast Wesley as a Whitefieldian-Calvinist.  

Rather, it will become apparent that Wesley and Whitefield expressed their singular 

commitment to being men of one book through preaching ministries that were by no 

means identical, yet were equally committed to the spread of the gospel throughout the 

transatlantic world. 
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Chapter Two: A comparison of the itinerant field-preaching ministries of George 

Whitefield and John Wesley. 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Wesley and Whitefield did not simply aspire to be men of one book, but more 

particularly preachers of one book.  In this chapter we shall compare the manner and 

extent to which the Bible, amongst a variety of influences, shaped the decisions made 

by Wesley and Whitefield to pursue the highly contentious step of itinerant field-

preaching.  Whereas we shall observe that Wesley was by far the more reluctant field-

preacher, both alike considered themselves to have been commissioned to fulfil 

preaching ministries that were in some sense exceptional, unique and ‘extraordinary,’ 

and both appealed to the scriptures to buttress these convictions.  Both felt emboldened 

to pursue itinerant field-preaching ministries after being systematically denied access to 

Church of England pulpits, and considered the empirical results of their preaching as 

incontrovertible evidence of divine blessing.  Both would subsequently declare the 

world to be their parish,1 and thus their itinerant preaching ministries to be above and 

beyond the denominational constraints of Church of England polity.   

 

Since Whitefield was the first to arrive at a decision to preach outdoors, and since 

Wesley followed in this activity at Whitefield’s encouragement, it is appropriate that 

we first turn our attention to how the younger man appealed to the Bible in support of 

his preaching ministry as the ‘Grand Itinerant.’ 

 

2.2 George Whitefield: “The whole world is now my parish.” 

 

Whitefield’s decision to preach in the fields to the Kingswood colliers in February 1739 

was neither spontaneous nor without precedent.  The evangelical revivalist Howel 

Harris had already begun field-preaching in 1735 and appears to have had a 

considerable influence upon Whitefield who identified the Welshman as something of a 

                                                 
1 See F. Baker (ed.), The Works of John Wesley: Bicentennial Edition, Volumes 25-26, Letters I-II  
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980-1982) 25:616 and G. Whitefield, George Whitefield’s Letters, 1734-
1742 (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1976) 105. 
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kindred spirit.2  Whitefield was particularly impressed with the “inflexible courage” 

and “catholic spirit” with which Harris pursued an itinerant field-preaching ministry 

across seven Welsh counties, and praised him as “an indefatigable promoter of the true 

Gospel of Jesus Christ” who “resolved to go in his Master’s work” despite being 

refused ordination.3  Whitefield was especially observant of the innovative preaching 

stances Harris adopted: “He discourses generally in a field, but at other times in a 

house, from a wall, a table, or any thing else.”4  While Harris provided a pattern and 

stimulus for Whitefield’s developing field-preaching ministry, William Morgan’s 

decision to preach in the fields to the Kingswood colliers, as an ordained Church of 

England clergyman, provided a significant Anglican precedent for field-preaching.  

John Cennick reported that Morgan pitied “the rude and ignorant condition of the 

Kingswood colliers,” and proceeded to preach “to them in the fields,” thus opening “the 

door to field preaching in that part among the Methodists [and especially Whitefield].”5  

Without wishing to negate the boldness of Whitefield’s actions, it is yet true that he was 

by no means the first eighteenth-century Anglican field-preacher in Wales and western 

England.    

 

Just as Wesley would claim that itinerant preaching had been actively promoted by the 

Church of England since the time of Queen Elizabeth, likewise Whitefield claimed that 

there was nothing novel about his preaching.6  In fact, he seems to have been quite well 

aware that field-preaching had a long and varied history prior to its contemporary 

Methodist resurgence, and did not hesitate to use this precedent when defending his 

actions.  For instance, when Harvard College publicly accused him of being “the first 

promoter… amongst us,” of “that itinerant way of preaching,” in 1745 Whitefield 

                                                 
2 Whitefield observed, “A divine and strong sympathy seemed to be between us.” Journals, 230.  
Whitefield’s writings during the period spanning late January through early March 1739 suggest that 
Harris’s example was important in his decision to pursue a field-preaching ministry.  On January 27 
Whitefield wrote, “Howel Harris and I are correspondents, blessed be God!  May I follow him as he does 
Jesus Christ!  How he outstrips me!” Gillies, Works, 1:47.  Three weeks after he had first preached in the 
fields at Kingswood, Whitefield visited Harris in Wales and returned to Bristol eager to emulate his 
itinerant preaching ministry, stating, “I wanted to catch some of his fire.” Whitefield, Journals, 229.  
3 Whitefield, Journals, 229. 
4 Whitefield, Journals, 229. 
5 J. Cennick, “An Account of the Most Remarkable Occurrences in the Awakenings at Bristol and 
Kingswood (1750),” Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 6 (1907) 102-103. 
6 F.E. Maser draws attention to Wesley’s 1789 letter “To the Methodist People” where he stated that “we 
were not the first itinerant preachers in England.  Twelve were appointed by Queen Elizabeth to travel 
continually, in order to spread true religion through the kingdom.” “Facts About Preaching and 
Methodism Not Generally Known,” Methodist History 32:3 (1994) 195. 
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appealed primarily to historical precedent in support of an itinerant ministry that had by 

this stage been his regular undertaking for the past six years: 

 
For itinerant preaching is certainly founded upon the word of God, and has been 
agreeably approved of, and practised by many good men, with great and happy 
success both in ancient and later times.  Was not the reformation begun and carried 
on by itinerant preaching?  Were not Knox, Welch, Wishart, and those holy men of 
God, several of the good old puritans, itinerant preachers?  Are not itinerants sent 
forth by the societies for propagating the gospel and promoting Christian 
knowledge both in England, Scotland and Denmark?7 

 
On this occasion Whitefield left undeveloped his contention that field-preaching was 

Scripturally warranted.  Elsewhere, however, he was more forthright in arguing that the 

Bible was replete with instances of sermons that had every reason to be considered 

indisputable precedents for contemporary field-preaching.  Whitefield asked, 

 
What do you think of Jesus Christ and his Apostles?  Were they not field-
preachers?  Was not the best sermon that was ever delivered, delivered from a 
Mount?  Was not another very excellent one preached from a place called Mars-
Hill?  And did not Peter and John preach above seventeen hundred years ago in 
Solomon’s Porch, and elsewhere, though the clergy of that generation commanded 
them to speak no more in the name of Jesus?  These were the persons I had in view, 
when I began my adventures of field-preaching.  Animated by their example, when 
causelessly thrust out, I took the field; and if this be my shame, I glory in it.8    

   
Wherever possible Whitefield appealed to the Bible as providing both the precedent 

and mandate for his itinerant field-preaching, and in so doing demonstrated his high 

view of Scriptural authority.  For instance, in his sermon, ‘Soul Dejection,’ Whitefield 

contended that the outdoors setting of many of Jesus’ sermons established a clear 

precedent for his own field-preaching.  Indeed, he went so far as to surmise that if Jesus 

were to appear in the eighteenth-century, “he would go about the streets, he would be a 

field-preacher, he would go out into the highways and hedges, he would invite, he 

would run after them.”9  Elsewhere, in his sermon, ‘The Gospel, a Dying Saint’s 

Triumph,’ Whitefield cites Matthew 28:18-20, the ‘great commission,’ as a personal 

mandate to preach, as Conrad summarizes, “anywhere, anytime, and to any group that 

desired a sermon.”10  Whitefield observed that Jesus had provided his “vicegerents” 

                                                 
7 Gillies, Works, 4:218-219. 
8 Gillies, Works, 4:232. 
9 G. Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons preached by the late Rev. George Whitefield, A.M. (Newburyport, 
MA: Edmund M. Blunt, 1797) 225. 
10 Conrad, The Preaching of George Whitefield, 34.  
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with a “short but very extensive” command to preach the gospel “to every creature.”  

He proceeded, 

 
Did you ever hear Paul, or any of the apostles, send away a congregation without a 
sermon?  No, no: when turned out of the temple they preached in the highways, 
hedges, streets and lanes of the city: they went to the waterside; there Lydia was 
catched.  My brethren, we have got a commission here from Christ: and not only a 
commission, but we have a command to preach to every creature; all that are 
willing to hear.11    

 

Whitefield had already begun to experiment with extempore prayer and preaching a 

number of months before “the out-of-doors became his habitual auditorium.”12  

Whereas there is no indication that Wesley’s first instance of extempore preaching at 

All Hallows Church in 1735 was in any way premeditated, Whitefield considered his 

first instance of extempore preaching on the eve of his departure for Savannah, Georgia 

to have been “granted in answer to prayer.”13  Though both Wesley and Whitefield 

initially baulked at the prospect, citing variously the irregularity of extempore 

preaching and their own sense of inadequacy, the experience proved to be a liberating 

one for both preachers.  In his description of the events of December 29, 1737, 

Whitefield recollected how the language of scripture provided a source of rebuke and 

comfort on this momentous occasion:   

 
It happened providentially that a lecture was to be preached that evening at 
Deptford, and several importuned me to preach it; at first I was fearful (O me of 
little faith), having no notes.  But afterwards (having got the consent of the 
minister), I went up, depending on the promise, ‘Lo!  I am with you always even 
unto the end of the world,’ and was enabled to preach to a large congregation 
without the least hesitation.14 

   
Twelve months later, Whitefield had evidently overcome any hesitations regarding the 

irregularity of both extempore prayer and preaching.  His Journal entry for January 7, 

1739 testified to his growing conviction that his gifts were ideally suited to extempore 

exhortation.  He wrote, “God grant I may pursue the method of expounding and praying 

extempore.  I find God blesses it more and more.”15  From the irregularity of extempore 

                                                 
11 Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons, 63, 70.  
12 Conrad, The Preaching of George Whitefield, 204.  Whitefield understood extempore prayer to be any 
public prayer which did not entail a simple recitation of the prayers contained in the Book of Common 
Prayer.  
13 Whitefield, Journals, 98. 
14 Whitefield, Journals, 98. 
15 Whitefield, Journals, 197. 
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preaching, it was but a short step to the irregularity of extempore field-preaching.  

Whitefield described his first field-preaching venture in his Journal entry for Saturday, 

February 17, 1739:   

 
About one in the afternoon, I went with my brother Seward, and another friend, to 
Kingswood… My bowels have long since yearned toward the poor colliers, who are 
very numerous, and as sheep having no shepherd.  After dinner, therefore, I went 
upon a mount, and spake to as many people as came unto me.  There were upwards 
of two hundred.  Blessed be God that I have now broken the ice!  I believe I was 
never more acceptable to my Master than when I was standing to teach those 
hearers in the open fields.  Some may censure me; but if I thus pleased men, I 
should not be the servant of Christ.16   

 

Whitefield’s account of this vocation-defining event is significant for a number of 

reasons.17  First, he cast his decision either to pursue or not pursue a field-preaching 

ministry as an uncomplicated choice between two diametrically opposed and competing 

sources of authority.  He could either please God or please man.  Second, Whitefield 

was confident that he had been specially called to be a field preacher, and the Bible’s 

vocabulary and examples supplied his primary means of conveying this conviction.  He 

was adamant that the events and characters recorded in scripture were intended not only 

to be read about but also directly imitated by Christians.18  We shall elaborate upon 

each of these points in turn.    

 

First, Whitefield cast his decision either to pursue or not pursue a field-preaching 

ministry as an uncomplicated choice between competing sources of authority.  He could 

choose to obey ecclesiastical authority, but only at the expense of disobedience towards 

a divine mandate.  In Whitefield’s thinking, ‘pleasing God’ meant nothing less than 

thorough-going submission to the scriptures as a “servant of Christ,” which in this 

                                                 
16 Whitefield, Journals, 215-216. 
17 Wesley’s recollection of the details concerning the events leading up to Whitefield’s first instance of 
field-preaching differs slightly from Whitefield’s own account.  Whereas Whitefield identified February 
17 as the date he first preached in the fields, in the funeral sermon “On the Death of George Whitefield,” 
Wesley recollected that it was Wednesday, February 21 when Whitefield, “went to Kingswood and 
preached abroad, to near two thousand people.  On Friday he preached there to four of five thousand; and 
on Sunday to (it was supposed) ten thousand.  The number continually increased all the time he stayed at 
Bristol… wherever he went God abundantly confirmed the word of his messenger.” Outler, Works, 
2:333-334.   
18 Whitefield, Journals, 114.  See also Gillies, Works, 6:89.  Commenting on Whitefield’s opposition to 
the view “that the Scripture should be read simply as a history and as nothing more,” Davis suggests that 
Whitefield considered “this view particularly damaging to the average person’s understanding of 
Scripture in general and of the atonement of Christ in particular.” “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of 
Scripture,” 21. 
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instance meant preaching to “sheep having no shepherd.”  The specific shepherd-less 

flock Whitefield had in mind were colliers of Kingswood, an impoverished socio-

economic segment of the population whose physical and spiritual needs he deemed to 

have been neglected by the Church of England.  If ‘pleasing God’ meant field-

preaching, then ‘pleasing man’ meant conforming to the ecclesiastical authorities who 

declared both his field-preaching to be irregular and often opposed the theological 

content of his sermons.  Whitefield resoundingly opted for the former course of action.  

As he embarked on his American tour later that year, Whitefield would famously 

declare, “[t]he whole world is now my parish.  Wherever my master calls me, I am 

ready to go and preach his everlasting gospel.”19  Quite simply, Whitefield understood 

the scope of his mission to be as boundless as that of the God whom he served.   

 

Whitefield resisted all spatial and denominational limitations to his public ministry.  

Despite the dangers, difficulties and slowness associated with travel, especially travel 

by sea, Whitefield was rarely sedentary.20  He visited Scotland fifteen times, Ireland 

twice, crossed the Atlantic thirteen times, and as Wood summarizes, “penetrated almost 

every nook and cranny of England and Wales.”21  Whitefield presented himself as a 

“Presbyter at large” and as a galvaniser of transatlantlic inter-denominational 

evangelicalism.  He pointedly refused Ralph and Ebenezer Erskine’s request to 

renounce his Church of England ordination and align himself exclusively with the 

Scottish Seceders on the grounds that to do so would diminish his capacity to appeal to 

the widest possible audience on both sides of the Atlantic.22  Positively, he would plead 

with “ministers and teachers of different communions [to] join with one heart and mind 

                                                 
19 Whitefield, Letters, 105.  The scope of Whitefield’s itinerant preaching ministry ensured that he was a 
well known public figure throughout the American colonies and the British Isles.  F.W. Boreham 
comments that Whitefield was “the first man who treated Great Britain and America as if they belonged 
to him.  He passed from the one to the other as though they were a pair of rural villages, and he was 
minister in charge of the parish.”  Quoted in A.S. Wood, The Inextinguishable Blaze: Spiritual Renewal 
and Advance in the Eighteenth Century (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2006) 80.  
20 He was also occasionally torn regarding where best to focus his energies: in Britain or in the American 
Colonies.  He wrote in 1748, “I find it is a trial to be thus divided between work on this and the other side 
of the water.” Gillies, Works, 2:232. 
21 Wood, The Inextinguishable Blaze, 80.  See also M. Loane’s chapter devoted to George Whitefield in 
his Oxford and the Evangelical Succession (Fearn: Christian Focus, 2007), 15-61, in which he charts the 
chronology of Whitefield’s public ministry.   
22 Stout, Divine Dramatist, 135-138.  Similarly, he wrote to James Hutton on July, 13, 1741, “God lets 
me see more and more, that I must evangelize… I have no freedom, but in going about to all 
denominations.  I cannot join with any one, so as to be fixed in any particular place.” Whitefield, Letters, 
277. 
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to carry on the Kingdom of Jesus Christ.”23  Further, when questioned by Dr. Cutler in 

Boston on September 19, 1740 regarding the nature of his allegiance to Church of 

England doctrine and ecclesiology, Whitefield asserted that “a catholic spirit was best” 

and that he “saw regenerate souls among the Baptists, among the Presbyterians, among 

the Independents, and among the Church folks, - all children of God, and yet all born 

again in a different way of worship: and who can tell which is the most evangelical?”24  

That is, Whitefield’s consistent practice was to intentionally foster and maintain the 

denominational and spatial breadth of his itinerant ministry by distancing himself from 

sectarianism and provincialism.25     

 

A week after he first preached to the Kingswood colliers, the Chancellor of Bristol 

challenged the legitimacy of Whitefield’s field-preaching on the grounds that the 

collections he took for the Orphan House he had established in Savannah, Georgia had 

hindered “the people’s benefactions to the Bristol clergy.”  Whitefield suspected that 

neither this reason, nor the fact that he did not possess a license to preach in the 

Diocese of Bristol, but rather the content of his sermons constituted the actual basis of 

ecclesiastical objection.26  Whitefield interpreted this challenge to his field-preaching 

ministry as an uncomplicated clash between competing sources of authority.  His 

rhetorical manoeuvre was to argue that any opposition towards his itinerant field-

preaching ministry would effectively threaten the continued survival of the Orphan 

House, since the collections he took up at these preaching events constituted its primary 

means of support.  Whitefield portrayed this ecclesiastical movement to silence him as 

reprehensible, since it effectively thwarted the opportunity to extend Christian charity 

towards the otherwise destitute.  Whitefield was utterly convinced that in this instance 

desisting from field-preaching was the will of man and continuing to do so was in 

accordance with the will of God.  In his Journal entry for February 24, 1739, Whitefield 

reported that he told the Chancellor of Bristol, with a self-styled “meekness” that can 

                                                 
23 Whitefield, Journals, 230. 
24 Whitefield, Journals, 458. 
25 Some critics interpreted Whitefield’s catholicity in terms of a supposed cynical desire to maximize 
financial gain.  The June 18, 1741 edition of the South Carolina Gazette describes Whitefield as “a 
staunch Churchman in Old England!  A thorough Independent in new England!  An Anabaptist among 
Anabaptists!  A true-blue Kirkman in Scotland!  And a Quaker among Quakers!  Becoming all things to 
all men, not that he might gain some, but make some gain of all!”  Quoted in Lambert, Pedlar in 
Divinity, 21.  Although disparaging, this criticism further attests to the intentionality of Whitefield’s 
trans-denominational appeal.  
26 Whitefield, Journals, 218. 
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hardly have endeared him to his ecclesiastical superior, that he was “resolved to go on 

preaching, and that if collections were not made here for the poor Georgians, [he] 

would lay it entirely upon him; adding, withal, [he] would not be the one who should 

hinder such a design for the universe.”27   

 

Whitefield’s interaction with the Chancellor of Bristol also affords insight into his 

preparedness to appeal to empirical results as incontrovertible evidence of God’s 

approval of his itinerant field-preaching ministry.  Like Wesley, on occasion he made 

efforts to demonstrate that itinerant field-preaching did not contravene Church of 

England canon law,28 and, like Wesley, he claimed that “we went not into the fields till 

we were excluded from the churches.”29  But this defensive mode of argument was 

often subsumed beneath an offensive strategy that elevated the empirical evidence of 

evangelical conversions as the ultimate measuring rod by which to support his practice 

of “going out into the highways and hedges, and compelling poor sinners to come in.”30  

Not only did Whitefield use scripture to support his ‘irregular’ preaching ministry, he 

also provocatively used the Bible against those who opposed field-preaching.  In his 

Journal entry for June 24, 1739, he insinuated that his detractors were spiritually akin 

to the Pharisees of Mark 8:11-12 whose demand “to know by what authority we 

preach” confirmed their calloused hearts.  Responding to the rhetorical question “has 

not God set His seal to our ministry in an extraordinary manner?”, Whitefield asked: 

 
Have not many that were spiritually blind received their sight?  Many that have 
been lame strengthened to run the way of God’s commandments?  Have not the 
deaf heard?  The lepers been cleansed?  The dead raised?  And the poor had the 
Gospel preached unto them?  That these notable miracles have been wrought, not in 
our own names, or by our own power, but in the Name and by the power of Jesus of 
Nazareth cannot be denied.  And yet they require a sign.31 

 

Whitefield thus considered the fruit of his ministry to be evidence that itinerant field-

preaching was pleasing to God.  The regular appearance of numerical references 
                                                 

27 Whitefield, Journals, 221. 
28 Ibid., 249ff, 259.  
29 Ibid., 293. 
30 Ibid., 293.  Interestingly, in a letter to Wesley written in 1740, Whitefield insisted that Wesley ought to 
refrain from introducing his version of English Arminianism amongst the American colonies on the basis 
of his evaluation of the fruits of preaching to a population that had been thus far broadly receptive to the 
presentation of the gospel from a Calvinistic perspective.  Whitefield urged Wesley to remain on the 
other side of the Atlantic, since “the work of God is carried on here (and that in a most glorious manner) 
by doctrines quite opposite to those you hold.” Gillies, Works, 1:182.   
31 Whitefield, Journals, 293-294. 
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throughout his Journals (most notably, as we shall observe in chapter three, the specific 

sums of money he collected in support of the Savannah Orphanage and the estimates of 

the vast crowds that frequently heard him preach), attest to the reality that in the 

economy of Whitefield’s thinking, the unprecedented arithmetic associated his itinerant 

field-preaching ministry was undeniable proof of God’s approval.    

 

Second, if Whitefield was confident that he had been specially called to an itinerant 

field-preaching ministry, then the Bible’s vocabulary and examples supplied his 

primary means of conveying this conviction.  Whitefield’s description of his first 

sermon in the “highways and the hedges,”32 was punctuated with Scriptural allusions 

which are indicative of the manner in which he manifested his high estimation of the 

Bible’s authority.  For instance, just as Mark 6:34 records Jesus’ compassion for the 

crowd that followed him into the Galilean wilderness, and his description of them as 

shepherd-less sheep, so too Whitefield recorded his feelings of intense compassion for 

the Kingswood colliers, whom he described “as sheep having no shepherd.”  Further, 

just as Matthew 5:1 describes Jesus’ decision to preach from the vantage point of a 

mount, so too Whitefield reported that he “went upon a mount, and spake to as many 

people as came unto me.”  While it is possible that Whitefield was doing nothing more 

than simply describing his ascent to the peak of a prominent topographical landmark to 

facilitate better communication, it is equally possible that he was alluding directly to 

Jesus’ ascent prior to proclaiming his most famous of sermons delivered upon a mount.  

Wood’s conclusion certainly points in this direction, observing that Whitefield co-opted 

Kingswood Hill into “a veritable mount of the Lord.”33 

 

Whitefield’s application of Scriptural language where he identified himself closely with 

the words and actions of his “Master” was by no means isolated to his account of the 

events of February 17, 1739.  Whitefield was especially fond of using Biblical 

references to describe crucial turning points in his preparation for public ministry, 

including his birth, conversion, ordination, and as we have already seen, the first 

occasion of field preaching.  For instance, in the first edition of his Journals, which was 

in large measure an apologia for his conviction that he had been called to fulfil a 

“public work,” Whitefield began by identifying the similarities between the 
                                                 

32 Ibid., 461. 
33 Wood, The Inexhaustible Blaze, 91. 



  

 

 

43  
 

circumstances of his birth with that of Jesus.  Although criticism would prompt 

Whitefield to omit this passage from subsequent editions of his Journals, it appeared 

thus in the first: 

 
As God has been pleased of late to call me to a public work, I thought His children 
would be glad to know how I was trained up for it… the circumstance of my being 
born in an inn, has often been of service to me in exciting my endeavours to make 
good my mother’s expectations, and so follow the example of my dear Saviour, 
who was born in a manger belonging to an inn.34 

 

Similarly, Whitefield described the moment of his conversion as an experience of 

release preceded by intense anguish, contemporaneous with Jesus’ sufferings prior to 

his death as described in John 19:28.  Whitefield wrote, 

 
One day, perceiving an uncommon drought and a disagreeable clamminess in my 
mouth and using things to allay my thirst, but in vain, it was suggested to me, that 
when Jesus Christ cried out, “I thirst,” His sufferings were near at an end.  Upon 
which I cast myself down on the bed, crying out, “I thirst!  I thirst!”  Soon after this, 
I found and felt in myself that I was delivered from the burden that had so heavily 
oppressed me.35  

 

Immediately prior to his ordination in 1736, Whitefield described his preparation for 

this auspicious occasion in a manner evocative of the pattern established by Jesus prior 

to momentous turning points in his earthly ministry.  For instance, just as Mark’s 

gospel described how Jesus took leave of his disciples and ascended a mountain to pray 

after he had fed five thousand men in the Galilean wilderness (Mark 6:30-46), so too 

Whitefield wrote that on the eve of his ordination as a deacon of the Church of 

England, “In the evening, I retired to a hill near the town, and prayed fervently for 

about two hours, on behalf of myself and those who were to be ordained with me.”36  

Admittedly, it is impossible to definitively conclude whether or not Whitefield’s 

actions were decisively influenced by Jesus’ example of solitary prayer upon a 

mountain during the evening at a major moment in his public ministry.  That is, it is 

possible that Whitefield was simply describing his ascent to an isolated location where 

he could pray uninterrupted.  We can, however, reasonably conclude that these 

cumulative episodes in Whitefield’s Journals afford an insight into the self-conception 

of an itinerant field-preacher who was thoroughly steeped in the language of scripture, 
                                                 

34 Whitefield, Journals, 35, 37. 
35 Ibid., 58. 
36 Ibid., 69. 
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and who did not hesitate to apply Scriptural language pertaining to Jesus in order to 

buttress his conviction that he had been called to be an itinerant preacher.37   

 

Throughout the period surrounding his conversion and ordination, Whitefield resolved 

to “lay aside all other books” and immersed himself fully in the scriptures and the lives 

of the prominent leaders of God’s people it described.  Dallimore describes how 

Whitefield’s habitual practice was to pray “over every line and word of both the 

English and Greek till the passage, in its essential meaning… [became] part of his 

soul.”38  The immediate result of this practice was that not only did Whitefield’s 

language become saturated with Biblical references, but the lives of the prophets and 

apostles became for him the precedents that conditioned the way he imagined his 

prospective preaching ministry.   

 

Whitefield identified with many Scriptural characters, but most of all with the example 

of a spatially boundless preaching ministry modelled by the Apostle Paul.39  For 

instance, in the days immediately preceding his ordination in 1736, Whitefield became 

increasingly convinced that, like the “young prophet” Ezekiel and the peripatetic Paul, 

he too had been called to imitate their example and exercise a public preaching 

ministry:  

 
…I found a quotation out of Ezekiel wherein God said to that young prophet, just 
after He had given him a Divine and public commission, ‘Thou shalt be dumb; but 
when I speak to thee, then thou shalt speak.’  This made me quite easy.  The 
remainder of the fortnight I spent in reading the several missions of the Prophets 

                                                 
37 In addition, Whitefield described the extent of his popularity in London in 1737 using similar language 
to the description of the acclaim Jesus received when he entered Jerusalem prior to his death: “The tide 
of popularity now began to run very high.  In a short time, I could no longer walk on foot as usual, but 
was constrained to go in a coach, from place to place, to avoid the hosannas of the multitude.” Journals, 
89.  
38 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:83. 
39 In addition to Whitefield’s adoption of the vocabulary and actions of the Apostle Paul to describe his 
aspirations and experiences as an itinerant field-preacher, Whitefield also directly associated his own 
ministry with Timothy and Abraham.  For instance, he recollected that at age 21, in 1736, “many came 
out of their shops to see so young a person in a gown and cassock.  One I remember in particular, cried 
out, ‘There’s a boy parson,’ which served to mortify my pride, and put me also upon turning that 
apostolical exhortation into prayer, ‘Let no man despise thy youth.’”  Likewise, at the time of his 
ordination, he wrote, “On Sunday morning, I rose early, and prayed over St. Paul’s Epistle to Timothy, 
and more particularly over that precept, “Let no one despise thy youth.” Whitefield, Journals, 77, 69.  In 
November 1739, Whitefield described his frequent movements about the American colonies using 
patriarchal language: “Methinks going thus from place to place with my friends, somewhat resembles the 
patriarch Abraham’s frequent removes, when called to leave his kindred and native country.  Oh that, like 
him, we may erect an altar for God withersoever we go!” Ibid., 341. 
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and Apostles, and wrestled with God to give me grace to follow their good 
examples.40    

 

There were many ways in which Whitefield directly associated his own preaching 

ministry with that conducted by the Apostle Paul.  For instance, Whitefield recorded in 

his Journal that the day after his ordination he was struck by a lengthy and perplexing 

bout of indecision.  He was unsure of how to proceed until a moment of what he 

credited as divine inspiration prompted him to follow directly in the footsteps of the 

Apostle Paul: “The next morning, waiting upon God in prayer to know what He would 

have me do, these words, ‘Speak out, Paul,’ came with great power to my soul.  

Immediately my heart was enlarged.  God spake to me by His Spirit, and I was no 

longer dumb.”41  Whitefield also considered the scope and nature of his travels to be 

reminiscent of Paul’s missionary journeys described in the Acts of the Apostles.  

During his first preaching tour of New England in late 1739, Whitefield wrote,  

 
At my first arrival at Philadelphia, I received a letter… in which was a pressing 
invitation… to come to New York.  On Friday, I received another from the same 
person; which, looking like the call given St. Paul, when the man appeared to him, 
saying, “Come over to Macedonia, and help us,” I, this morning, set out for that 
place.42   

 

Whitefield also described his own trials in terms of those experienced by the Apostle 

Paul.43  For instance, in his sermon based on 2 Corinthians 13:5 entitled ‘Christ the only 

Preservative against a Reprobate Spirit,’ Whitefield passionately implored his hearers 

to experience the ‘New Birth’ in language reminiscent of Moses’ words in Exodus 

32:32, and later the Apostle Paul in Romans 9:1-3.44  He directly immitated the 

mediatorial language utilized both by Moses and the Apostle Paul, stating that if 

possible he would be willing to offer himself on behalf of his listeners in order to 

secure their eternal salvation.  Whitefield wrote, “God is my judge, I speak the truth in 

                                                 
40 Whitefield, Journals, 68. 
41 Whitefield, Journals, 69. 
42 Whitefield, Journals, 346. 
43 Stout, Divine Dramatist, 56; Stout suggests “Whitefield probably knew the character and words of 
Paul as well as he knew himself.  The theme of persecution, so ubiquitous in Whitefield’s writings, was 
almost invariably discussed in terms borrowed from Paul’s writings” Ibid., 56. 
44 In Exodus 32:32, Moses pleads with God on behalf of the disobedient Israelites: “But now, if you will 
forgive their sin – but if not, please blot me out of your book you have written.”  In Romans 9:1-3, Paul 
adopts similar language as he appeals to his fellow Jews: “I am speaking the truth in Christ – I am not 
lying… For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my 
brothers…”. 
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Christ, I lie not, I would willingly go to prison, or to death for you, so I could bring but 

one soul from the devil’s strong holds, into the salvation which is by Christ Jesus.”45   

 

Elsewhere Whitefield interpreted the trials he experienced in the form of ecclesiastical 

opposition as confirmation of the veracity of his itinerant ministry.  In February 1739 

he recounted the support he received from “a young Society” in Bristol.  The content of 

their supplication on his behalf is significant, insofar as they not only cast Whitefield’s 

trials in terms of those experienced by the Apostle Paul, but also because they validated 

the veracity of his message by its empirical efficacy.  Whitefield described how,   

 
…the people made an application for me.  The First was the opposition made 
against Aaron’s priesthood, and God’s determining who was in the right, by causing 
his rod to blossom when the other rods produced nothing.  The Second was the 
eleventh chapter of St. Paul’s 2nd Epistle to the Corinthians, where the Apostle 
recounted his sufferings for Christ, against the insinuations of the false apostles.  
Blessed be God, in most of the things there recorded, I have, in some small degree, 
had fellowship with the Apostle, and before I die, I doubt not but I shall sympathize 
with him in most other articles.  Suffering is the best preferment.46 

 
With respect to the manner in which Whitefield applied scripture to describe his 

itinerant preaching ministry and the events that led up to it, Stout suggests that 

Whitefield not only utilised the Bible’s language, he internalised it: “[s]o ingrained was 

the influence of the apostle’s language and peripatetic lifestyle on Whitefield’s 

imagination that he virtually adopted Paul’s persona for his own.”47  Stout continues, 

“biblical characters became ‘types’ or models that provided a pattern for his own 

image,” to the extent that “he became the apostles he embodied.  His actions were not 

mere ‘act’ but reality.”48  Whether or not one concurs with Stout’s psychological 

assessment of Whitefield’s inner motivations, it is readily apparent that Whitefield 

cherished, nurtured, and propagated a self-conception of his itinerant field-preaching 

ministry that was borne out of the events and characters described in the scriptures, and 

expressed using biblical language.   

 

                                                 
45 Gillies, Works, 6:298. 
46 Whitefield, Journals, 215. 
47 Stout, Divine Dramatist, 56.  On a number of occasions, Whitefield described himself like Paul as 
being “the chief of sinners.” For instance, see Whitefield, Journals, 207. 
48 Stout, Divine Dramatist, 56. 
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Whitefield’s method of incorporating Scriptural language into the descriptions of his 

preaching ministry found in his Journals, especially his frequent identification with 

prominent biblical figures, elicited a variety of responses.  Joseph Smith saw nothing 

untoward in Whitefield’s use of scripture, contending that he actually made every effort 

to guard “against the invidious censure of assuming the character of an apostle,” 

renouncing “all pretensions to the extraordinary powers and signs of apostleship – gifts 

of healing, speaking with tongues, the faith of miracles; things peculiar to the age of 

inspiration, and extinct with them.”49   

 

But not all the evaluations offered by Whitefield’s contemporaries were nearly as 

positive.  Frank Baker suggests that the “incautious exuberance” and “undue self-

exposure” found in Whitefield’s Journals afforded his critics with considerable scope 

for their accusations of enthusiasm.50  The first edition of his Journals came under 

intense scrutiny from the faculty of Harvard College, who contended that “he (in a most 

enthusiastic manner) applies even the historical parts of scripture particularly to 

himself, and his own affairs.”51  On the other side of the Atlantic, the Bishop of London 

publicly accused Whitefield of “speaking of [himself] in the language, and under the 

character of Apostles of Christ, and even of Christ himself.”52    Further, despite their 

                                                 
49 J. Smith, “The Character, Preaching, &c. of the Rev. George Whitefield,” in Gillies, Memoirs, 794. 
50 Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England, 66.  Whitefield was not alone in being accused of 
enthusiasm.  Indeed, the public reputation of itinerant preachers like Whitefield in the American colonies 
was not helped by the controversy surrounding James Davenport, who was eventually deported from 
Connecticut after being found guilty of disturbing the peace.  In 1744, Davenport would publish his 
“Confessions and Retractions” in which he distanced himself from enthusiastic tendencies, especially 
having been “much led astray by following Impulses or Impressions as a Rule of Conduct, whether they 
came with or without a Text of Scripture.”  See Bushman (ed.), The Great Awakening, 53-55.         
51 Whitefield frequently and strongly defended this facet of his hermeneutical methodology.  For 
instance, in his sermon, ‘The Indwelling of the Spirit, the Common Privilege of all Believers,’ he insisted 
that “Nothing has rendered the cross of Christ of less effect; nothing has been a greater stumbling-block 
and rock of offence to weak minds, than a supposition, now current among us, that most of what is 
contained in the gospel of Jesus Christ, was designed only for our Lord’s first and immediate followers, 
and consequently calculated but for one or two hundred years.” Gillies, Works, 6:89.  Elsewhere he 
argued that “all Scripture (therein, undoubtedly, including the historical as well as doctrinal and 
preceptive parts) is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction 
and instruction in righteousness, to make the man of God perfect, thoroughly furnished to every good 
work.” Gillies, Works, 4:208-209. 
52 Gillies, Works, 4:15.  Whitefield provided a direct response to Gibson in his ‘Answer to the Bishop of 
London’s last Pastoral Letter.’  The tone of his letter was conciliatory, as he “protested his complete 
loyalty to the church in maintaining the possibility of regeneration.” J. Baker, John Wesley and the 
Church of England (Nashville: Abingdon, 1970) 66.  In addition to this pamphlet, Whitefield also 
responded indirectly through his sermons.  He was acutely aware of the charges of enthusiasm that were 
being levelled against him and responded to these accusations through the preached and printed word.  
For instance, in his published sermon entitled “Walking with God,” he wrote: “In order to walk closely 
with God, his children must… give up themselves to be guided by the Holy Ghost, as a little child gives 
its hand to be led by a nurse or parent… And though it is the quintessence of enthusiasm, to pretend to be 
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theological differences, Gilbert Tennent and Charles Wesley both urged Whitefield to 

exercise more caution after reading his Journal; Wesley even recommended that it not 

go to the publishers in its initial form.53  Whitefield would belatedly come to share their 

opinion, attributing his improper “use of a style too apostolical” to his fondness for 

“Scripture language.”54   

 

But Whitefield was not alone in utilising Scriptural language from the lives of biblical 

luminaries to describe his itinerant field-preaching ministry.  While we have seen that 

Whitefield’s opponents accused him of enthusiasm, there were still others who were 

willing to identify Whitefield’s itinerant preaching as a divine work reminiscent of 

apostolic times.  For instance, just days after Whitefield had first begun field-preaching 

in Kingswood, William Seward wrote to James Hutton on February 24, 1739, 

 
We had yesterday the finest sight at Kingswood… our Dear Br… preached to such 
a Multitude as no man could Number, perhaps 4 or 5000 and all so quiet that all 
might hear.  There was persons on Horseback and several Coaches – The Hedges 
lined the Trees served for Scaffold as the Sycamore did to Zacheus – surely since 
the Apostles Days has not been the like.55 

  
Further, in November 1740, as Whitefield’s preaching tour spanning Georgia to 

Massachusetts was drawing to a close, William Cooper commented, “The apostolical 

times seem to have returned upon us: such a display has there been of the power and 

grace of the divine Spirit in the assemblies of his people, and such testimonies has he 

given to the word of the gospel.”56  Commenting on Whitefield’s “manner of 

preaching,” Joseph Smith suggested, “So, methinks (if you will forgive the figure) St. 

Paul would look and speak in a pulpit, and in some such manner, I have been tempted 

to conceive of a seraph, were he sent down to preach among us, and to tell us what 

                                                                                                                                            
guided by the Spirit without the written word; yet it is every Christian’s bounden duty to be guided by the 
Spirit in conjunction with the written word of God… By observing this caution, you will steer a middle 
course between the two dangerous extremes many of this generation are in danger of running into; I 
mean enthusiasm on the one hand, and deism, and downright infidelity, on the other.” Gillies, Works, 
5:30. 
53 Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England, 66. 
54 Gillies, Works, 2:144.  For his part, John Wesley described Whitefield’s Journals as being notable for 
their “artless and unaffected simplicity.” Outler, Works, 2:336.  That is, if Wesley considered 
Whitefield’s manner of applying the Bible to his life and public preaching ministry to be problematic, he 
did not express this in writing. 
55 Quoted in D.A. Smith, George Whitefield as Inter-Confessional Evangelist, 1714-1770 (Unpublished 
D.Phil. thesis, Oxford University, 1992) 66. 
56 Quoted in I.H. Murray, Jonathan Edwards: A New Biography (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1987) 154. 
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things he had seen and heard above!”57  A century after his death, J.C. Ryle contended 

that in single-mindedly pursuing “the glory of God and the salvation of souls,” 

Whitefield possessed “the same mind that was in the inspired Apostle Paul.”58  Similar 

statements were expressed in the twentieth century.  Arthur Belden described 

Whitefield’s preaching in specifically apostolic terms: “He was above all preachers in 

history the Apostle of the Common People.”59 

    

Whereas Nathan Cole’s autobiography, The Spiritual Travels of Nathan Cole, is 

perhaps most well known for its breathless account of the collective hysteria that 

overtook Middletown, Connecticut on October 23, 1740 as news spread that Whitefield 

was to preach in the town that morning, his account is also notable for ascribing 

apostolic qualities to Whitefield’s itinerant preaching ministry.  Not only does Cole’s 

account lend credence to the estimates that eighty percent of colonial Americans heard 

him preach at least once, it also supports the contention that, certainly amongst some, 

Whitefield’s preaching ministry signalled a return to the halcyon days of the primitive, 

apostolic church.60  For instance, Cole’s account of the events of October 23, 1740, 

began, “Now it pleased God to send Mr. Whitefield into this land, and my hearing of 

his preaching at Philadelphia, like one of the old apostles, and many thousands flocking 

to hear him preach the Gospel, and great numbers were converted to Christ.”61 

 

If Cole’s account provides “guileless”62 yet invaluable primary evidence concerning 

Whitefield’s public image as one set apart for the exceptional work of itinerant 

preaching, secondary literature was already beginning to appear that attempted to 

synthesize a disparate array of revival accounts and explain them as a contemporary 

manifestation of the success of the gospel extending back to the Apostolic era.  Within 
                                                 

57 Quoted in Gillies, Memoirs, 796. 
58 J.C. Ryle, “George Whitefield and his ministry” in G. Whitefield, Select Sermons of George Whitefield 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1958) 40.  With respect to the disparaging dismissals of Whitefield’s 
preaching ministry as either an expression of “fanaticism”, or that his preaching constituted merely a 
“temporary excitement,” Ryle comments, “It may be feared that eighteen hundred years ago they would 
have said much the same of St. Paul.” Ibid., 28. 
59 A.D. Belden, “George Whitefield: His Influence on His Time,” Evangelical Christian (March 1961) 3.  
60 For instance, Cole described the interest in hearing Whitefield preach in universal terms: “The land and 
banks of the river looked black with people and horses; all along the 12 miles I saw no man at work in 
his field, but all seemed to be gone.”  Quoted in A. Heimert and P. Miller (eds.), The Great Awakening 
(New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967) 184-185. 
61 Heimert and Miller, The Great Awakening, 184. 
62 Richard Bushman (ed.) describes Cole’s Spiritual Travels as “the guileless autobiography of a 
common farmer” that illustrates “the shattering effects of the direct confrontation with guilt and the 
gratifying peace that faith ultimately afforded.”  The Great Awakening, 66. 
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a decade of the first awakenings having subsided, in 1754 the Scottish revivalist John 

Gillies had published a Historical Collections Relating to Remarkable Periods of the 

Success of the Gospel which sought to demonstrate that the recent eighteenth century 

awakening was simply the latest instance of many “extraordinary dispensations of 

grace” that had occurred throughout the history of the church, beginning with “the swift 

progress of the Gospel, in the time of the Apostles.”63  Gillies regarded Whitefield’s 

magnetic preaching and publishing ministry to be the focal point of this particular 

instance of revival.  Indeed, some twenty years later, Gillies would be the first to 

publish a comprehensive biography of the ‘Grand Itinerant.’  We have observed Arnold 

Dallimore’s ultimate biographical motivation was that “amidst the rampant iniquity and 

glaring apostasy of the twentieth century, God [might] use it toward the raising up of 

such men [as Whitefield] and toward the granting of a mighty revival such as was 

witnessed two hundred years ago.”64  Likewise, Lambert observes that Gillies’ 

motivation for publishing his “Remarkable Periods of the Success of the Gospel” was 

in order to make “an effort to promote future revivals by showing the progress of 

preceding ones.”65   

     

News of Whitefield’s death on September 30, 1770 in Newburyport, Massachusetts was 

met with a widespread outpouring of grief.  Many of the eulogies and memorial 

sermons that followed typically identified Whitefield’s preaching ministry as a 

manifestation of divine grace comparable to that observed during apostolic times.  Luke 

Tyerman lists seventeen such preached sermons, of which seven were published.66  

Outler comments that “all of them stress the extraordinary impact of Whitefield’s 

preaching.”67  One was preached by John Wesley at the Chapel in Tottenham Court 

Road and the Tabernacle near Moorfields on Sunday, November 18, 1770.  Despite 

their public theological dispute over the nature of predestination, the two reached 

personal reconciliation in 1742 and John Wesley would accept Whitefield’s invitation 

to preach his funeral sermon.  Wesley sensitively avoided any direct theological 

collisions with predestinarians in his sermon, though his claim that Whitefield’s gospel 

                                                 
63 Gillies, Historical Collections Relating to Remarkable Periods of the Success of the Gospel, 1:vi. 
64 Dallimore, Whitefield, 1:16. 
65 F. Lambert, Inventing the “Great Awakening” (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999) 175. 
66 Tyerman, The Life of the Rev. George Whitefield, 2:619-628.  
67 Outler, Works, 2:341. 
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could be “summed up in two words,” “the new birth” and “justification by faith”68 

nevertheless offended Calvinists like William Romaine who contended that “the grand 

fundamental doctrines which [Whitefield] everywhere preached were the everlasting 

covenant between the Father and the Son and absolute predestination flowing 

therefrom.”69  Beyond these intramural theological concerns, Wesley’s sermon was 

effusive in its appreciation for Whitefield’s Christian character and evangelistic zeal.70  

His praise reached its zenith as he depicted Whitefield’s itinerant preaching ministry in 

apostolic terms: 

 
Have we read or heard of any person since the apostles, who testified the gospel of 
the grace of God… through so large a part of the habitable world?  Have we read or 
heard of any person who called so many thousands, so many myriads, of sinners to 
repentance?  Above all, have we read or heard of any who has been a blessed 
instrument in his hand of bringing so many sinners from ‘darkness to light, from the 
power of Satan unto God?71     

 

Similarly, William Cowper’s poetic eulogy strived to impress upon his readers the 

extent to which Whitefield “copied close” the life experience of the Apostle Paul.  He 

accentuated Whitefield’s ceaseless itinerant preaching ministry, along with the physical 

discomfort and sufferings that accompanied it and depicted Whitefield as a remarkably 

dramatic preacher whose itinerant ministry was shaped by a singular commitment to 

Scriptural religion, and thus free of ulterior or disingenuous motivations.  In all of these 

respects, Cowper described Whitefield’s life as bearing a significant resemblance to the 

Apostle Paul’s: 

 
He lov’d the world that hated him; the tear 

 That dropp’d upon his Bible was sincere: 
 Assail’d by scandal and the tongue of strife, 
 His only answer was, a blameless life… 
 Paul’s love for Christ, and steadiness unbrib’d, 
 Were copied close in him, and well transcrib’d. 
 He followed Paul – his zeal a kindred flame, 
 His apostolic charity, the same. 
 Like him, cross’d cheerfully tempestuous seas, 

                                                 
68 Outler, Works, 2:343. 
69 Quoted in Outler, Works, 2:329. 
70 Wesley is conspicuously generous in his praise of Whitefield’s character: “Mention has already been 
made of his unparalleled zeal, his indefatigable activity, his tender-heartedness to the afflicted, and 
charitableness toward the poor.  But should we not likewise mention his deep gratitude to all whom God 
had used as instruments of good to him?...Should we not mention that he had a heart susceptible of the 
most generous and the most tender friendship?”, Outler, Works, 2: 338. 
71 Outler, Works, 2: 340-341. 
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 Foresaking country, kindred, friends, and ease; 
 Like him he labour’d, and, like him, content, 
 To bear it, suffer’d shame where’er he went....72  
 

Whitefield was supremely confident that he had been raised up to pursue an itinerant 

field-preaching ministry, and the Bible’s vocabulary and examples supplied his primary 

means of conveying this conviction.  By the time he embarked on his journey to the 

American colonies in 1739, fresh from a phenomenally successful series of field-

preaching events throughout England during the previous year, Whitefield was utterly 

convinced that his meteoric elevation in popularity and burgeoning reputation for field-

preaching was the fruit of divine confirmation: “Everyone hath his proper gift.  Field 

preaching is my plan.  In this I am carried as on eagles’ wings.”73  Whilst many were 

eager and willing to concur that Whitefield’s vocation was that of a unique mouth-piece 

of the New Birth, still others regarded statements such as this as betraying the self-

confidence that has provided his detractors, past and present, with ammunition to 

accuse him of enthusiasm and self-aggrandizement.   

 

2.3 John Wesley: “I look upon all the world as my parish.” 

 

Next we turn our attention towards Wesley’s decision to pursue an itinerant field-

preaching ministry as his life-long vocation.  We shall observe that the Bible’s 

vocabulary and examples supplied Wesley’s primary language for conveying the 

defence of his ministry, just as it had for Whitefield.  Further, just as Whitefield 

appealed to the fruits of his ministry as evidence of God’s approval of itinerant field-

preaching, so too Wesley was convinced that the empirical results of his ministry was 

undeniable evidence that he had been commissioned to fulfil an ‘extraordinary’ public 

work.  But even though Wesley was utterly convinced of the necessity of field-

preaching, and even more that God had uniquely set him apart for this task, we shall 

also observe that in many respects Wesley was reluctant to undertake and sustain a 

ministry considered ‘irregular’ by the Church of England, especially compared with the 

uncomplicated relish for field-preaching displayed by Whitefield. 

 

                                                 
72 Quoted in Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 187. 
73 Quoted in Philip, The Life and Times of the Reverend George Whitefield, 385. 
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Like Whitefield, Wesley’s itinerant field-preaching ministry has also been extolled in 

apostolic terms by many of his contemporaries and later biographers.  After observing 

Wesley preach for the first time in 1769, Johan Henrik Liden unflatteringly reported 

that “the spiritual father of the so-called ‘Methodists’… has no great oratorical gifts, no 

outward appearance… and looks as the worst country curate in Sweden.”  The visiting 

Swedish professor’s lasting impression, however, was of Wesley’s perceived Johanine 

likeness: “he has learning as a bishop and a zeal for the glory of God which is quite 

extraordinary.  His talk is very agreeable… He is the personification of piety, and he 

seems to me as a living representation of the loving Apostle John.74  Many of Wesley’s 

twentieth century biographers have attributed a Pauline resemblance to his preaching 

ministry.  For instance, according to Doughty, Wesley’s decision in late March 1739 to 

join Whitefield in Bristol, “confident to the end that the Woe! Of St. Paul… rested upon 

him,” situated him “in the true Apostolical Succession.”75  Similarly, Wood described 

Wesley as “the chosen apostle of the masses,”76 an “apostolic man… sent by God with 

an extraordinary commission to evangelize the nation.”77  Just as “Paul retired to 

Arabia before plunging into his missionary programme,” Wood observed, “Wesley was 

led in a similar way to prepare himself for his work” when he spent time with Count 

von Zinzendorf’s Moravians at Herrnhut in 1738.78  

 

Wesley was not averse to appropriating Scriptural, even apostolic, language to describe 

his conviction that he had been set apart to fulfil an itinerant field-preaching ministry, 

but compared to Whitefield he often displayed more caution in doing so.  For instance, 

in ‘A Father Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion, Part III,’ Wesley offered a 

nuanced response to the accusation that the Methodists had presumed to make 

                                                 
74 Quoted in The Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society (Burnley and Chester, 1898) XVII.2 
75 W.L. Doughty, John Wesley: Preacher (London: Epworth Press, 1955) 44. Henry Bett locates the 
beginning of Wesley’s apostolic resemblance slightly earlier.  He considers Wesley’s ‘conversion’ 
experience at Aldersgate Street on May 24, 1738 to be “the real beginning of his unique apostolate” 
insofar as it marked the experiential foundation of the “evangelical zeal.” H. Bett, The Spirit of 
Methodism (London: Epworth Press, 1943) 33. 
76 Wood, The Burning Heart, 83. 
77 Ibid., 75.  Thompson contends that it was Wesley’s sense of peculiar mission which prompted him at 
times to set aside normal regulations governing the Church. E.W. Thompson, Wesley, apostolic man: 
Some reflections on Wesley’s consecration of Dr Thomas Coke (London: Epworth Press, 1957) 53-54; 
Using Pauline language, Wood describes the impulses that fueled Wesley’s evangelism: “God had given 
him a work to do, and nothing must stand in the way of it.  Everything was subordinated to the 
furtherance of the gospel.  This was his magnificent obsession… He could say with Paul, ‘This one thing 
I do;’ and he went on doing it to the end, with astonishing concentration and unflagging zeal.” The 
Burning Heart, 75-76.     
78 Wood, The Burning Heart, 77. 
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themselves “like the apostles.”  Wesley acknowledged that the first apostles exercised a 

divinely enabled ability to work outward miracles that set them apart from ensuing 

generations of Christians.  But this uniqueness aside, he was nevertheless adamant that 

every Christian, especially “every preacher of the gospel,” must “be in some respects 

‘like the apostles’” or else “go to hell.”  He continued: 

 
Can any man be saved if he be not holy like the apostles?  A follower of them, as 
they were of Christ?  And ought not every preacher of the gospel to be in a peculiar 
manner like the apostles, both in holy tempers, in exemplariness of life, and in his 
indefatigable labours for the good of souls?  Woe unto every ambassador of Christ 
who is not like the apostles in this: in holiness; in making full proof of his ministry; 
in spending and being spent for Christ.79 

 
As one who had been “tenacious of every point relating to [Church of England 

ecclesiastical] decency and order,” it is unsurprising that Wesley initially baulked at the 

prospect of what he styled “this strange way of preaching in the fields.”80  But once he 

became convinced that, as Doughty suggests, no “John Anybody-Else might be 

substituted” for the unique public work God had set him apart to fulfil, Wesley 

overcame his lingering reservations and pursued field-preaching as his non-negotiable 

vocation with a zeal and tenacity.81  Just as Whitefield styled his first field-preaching 

occasion as a matter of having “now broken the ice,” Wesley’s Journal entry for 

Monday, April 2, 1739 bears witness to the extent to which he retrospectively regarded 

his first preaching foray in the fields in Bristol to be a momentous vocation-defining 

turning point.  Setting aside the palpable sense of shame he associated with field-

preaching, he proceeded to preach on Jesus’ words in Luke 4:18-19:        

 
At four in the afternoon I submitted to be more vile, and proclaimed in the 
highways the glad tidings of salvation, speaking from a little eminence in a ground 
adjoining to the city [Bristol], to about three thousand people.  The scripture on 
which I spoke was this (is it possible any one should be ignorant that it is fulfilled in 
every true minister of Christ?), ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He hath 
anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor.  He hath sent Me to heal the broken-
hearted; to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovery of sight to the blind; to 
set at liberty them that are bruised, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.’82 

 

                                                 
79 G.R. Cragg, (ed.), The Works of John Wesley: Bicentennial Edition, Volume 11, The Appeals to Men of 
Reason and Religion and Certain Related Open Letters (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975) 11:295-296. 
80 W.R. Ward and R.P. Heitzenrater, (eds.), The Works of John Wesley: Bicentennial Edition, Volumes 
19-24, Journals and Diaries I-VII (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988-1997) 19:46.  
81 Doughty, John Wesley: Preacher, 40. 
82 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:42. 
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Although there was a rich ancestral heritage of itinerant preaching in English church 

history,83 and even though Wesley was convinced that it was a Godly necessity, he still 

regularly described field-preaching as a “vile” practice.84  In a letter written on March 

28, 1739, Wesley exhorted a fellow Methodist itinerant to embrace the stigma of field-

preaching: “O may you also be vile, exceeding vile for [God’s] sake!”85  But absent 

from Wesley’s self-description as one who had become “more vile” in embarking on a 

field-preaching ministry was the apparent sense of eager anticipation with which 

Whitefield appropriated the same Scriptural reference.  For instance, after preaching at 

Moorfields on Sunday, May 13, 1739, Whitefield recorded in his Journal: “But if this is 

to be vile, Lord grant that I may be more vile.  I know this foolishness of preaching is 

made instrumental to the conversion and edification of numbers.  Ye Pharisees mock 

on, I rejoice, yea, and will rejoice.”86   

 

Wesley did not make any effort to romanticize his experiences as an itinerant field-

preacher.  Far from being a vocation that he actively sought after, Wesley reflected that 

field-preaching was “a sudden expedient, a thing to be submitted to rather than chosen, 

and therefore submitted to because I thought preaching even thus better than not 

preaching at all.”87  Whereas Whitefield’s writings afford us with very little insight into 

                                                 
83 In Paragraph 2 of the Preface to his Sermons on Several Occasions, Wesley invoked the ad populum 
field-preaching tradition in describing the design and purpose of his published sermons.  Outler observes 
that, “[i]n Wesley’s break with eighteenth century taboos against field preaching, extempore prayer, and 
lay leadership (including his own), he was appealing to larger precedents than those currently being set 
by men like Howel Harris and George Whitefield.  Actually, he was reclaiming a longer, richer tradition 
that reached back into medieval times and the English Reformation… That Wesley stood in their line is 
clear, and this is important in any interpretation of his self-chosen role as a folk-theologian.” Works, 
1:18-19.  See also H. Davies, Worship and Theology in England 3 Volumes (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1961) 3:202-205; and Wood, The Burning Heart, 108.         
84 The reference is most likely drawn from 2 Samuel 6:22.  Doughty interprets Wesley’s motivations in 
using this Scriptural reference: “There is a note of pathos in the words as though he had stooped to 
something of which part of him was ashamed.  The Oxford scholar and don, with his inherited 
aristocratic instincts and ingrained respect for what was regular and constitutional, had become a ‘field 
preacher,’ a man beyond the pale of the regular ministry, knowing that the hand of authority would be 
increasingly against him; that he would forfeit the regard and friendship of many of his own order: that 
he was making himself a ‘fool for Christ’s sake.’” John Wesley: Preacher, 37.    
85 Baker, Works, 25:616-617.  The condemnation of Methodist field-preaching offered by the Vicar of 
Christ Church, Newgate, London, Dr. Joseph Trapp, was especially indignant, and affords an insight into 
the stigma associated with it: “I am ashamed to speak on a subject which is a reproach not only to our 
Church and country but to human nature itself.  Can it promote Christianity to turn it into riot, tumult and 
confusion?  To make it ridiculous and contemptible, and to expose it to the scorn and scoffs of infidels 
and atheists?  To the prevalence of immorality and profaneness, infidelity and atheism, is now added the 
pest of enthusiasm.  Our prospect is very sad and melancholy.  Go not after these imposters and seducers; 
but shun them as you would the plague.”  Quoted in L. Tyerman, The Life of the Rev. John Wesley, M.A. 
3 Volumes (New York: Burt Franklin, 1872) 1:242.    
86 Whitefield, Journals, 265. 
87 Cragg, Works, 11:178. 
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the difficulties associated with itinerant field-preaching, Wesley’s descriptions are 

considerably earthier.  For instance, when ‘John Smith’ suggested in his 

correspondence of February 26, 1746 that “The son of a Wesley and an Annesley is in 

no danger of lukewarmness, but ought to take great care on the side of impetuosity and 

zeal,”88 Wesley responded, “[t]o this day I have abundantly more temptation to 

lukewarmness than to impetuosity.  To be a saunterer inter sylvas academicas, a 

philosophical sluggard, than an itinerant preacher.”89   

 

Wesley often wrote candidly about his attitude towards field-preaching and his struggle 

not to abandon it for a more sedentary, comfortable, regular ministry.  He appears to 

have been committed to field-preaching in spite of his intuitive preferences.90  For 

instance, in 1759 he reflected, “I preached… to twice the people we should have had at 

the house.  What a marvel the devil does not love field-preaching!  Neither do I: I love 

a commodious room, a soft cushion, a handsome pulpit.  But where is my zeal, if I do 

not trample all these underfoot in order to save one more soul?”91  Likewise, on 

September 6, 1772, he overcame his own reluctance by reminding himself of the 

reasons that first impelled him to pursue an itinerant ministry: “I preached at the Quay 

at Kingswood, and near the King Square.  To this day field-preaching is a cross to me.  

But I know my commission and see no other way of ‘preaching the gospel to every 

creature’.”92     

 

Some of Wesley’s most thorough and rhetorically impassioned defences of his itinerant 

field-preaching ministry are located in his various Appeals, which he first published 

between 1743 and 1747.  These also afford insight into the reluctance with which 

Wesley became and remained an itinerant field-preacher.  Throughout these wide-

ranging polemical essays, Wesley’s method was often to argue for the sheer 

unlikelihood that a man of his disposition and background should ever have even 

considered field-preaching, let alone pursued this activity with such undaunted zeal, 

                                                 
88 Baker, Works, 26:190. 
89 Baker, Works, 26:197. 
90 Baker comments that whereas “Occasional preaching in the open air was one thing, the deliberate 
acceptance of preaching outside parish churches as a normal method of evangelism quite another, 
especially for this staid little clergyman so prejudiced in favour of doing everything decently and in order 
according to the rules and customs of his beloved church.” John Wesley and the Church of England, 67. 
91 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 21:203. 
92 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 22:348. 
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were he not thoroughly convinced of its legitimacy and necessity.  After charging those 

who opposed his public ministry to consider why “such an one [as himself] should 

calmly and deliberately throw up his ease, most of his friends, his reputation, and that 

way of life which of all others is most agreeable both to his natural temper and 

education,”93 Wesley went on the offensive.  Wesley challenged his detractors to 

consider fulfilling a vocation that was as unappealing as it was unconventional, but 

which had been necessitated by the failure of the Church of England to engage the 

collective sum of its constituents (particularly the socio-economically disadvantaged) 

within the scope of their conventional ministry: 

  
[L]et me ask you one plain question: ‘For what gain (setting conscience aside) will 
you be obliged to act thus?  To live exactly as I do?  For what price will you preach 
(and that with all your might, not in an easy, indolent fashionable way) eighteen or 
nineteen times every week?  And this throughout the year?  What shall I give you to 
travel seven or eight hundred miles, in all weathers, every two or three months.  For 
what salary will you abstain from all other diversions than the doing good and 
praising God?  I am mistaken if you would not prefer strangling to such a life, even 
with thousands of gold and silver.94 

 
It is therefore readily apparent that whatever defence Wesley mustered to support the 

legitimacy of itinerant field-preaching, it was by no means the special pleading of a 

man who possessed a natural predilection towards this activity.  The reality was that the 

idea of pursuing an irregular ministry such as this only became enticing for Wesley as 

he was progressively denied access to Church of England pulpits.  Wood summarises 

pithily, “Being excluded from the churches, he was driven into the fields.”95  Wesley’s 

own writings support this conclusion.  In ‘A Short History of the People Called 

Methodists,’ Wesley reflected on his willingness to conform to Church of England 

conventions and “preach in a church rather than in any other place.”  Like Whitefield, 

Wesley recognized that even thought the location of his preaching aroused censure, he 

suspected that ultimately it was the content of his sermons (“this ‘new doctrine,’ 

salvation by faith”) that caused the greatest offence.  Whatever the root cause of 

ecclesiastical opposition, he was resolved to continue preaching, even if it meant field-

preaching:  

 

                                                 
93 Cragg, Works, 11:86. 
94 Cragg, Works, 11:86.  See also Wesley’s argument in ‘A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and 
Religion, Part III,’ Cragg, Works, 11:307. 
95 Wood, The Burning Heart, 83. 
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Being thus excluded from the churches, and not daring to be silent, it remained only 
to preach in the open air; which I did at first, not out of choice, but necessity; but I 
have since seen abundant reason to adore the wise providence of God herein, 
making a way for myriads of people, who never troubled any church, nor were 
likely so to do, to hear that word which they soon found to be the power of God 
unto salvation.96   

 

Considering what we have thus far observed of Wesley’s hesitant attitude towards 

field-preaching, it is not surprising that he only decided to continue Whitefield’s work 

in the Bristol area after intense premeditated reflection.  A matter of days before he 

accepted George Whitefield’s invitation on March 31, 1739 to “come quickly”97 to 

Bristol, Wesley took the opportunity to carefully defend his imminent breach with 

ecclesiastical propriety.  His justification is worth quoting in full:   

 
I allow no other rule, whether of faith or practice, than the Holy Scriptures.  But on 
Scriptural principles I do not think it hard to justify whatever I do.  God in Scripture 
commands me, according to my power, to instruct the ignorant, reform the wicked, 
confirm the virtuous.  Man forbids me to do this in another’s parish; that is, in 
effect, to do it at all; seeing as I have now no parish of my own, nor probably ever 
shall.  Whom then shall I hear?  God or man?  ‘If it be just to obey man rather than 
God, judge you.’  ‘A dispensation of the gospel is committed to me, and woe is me 
if I preach not the gospel.’  But where shall I preach it upon the principles you 
mention?  Why, not in Europe, Asia, Africa, or America; not in any of the Christian 
parts, at least, of the habitable earth.  For all of these are, after a sort, divided into 
parishes.  If it be said, ‘Go back then to the heathens from whence you came’, nay, 
but neither could I now (on your principles) preach to them; for all the heathens in 
Georgia belong to the parish either of Savannah or Frederica. 

 
Suffer me now to tell you my principles in this matter.  I look upon all the world as 
my parish; thus far I mean, that in whatever part of it I am, I judge it meet, right, 
and my bounden duty to declare unto all that are willing to hear the glad tidings of 
salvation.  This is the work which I know God has called me to.  And I am sure his 
blessing attends it.  Great encouragement have I therefore to be faithful in fulfilling 
the work he hath given me to do.98   

 
                                                 

96 T. Jackson (ed.), The Works of John Wesley 14 Volumes (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979) 8:273.  See also 
Wesley’s letter to Samuel Walker, where he recollected that opposition towards the sermons preached by 
himself and Charles Wesley “[W]as abundantly increased when we began to preach repentance and 
remission of sins and insist that we are justified by faith.  For this cause were we excluded from 
preaching in the churches.  (I say, for this: as yet there was no field-preaching.)  And this exclusion 
occasioned our preaching elsewhere, with the other irregularities that followed.” J. Telford (ed.), The 
Letters of the Rev. John Wesley 8 Volumes (London: Epworth Press, 1931) 3:225. 
97 Baker, Works, 25:612.  In fact, Whitfield had already presumed upon a positive response to his 
invitation.  On March 23, 1739 he wrote of Wesley’s arrival to continue the field-preaching ministry he 
had begun: “It is advertised in this day’s journal.  I pray for a blessing on your journey in our meetings.  
The people expect you much.  Though you come after, I heartily wish that you may be preferred before 
me.” Ibid., 25:612. 
98 Baker, Works, 25:615-616.  
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Wesley’s approach towards justifying his itinerant field-preaching ministry exhibits 

significant similarities with that adopted by Whitefield.  First, Wesley and Whitefield 

both appealed to the authority of scripture in support of their public ministries.  If the 

Bible’s vocabulary and examples supplied Whitefield’s primary means of conveying 

his conviction that he had been specially called to be a field-preacher, then in a similar 

fashion Wesley argued that field-preaching was the only way in which he could fulfil 

the Scriptural command to “instruct the ignorant, reform the wicked, confirm the 

virtuous.”  Further, although he was more cautious than Whitefield when it came to 

identifying his itinerant preaching ministry with that conducted by the Apostle Paul, on 

this occasion Wesley directly applied Pauline language to his own situation when he 

stated, “A dispensation of the gospel is committed to me, and woe is me if I preach not 

the gospel.”      

 

Wesley was convinced that he had not simply been permitted, but rather commanded 

by God in scripture to preach; indeed, that to fail to proclaim “the gospel of the grace of 

God” was “contrary to the Word of God.”99  He claimed that in “every point of an 

indifferent nature,” he was prepared to “obey the governors of the Church” and 

“‘submit’ (mark the words) ‘to the godly admonitions and injunctions…’” of his 

“ordinary” call as an ordained Church of England clergyman.  But this deference to 

ecclesiastical authority notwithstanding, Wesley was adamant that proclaiming the 

gospel did not fall under the category of a point of an “indifferent nature.”100  Though 

not his preference, he thus considered field-preaching to be the only way he could fulfil 

the non-negotiable commitment he had made to proclaim the gospel. 

 

Second, just as Whitefield cast his decision either to pursue or not pursue an itinerant 

field-preaching ministry as an uncomplicated choice between two diametrically 

opposed sources of authority, so too Wesley argued that whereas “God in Scripture” 

commanded him to preach, “Man forbids me to do this in another’s parish; that is, in 

effect, to do it at all; seeing as I have now no parish of my own, nor probably ever 

shall.”101  Although Wesley would consistently argue that it was he, and not his Church 

of England superiors, who was the final human arbiter of where, when and how he 

                                                 
99 Cragg, Works, 11:81-82. 
100 Ibid., 11:81-82. 
101 Baker, Works, 25:616. 
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should best preach, he nevertheless did make efforts to defend the ecclesiastical 

legitimacy of his preaching ministry.102  With the support of Bishop Potter, Wesley 

argued that since he had been ordained as a Fellow of Lincoln College, the scope of his 

ministry was not limited to any particular parish; in fact, he held “an indeterminate 

commission to preach the word of God in any part of the Church of England.”103  It was 

on this basis that Wesley could in good conscience declare, with Whitefield, that the 

entire whole world was his parish.  Wesley also appealed to Book VII of Richard 

Hooker’s Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity in support of his field-preaching ministry.  

Wesley argued that in addition to the “ordinary call” to “preach the Word of God” he 

received through ordination “by the bishop,” the empirical results of his field-preaching 

proved that he had also received an “extraordinary call” to fulfil this ministry.104  

Wesley wrote to his brother Charles, “God bears witness in an extraordinary manner 

that my thus exercising my ordinary call is well-pleasing in his sight.”105  

    

Unlike Wesley, Whitefield did not claim to have formally received any “extraordinary 

call” for his itinerant field-preaching ministry part from “the Apostle’s injunction, ‘as 

we have opportunity let us do good unto all men.’”106  But insofar as Wesley appealed 

to the fruits of his field-preaching ministry as evidence of God’s approval, his method 

of justifying both the location and content of his sermons was identical to that adopted 

by Whitefield.107  For instance, in ‘An Answer to the Rev. Mr. Church’s Remarks on 

                                                 
102 In an interview with Joseph Butler, the Bishop of Bristol, on August 18, 1739, Wesley declared, “My 
Lord, my business on earth is to do what good I can.  Wherever, therefore, I think I can do most good, 
there must I stay, so long as I think so.  At present I think I can do most good here; therefore here I 
stay… But if I should be convinced in the meanwhile, that I could advance the glory of God, and the 
salvation of souls in any other place, more than in Bristol; in that hour, by God’s help, I will go hence; 
which till then I may not do.” Quoted in H. Moore, Life of the Rev. John Wesley, A.M., 2 vols. (London: 
Kershaw, 1824) 1:464.   
103 Ibid., 1:464.  Potter wrote to Wesley on March 1, 1735, “It doth not seem to me that at your ordination 
you engaged yourself to undertake the cure of any parish, provided you can as a clergyman better serve 
God and the Church in your present or some other station…”  Baker, Works, 25:420. 
104 Wesley did not endorse indiscriminate field-preaching, and expressed his reservations about the 
claims of others to have received an “extraordinary call” to pursue a field-preaching ministry.  For 
instance, in a letter to James Hervey on March 20, 1739, Wesley stated his opposition to “preachers of 
righteousness” who claimed the right to be “public preachers” though they had received only an 
“ordinary call.” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 24:207. 
105 Baker, Works, 25:660.   
106 Whitefield, Journals, 452. 
107 Wesley declared, “‘Every good tree’ (every true prophet or teacher) ‘bringeth forth good fruit.’” R.E. 
Davies (ed.), The Works of John Wesley: Bicentennial Edition, Volume 9, The Methodist Societies: 
History, Nature, and Design (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989) 9:111.  He thus challenged his detractors 
to compare the empirical results of his field-preaching with its doctrinal content, since this was the 
standard set forth in the Scriptures.    Utilizing a plethora of Bible texts, Wesley continued: “By the fruits 
shall we know those of whom I speak – even the cloud of witnesses [Hebrew 12:1] who at this hour 
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the Rev. Mr. John Wesley’s Last Journal,’ Wesley contrasted the results of preaching 

“justification by faith and works,” which he perceived did not result in any 

demonstrable conversions, versus the results of preaching “justification by faith alone.”  

He challenged, “I beseech you then to consider, in the secret of your heart, How many 

sinners have you converted to God?  By their fruits we shall know them… Can you 

instance in a hundred?  In fifty?  In twenty?  In ten? – If not, take heed unto yourself 

and to your doctrine.  It cannot be that both are right before God.”108   

 

Just as Whitefield argued for the veracity of Calvinist doctrine on the grounds of its 

effectiveness in colonial America, so too Wesley argued for the veracity of Arminian 

doctrine on the grounds of empirical results.  For instance, in his Journal entry for 

Thursday, April 26, 1739, Wesley recounted not only his decision to preach “strongly 

and explicitly that ‘God willeth all men to be thus saved’,” but also how he interpreted 

the emotional outpouring that followed as incontrovertible evidence of God’s approval 

of his decision to preach this distinctively Arminian doctrine.  Aware that if he chose to 

preach conditional election it would likely elicit a negative reaction from some of his 

fellow Methodists, especially predestinarians like Whitefield and Harris, Wesley prayed 

“that if this were not the truth of God, he would not suffer the blind to go out of the 

way; but if it were, he would bear witness to his Word.”109  Wesley reported in his 

Journal that as he began to preach what would later be published as his ‘Free Grace’ 

sermon, “one and another and another sunk to the earth: they dropped on every side as 

thunderstruck.”110  This was for Wesley sufficient proof that God approved of the 

specifically Arminian content of his sermons, and not merely their location.  

 

Wesley also appealed to the effects of his sermons upon collective public morality as 

evidence of divine confirmation upon his itinerant field-preaching ministry.111  For 

                                                                                                                                            
experience the gospel I preach to be the power of God unto salvation [Romans 1:16].  The habitual 
drunkard, that was, is now temperate in all things [1 Corinthians 9:25].  The whoremonger now flees 
fornication.  He that stole, steals no more, but works with his hands.  He that cursed or swore, perhaps at 
every sentence, has now learned to serve the Lord with fear, and rejoice unto him with reverence [Psalm 
2:11].  Those formerly enslaved to various habits of sin are now brought to uniform habits of holiness [2 
Tim 3:15].  These are demonstrable facts.” Ibid., 9:110-111.   
108 Davies, Works, 9:110-111. 
109 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:51. 
110 Ibid., 19:51-52. 
111 Commenting on the sociological impact of Wesley’s itinerant preaching, Waller suggests that the 
content of his message, “offered a vehicle by which steady conduct and upward mobility could be 
achieved.  His invitation to give the whole of one’s life to God carried with it a stewardship of time and 
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instance, in his correspondence with the Mayor of Newcastle on July 12, 1743, Wesley 

sought to rebut secular opposition towards his public ministry by appealing to the 

empirical societal benefits that accompanied his field-preaching.  After declaring that 

he reverenced “all magistrates as the ministers of God,” and that he agreed to abide by 

the Mayor’s request that he desist from preaching “at the Sandy Hill,” Wesley 

proceeded to contend that far from facilitating public disturbance, his field-preaching 

had yielded an undeniable transformation in Newcastle’s corporate behaviour.  He 

wrote, “I preached Jesus, the Saviour of sinners.  Many sinners of all sorts came and 

heard.  Many were (and are) saved from their sins.  The drunkards are sober.  The 

common swearers fear God.  The Sabbath-breakers now keep that day holy.  These 

facts are undeniable, the persons being well known, and ready at any time to attest 

them.”112   

 

Wesley’s retrospective reflections in his Journal occasionally generates the impression 

that his field-preaching was a random affair; that he and his fellow Methodists “had no 

plan at all,” “went hither and thither,” and travelled wherever there was “a prospect of 

saving souls from death.”113  But this appearance was somewhat misleading.114  Rather 

than engaging in a haphazard itinerancy, the physical and spiritual needs of the lower 

socio-economic stratum of society was an instrumental criterion in determining where, 

to whom, and what Wesley preached.115  Turner observes that during the first half of 

the eighteenth century, “villages in Coalbrookdale in Shropshire or in the mining areas 

around Bristol, such as Kingswood, were growing without church or parish minister on 

the spot.  The parish system could not cope with the new populations.”116  In response 

to this situation, Wesley was highly deliberate about focusing his itinerant field-

preaching ministry on regions with significant numbers of economically disadvantaged 

people.  The regional loci of Wesley’s itinerant ministry in London, Bristol and 

                                                                                                                                            
money and resources, all of which contributed to changing people’s lifestyles.” Waller, John Wesley: A 
Personal Portrait, 75. 
112 Baker, Works, 26:101.   
113 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 24:207. 
114 Dispelling as untrue the notion that Wesley’s itinerant field-preaching was a random affair, Turner 
comments that “the idea the he… set off on horseback in six directions at once is mythical.  He did 
itinerate to the end of his life, but very soon his journeys were carefully planned.  The long journeys soon 
avoided by and large the winter months, when he worked largely in and around London.”  John Wesley: 
The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 32. 
115 K.L. Carder, “What Difference Does Knowing Wesley Make?” in R.L. Maddox (ed.), Rethinking 
Wesley’s Theology for Contemporary Methodism (Nashville: Kingswood, 1998) 29. 
116 Turner, John Wesley: The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 33. 
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Newcastle reflected his particular desire to bring the gospel to these centres of 

burgeoning population growth.117  Thus, when challenged by ‘John Smith’ in 1746 that 

the Methodist’s field-preaching revealed a scant regard for the authority of the Bishops 

and parish boundaries, Wesley responded that not only was the content and location of 

his sermons highly deliberate, insofar as it enabled those that “never came near the 

church” to be “brought to fear God, to love him, and keep his commandments,”118 but 

also that ecclesiastical order was a useful means only insofar as it facilitated the 

salvation of souls.119  Wesley wrote, 

 
What is the end of all ecclesiastical order?  Is it not to bring souls from the power 
of Satan unto God?  And to build them up in his fear and love?  Order, then is so far 
valuable as it answers these ends; and if it answers them not it is worth nothing.  
Now I would fain know, Where has order answered these ends?  Not in any place 
where I have been: not among the tinners in Cornwall, the keelmen at Newcastle, 
the colliers in Kingswood and Staffordshire; not among the drunkards, swearers, 
Sabbath-breakers of Moorfields, or the harlots of Drury Lane.120 

 

Wesley acknowledged that a corollary of his preferential commitment towards 

preaching wherever tinners, keelmen, colliers, drunkards, swearers, Sabbath-breakers 

and harlots may be found was that the sight of a clergyman preaching out doors would 

likely be met with significant curiosity.  Although he recognized that his labour would 

only begin to bear fruit once the novelty value of field-preaching had worn off, and 

those who heard him preach began to listen to what he said rather than where he was 

saying it,121 Wesley was also prepared to exploit field-preaching on the basis that he 

found it hard “to conceive anything else could have reached [the un-churched].”  He 

argued that, after all, 

 
Had the minister of the parish preached like an angel, it had profited them nothing; 
for they heard him not.  But when one came and said, ‘Yonder is a man preaching 

                                                 
117 Turner notes that “In the areas of Cornwall, where tin mining flourished, and the coalmining villages 
around Newcastle and Durham, Methodist societies were to flourish surprisingly quickly.  Wesley’s work 
in the early days was based on the triangle of London, Bristol and Newcastle… with ‘headquarters’ 
buildings in each place.” Ibid., 34.  
118 Baker, Works, 26:206. 
119 For instance, Wesley wrote to George Downing, chaplain to the Earl of Dartmouth on April 6, 1761: 
“I would observe every punctilio of order except where the salvation of souls is at stake.  There I prefer 
the end before the means.” Telford, Letters, 4:146.  Turner succinctly summarizes, “For Wesley, the 
gospel and its needs determine church order.” John Wesley, 105.   
120 Baker, Works, 26:206. 
121 For instance, see Wesley’s response to ‘John Smith’s’ accusation that “the impression made on men’s 
minds by this irregular way of preaching is chiefly owing to ‘the force of novelty.’” Baker, Works, 
26:237. 
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on top of a mountain’, they ran in droves to hear what he would say… Had it not 
been for field preaching, the uncommonness of which was the very circumstance 
that recommended it, they must have run on in the error of their way, and perished 
in their blood.122  

 
The above quote also affords an insight into the sense in which Wesley clearly regarded 

the response people made to the gospel to be a matter of life and death.  But beyond 

this, Wesley also considered his willingness to be an itinerant field-preacher as a matter 

directly related to his own eternal life and death.  For instance, the impassioned nature 

of his correspondence with ‘John Smith’ on March 25, 1747, betrayed the existential 

burden that Wesley felt lay upon him to fulfil an itinerant field-preaching ministry as 

his non-negotiable vocation.  In Wesley’s estimation, if he failed to “play the part of an 

itinerant evangelist” he would not only betray God, but also imperil his salvation.  He 

wrote,   

 
But you know no call I have to preach up and down, to play the part of an itinerant 
evangelist.  Perhaps you do not.  But I do; I know God hath required this at my 
hands.  To me his blessing my work is an abundant proof, although such a proof 
often makes me tremble.  But ‘is there not pride or vanity in my heart?’  There is, 
yet this is not my motive to preaching.  I know and feel that the spring of this is a 
deep conviction that it is the will of God; and that were I to refrain I should never 
hear that word, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant,’ but ‘Cast ye the unprofitable 
servant into outer darkness, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.’123 

 
 

2.4 Conclusion 

 

Wesley and Whitefield both sought to be preachers of one book.  In this chapter we 

have focused upon one facet of their preaching ministry, comparing the manner and 

extent to which the Bible, amongst a variety of influences, shaped their respective 

decisions to pursue an itinerant field-preaching ministry.  It has been demonstrated that 

neither Whitefield nor Wesley took this highly contentious step spontaneously, Wesley 

in particular overcoming significant personal reservations regarding the propriety of 

field-preaching.  Wesley and Whitefield were convinced that they had been 

commissioned to fulfil itinerant field-preaching ministries, and both appealed to the 

scriptures and used biblical vocabulary to buttress these convictions.  They also 

considered the empirical results of their respective public ministries to be 
                                                 

122 Cragg, Works, 11:306-307. 
123 Baker, Works, 26:237. 
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incontrovertible evidence of God’s blessing on their endeavours as itinerant field-

preachers.  Although both preachers were systematically denied access to Church of 

England pulpits, this opposition towards the content and location of their sermons did 

little to diminish their zeal for itinerant evangelism.  Indeed, both subsequently declared 

‘the world to be their parish,’ and in the process both situated their itinerant preaching 

ministries outside the normal parish structures of the Church of England. 
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Chapter Three: A comparison of the delivery, style and description of sermons 

preached by George Whitefield and John Wesley. 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

Preaching occupied a privileged and non-negotiable place in the public ministries of 

Wesley and Whitefield.  Both deliberately implemented a ‘preach and print’ strategy 

where their spoken and printed sermons functioned as indispensable vehicles for 

disseminating theological truth.  In the previous chapter we compared the manner in 

which Wesley and Whitefield appealed to and used the Bible, amongst a variety of 

other influences, in order to justify one important dimension of their spoken sermons: 

their decision to pursue an ‘exceptional’ itinerant field-preaching ministry.  In this 

chapter, our attention will turn towards a variety of other features of their spoken 

sermons.  First, we shall compare the delivery and style of the sermons preached by 

Whitefield and Wesley.  Second, we shall compare the manner in which the sermons 

preached by Wesley and Whitefield were described, both by themselves and by 

contemporaries who heard them preach.   

 

3.2 A comparison of the delivery and style of the sermons preached by George 

Whitefield and John Wesley.  

 

Whitefield’s preaching style and sermon delivery has received widespread acclaim.  

Much ink has been spilled attempting to account for the mesmerising effect “the Prince 

of pulpit orators”1 had upon the vast open-air congregations he commanded on both 

sides of the Atlantic.  There is little consensus as to whether the content or style of 

Whitefield’s sermons exerted most influence on his listeners and readers.  Aldridge 

comments, “Though many make the effort, it would be difficult to determine whether it 

was what Whitefield said or the way he said it that captivated his audiences.”2  One of 

Whitefield’s contemporaries, the South Carolina pastor Joseph Smith, attributed 

Whitefield’s success as a preacher to a three-fold combination of the “doctrines he 

insisted upon,” “his personal character and behaviour” and his dramatic preaching 

                                                 
1 J.B. Wakeley, Anecdotes of the Rev. George Whitefield, with a biographical sketch (1879; Meadow 
View: Quinta Press, 2000) 7. 
2 Aldridge, “George Whitefield,” 60. 
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style.3  When it came especially to describing “the manner of his preaching,” Smith 

commented, “I need not say, nor can my pen describe his action and gesture, in all their 

strength and decencies.  He is certainly a finished preacher, and a great master of 

pulpit-oratory and elocution, and a noble negligence ran through his style.”4  These 

conclusions thus acknowledge both Whitefield’s homiletical style and sermon content 

as mutually reinforcing factors in his astounding popularity as a preacher. 

 

While Whitefield undoubtedly cultivated his dramatic preaching style, his aim was to 

convert, not to entertain.  Downey suggests that he was convinced that it was a 

preacher’s responsibility “to employ every homiletical and oratorical device at his 

disposal to save men from hell.”5  The dramatic urgency of Whitefield’s evangelistic 

appeals is well illustrated in the following oft-quoted example: 

 
‘The attendant angel,’ exclaimed Whitefield in the midst of his sermon, after a 
deep, solemn pause.  ‘The attendant angel is just about to leave the threshold of this 
sanctuary, and ascend to heaven.  And shall he ascend, and not bear with him the 
news of one sinner, among all this multitude, reclaimed from the error of his ways?  
Stop, Gabriel, stop, ere you enter the sacred portals, and yet carry with you the news 
of one sinner converted to God.’6  

 

Whitefield’s sermons also attracted attention because of their extempore quality.  

Houser comments, “Whitefield’s novel delivery was considered iconoclastic in 

comparison with Puritan preachers who delivered sermons with little or no emotion 

while reading them, word-for-word, from finely organized manuscripts.”  By contrast, 

Whitefield “delivered each sermon with much feeling, dramatic gestures, and without 

notes – extemporaneously.”7  The president and faculty of Harvard publicly criticised 

                                                 
3 Quoted in Gillies, Memoirs, 791-797.  As Wakeley says, “The questions are often asked, In what 
consisted the lock of his strength?  What was the secret of his great power?  What were his characteristics 
as a preacher?  We answer: Solemnity, tenderness, earnestness, courage, directness, and devotion.”  
Although the content of Whitefield’s sermons is perhaps implicitly acknowledged in Wakeley’s list of 
compelling attributes, nevertheless he considers Whitefield’s character (his “courage,” “devotion”) and 
manner (“solemnity,” “tenderness,” “earnestness” and “directness”) as instrumental in explaining the 
“secret of his great power.”  Anecdotes, 9. 
4 Quoted in Gillies, Memoirs, 795. 
5 Downey, The Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 162. 
6 Anonymous, Sketches of the Life and Labours of the Rev. George Whitefield with Two Discourses of 
1739 (London and Edinburgh: John Johnstone, n.d.) 264-265. 
7 W.G. Houser, Identifying the regenerate: The homiletics of conversion during the First Great 
Awakening (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation: University of Notre Dame, 1988) 39.  Similarly, F.L. 
Conrad, Jr. comments that Whitefield “dared to crusade for extempore preaching in a day when almost 
every minister carried a full manuscript or a sheaf of notes into the pulpit with him.” The Preaching of 
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Whitefield’s extempore preaching style on the grounds that “it is impossible that any 

man should be able to manage any argument with that strength, or any instruction with 

that clearness in an extempore manner, as he may with study and meditation.”8  Insofar 

as their definition of ‘extempore’ preaching equated an absence of notes with an 

absence of intentional preparation, Harvard’s conception of ‘extempore’ preaching 

differed subtly from the ‘extempore’ homiletical approach adopted by Whitefield.  

Although Whitefield was content to describe his sermons as extempore, he responded 

that his discourses might only accurately be classified as being so, 

 
If you mean that they are not written down, and that I preach without notes: but they 
are not extempore, if you think that I preach without study and meditation.  Indeed, 
Gentlemen, I love to study, and delight to meditate, when I have opportunity, and 
yet would go into the pulpit by no means depending on my study and meditation, 
but on the blessed Spirit of God, who I believe now, as well as formerly, frequently 
gives his ministers utterance, and enables them to preach with such wisdom, that all 
their adversaries are not able to gainsay or resist… and if we may pray, I see no 
reason why we may not preach extempore.9 

 
Whitefield’s clarification was necessary insofar as the extempore preaching of 

prominent New England field-preaching contemporaries like James Davenport was 

often characterised by the attributes cited in Harvard’s critique.  Smith observes that 

“unlike many of the radical New Lights in New England, Whitefield clearly did not 

preach extempore in the sense of not preparing beforehand and of being totally reliant 

upon immediate inspired utterance, allegedly from the spirit.”10  Likewise, Stout 

suggests,   

 
Many of Whitefield’s sermons were extemporaneous only in the sense that he had 
no notes.  Where other preachers recorded their notes and repeated favourite 
sermons three or four times in a pulpit career, the itinerant Whitefield repeated 
some favourite sermons thirty times or more, adapting the details… to suit 
immediate settings and circumstances.11  

 
Benjamin Franklin frequently heard Whitefield’s sermons, and his observations afford 

further insight into the nature of Whitefield’s extempore preaching style.  Although 

Franklin resisted the evangelistic content of Whitefield’s preaching, he appears to have 

                                                                                                                                            
George Whitefield, with special reference to the American Colonies: A study of his published sermons 
(Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Temple University, 1959) 42. 
8 Gillies, Works, 4:216. 
9 Gillies, Works, 4:216-217. 
10 Smith, Inter-Confessional Evangelist, 302. 
11 Stout, Divine Dramatist, 79. 
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been a close listener, concluding that Whitefield’s peripatetic ministry provided the 

necessary opportunities to refine the delivery of individual sermons through repetition: 

   
By hearing Mr. Whitefield often, I came to distinguish easily between Sermons 
newly composed and those which he had often preached in the course of his travels.  
His delivery of the latter were so improved by frequent repetition that every accent, 
every emphasis, every modulation of voice, was so perfectly well-tuned and well-
placed that, without being interested in the subject, one could not help being pleased 
with the discourse; a pleasure of much the same kind with that received from an 
excellent piece of music.  This is an advantage itinerant preachers have over those 
who are stationary, as the latter cannot well improve their delivery of a sermon by 
so many rehearsals.12   

  
But if Whitefield’s dramatic extempore preaching style has been widely acclaimed, his 

justification for adopting this approach has received scant attention.  Of particular 

interest is the manner and extent to which the Bible influenced Whitefield’s chosen 

preaching style in relation to a variety of other contributing factors.  Whitefield 

conscientiously explained the theological rationale that under girded his preference for 

dramatic extempore preaching.  Preaching style and sermon content were inextricably 

linked in Whitefield’s thought and practice.  In his estimation, the fervency with which 

a sermon was delivered was a strong indication of its spiritual potency and a barometer 

of the preacher’s spiritual health.  While he did not go so far as to draw a completely 

symmetrical correspondence between “preaching by note” and spiritual dullness, 

Whitefield nevertheless considered extempore preaching to be an indication of, and 

conduit for, genuine inward Christian vitality.13  For instance, he commented in his 

Journal in October, 1740, 

  
I think the ministers preaching almost universally by note, is a mark that they have, 
in a great measure, lost the old spirit of preaching.  Though all are not to be 
condemned who use notes, yet it is a symptom of the decay of religion, when 
reading sermons becomes fashionable where extempore preaching did once almost 
universally prevail.14 

   
As a preacher who was committed to the normative function of scripture in all matters, 

especially the proclamation of the salvific truths contained within the Bible, Whitefield 

also sought to justify his dramatic, extempore preaching style from the scriptures.  For 

instance, in “A Letter to the Reverend Dr. Durrell,” published on April 12, 1768, 
                                                 

12 Wakeley, Anecdotes, 71. 
13 Conrad perhaps overstates when he says that “Whitefield considered extempore preaching to be the 
only satisfactory method of sermon delivery.” The Preaching of George Whitefield, 42. 
14 Whitefield, Journals, 483. 
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Whitefield responded to the Bishop of Gloucester’s criticism regarding not so much the 

content of his sermons, nor even the location of his field-preaching, but rather the 

manner in which he delivered his sermons.  Whitefield stressed that the task of “true 

gospel Christian orators” is in many respects no different from that of lawyers and 

actors upon the stage.  They share a common ambition, not simply to “calmly inform 

the understanding, but by persuasive pathetic address, endeavour to move the 

affections, and warm the heart.”  He reasoned that since the content of a sermon 

pertains to matters of eternal consequence, a lack of “earnestness in heart and action” is 

sufficient grounds for listeners “to suspect, that the preacher, let him be who he will, 

only deals in the false commerce of unfelt truths.”  After appealing variously to 

Christian antiquity and human experience to vindicate his dramatic preaching style, 

Whitefield ultimately furnished this conviction with a number of Biblical examples that 

he takes as a precedent for his own impassioned pulpit oratory.  Whitefield wrote,     

 
You have… heard of a Prophet who was commanded by the Lord God himself, to 
smite with his hand, and stamp with his foot [Ezekiel 6:11]; and gospel-ministers in 
general are commanded to ‘cry aloud, and spare not, and to lift up their voices like 
trumpets [2 Chronicles 15:14].’  But why refer I even to Reformers or Prophets?  
Rather let me mention the God and Saviour of all, even our Lord Jesus Christ; on 
whose manner of preaching, the multitudes that followed him, when he came down 
from the mount, made this just observation, that ‘He spake as one having authority, 
and not as the scribes [Matthew 7:29; c.f. Mark 1:22].’  And after his resurrection, 
when beginning at Moses and all the Prophets, he expounded unto them all the 
Scriptures the things concerning himself, the two disciples at Emmaus said to one 
another, ‘Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked with us by the way, and 
while he opened to us the Scriptures? [Luke 23:13-35]’  And I believe we may 
venture to affirm, that if preachers in general spake and opened the Scriptures more 
under the influence and energy of his blessed Spirit, whether in consecrated or 
unconsecrated ground, within or without doors, they would find their hearers’ hearts 
in a degree would burn within them too.15   

 
Although it is questionable whether the scripture texts Whitefield cites conclusively 

justify his chosen preaching style,16 the above quotation does illustrate Stuart Henry’s 

                                                 
15 Gillies, Works, 4:338-340. 
16 Whitefield begins by appealing to Ezekiel 6:11, where the prophet is exhorted to herald the word of 
God with action and voice, and not simply utter God’s proclamation with dispassionate neutrality.  This 
text certainly supports his chosen preaching style insofar as it directly refers to passionate, dramatic 
proclamation.  The issue of whether Whitefield was justified in identifying himself so closely with an 
Old Testament prophet like Ezekiel is another matter.  By contrast, while it is true that the wider 
narrative from which Whitefield extracts 2 Chronicles 15:14 does establish a close relationship between 
the content of the Israelites’ proclamation and the manner in which it is proclaimed, Whitefield applies 
this text as an a-historical proof-text abstracted from its context.  He ignores the Chronicler’s primary 
intention, which is to describe the Israelites’ fidelity to Yahweh; the manner in which they do so 
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observation that Whitefield undoubtedly “knew his Bible,” at least in the sense that he 

was well versed in its content.17  While the nature of Whitefield’s response to the 

criticism of his preaching style offered by the Bishop of Gloucester leaves open the 

possibility that Whitefield went in search of Scriptural evidence in order to support his 

intuitive homiletical stylistic preferences, instead of allowing his preaching style to 

emerge from an inductive reading of the Bible, it also demonstrates his unwillingness to 

proceed with his chosen preaching style apart from what he considered to be sufficient 

Scriptural warrant.         

 

If the style of Whitefield’s sermon delivery was characterised by its dramatic qualities, 

the same cannot unreservedly be said of Wesley’s preaching.  Although Ralph Waller 

suggests that “Wesley was… a good actor,” those who observed both Wesley and 

Whitefield preach tend to accentuate the dissimilarities in their respective homiletical 

styles.18  For instance, John Hampson commented that Wesley exhibited “the calm 

equal flow of a placid stream, gliding gently within its banks, without the least ruffle or 

agitation upon its surface, whereas Whitefield alternately thundered or lightened upon 

his audience.”19  Others do not hesitate to point out the inferiority of Wesley’s sermon 

delivery when compared with Whitefield’s pulpit oratory.  William Parke’s comparison 

of their respective preaching styles is representative of this conclusion: “Wesley was no 

Whitefield.  The Gloucester man was dramatic with conscious and unconscious skills in 

crowd-moving control… Crowds were deeply affected by Wesley, but by his words 

rather than his manner of utterance, by his appearance rather than any style.  He 

                                                                                                                                            
confirms and supports the content of their proclamation.  Next, Whitefield cites Matthew 7:29 and 
concludes that the gospel writer had in mind the superiority of Jesus’ preaching style and manner of 
delivery when compared with the homiletical method adopted by the Jewish religious authorities.  The 
timing of the crowd’s conclusion, however, demands that their evaluation be understood primarily as a 
response to the content of Jesus’ discourse and only secondarily, indeed if at all, as a reference to Jesus’ 
dramatic oratorical abilities throughout this sustained period of teaching.  Lastly, Whitefield argues that 
the heart-felt response of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24 was due, if not exclusively, 
then at least instrumentally, to the persuasiveness of Jesus’ homiletical technique.  Once again Whitefield 
is evidently eager to demonstrate that the effectiveness of the preached word is a function of the close 
relationship that exists between both homiletical style and sermon content.  Yet there is nothing to 
suggest from Jesus’ conversation with the two disciples that the author intended his readers to attribute 
Jesus’ persuasiveness to his homiletical technique.  Instead, the gospel writer attributes the disciples’ 
instantaneous comprehension of previously unrecognised spiritual truths as the result of divine revelatory 
intervention, not the profundity of Jesus’ oratory.    
17 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 98. 
18 Waller, John Wesley: A Personal Portrait, 73.  
19 Quoted in Lee, The Lord’s Horseman, 80. 
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cultivated no acting method.”20  While it is never suggested that Wesley was in any 

sense an incompetent public speaker or ill-equipped to cope with the rigours involved 

with itinerant field-preaching, in his biography of Wesley, Turner nevertheless 

concludes that, “the great preacher of the revival was clearly Whitefield.”21   

 

But although his approach towards sermon delivery eschewed Whitefield’s drama, 

Wesley’s preaching style appears to have been no less intentionally persuasive.  

Dygoski observes that “The preaching that Wesley advocated… was to be persuasive, 

impressive and informative – but primarily persuasive in nature.”22  In describing his 

own sermons, the language most frequently employed by Wesley attests to the sense of 

urgency that accompanied his exhortations: ‘I strongly exhorted…’, ‘I began 

expounding…’, I applied the words…’, ‘I enforced…’, ‘I explained…’.23  In principle, 

Wesley believed that every Methodist sermon ought to “invite,” “convince,” “offer 

Christ,” and “build up.”24  That is, he considered that a sermon had failed in its essential 

purpose if it merely informed without intentionally applying scripture.  During a 

preaching tour throughout Scotland in 1779, Wesley observed that in Aberdeen, 

 
Sunday, 13 [June], I spoke as closely as I could, both morning and evening, and 
made a pointed application to the hearts of all that were present.  I am convinced, 
this is the only way whereby we can do any good in Scotland.  This very day I 
heard many excellent truths delivered in the kirk.  But as there was no application, it 
was likely to do as much good as the singing of a lark.25   

 

                                                 
20 Parkes, “John Wesley: Field Preacher,” 219.  In a similar vein, Heitzenrater comments, “If Wesley’s 
stature as a theologian has been underestimated, his reputation as a preacher has probably been 
overestimated.  Wesley’s primary skill was not in the techniques of preaching; he certainly did not have 
the homiletical flair of a Whitefield.” Mirror and Memory, 163.  Regarding Wesley’s spoken sermons, 
Wood suggests, “There was nothing of the exhibitionist about him.  There was no histrionic strain.  Here 
he differed from Whitefield, who as a youth had wanted to be an actor.  Wesley was no extrovert.  It 
must have cost him more than we can imagine to run the risk of being dubbed a mountebank.” The 
Burning Heart, 94.  Similarly, Downey contends that although “Wesley has made a notable contribution 
to English oratorical prose… his rhetorical devices are not as striking as those of Whitefield.” The 
Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 223.  Waller simply states that Wesley “lacked the fire of Whitefield.” John 
Wesley: A Personal Portrait, 73.  Likewise, Tomkins suggests that in comparison with Wesley, 
“Whitefield seems to have been the more compelling preacher, certainly the more dramatic.” John 
Wesley: A Biography, 70.   
21 Turner, John Wesley: The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 39. 
22 L.S. Dygoski, The Letters and Journals of John Wesley on Preaching (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation: 
University of Wisconsin, 1961) 157. 
23 See Dygoski, The Letters and Journals of John Wesley on Preaching, 157. 
24 Jackson, Works, 8:317.  Wesley’s explanation of these four categories in his ‘Letter on Preaching 
Christ,’ emphasizes the necessity of preaching both the ‘law’ and ‘gospel.’ Ibid., 9:486ff. 
25 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 23:135. 
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Wesley was also well aware that the content of the Bible cannot be accepted, embraced 

and applied if it is not first understood.  In order to best achieve his singular ambition of 

heralding the ‘Scripture way of salvation,’ Wesley was thus equally singular in his 

commitment towards homiletical clarity.  Heitzenrater observes, “Clarity was the first 

desideratum.  Wesley desired clearness of style and language.”26   

 

Whereas Whitefield did not assume responsibility for the itinerant, extempore field-

preaching practices of others, Wesley devoted significant time and attention to 

articulating normative preaching practices in his capacity as the leader of a plethora of 

Methodist lay preachers.  In ‘The Large Minutes,’ Wesley offered generalised 

instructions that emphasise the importance of preaching with clarity and simplicity.  He 

advised, “Always suit your subject to your audience,” “Choose the plainest texts you 

can,” “Take care not to ramble; but keep to your text, and make out what you take in 

hand.”  Any attribute, whether it was verbal or visual, that threatened to detract from or 

jeopardise the conscionable hearing of, and response to, Scriptural truth ought to be 

swiftly identified and jettisoned.  With a view to eradicating any impediment to 

homiletical clarity, Wesley cautioned, “Take care of anything awkward or affected, 

either in your gesture, phrase, or pronunciation.”27 

 

Beyond these generalised homiletical instructions, Wesley was also given to offering 

individualised reproof.  Heitzenrater observes, “the art of preaching was of no small 

concern to Wesley.  His own advice was given freely (and at times very specifically) to 

the preachers, and they were questioned annually on the matter,” especially regarding 

their ability to “speak justly, readily, clearly.”28  Perhaps some of the most conspicuous 

evidence for Wesley’s concern for homiletical clarity is to be found in his 

correspondence with Samuel Furley during 1764.  There Wesley is adamant that the 

“duty to see every phrase be clear, pure and proper” when presenting Scriptural truth 

was not merely a matter of “good style”; it was inextricably bound to the function and 

duty of being “a Christian minister, speaking and writing to save souls.”  Wesley wrote 

on July 16, 1764, 

                                                 
26 Heitzenrater, “John Wesley’s Principles and Practice of Preaching,” 97.  Likewise, Doughty observed 
that Wesley called “for that utter clarity of expression which the urgency of the gospel message 
demands.” John Wesley: Preacher, 141. 
27 Jackson, Works, 8:317. 
28 Heitzenrater, “John Wesley’s Principles and Practice of Preaching,” 96-97. 
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Clearness in particular is necessary for you and me, because we are to instruct 
people of the lowest understanding.  Therefore we, above all, if we think with the 
wise, yet must speak with the vulgar.  We should constantly use the most common, 
little, easy words (so they are pure and proper) which our language affords.  When I 
had been a member of the University about ten years, I wrote and talked much as 
you do now.  But when I talked to plain people in the Castle or the town, I observed 
they gaped and stared.  This quickly obliged me to alter my style and adopt the 
language of those I spoke to.  And yet there is dignity in this simplicity, which is 
not disagreeable to those of the highest rank… You are a Christian minister, 
speaking and writing to save souls.  Have this end always in your eye, and you will 
never designedly use a hard word.  Use all the sense, learning and fire you have; 
forgetting yourself, and remembering only these are the souls for whom Christ 
died.29       

 

Although Whitefield’s preaching style was more dramatic than Wesley’s, he was no 

less committed to preaching with clarity and simplicity.  Smith observes that “none of 

[Whitefield’s] language smacks of an Oxford education.  He had learned… what 

Wesley wished for, the ability to speak plain words to plain people; usually Whitefield 

relied on words of one or two syllables.”30  This result was Whitefield’s explicit design.  

For instance, in his sermon, ‘Christ the Believer’s Husband,’ Whitefield unashamedly 

declared his quest for inclusiveness, even if this came with the risk of being labelled an 

unsophisticated anti-intellectual: 

 
I would further observe, that if any here do expect fine preaching from me this day, 
they will, in all probability, go away disappointed.  For I came not here to shoot 
over people’s heads; but, if the Lord shall be pleased to bless me, to reach their 
hearts.  Accordingly, I shall endeavour to cloath my ideas in such plain language, 
that the meanest negro or servant, if God is pleased to give a hearing ear, may 
understand me; for I am certain, if the poor and the unlearned can comprehend, the 
learned and the rich must.31 

 

The quest for homiletical clarity and simplicity in the sermons of Wesley and 

Whitefield functioned as the logical counterpart to the theoretically universal nature of 

their respective preaching ministries.  That is, they sought to be intelligible to as many 

                                                 
29 Telford, Letters, 4:257-258.  In October 1764, Wesley wrote again to Furley on the subject of 
preaching style: “Long sentences utterly confound their intellects; they know not where they are.  If you 
would be understood by them, you should seldom use a word of many syllables or a sentence of many 
words.  Short sentences are likewise infinitely best for the careless and indolent.  They strike them 
through and through.” Ibid., 4:267.  
30 Smith, Whitefield and Wesley on the New Birth, 122. 
31 Gillies, Works, 5:174. 
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people as possible in their efforts to promote the expansion of the gospel to as many 

people as possible.   

 

But Wesley’s yearning for simplicity of utterance was also borne out of a conviction 

that both the manner and substance of his sermons ought to conform to the normative 

pattern set forth in the scriptures.  The ‘Preface’ to his 1746 ‘Sermons on Several 

Occasions’ succinctly expresses his lifelong commitment to proclaiming Scriptural 

truth with clarity and simplicity.   Wesley’s efforts to eliminate obscure terminology 

attest to his deep pastoral sensitivity and radical social inclusiveness: 

  
I design plain truth for plain people.  Therefore of set purpose I abstain from all nice 
and philosophical speculations, from all perplexed and intricate reasonings, and as 
far as possible from even the show of learning, unless sometimes citing the original 
Scriptures.  I labour to avoid all words which are not easy to be understood, all 
which are not used in common life; and in particular those kinds of technical terms 
that so frequently occur in bodies of divinity, those modes of speaking which men 
of reading are intimately acquainted with, but which to common people are an 
unknown tongue.32   

 
When Wesley published a further four volumes in his ‘Sermons on Several Occasions’ 

on January 1, 1788, his Preface affirmed his original commitment to “plain, proper and 

clear” preaching.  Indeed, Wesley cited 1 Peter 4:11 as evidence that while the 

scriptures must regulate sermon content, they also mandate the manner in which 

sermons ought to be delivered:  

 
… let his [the preacher’s] language be plain, proper and clear, and it is enough.  
God himself has told us how to speak, both as to the matter and the manner: ‘If any 
man speak’ in the name of God ‘let him speak as the oracles of God.’  And if he 
would imitate any part of these above the rest, let it be the first Epistle of St. John. 
This is the style, the most excellent style, for every gospel preacher.  And let him 
aim at no more ornament than he finds in that sentence which is the sum of the 
whole gospel: ‘We love him because he hath first loved us.’33  

 

Wesley was particularly enamoured with the apostle John’s canonical writing, and 

endeavoured to emulate both the clarity and substance of his epistles.  He wrote in his 

Journal on January 5, 1787, “I do not admire [the] florid way of writing.  Good sense 

does not need to be so studiously adorned.  I love St. John’s style as well as matter.”34  

                                                 
32 Outler, Works, 1:104. 
33 Outler, Works, 3:356-357. 
34 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 24: 
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Similarly, Wesley regarded Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount as being “the pattern for every 

Christian preacher,” not just in terms of the inspired content of Jesus’ words, but also 

the clarity with which he uttered them.  Wesley wrote, 

  
Through this whole discourse, we cannot but observe the most exact method which 
can possibly be conceived.  Every paragraph, every sentence, is closely connected 
both with what precedes and that which follows it.  And is not this the pattern for 
every Christian preacher?  If any then are able to follow it without any 
premeditation, well; if not, let them not dare to preach without it.  No rhapsody, no 
incoherency, whether the things spoken be true or false, comes of the Spirit of 
Christ.35 

 

Wesley and Whitefield were thus motivated by a shared lifelong impulse to save souls 

by preaching sermons that were clearly able to be understood by as wide an audience as 

possible.  And yet this similarity ought not to obscure the reality that Wesley came to 

recognise that to be singularly devoted to field-preaching to the exclusion “of meeting 

them [those that had experienced regeneration] apart from the mixed, unawakened 

multitude” was both pastorally naïve and counter-productive.36  Doughty observes that 

“Wesley insisted on following up his initial work and, as a rule, declined to preach 

where continuity and consolidation seemed to be impossible.”37  After meeting with the 

members of the Methodist society at Tanfield on March 13, 1743, Wesley was grieved 

at the “terrible instances” of people who had been “half-awakened and then left to 

themselves to fall asleep again.”  He therefore resolved, “by the grace of God, not to 

strike one stroke in any place where I cannot follow the blow.”38  By 1763 Wesley’s 

sentiments had strengthened: 

 
I was more convinced than ever that the preaching like an apostle, without joining 
together those that are awakened and training them up in the ways of God, is only 
begetting children for the murderer.  How much preaching there has been for these 
twenty years all over Pembrokeshire!39  But no regular societies, no discipline, no 

                                                 
35 J. Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the New Testament (Salem, OH: Schmul Publishing, 2000) 20.  
36 Heitzenrater, “John Wesley’s Principles and Practice of Preaching,” 93. 
37 Doughty, John Wesley: Preacher, 57.  Turner concurs, suggesting that Wesley was well aware “that 
his own movement owed more to careful institutionalization than to violent bursts of collective religious 
excitement” that often followed in the wake of Whitefield’s preaching events.  John Wesley: The 
Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 13.  
38 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:318. 
39 Ward and Heitzenrater observe that while South Pembrokeshire was the domain of “the Moravians and 
Welsh Calvinistic Methodists,” there “is no evidence that John Wesley’s preachers had been there for so 
long.”  Works, 21:424, n.26. 
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order or connection.  And the consequence is that nine in ten of the once awakened 
are now faster asleep than ever.40  

 
The above quotation hints at Wesley’s occasionally explicit criticism of Whitefield’s 

failure to consolidate the fruits of his field-preaching ministry into societies to facilitate 

continuing spiritual nurture.  As early as 1741, Wesley commented in a letter written to 

his brother Charles, “I must go round and glean after G. Whitefield.”41  Waller 

compares their respective approaches towards evangelism and concludes that while 

Whitefield “preached to vast congregations and then moved on, hoping that, having 

sown the seed, others would come to reap the harvest,” by contrast “Wesley’s strategy 

was one of concentration on various centres and groups of people,” especially London, 

Bristol and Newcastle during the first ten years of his itinerant ministry.42   

 

From the earliest stages Whitefield appeared reconciled to a monochrome public 

ministry of ‘planting’ the seed of the gospel at large scale public events, and recognised 

that in this respect his aspirations differed from those held by Wesley who was also 

committed to the task of ‘watering,’ or spiritual nurture.  In a letter to Wesley on 

August 25, 1740, he wrote: “My business seems to be chiefly in planting; if God send 

you to water, I praise his name – I wish you a thousandfold increase.”43  By mid 1748, 

having just returned to England from his third (and lengthiest) venture in the American 

colonies, Whitefield solidified his decision not to devote himself to the establishment 

and leadership of Calvinist Methodist Societies.  On July 5, 1748 he met with Howell 

Harris and the Countess of Huntingdon at Chelsea, where Harris sought to convince 

Whitefield not only of the importance of gathering converts together, but also to 

encourage him to assume a leadership role over the Calvinist Methodist Societies.  But 

when the Countess of Huntingdon installed Whitefield as one of her personal chaplains 

for the purpose of evangelizing, in Whitefield’s words, “some of the Mighty and 

Noble,” his mind was definitively settled.  Whitefield wrote to Wesley soon afterwards, 

 

                                                 
40 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 21:424. 
41 Baker, Works, 26:55.   
42 Waller, John Wesley: A Personal Portrait, 87.  Gerald R. Cragg’s comparison yields a similar 
conclusion: “Wherever Whitefield went, he left an overwhelming impression of impassioned eloquence.  
Wherever Wesley went, he left a company of men and women closely knit together in a common life.”  
The Church and the Age of Reason (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1966) 145.  If Cragg’s pithy verdict 
verges on reductionism, he nevertheless succinctly encapsulates the point at which Wesley’s and 
Whitefield’s aspirations for their public ministries diverged.     
43 Whitefield, Letters, 205. 
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My attachment to America will not permit me to abide very long in England; 
consequently I should but weave a Penelope’s web if I formed societies; and if I 
should form them I have not proper assistants to take care of them.  I intend 
therefore to go about preaching the gospel to every creature.  You, I suppose, are 
for settling societies everywhere; but more of this when we meet.44     

 

Whitefield would later come to regret his decision not to diversify the scope of his 

public ministry and apply himself to the spiritual nurture of those who had experienced 

regeneration.  He acknowledged, “My brother Wesley acted wisely.  The souls that 

were awakened under his ministry he joined in class, and thus preserved the fruit of his 

labour.  This I neglected, and my people are a rope of sand.”45  Whitefield’s deliberate 

decision to pursue an evangelistic ministry at the expense of forming societies, together 

with his own admission of pastoral neglect, makes it difficult to sustain the attempts of 

some Calvinist biographers to explain Whitefield’s failure to establish societies purely 

as an expression of his magnanimous, self-effacing character.46   

 

Wesley’s insistence on complementing field-preaching with “private instruction” and 

“application” was predicated upon a multifarious array of influences.  These range from 

his formative experiences in the Epworth rectory, his leadership of the Holy Club, time 

spent amongst the Moravians at Herrnhut, and his exposure to the seventeenth century 

Catholic the Marquis de Renty’s method of spiritual formation through small, intensely 

personal groups.47  But beyond all these influences, however, Wesley believed that a 

mandate for spiritual nurture was “implied in the solemn words” of scripture.  That is, 

while Wesley was committed to the principle that scripture ought to regulate the 

content, style and delivery of his sermons, he was equally convinced that according to 

                                                 
44 Gillies, Works, 2:169-170. 
45 Quoted in Doughty, John Wesley: Preacher, 57.  Turner concludes that “Whitefield’s unconcern with 
organization guaranteed that English Methodism would become almost entirely Arminian in its 
theology.” John Wesley: The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 13.     
46 Despite Whitefield’s own admission that his failure to nurture those converted under his preaching had 
proven to be an unwise decision, J.C. Ryle portrays Whitefield, in contrast to Wesley, as “a simple, 
guileless man, who lived for one thing only, and that was to preach Christ”: “He founded no religious 
denomination, which pinned its faith on his writings and carefully embalmed his best acts and words, like 
John Wesley.  There are Lutherans and Wesleyans in the present day, but there are no Whitefieldites.  
No!” “George Whitefield and his ministry,” 27.  For an identical line of argument, see D.M. Lloyd-Jones, 
“John Calvin and George Whitefield,” 106-107.   
47 See D.M. Henderson’s A Model for Making Disciples: John Wesley’s Class Meeting (Nappanee, IN: 
Francis Asbury Press, 1997) for a discussion of the many diverse and disparate sources that combined to 
form Wesley’s group methodology, especially pages 33-81. 
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the scriptures preaching alone was not an end in itself.48  Whereas Whitefield focused 

his energies narrowly on the task of widespread evangelism, Wesley considered the 

long term spiritual nurture and oversight of Methodist societies to be inextricably 

linked to his vocation as a field-preacher.   

 

3.3 Describing the sermons preached by Whitefield and Wesley 

 

Descriptions of Whitefield’s spoken sermons frequently accentuate both their dramatic 

quality and singularly soteriological emphasis.  Henry observes, “The place at which 

Whitefield’s dramatic ability touched the lives of his audiences was that of the human 

predicament.  He spoke to man’s eternal question: What must I do to be saved?”49  

Similarly, Davis describes Whitefield as “an evangelist of God who concerned himself 

first and foremost with the spread of the gospel through his sermons” who had “little 

time for (in fact he had a great repugnance for) that which he considered would distract 

him from his God-given task of evangelizing Great Britain and America.”50  Further, 

Packer describes the manner in which Whitefield clothed “his simple expository 

outlines with glowing dramatic conscience-challenging rhetoric, and reinforcing his 

vocal alternations of soothing and punching with a great deal of body movement and 

gesture, thereby adding great energy to the things he was saying.”51  Whitefield’s 

Christianity was about the salvation God had wrought on behalf of sinners, which he 

regarded to be the primary and unifying message of the Bible.  
                                                 

48 This is particularly evident in Wesley’s lengthy citation of Richard Baxter in ‘The Large Minutes.’  
Having described the necessity of “private instruction” in addition to “public preaching,” Wesley appeals 
to the Scriptural warrant for spiritual nurture through individual “close discourse”: “And undoubtedly 
this private application is implied in the solemn words of the Apostle: ‘I charge thee, before God and the 
Lord Jesus Christ, who shall judge the quick and the dead at his appearing, preach the word, be instant in 
season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with all longsuffering.’” Jackson, Works, 8:303.  
49 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 177.   
50 Davis, “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of Scripture,” 19, 21.  See also Douglas, who described the 
“single-minded focus” with which Whitefield proclaimed the gospel. “George Whitefield,” 52. 
51 Packer, “The Spirit with the Word,” 170.  John Carrick contends that “It is very evident from the 
contemporary reports of Whitefield’s preaching that he was a preacher of the most commanding 
eloquence; it is also very evident from the contemporary reports and, to some extent, from the written 
sermons themselves that Whitefield was a highly dramatic preacher.” The Imperative of Preaching: A 
Theology of Sacred Rhetoric (Edinburgh: Banner of truth, 2002) 41.  David Crump suggests that “he 
undoubtedly was one of the greatest orators and dramatists ever known in Great Britain or America.” 
“The Preaching of George Whitefield,” 20. Likewise, Macartney asserts, “Whitefield was often dramatic.  
His preaching was acting in the noblest sense.  Here was one preacher who could never be charged with 
preaching great realities as if they were fiction.”  He cites an instance during a sermon delivered by 
Whitefield on the subject of the last judgment, where he acted out God’s role of divine judge by placing a 
black cap on his head and speaking, “Sinner, I must do it!  I must pronounce sentence!  Depart from me!  
I never knew you!” C.E. Macartney, Six Kings of the American Pulpit (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1942) 
32. 
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While we have observed that Whitefield attempted to justify his homiletical style from 

the Bible, his stylistic preference for dramatic preaching is also partially explicable as a 

function of his upbringing.  In particular, Whitefield’s early attraction towards the stage 

appears to have been an instrumental precursor to his “forthcoming career as an 

incomparable Christian orator.”52  In his Journals, Whitefield recollects that from an 

early age he “was always fond of being a clergyman [and] used frequently to imitate the 

ministers reading prayers.”53   Before he became “convinced of the absolute 

unlawfulness… of reading and seeing plays” during his time as a servitor at Oxford, 

Whitefield presented himself as having been a devotee of the theatre during his youth.54  

It was during these years ‘misspent’ “in reading plays, and in sauntering from place to 

place” that he developed the theatrical performing skills that he would carry in 

sanctified form into pulpits on both sides of the Atlantic.55  Smith summarizes, “His 

greatest gift, his dramatic preaching style, was already present in an embryonic stage 

before his ordination.  Thereafter, the fondness for the dramatic, cultivated during his 

schooldays was used to great effect as Whitefield acted out biblical themes from his 

new religious stage, the pulpit.”56  Whitefield’s description of his first sermon, preached 

at St. Mary De Crypt, Gloucester, on June 27, 1736, indicates that he was especially 

cognisant and appreciative of the benefits of his temperament and upbringing on this 

occasion:  

 
The sight [of a large congregation] at first a little awed me; but I was comforted 
with a heart-felt sense of the divine presence, and soon found the unspeakable 
advantage of having been accustomed to public speaking when a boy at school, and 
exhorting and teaching the prisoners and poor people at their private houses, while 
at the university.57 

 

                                                 
52 Smith, Inter-Confessional Evangelist, 58; Wakeley comments: “He was the orator of nature.  He was 
born an orator!” Anecdotes, 10. 
53 Whitefield, Journals, 38. 
54 Ibid., 44. 
55 Ibid., 41.  Frank Lambert comments, “Whitefield was a consummate actor in the pulpit” whose 
“dramatic style of preaching suggests that he was also familiar with actors’ manuals of the day.” 
Inventing the ‘Great Awakening,’ 97. 
56 Smith, Inter-Confessional Evangelist, 57.  Similarly, Houser contends, “When Whitefield was twelve 
years old, he began to read plays and to prepare himself for the day when he would have an opportunity 
to perform dramatic roles.  At the age of thirteen, he was so enthralled with a desire to act that he would 
skip school for days and portray different roles in a world of fantasy.” Identifying the regenerate, 52. 
57 Whitefield, Letters, 18. 
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Whitefield’s account of his first sermon is also significant insofar as he attributed his 

success not only to his upbringing, but also to the sense of supernatural blessing that 

accompanied and emboldened his pulpit oratory.  That is, Whitefield described both the 

experience of divine blessing and the providential circumstances that afforded him the 

opportunity to refine his public speaking abilities as being of instrumental importance.  

But although Whitefield’s self-evaluation acknowledges the divine-human relationship 

in the development of his gifts as a preacher, subsequent efforts to locate the essence of 

his dramatic sermons have been polarised.  On the one hand, Whitefield is described as 

a spectacularly successful eighteenth-century actor.  In Carrick’s estimation, such 

assessments attempt to provide “an essentially naturalistic explanation of the 

phenomenon of George Whitefield,” that locates “the secret of Whitefield’s marvellous 

popularity and success as a preacher… in the ethos, the methods, and the techniques of 

the stage.”58  By contrast, others provide an “essentially supernaturalistic explanation” 

of his preaching that “does not deny that Whitefield possessed remarkable natural gifts 

and abilities which… might well have brought him great success and even fame on the 

stage,” yet nevertheless identify Whitefield’s piety, prayerfulness and “the Spirit of 

God” in his preaching as the instrumental causes of his success.59  Carrick is 

uninhibited in placing himself into this second category, and laments any description 

that focuses “so exclusively on the natural at the expense of the spiritual” in 

accounting for the effect of Whitefield’s preaching.60   

 

John Wesley’s description of the manner and content of Whitefield’s preaching also 

falls within the ‘supernaturalistic’ category.  In his Journal entry for January 28, 1750, 

Wesley provides a qualified endorsement of Whitefield’s style of discourse.  Although 

he considered Whitefield’s preaching mannerisms less “correct… calm and regular” 

than he would recommend as a pattern for Methodist lay preachers, the indisputable 

results of Whitefield’s sermons evidently overcame Wesley’s lingering stylistic 

objections.  Wesley wrote, “Mr Whitefield preached.  How wise is God in giving 

different talents to different Preachers!  Even the little improprieties both of his 

language and manner were a means of profiting many, who would not have been 

                                                 
58 Carrick, The Imperative of Preaching, 43.  Carrick considers Harry Stout to be one whose naturalistic 
description of Whitefield’s preaching is “staggeringly reductionistic.” Ibid., 42.   
59 Ibid., 42. 
60 Ibid., 42. 
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touched by a more correct discourse, or a more calm and regular manner of 

speaking.”61   

 

Elsewhere, while Wesley readily acknowledged the persuasiveness of Whitefield’s 

dramatic oratory, he opts for a ‘spiritual’ rather than ‘naturalistic’ explanation regarding 

their origin.  For instance, in his sermon ‘On the Death of George Whitefield,’ Wesley 

attributed Whitefield’s preaching talents not so much in terms of “the excellency of his 

natural temper… the strength of his understanding… the force of education… nor the 

advice of friends,” but rather to his “faith in a bleeding Lord.”62  In Wesley’s 

estimation, Whitefield’s success as a preacher emerged from divine blessing and 

personal piety; from “‘the love of God shed abroad in his heart by the Holy Ghost 

which was given unto him,’ filling his soul with tender, disinterested love to every child 

of man.”63  Wesley continued, “From this source arose that torrent of eloquence which 

frequently bore down all before it; from this that astonishing force of persuasion, which 

the most hardened sinners could not resist.  This it was which often made his ‘head as 

waters’ and his ‘eyes a fountain of tears’.”64     

 

Wesley was not alone in describing Whitefield’s spoken sermons in terms of their 

persuasive effect upon auditors.  For example, on December 3, 1737, The Universal 

Spectator and Weekly Journal reported Whitefield to be “a zealous youth… who 

inforces his Words with an affecting Delivery.”  Even at this very early stage in his 

public ministry, it was predicted that he “must gain an esteem in the Hearts of his 

Auditors, and in some Minds will have a stronger Effect, than a better Sermon from 

their own Parish Priest or Lecturer, whom they have often heard and often will, and 

who by some Years exceed him in Age.”65  Benjamin Franklin held Whitefield’s 

oratory and character in high regard and it appears that despite considerable theological 

differences their friendship extended beyond that of mere business partners.66  On one 

occasion Franklin famously described the manner in which his earlier resolution to 

                                                 
61 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 20:319. 
62 Outler, Works, 2:340. 
63 Ibid., 2:340. 
64 Ibid., 2:340. 
65 Quoted in The Universal Spectator and Weekly Journal (London, December 3, 1737) 478. 
66 For instance, see F. Lambert, “Subscribing for Profits and Piety: The Friendship of Benjamin Franklin 
and George Whitefield,” William and Mary Quarterly 50:3 (1993) 529-554 and S.J. Rogal, “Toward a 
Mere Civil Friendship: Benjamin Franklin and George Whitefield,” Methodist History 35:4 (1997) 233-
244. 
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withhold financial support crumbled under the persuasive power of Whitefield’s 

closing exhortation to a sermon delivered in Philadelphia in 1740: 

  
I had in my pocket a handful of copper money, three or four silver dollars, and five 
pistoles of gold.  As he [Whitefield] proceeded I began to soften, and concluded to 
give the copper; another stroke of his oratory made me ashamed of that, and 
determined to give the silver; and he finished so admirably that I emptied my 
pocket into the collection dish, gold and all.67    

 

Although Franklin resisted the evangelistic content of Whitefield’s sermons, he was 

impressed with their effect upon public morality.  He reported that beyond the impact 

upon individuals, Whitefield’s preaching had a more lasting effect upon the corporate 

behaviour of Philadelphia’s population: “It was wonderful to see the change soon made 

in the manner of our inhabitants.  From being thoughtless or indifferent about religion, 

it seemed as it all the world was growing religious, so that we could not walk through 

the town in the evening without hearing psalms in different families of every street.”68  

 

In opting to describe Whitefield’s dramatic preaching in terms of its effects on listeners, 

contemporaries like Benjamin Franklin in large measure followed the example 

established by Whitefield himself.  Whitefield’s consistent practice was to describe his 

sermons by the effects they produced.  This is not to suggest that his Journals were 

totally devoid of direct references to the subject matter of his sermons.69  But although 

Whitefield occasionally mentions the scripture text upon which he preached, it was not 

his habit to elaborate on the content of his sermons.  Indeed, if he chose to identify the 

subject matter of his sermon at all, it was sufficient merely to state either the scripture 

text or his sermon title.  Instead, the descriptions of Whitefield’s sermons offered by his 

contemporaries, subsequent biographers, and Whitefield himself, concentrate, first, on 

the emotional outbursts of the crowds or congregations who heard him preach, second, 

the numbers who flocked to hear him and third, their financial contributions.70  We 

shall proceed to examine each in turn.   

                                                 
67 Quoted in Wakeley, Anecdotes, 71-72. 
68 Ibid., 71. 
69 For instance, on Sunday, September 28, 1740, Whitefield reported, “I then went and preached to a 
great number of negroes on the conversion of the Ethiopian (Acts VIII).”  Likewise, on Thursday, 
October 9, 1740, he stated, “I found it much impressed upon my heart, that I should preach upon our 
Lord’s conference with Nicodemus.” Whitefield, Journals, 464, 470. 
70 Despite the relative infrequency and the brevity of explicit Scriptural content in Whitefield’s own 
descriptions of his preaching events, it is worth observing that his favoured categories for describing the 
effects of his spoken sermons are not dissimilar to the descriptions of the growth of the early church 
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Whitefield’s tendency to describe his sermons in terms of their emotional effects was 

established in the early stages of his preaching ministry, beginning with the account he 

provides of his very first sermon in ‘A Further Account of God’s Dealings.’  There, 

with scarcely concealed satisfaction, Whitefield observed that, “Some few mocked, but 

most for the present seemed struck; and I have since heard, that a complaint had been 

made to the bishop, that I drove fifteen mad the first sermon.”71  Shortly afterwards, in 

early August 1736 Whitefield travelled to London for two months at the request of the 

curate of the Tower of London, during which time he preached on numerous occasions.  

Whitefield’s description of a sermon delivered on Sunday, August 8, 1736 at 

Bishopsgate Church, is similar to his description of his first sermon insofar as it reports 

a trajectory of collective congregational response that begins with initial disparagement 

(“almost all seemed to sneer at me on account of my youth”) but which was quickly 

replaced with an “exceedingly attentive” and “serious” congregation that offered “great 

tokens of respect,” especially after he “was enabled to preach with great power.”72 

 

In January 1737 Whitefield returned to Gloucester, and then Bristol, ostensibly in order 

to “take leave of [his] relations” prior to his impending journey to Frederica, Georgia as 

a missionary with the Society for the Promotion of the Gospel.  Yet he also continued 

to be highly active in the pulpit during this period, and his reputation as a dramatic 

preacher gathered momentum.  Whitefield recollected, “During my stay, here, I began 

to grow a little popular.”73   Demand for Whitefield’s preaching continued to escalate 

upon his return to London in late August 1737, where he remained and preached 

                                                                                                                                            
found in the Acts of the Apostles.  For instance, Luke’s account of the spread of the gospel is 
characterized by reports of the emotional outpourings that accompanied the proclamation of the gospel 
(Acts 2:4; 5:12; 14:3), burgeoning numbers (Acts 2:41; 2:47; 5:14; 6:7; 9:31; 16:5) and reports of the 
financial generosity of believers (Acts 2:45; 4:32-37).  Whitefield does not indicate any self-awareness 
regarding the similarities between the categories he uses to describe the spread of the gospel throughout 
the British Isles and colonial America in his Journals with those used to describe the spread of the gospel 
as reported by Luke in the Acts of the Apostles.  Yet it is clear that even when Whitefield chose not to 
describe his preaching events in terms of their Scriptural content, they nonetheless reflect the writings of 
a preacher saturated in the language and events of Scripture.    
71 Whitefield, Letters, 19. 
72 Whitefield, Journals, 77.  During this early period of his public ministry when he went from clerical 
anonymity to preaching celebrity, Whitefield’s consistent practice was to describe the “startling” and 
“powerful” effect of his sermons on unsuspecting listeners from amongst many denominations.  See 
Whitefield, Journals, 81   
73 Whitefield, Journals, 81.   
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“generally nine times a week” until his departure for Georgia in early January 1738.74  

Whitefield described the constant demand for his sermons, “The tide of my popularity 

now began to run very high.  In a short time, I could no longer walk on foot as usual, 

but was constrained to go in a coach, from place to place, to avoid the hosannas of the 

multitude.”75    

 

In the seventh volume of his Journals Whitefield continued to describe the success of 

his preaching predominantly in terms of its effects on listeners.  This is especially 

evident in his accounts of his preaching tour throughout New England in September, 

October and November 1740.  Here Whitefield repeats familiar expressions in 

describing the response of corporate gatherings to his dramatic sermons: congregations 

were regularly ‘struck’ by, or ‘melted’ and ‘wept’ under, the ‘power’ of the proclaimed 

word.76  Amongst the repetitive nature of these accounts, Whitefield’s report of a 

sermon delivered on November 4, 1740 in Newark is especially notable for its vivid 

description of the physical impact of his spoken words.  Whereas we shall observe that 
                                                 

74 Ibid., 88.  Whitefield regularly preached on behalf of various Religious Societies during this period.  
Dallimore comments that “at these they had a guest clergyman administer the Sacrament and preach, and 
received an offering for some charitable purpose.”  Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:113.     
75 Whitefield, Journals, 89.  Similarly, he wrote to Mr. Hutton on November 14, 1737, “God still works 
more and more by my unworthy ministry.  Last week, save one, I preached ten times in different 
churches; and the last week seven; and yesterday four times, and read prayers twice, though I slept not an 
hour the night before, which was spent in religious conversation… I now begin to preach charity sermons 
twice or three a week… besides two or three on Sundays… Thousands would come in to hear, but 
cannot.” Whitefield, Letters, 30-31.  
76 For instance, during his preaching tour of New England during the Fall of 1740, Whitefield reported, 
“Tuesday, September 16 [Newport, Rhode Island].  The people were exceedingly attentive; tears trickled 
down their cheeks; and they so far prevailed with me by their importunity, that I promised, God willing, 
to call upon them in my return from Boston.”; “Thursday, September 25.  Preached at Charleston, lying 
on the north side of Boston.  The meeting-house was very capacious, and quite filled.  A gracious melting 
was discernible through the whole congregation… In the evening… they now began to melt and weep 
under the Word.”; “Monday, September 29.  Rode to Salem… and preached there also, to about two 
thousand.  Here one was struck down by the power of the Word; and, in every part of the congregation, 
persons might be seen under great concern.”; “Tuesday, September 30.  Preached at Ipswich… and there 
was a great melting in the congregation.  After dinner, set out for, and reached Newbury, twelve miles 
distant from Ipswich, about three.  The power of the Lord accompanied the Word…and the people were 
greatly affected.”; “Monday, October, 6.  Preached at Marble Head about eleven; and the Lord attended 
His Word with such mighty power, that I trust it will be a day much to be remembered by many souls.”;  
“Tuesday, October 7.  Preached, both morning and evening, in Dr. Colman’s meeting house, with much 
power.”; “Wednesday, October 8.  I preached both morning and evening, to very great auditories.  Both 
times, Jesus Christ manifested forth his glory.  Many hearts were melted down.”; “Sunday, October, 19.  
Preached this morning, and good Mr. Edwards wept during the whole time of exercise.  The people were 
equally affected; and, in the afternoon, the power increased yet more.”; “Wednesday, November 19.  
Preached to some thousands [at Cohansie], both morning and afternoon.  The Word struck the hearers till 
the whole congregation was greatly moved, and two cried out in bitterness of their souls, after a Crucified 
Saviour.”; “Friday, November 21.  There were many thousands at Whiteclay Creek waiting to hear the 
Word… The melting soon began, and the greatest part of the congregation was exceedingly moved.  
Several cried out, and others were to be seen weeping bitterly.” Whitefield, Journals, 454, 463, 465, 468, 
469, 469, 477, 496, 497. 
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Wesley was at times unsure as to whether emotional outpourings such as these were 

evidence of genuine operations of the Holy Spirit, or perhaps the work of the Devil, 

Whitefield held no such reservations.  He was sincerely convinced that the visceral 

impact of his preaching could unequivocally be attributed to the work of God: 

 
After singing, I gave a word of exhortation.  Oh, how did the Word fall like a 
hammer and like a fire!  One poor creature in particular was ready to sink into the 
earth.  His countenance was altered, till he looked, as it were, sick to death.  At 
length he said, ‘What shall I do to be saved?’  Others were dissolved in tears around 
him; and one of my fellow travellers was struck down, and so overpowered, that his 
body became exceeding weak.  He could scarcely move all the night after.  God, I 
believe, was working powerfully in his soul.77      

 

Lest he be accused of self-aggrandizement in describing the effects of his own labour, 

Whitefield was always anxious to emphasize the supernatural blessing that overcame 

his human weakness and enabled him to be utilised as a conduit of divine blessing.  For 

instance, he reported, “Tuesday, October 14… Got to Marlborough… where I preached 

to a large congregation.  At first my heart seemed dead, and I had but little freedom; but 

before I had finished, the Word came with such demonstration of the Spirit, that a great 

number were melted down.”78  Scattered amidst this seemingly unrelenting sequence of 

public triumphs, there were occasional failures, which Whitefield described as further 

evidence of the inscrutability of God’s providence: “Wednesday, October 1.  Preached 

in the morning, though not with so much freedom as usual, at Hampton, to some 

thousands in the open air.  The wind was almost too high for me.  Some, though not 

many, were affected.  God’s Spirit bloweth when and where it listeth.”79   

 

In addition to Whitefield’s vivid descriptions of discerned visceral reactions to his 

sermons, his Journals often report, in precise detail, both the size of the vast crowds 

who attended his open-air preaching events together with their financial contributions 

to the Savannah orphanage.  This is especially apparent in Whitefield’s descriptions of 

                                                 
77 Whitefield, Journals, 486. 
78 Whitefield, Journals, 474.  His visit to Northampton a few days later followed a similar pattern: 
“Saturday, October 18.  Preached at four in the afternoon to Mr. Edwards’ congregation.  I began with 
fear and trembling, but God assisted me.  Few eyes were dry in the assembly.  I… was enabled to speak 
with some degree of pathos.  It seemed as if a time of refreshing was come from the presence of the 
Lord.” Ibid., 476.  See also Whitefield’s account of a sermon preached on Sunday, November 2, 1740 in 
New York.  After making an unpromising and reluctant start to his sermon, he described how his spoken 
words eventually produced a tumultuous influence upon the congregation. Ibid., 485. 
79 Whitefield, Journals, 466.  Likewise, Whitefield reported that on Saturday, November 8 he preached 
in the meeting house in Trenton, “though not to a very large or much affected auditory.” Ibid., 489. 
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his time in the Boston region during late September and early October, 1740.80  

Whitefield and those who described his preaching events were far from unique in 

pointing to unprecedented numerical success as proof of the spiritual authenticity of the 

results it induced.  For instance, “To measure their success,” Lambert suggests, 

revivalists like Whitefield “reported numbers: crowds at preaching services, persons 

converted, amounts collected.”81  Prior to Whitefield’s arrival in the American colonies 

in 1739, Jonathan Edwards had identified the presence of unusually large numbers as 

confirmation of the spiritual legitimacy of a religious movement.82    Lambert observes 

that in newspapers on either side of the Atlantic, during 1738 and 1739, “Whitefield 

was quickly identified with big numbers, and statistics played an important role in the 

reporting of revival news and were meaningful to supporters of the awakenings.”83  

  

Whitefield does not declare his explicit rationale for reporting the precise arithmetic 

associated with his preaching events.  He was, however, constantly assailed by satirists 

who accused him of financial impropriety, especially the misuse of funds ostensibly 

                                                 
80 For instance, Whitefield’s Journal entries for this period include reports that he preached to “about six 
thousand hearers, in the Rev. Dr. Sewall’s meeting-house; and afterwards, on the [Boston] common, to 
about eight thousand” on Saturday, September 20; to “fifteen thousand” on the Boston common on 
September 21; to “six thousand hearers” on Monday, September 22 and later that day to “many 
thousands in the field,” despite inclement weather, on the text “Go out into the highways and hedges, and 
compel them to come in”; to “many thousands of people, from a little ascent” at Roxbury on Friday, 
September 26; to “about 15,000 people” on the [Boston] common on Saturday, September, 27; to “about 
two thousand” at Salem on Monday, September 29; to “about fifteen thousand people” on the [Boston] 
common on Thursday, October 9; to “many thousands” at Redding on Friday, October 10 and to “some 
thousands in the open air” at Concord on Monday, October 13. Journals, 459-460; 460; 460; 460-461; 
463; 464; 465; 470; 471; 474.  Throughout this period Whitefield also made particular and frequent 
mention of the financial contributions offered by these consistently impressive audiences.  For instance, 
on Sunday, September 28 Whitefield reported that he collected £555 at Dr. Sewall’s meeting-house and 
£470 at Dr. Colman’s; on Friday, October 3 he received £97 from Mr. Shutlif, the minister at 
Portsmouth, and then “collected £41 for the orphan children” at Hampstead later that day; on Saturday, 
October 4 he collected £80 at Newbury and then £79 at Ipswich, “for the orphans”; on Monday, October 
6 he was presented with “£70 for the Orphan House” by two ministers at Marble Head; on Thursday, 
October 9 he collected “upwards of £200 for the orphans” at Boston common; on Friday, October 10 he 
“collected £156 for the orphans” at Charleston, and then “£51 5s for the orphans” at Redding later that 
day; “About £45 were collected for the orphans” at Concord on Monday, October 13; “upwards of £35” 
were collected at New Haven on Sunday, October 26; “near £110 currency was collected for the 
orphans” at New York on Monday, November 3; and on Sunday, November 16 he collected “about £105 
sterling for the orphans” on each of the two occasions he preached in Philadelphia that day.  Such was 
the apparent cumulative financial success of Whitefield’s 1740 preaching tour throughout the American 
colonies, and especially his tour of New England, that he was able to report in New Haven on Friday, 
October 24: “Blessed be God, the Orphan House affairs go on prosperously.” Ibid., 464; 467; 468; 470; 
471; 474; 480; 485; 494. 
81 Lambert, Inventing the ‘Great Awakening,’ 105. 
82 Ibid., 107. 
83 Ibid., 105. 
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collected for the Savannah orphanage.84  It is possible that by habitually referring to the 

precise amounts collected for the Savannah Orphanage, Whitefield was attempting to 

render these charges spurious through a deliberate policy of financial transparency.  

Beyond the possibility of countering public defamation, it is equally likely that 

Whitefield was motivated to describe his sermons in terms of their financial effects for 

other reasons.  As we have already observed, Whitefield regarded the validity of his 

field-preaching ministry to be inextricably linked to its perceptible success.  It is 

possible he regarded these accounts of numerical success throughout the American 

colonies as providing a vindication of his irregular course of ministry against detractors, 

both within and outside the established Church of England.  In any case, when 

Whitefield reports the financial contributions of the audiences at his preaching events, 

he describes his sermons in terms of their effects, just as he does the emotional 

outbursts that attended his sermons and the numbers who flocked to hear him preach. 

 

Compared with the weight of attention devoted to Whitefield’s dramatic pulpit oratory 

by his contemporaries and subsequent biographers, there exist relatively few first-hand 

descriptions of Wesley’s public preaching.  Downey comments on this slender body of 

evidence: “In view of the number of sermons he preached and the thousands who heard 

him, it is surprising how few descriptions of Wesley’s style of preaching have come 

down.”85  One description we do have comes from the pen of John Nelson.  He heard 

Wesley preach in the Upper Moorfields on June 17, 1739 and attests to the urgency of 

his application: 

 
As soon as he got upon the stand he stroked back his hair and turned his face 
towards where I stood, and I thought fixed his eyes upon me.  His countenance 
struck such an awful dread upon me, before I heard him speak, that it made my 
heart beat like the pendulum of a clock; and, when he did speak, I thought his whole 
discourse was aimed at me.86  

 
Although Horace Walpole described Wesley as “manifest an actor” as Garrick, this 

assessment is an exception to the rule.87  Many eyewitnesses and ensuing biographers 

tend to describe Wesley’s preaching style in rather mundane and unremarkable terms.  

                                                 
84 See A.M. Lyles, Methodism Mocked: The Satiric Reaction to Methodism in the Eighteenth Century 
(London: Epworth Press Press, 1960) 136.  By contrast, Benjamin Franklin was a staunch defender of 
Whitefield’s character, especially his integrity in financial matters.  See Wakeley, Anecdotes, 73. 
85 Downey, The Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 210-211. 
86 Quoted in Doughty, John Wesley: Preacher, 115 
87 Quoted in Lee, The Lord’s Horseman, 80. 
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Professor J.H. Liden of Upsala concluded that “He had no great oratorical gifts, no 

outward appearance, but he speaks clear and pleasant.”88  Wesley’s first biographer, 

John Hampson, described his preaching style as “graceful and easy… his style neat, 

simple, perspicuous, and admirably adapted to the capacity of his hearers,”89 though 

Heitzenrater contends that the “moderation of action” recommended by Wesley 

towards Methodist lay preachers in his pamphlet ‘Directions Concerning Pronunciation 

and Gesture’ might have been “taken a bit too far by Wesley himself.”90  Indeed, one 

eyewitness report from a sermon preached by Wesley in Lincolnshire suggests that his 

efforts to eradicate “anything awkward or affected, either in… gesture or 

pronunciation” were so rigorously enforced that apart from “an occasional lifting of the 

right hand, he might have been a speaking statue.”91  Wesley’s deliberately restrained 

homiletical technique thus appears to have been quite distinct from the dramatic 

boldness associated with Whitefield’s preaching style.    

 

Wesley’s sermon oratory may not have been as dramatic as Whitefield, but the 

descriptions of his field-preaching found in his Journals suggest that it was no less 

effective.  Wesley’s Journals are very similar to Whitefield’s in the sense that both 

habitually describe their field-preaching in terms of a variety of the effects they 

produced, including estimates of crowd numbers and the perceptible and often 

tumultuous reactions of listeners during his sermons.  But in contrast to Whitefield’s 

descriptions of his own preaching events, Wesley’s Journals are especially notable for 

the prominent place he gives to the scripture text upon which his sermon content was 

directly or indirectly predicated.  Wesley’s description of his first field-preaching 

venture on Monday April 2, 1739, reports the location, the crowd number and the full 

text of the scripture passage he expounded upon.  Even though he does not offer any 

details regarding crowd response, since he preached before a socio-economically 

impoverished audience, we might well imagine that Wesley’s chosen text, Luke 4:18-

19, resonated strongly with his hearers.  In the days and weeks that immediately 

followed, Wesley records in his Journal that he preached soteriologically oriented 

sermons, based upon a great variety of scripture texts, to large assemblies.  For 

instance, on Sunday April 8, 1739, Wesley “preached to about a thousand persons at 
                                                 

88 Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 17, 2-3. 
89 J. Hampson, Memoirs of the late Rev. John Wesley, A.M. (Sunderland, J. Graham, 1791) 3:158. 
90 Heitzenrater, “John Wesley’s Principles and Practices of Preaching,” 98. 
91 Proceedings of the Wesley Historical Society 7 (1910) 131. 
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Bristol, and afterwards to about fifteen hundred on the top of Hanham Mount in 

Kingswood.”92  He described the first sermon as an evangelistic appeal:  

 
I called to them in the words of the evangelical prophet ‘Ho!  Every one that 
thirsteth, come ye to the waters; come and buy wine and milk without money and 
without price [Hosea 14:4].’  About five thousand were in the Rose Green (on the 
other side of Kingswood), among whom I stood and cried, in the name of the Lord, 
‘If any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink.  He that believeth on me, as the 
Scripture hath said, out of his belly shall flow rivers of living water [John 7:37-
38].93      

 
Wesley was concerned to proclaim both the necessity of repentance and the divine offer 

of forgiveness in his evangelistic sermons, and his choice of scripture text by which to 

convey that message often betrayed his keen pastoral sensitivity towards socio-

economically disadvantaged audiences.  For instance, when preaching “at the 

poorhouse” on Saturday April 14, 1739, to “three or four hundred… within, and more 

than twice that number without,” he did so by explaining “those comfortable words, 

‘When they had nothing to pay, he frankly forgave them both [Luke 7:42].’”94  The 

scripture texts upon which he preached emphasized the themes of conversion, 

conviction of sin, and righteousness through faith in Jesus Christ: 

 
I preached in the morning to five or six thousand people on, ‘Except ye be 
converted and become as little children, ye cannot enter the kingdom of heaven 
[Matthew 18:3]’ (the same words on which I preached the next day and on 
Wednesday at Baptist Mills).  On Hanham Mount I preached to about three 
thousand, on ‘The Scripture hath concluded all under sin [Galatians 3:22]’; at two at 
Clifton Church, on Christ our ‘wisdom, righteousness, sanctification, and 
redemption [1 Corinthians 1:30]’; and about five at Rose Green, on ‘the promise by 
faith of Jesus Christ which is given to them that believe [Galatians 3:22]’.95 

 
Wesley’s descriptions of his field-preaching events refer not only to the number in 

attendance and the scripture content of his sermons, but also the dramatic outpourings 

of emotion that overcame entire gatherings.  By the middle of May 1739, Wesley had 
                                                 

92 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:48. 
93 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:48. 
94 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:51.  In contrast to the sermons based on ‘comforting’ Scripture 
passages he offered to the socio-economically downtrodden people largely neglected by the Church of 
England, V.H.H. Green observes that when Wesley preached to the Mayor of Bristol, his subject was the 
rich man [Dives] and Lazarus (Luke 16:31). Young Mr. Wesley: A Study of John Wesley (London: 
Epworth, 1963) 283-284.  Similarly, on August 24, 1744 Wesley delivered a sermon at Oxford 
University’s St. Mary’s church where he applied his text, “And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost” 
[Acts 4:31] as a rebuke and exhortation: “What probability… is there that Christianity, scriptural 
Christianity, should be again the religion of this place?  That all orders of men among us should speak 
and live as men ‘filled with the Holy Ghost’?” Outler, Works, 1:179.  
95 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:55. 
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established an extensive field-preaching routine and regularly drew large audiences, 

some apparently attracted by reports of the “strange” emotional outpourings that often 

accompanied his field-preaching events.96  Wesley recollected, “During this whole time 

I was continually asked, either by those who purposely came to Bristol to inquire 

concerning this strange work, or by my old or new correspondents, ‘How can these 

things be?’ [John 3:9]”97  Dimond observes that “convulsive tearings, violent trembling, 

groaning, strong cries and tears, and other physical effects, are frequently recorded 

throughout the second and third volumes of the Journal,”98 and that “in some instances 

the whole congregation is described as breaking forth into tears or cries or groaning.”99         

 

The descriptions Whitefield provided of his own preaching events during his tour of 

New England in 1740 suggest that they often yielded similar results to those that 

accompanied Wesley’s sermons.  Whitefield appears not to have had any hesitations in 

attributing the source of the outpourings that accompanied his own preaching events to 

the work of God in their entirety.  If Whitefield had no doubts about either the 

genuineness of the outpourings that accompanied his own sermons, or their divine 

origins, he was decidedly more critical of the effects that accompanied Wesley’s 

preaching events.  He even cautioned against what he perceived to be Wesley’s active 

efforts to solicit “those convulsions which people have been thrown into under your 

ministry.”  Whitefield continued, “I think it is tempting God to require such signs.  That 

there is something of God in it I doubt not.  But the devil, I believe, does interpose.  I 

think it will… take people from the written Word, and make them depend on visions, 

convulsions, etc., more than on the promises and precepts of the gospel.”100   

 

Contrary to Whitefield’s assertions, Wesley was ambivalent in his evaluation of the 

emotional outpourings that attended his own preaching events.  Like Whitefield, on 

some occasions he was convinced that these emotional outpourings were visible 

                                                 
96 For instance, see Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:59.  In his Journal, Wesley reported that he 
preached each day to the prisoners at Newgate and met with “one or more of the societies.”  Throughout 
the week his “ordinary employment” entailed preaching “near Bristol,” “at Bath and Two Mile Hill,” “at 
Baptist Mills,” “near Pensford,” at “Kingswood,” “at the Bowling Green,” “near Hanham Mount,” “at 
Clifton,” and on the “Rose Green.” Ibid., 19:57. 
97 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:59. 
98 S.G. Dimond, The Psychology of Methodism (Oxford, 1926) 81, quoted in Doughty, John Wesley: 
Preacher, 131-132. 
99 Ibid., 81. 
100 Baker, Works, 25:661-662. 
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expressions of authentic spiritual conversion and the genuine work of God.101  Wesley’s 

method of attesting to the perceived spiritual authenticity of these events was by casting 

his evaluation using Scriptural language.102  For instance, on Wednesday May 16, 1739, 

he wrote,  

 
While I was declaring at Baptist Mills, ‘He was wounded for our transgressions 
[Isaiah 53:5],’ a middle-aged man began violently beating his breast and crying out 
to him ‘by whose stripes we are healed [Isaiah 53:5]’.  During our prayer God put a 
new song in his mouth [Psalm 40:3].  Some mocked and others owned the hand of 
God.103 

 

But if Wesley was often convinced of the legitimacy of these emotional responses to 

his preaching, and expressed this belief by utilizing Scriptural language to describe 

them, on other occasions he was content to merely describe “these… matters of fact” 

and “let any judge of it as they please.”104  Wesley reflected that his field-preaching 

events were the venue for both genuine expressions of the Spirit of God, “the natural 

consequence whereof were sudden outcries and strong bodily convulsions,” intermixed 

with the counterfeit and demonic, whereby “Satan mimicked this work of God in order 

to discredit the whole work.”105  Yet despite the latter, he was confident that God “will 

enable us to discern how far in every case the work is pure, and where it mixes or 

degenerates.”106  With the benefit of hindsight, Wesley wrote in his Journal on 

November 25, 1759, that although, “the danger was to regard extraordinary 

circumstances too much, such as outcries, convulsions, visions, trances, as if these were 

essential to the inward work,” he was nevertheless unprepared “to condemn them 

altogether, to imagine they had nothing of God in them and were an hindrance to his 

work.”  His conclusion sought to accommodate these extremes: 

 

                                                 
101 For instance, see Wesley’s Journal entry for June 12, 1742.  Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:276. 
102 For instance, Wesley’s Journal entry for Saturday April 21, 1739 reports, “At Weavers’ Hall a young 
man was suddenly seized with violent trembling all over, and in a few minutes, ‘the sorrows of his heart 
being enlarged [Psalm 25:16]’, sunk down to the ground.  But we ceased not calling upon God, till he 
raised him up, full of ‘peace and joy in the Holy Ghost [Romans 14:17]’.” Ibid., 19:50. 
103 Ibid., 19:58. 
104 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:59.  See also Baker, Works, 25:622-623. 
105 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 21:234.  Parkes summarizes Wesley’s occasional ambivalence 
regarding the tumultuous emotional outpourings that often attended his field-preaching events: “Wesley 
was perplexed, and quite unsure whether they were of God or the devil.  The New Testament accounts of 
demon possession often came to his mind, but he never declared such to be the result of demonic 
bondage.  He simply records them for what they are worth.” “John Wesley: Field Preacher,” 232. 
106 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 21:234. 
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Let us even suppose that in some few cases there was a mixture of dissimulation; 
that persons pretended to see or feel what they did not and imitated the cries and 
convulsive motions of those who were really overpowered by the Spirit of God.  
Yet even this should not make us either deny or undervalue the real work of the 
Spirit.  The shadow is no disparagement of the substance, nor the counterfeit of the 
real diamond.107     

 
 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

Itinerant preaching occupied a privileged and non-negotiable place in the public 

ministries of Wesley and Whitefield.  Having previously compared the way Wesley and 

Whitefield appealed to and used the Bible, amongst a variety of other influences, in 

order to justify their claim that the world was their parish, our attention in this chapter 

has focused upon other important aspects of their preaching ministries, including a 

comparison of the delivery, style and descriptions of their spoken sermons.   

 

First, we compared the delivery and style of the sermons preached by Whitefield and 

Wesley.  Sermon content and sermon delivery was inextricably linked in their 

respective preaching ministries.  There was nothing accidental about their chosen 

approach towards delivering their sermons.  In Whitefield’s case, the urgency of the 

gospel message demanded impassioned dramatic pulpit oratory.  His aim was to 

convert, not to entertain.  Although Whitefield might well have been temperamentally 

gifted as an ‘actor-preacher,’ ultimately he was unwilling to proceed with his chosen 

homiletical style apart from what he considered to be sufficient Scriptural precedent.  

Likewise, in Wesley’s estimation, the task of preaching was not simply about 

dispassionately conveying information, but rather about persuading listeners to repent 

of their sins and believe the scripture way of salvation.  Wesley believed that the Bible 

ought to regulate not simply the content of his sermons, but also their manner of 

delivery.  He thus endeavoured to imitate the clarity and simplicity of inspired authors, 

especially the Apostle John, and exhorted his Methodist lay preachers to do likewise.  

Although Whitefield’s preaching style appears to have been more dramatic than that 

                                                 
107 Ibid., 21:234-235.  See also Wesley’s letter to Dr Thomas Rutherford on March 28, 1768: “Upon the 
whole, I declare once for all (and I hope to be troubled no more upon the subject) I look upon some of 
those bodily symptoms to have been preternatural or diabolical, and others to have been effects which in 
some circumstances naturally followed from strong and sudden emotions of mind.  These emotions of 
mind, whether of fear, sorrow or joy, I believe were supernatural, springing from the gracious influences 
of the Spirit of God which accompanied His word.” Telford, Letters, 5:367-368.  
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adopted by Wesley, he was equally committed to homiletical clarity and simplicity.  

Both preachers recognized that in order to reach a demographically and spatially 

diverse audience with the gospel, they must of necessity preach in a way that was 

readily comprehensible.  But beyond any similarities and differences in their respective 

preaching styles, we have also observed that one of the most significant ways in which 

their pursuit of evangelical revival diverged was that whereas Whitefield focused his 

energies almost exclusively on the task of widespread evangelism, Wesley was 

convinced that itinerant preaching ought not to constitute the entirety of his public 

ministry.  Rather, he considered the long term spiritual nurture and oversight of 

Methodist societies to be inextricably linked to his vocation as a field-preacher.   

 

Second, we compared the manner in which the sermons preached by Wesley and 

Whitefield were described, both by themselves and by contemporaries who heard them 

preach.  We observed that whereas descriptions of Whitefield’s dramatic preaching 

style tend to overshadow the content of his sermons, the content of Wesley’s sermons 

tend to overshadow his comparatively reserved preaching style.  Indeed, whereas 

Wesley’s understated sermon delivery is often negatively compared with Whitefield’s 

famous reputation for pulpit oratory, the content of Whitefield’s sermons is often 

pejoratively dismissed.   

 

Further, we observed that both Whitefield and Wesley were fond of describing their 

preaching events in terms of the effects they produced upon their audiences.  Although 

Whitefield was not averse to briefly mentioning the Scriptural content of his sermons, 

his tendency was to describe his spoken sermons in terms of the emotional outpourings 

that often attended his preaching events, the numerical success of his ministry, and the 

financial generosity of individuals towards the orphanage in Savannah.  By contrast, 

Wesley’s descriptions of his sermons tend to be more explicit about their Scriptural 

content.  Like Whitefield, however, he also described his preaching events in terms of 

their demonstrable effects and attested to his perception of the spiritual genuineness of 

these events that accompanied his sermons by utilizing Biblical language to describe 

them.  Whitefield was supremely confident that the events that accompanied his 

preaching events provided incontestable evidence of divine blessing upon his preaching 

ministry.  By contrast, Wesley’s evaluations of the emotional outpourings that 

occasionally attended his preaching events were more circumspect, reflected in his 
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willingness to acknowledge the presence of counterfeit responses amongst those 

genuinely moved in response to God’s word.  These differences notwithstanding, the 

approach adopted by Wesley and Whitefield towards describing their preaching events 

indicates that they were both convinced that these discernible effects constituted 

essential divine validation of their itinerant preaching ministries.       
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Chapter Four: A comparison of the use, interpretation and application of the 

inspired Word in the printed words of George Whitefield and John Wesley. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

Having previously compared various facets of the sermons preached by Wesley and 

Whitefield, especially the influence exerted by scripture on the location, style, delivery 

and description of their spoken sermons, in this chapter we shall begin to focus on their 

sermons as they appeared in printed form.  Our attention will turn to how their high 

view of the Bible, the inspired word of God, influenced their practice of proclaiming 

the word of God through their published sermons.  It shall become apparent that even 

though Wesley and Whitefield shared a common conception of the Bible’s unique 

authority, and both devoted their public lives to the practice of field-preaching, in 

practice their aspirations for their printed sermons, along with their use, interpretation 

and application of scripture as reflected in the content of their respective published 

sermons, exhibit elements of both similarity and notable dissimilarity.  

 

First, we shall compare the motivations George Whitefield and John Wesley had for 

printing their sermons, and evaluate the place of their printed sermons within the 

context of their wider public ministries.  Second, we shall compare the variety of ways 

in which Wesley and Whitefield used scripture within their published writings, with 

special emphasis on their printed sermons.  Third, we shall compare the principles of 

Scriptural interpretation adopted by Wesley and Whitefield as reflected in their 

sermons.  We shall pay particular attention to their conception of the ‘analogy of faith,’ 

and how it influenced not only their stated hermeneutical principles, but also 

conditioned their actual practice of Scriptural interpretation.    

 

4.2 Whitefield’s and Wesley’s aspirations for the printed word 

 

Previously we have observed that Whitefield and Wesley conceived the nature of their 

respective public ministries in somewhat different terms.  Whereas Whitefield 

understood his public ministry to consist primarily in ‘planting’ the gospel through 

preaching conversion-oriented sermons, Wesley was committed to a public ministry of 
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‘planting’ and ‘watering.’1  That is, whereas Whitefield’s public ministry was 

intentionally evangelistic by design, Wesley was convinced that the proclamation of 

evangelistic sermons must be accompanied by the spiritual nurture of those who gave 

the appearance of having been regenerated.    We shall now observe that these 

differences were translated into their respective aspirations for their printed sermons.  

Whitefield regarded his printed sermons in large measure simply as a means of 

extending the scope of his spoken sermons.  By contrast, Turner observes that in 

Wesley’s estimation, “preaching was… aimed at enabling people to join the Methodist 

societies as well as the offer of salvation.”2   

 

Whitefield’s aspirations for his printed sermons were twofold.  First, given the 

proliferation of erroneous and unauthorized printed versions of his sermons that 

appeared throughout the course of his public ministry, Whitefield was either 

encouraged to publish, or felt compelled to print, authorized versions of his sermons.  

Second, his decision to print often appears to have emerged from straightforward 

evangelistic zeal: that “the Spirit of God… [might] bless them to every reader.”3  That 

is, Whitefield hoped that by disseminating his primary vehicle of evangelical revival in 

its printed form he might thereby increase his sphere of influence to include not just 

auditors, but also readers.  Lambert comments that, “To buyers, the evangelist’s 

Journals and sermons represented an opportunity to participate in the revivals when 

there was no chance to hear him preach.  Indeed some people knew Whitefield only 

through his publications.”4  Both of these complementary motivations appear in 

Whitefield’s description of his decision to begin printing a selection of sermons from 

mid 1737: 

 
About this time [mid 1737], through the importunity of friends, and aspersions of 
enemies, I was prevailed on to print my sermon On the Nature and Necessity of our 
Regeneration or New Birth in Christ Jesus, which under God began the awakening 

                                                 
1 Lambert contends, “John Wesley and George Whitefield had different conceptions of their ministries: 
Whitefield saw his role as ‘sowing’ gospel seeds, while Wesley viewed his as ‘reaping the gospel 
harvest.”  Inventing the ‘Great Awakening,’ 94.  Lambert is undoubtedly correct when he suggests that 
Whitefield and Wesley understood the parameters of their respective public ministries in different terms.  
Yet we have already seen that Wesley’s ministry of ‘watering’ (not ‘reaping’ as per Lambert) 
simultaneously embraced both conversion-oriented spoken sermons along with a commitment to spiritual 
nurture.     
2 Turner, John Wesley: The Evangelical Revival and the Rise of Methodism in England, 40-41. 
3 G. Whitefield, Ten Sermons Preached on Various Important Subjects by George Whitefield 
(Portsmouth, N.H.: Charles Pierce and S. Larkin, 1797) Preface.   
4 Lambert, Pedlar in Divinity, 126. 



  

 

 

98  
 

at London, Bristol, Gloucester, and Gloucestershire… A second impression was 
soon called for; and finding another of my sermons was printed without my leave, 
and in a very incorrect manner at Bristol, I was obliged to publish in my own 
defence; and afterwards, thought I had a clear call to print any other discourses, 
though in themselves mean, that I found blessed to the good of souls.5 

 

Unauthorized versions of his sermons appear to have been a source of irritation for 

Whitefield throughout his public ministry.  Whitefield’s Journal entry for Friday, 

October 31, 1740 reports “I… met with two volumes of sermons published in London, 

supposed to have been delivered by me, though I have never preached on most of the 

texts.”6  They were still appearing in the months immediately prior to his death in 

September 1770, as his health deteriorated and his capacity for itinerant preaching 

waned.  During the last period of time Whitefield spent in London, as he prepared for 

what would be his final voyage across the Atlantic, Joseph Gurney, a reporter, was in 

the process of preparing a selection of Whitefield sermons for publication, which would 

eventually be entitled, “Eighteen Sermons Preached by the late Rev. George 

Whitefield, A.M., taken verbatim in Short-Hand, and faithfully Transcribed by Joseph 

Gurney.”  One implication that can be derived from the full title of Gurney’s collection 

is that he considered the authenticity of these sermons to be enhanced by their exact 

correspondence with Whitefield’s spoken words.  Yet according to Cornelius Winter, 

Whitefield’s response on viewing Gurney’s collection was that of indignation.7  

Amongst a variety of criticisms, Whitefield took particular exception at Gurney’s 

apparent failure to fulfil the title’s promise to provide an exact transcription of his 

spoken words.  Winter reports Whitefield as saying, “It is not verbatim as I delivered it.  

In some places it makes me speak false concord and even nonsense; in others the sense 

and connexion are destroyed by the injudicious, disjointed paragraphs, and the whole is 

entirely unfit for public review.”8 

 

Given the nature of Whitefield’s reported response to Gurney’s collection, it would be 

quite reasonable to conclude that Whitefield considered the ideal printed sermon to be a 

straightforward transcript of the corresponding spoken sermon.  But although 

Whitefield levelled criticism against the sermons “faithfully transcribed by Joseph 
                                                 

5 Whitefield, Journals, 86. 
6 Whitefield, Journals, 484. 
7 William Jay, Memoirs of the life and character of the Late Reverend Cornelius Winter (New York: 
Samuel Whiting, 1811) 49. 
8 Ibid., 49. 
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Gurney” on the grounds that they were “not verbatim” transcriptions of his spoken 

sermons, there is much evidence to suggest that even those sermons that Whitefield did 

authorize for publication were not precise transcriptions of his spoken sermons.  For 

instance, both editions of Ten Sermons Preached on Various Important Subjects by 

George Whitefield, A.B.  Carefully corrected and revised according to the best London 

edition are rare amongst the plethora of editions of Whitefield’s sermons, insofar as 

they commence with a preface written by Whitefield.  These introductory remarks are 

extremely useful inasmuch as they afford the reader with further insight into 

Whitefield’s aspirations for his printed sermons together with some indication 

regarding the circumstances surrounding their publication.9  This preface is worth 

quoting in full: 

 
The following Sermons, I think I may say, were given me by the Lord Jesus Christ; 
and according to my present light, are agreeable to the form of sound words 
delivered to us in the lively oracles of God.  They contain the sum and substance, I 
will not say word for word, of what was delivered from the pulpit; for, as I had no 
occasion in America, Scotland, and England to preach on the same subjects, I was 
obliged, according to the freedom and assistance given me from above, to enlarge, 
or make excursions, agreeable to the people’s circumstances among whom I was 
preaching the Kingdom of God.  I had no leisure or freedom to commit any of them 
to writing, but during my last voyage from America to England; nor do I expect to 
find leisure to write down any fresh discourses, till it should please God that I 
embark again.  May the Spirit of God, who delights out of the mouths of babes and 
sucklings to perfect praise, bless them to every reader, and put it into their hearts to 
pray for their poor unworthy servant in Jesus Christ.10 

 

While admirers of Whitefield’s dramatic pulpit oratory have tended to dismiss his 

printed discourses as comparatively unremarkable, Whitefield’s prefatory remarks 

betray no sign of embarrassment regarding their style or content.11  Whitefield was 

                                                 
9 The publishing details of the two editions of Whitefield’s Ten Sermons are as follows: Newburyport, 
MA.: Blunt and March, 1795; and Portsmouth, N.H.: Charles Pierce and S. Larkin, 1797. 
10 Whitefield, Ten Sermons, Preface. 
11 In chapter one we observed that whereas Whitefield is typically acclaimed for his remarkable pulpit 
oratory, his printed sermons are often declaimed.  The most common refrain is that his printed discourses 
simply fail to do justice to the drama that attended his preaching events.  Smith suggests, “Unfortunately 
many of his published sermons, on which much criticism of his preaching has been based, were carefully 
edited for the press, and totally fail to recapture the effect that would have been created in hearing and 
seeing this most dramatic of pulpit orators.”  Inter-Confessional Evangelist, 59.  Similarly, Dallimore 
observes, “It is necessary to remember that the difference between the spoken and the written word was 
more pronounced in Whitefield than in almost any other man.  As he preached his whole person became 
alive in a powerful yet altogether natural dramatism; yet its elements – the movements of body, the 
expression of his countenance and modulations of his voice – are, of course, entirely lost on the printed 
page.”  Whitefield, 2:526.  Downey states, “that while Whitefield’s sermons, reinforced by his oratorical 
powers, made for excellent listening, they are now rather disappointing reading.  They lack variety and 
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careful to distinguish between his printed and published sermons, but he was also 

prepared to affirm their essential substantive similarity.  As far as he was concerned, 

both existed within the same homiletical orbit inasmuch as both were “agreeable to the 

form and sound words” found in the Bible.  Whitefield informed his readers that his 

authorized printed sermons contain the “sum and substance” of his spoken sermons, but 

in the next breath he clarified that they therefore ought not be read as “word for word” 

transcriptions “of what was delivered from the pulpit.”  His aspirations for his printed 

sermons were uncomplicated: that “the Spirit of God” might “bless them to every 

reader.”  In other words, Whitefield hoped that through the medium of the printed word 

he might extend the scope of transatlantic revival beyond those who could attend his 

preaching events and hear his sermons.   

 

Whitefield’s prefatory comments also indicate that although he accorded his printed 

sermons an important role in the advancement of transatlantic revival, the printed 

sermon never dislodged the spoken sermon from its position of primacy in his public 

ministry.12  That is, Whitefield preached his sermons before he printed and published 

them, employing the printed word in order to complement the spoken word.  Regardless 

of whether the printed word happened to take the form of a Whitefield sermon 

published in a newspaper or in a sermon collection,13 an advertisement for an upcoming 

preaching event, glowing descriptions of transatlantic revival in his magazine The 

                                                                                                                                            
polish.  Many of the best qualities of his preaching have been lost between pulpit and press.  The 
repetition which proved so effective on the lips of the speaker becomes tedious when read.” Downey, 
The Eighteenth century Pulpit, 167.  While Macartney follows the historiographical trend of emphasizing 
the essential dissimilarity between Whitefield’s preached and printed sermons, he nevertheless attests to 
the undoubted popularity of his published discourses: “Whitefield’s printed sermons give not the slightest 
intimation of the marvellous effect of his preaching.  The published sermons, however, had a remarkable 
popularity, and were frequently read at church gatherings and greatly used by the Holy Spirit.”  Six Kings 
of the American Pulpit, 31.  But in response to Dallimore’s suggestion that the dramatic aspects of 
Whitefield’s sermons are “entirely lost on the printed page,” and Macartney’s observation that they “give 
not the slightest intimation of the marvellous effect of his preaching,” John Carrick contends that 
Whitefield’s use of the imperative, rhetorical questions, and exclamatory devices as reflected in his 
published sermons afford a genuine insight into his homiletical techniques. The Imperative of Preaching. 
12 Whitefield sought to capitalize on the overall success of his first preaching tour of the American 
colonies during 1740 by publishing American editions of his sermons and Journals.  On November 26, 
1740, Whitefield wrote to his American publisher, Benjamin Franklin, “You may print my life, as you 
desire.  God willing, I shall correct my two volumes of sermons, and send them the very first 
opportunity.”  Whitefield, Letters, 226.  Franklin would eventually publish two volumes of Whitefield’s 
sermons later that year, entitled, Sermons on Various Subjects.  In two volumes.  By George Whitefield, 
A.B. of Pembroke College, Oxford (Philadelphia: Printed and sold by B. Franklin, in Market-street, 
1740).  
13 Lambert, “Subscribing for Profits and Piety,” 529-554, and Rogal, “Toward a Mere Civil Friendship,” 
233-244, describe the significant role played by Benjamin Franklin in publishing and publicizing 
Whitefield’s sermons and Journals. 
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Weekly History,14 or his published journal,15 Whitefield used the printed word “to 

publicize and reinforce” his “dramatic preaching style and revolutionary meeting 

format.”16  The priority Whitefield granted to his spoken sermons is perhaps nowhere 

better illustrated than in the manner in which he allocated his time.  Whitefield’s 

consistent practice was to write only when circumstances actively prevented him from 

preaching.17  Perhaps the most regular constraint on Whitefield’s itinerant preaching 

came in the form of the regular and lengthy sea journeys that inevitably accompanied 

the transatlantic scope of his public ministry, and he appears to have devoted this time 

                                                 
14 Whitefield used the first edition (March, 1741) of “The Weekly History; or, An Account of the Most 
Remarkable Particulars Relating to the Present Progress of the Gospel.  By the encouragement of the 
Rev. Mr. Whitefield,” as a platform for his authorized public critique of Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon.  
In subsequent editions he proceeded to combine news of his recent tour in the winter of 1740 and the 
revival in Cambuslang in the summer of 1742, recent American correspondence and advertisements, all 
with a view to “drawing attention to the breadth of the revival.” See also S. O’Brien, “A Transatlantic 
Community of Saints: The Great Awakening and the First Evangelical Network, 1735-1755,” American 
Historical Review 91 (1986) 813, and S. O’Brien, “Eighteenth-Century Publishing Networks in the First 
Years of Transatlantic Evangelicalism” in M.A. Noll, D.W. Bebbington and G.A. Rawlyk (eds.), 
Evangelicalism: Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America, the British Isles, and 
Beyond, 1700-1900 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994) 48-49.  Similarly, Walsh describes how 
the proliferation of “revival magazines in London, Boston and Glasgow spread the news of worldwide 
conversions, giving the awakenings an international dimension as aspects of one vast outpouring of 
grace.” “‘Methodism’ and the Origins of English-Speaking Evangelicalism,” 19.  See also Lambert, 
Inventing the ‘Great Awakening,’ 154-155. 
15 Commenting on Whitefield’s Journal, F. Lambert describes how Whitefield crafted his “spiritual 
autobiography for a mass audience,” and “disseminated the volume throughout the Atlantic world.  
Publishing the work in 1740 in both America and Britain, he authorized ten editions: four in London, one 
in Edinburgh, three in Boston, and two in Philadelphia.  Printers directed the book toward the widest 
audience, releasing it in three different sizes including one in sextodecimo that even the lower sorts could 
afford.” “The Great Awakening as Artifact,” 229.  Richard B. Steele observes that “the literary genre that 
proved most serviceable for Whitefieldian revivalism (and also, be it noted, for the Wesleyan variety) 
was the published journal.  Similar in some ways to conventional religious autobiographies and to the 
Edwardsian revival narrative, the evangelist’s journal nevertheless differed significantly from both.  It 
had the exoticism of a foreign travelogue, the didacticism of an apologetic tract and, best of all, the 
edifying tone of a miracle story.  By expressing (or at least by affecting) astonishment over what God had 
wrought, the evangelist could wrap the most brazen self-display in the mantle of humility and devotion.”  
He notes that “while Wesley had been writing copious diaries and journals long before Whitefield 
started, and continued to do so long after Whitefield stopped, Whitefield was the first Methodist to use 
this literary genre as a means of evangelistic propaganda.” “John Wesley’s Synthesis of the Revival 
Practices of Jonathan Edwards, George Whitefield, Nicholas von Zinzendorf,” Wesleyan Theological 
Journal 30 (1995) 159.   
16 Lambert, Inventing the ‘Great Awakening,’ 99. 
17 Whitefield’s collected works reveal that he was a faithful, though not always punctual, correspondent.  
He frequently cited a frantic schedule of itinerant preaching engagements as the cause for his delay in 
writing.  For instance, in ‘A Letter to the Inhabitants of Maryland, Virginia, North and South Carolina,’ 
in which Whitefield sets forth his opposition to slavery, he begins by noting his preference for the spoken 
word over the printed word as his medium of choice: “Could I have preached more frequently among 
you, I should have delivered my thoughts to you in my public discourses: but, as business here required 
me to stop as little as possible on the road, I have no other way to discharge the concern which at present 
lies on my heart, than by sending you this letter.” Gillies, Works, 4:37. 
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to correspondence, composing sermons, and preparing other discourses for his printers 

on both sides of the Atlantic.18   

 

For all the attention Whitefield devoted to printing his sermons, oral preaching always 

retained a privileged and non-negotiable place in his public ministry.  The same can 

undoubtedly be said of John Wesley.  Wesley was convinced that he had been set apart 

to preach, well before he became convinced of the need to preach justification by faith 

and the new birth in 1738, and well before his successful initial forays as a field-

preacher in April 1739.  Wesley made a point of expressing his conviction that the 

tongue with which he spoke his sermons was “a devoted thing,” as opposed to the pen 

that set them down on paper.19  Later Wesley would go so far as to proclaim, “I do 

indeed live by preaching!”20  He continued to preach regularly as he advanced in age.  

Wesley even attributed his longevity and good health in part to the rigor of his 

preaching schedule.21   

 

But notwithstanding the importance Wesley afforded his spoken sermons, he also 

devoted significant attention to his printed sermons. Just as we have observed that 

Whitefield’s motivations for printing his sermons were not merely reactions to the 

unsolicited publications of others, likewise Wesley was also a proactive publisher of his 

sermons, although it is true that there were occasions when, like Whitefield, Wesley felt 

compelled to print his sermons as a corrective to the appearance of unauthorized 

versions.  For instance, Wesley wrote in the preface to his sermon ‘Scriptural 

Christianity,’ first preached at St. Mary’s, Oxford on August 24, 1744, “It was not my 

                                                 
18 We have already observed in the preface to Whitefield’s Ten Sermons on Various Important Subjects 
that he sought to redeem the inconveniently lengthy amount of time required to cross the Atlantic by 
focusing on the preparation of printed sermons that might augment his public preaching ministry.  
Further, Whitefield states in his Journal that he used his time on board the Whitaker in 1737 to compose 
sermons while travelling to Savannah.  See Whitefield, Journals, 111.  See also Whitefield, Letters, 294. 
19 See Wesley’s letter to John Burton on October 10, 1735 in Baker, Works, 25:441. 
20 Heitzenrater and Ward, Works, 21:118.  In his comments on Acts 6:2 in his Explanatory Notes on the 
New Testament, Wesley affirmed the primacy of the preached word in general terms, stating that “the 
primary business of apostles, evangelists and bishops was to preach the Word of God.” Wesley, 
Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 290. 
21 During his later years, Wesley’s consistent practice was to describe the state of his health in his 
Journal on June 28, his birthday.  He frequently attributes his relative good health to the invigorating 
effects of a busy preaching itinerary.  For instance, on his 77th birthday, he wrote, “I can hardly think I 
am entering this day into the seventy-eighth year of my age.  By the blessing of God I am just the same 
as when I entered the twenty-eighth.  This hath God wrought, chiefly by my constant exercise, my rising 
early, and preaching morning and evening.” Heitzenrater and Ward, Works, 23:179-180.   Two years 
later, his Journal entry for June 28, 1782 reads, “I find no more pain or bodily infirmities than at five and 
twenty.  This I still impute… to my constant preaching, particularly in the morning.” Ibid., 23:244-245.      
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design when I wrote ever to print the latter part of the following sermon.  But the false 

and scurrilous accounts of it which have been published almost in every corner of the 

nation constrain me to publish the whole, just as it was preached, that men of reason 

may judge for themselves.”22  

 

But beyond this need to respond to the occasional appearance of an unauthorized 

version of one of his sermons, Wesley’s printed sermons served a crucial function in 

the life of the Methodist societies.  Whereas we have previously observed that 

Whitefield’s motivations for publishing his sermons was primarily geared towards 

winning converts, John Wesley’s decision to print his sermons was in large measure 

motivated by his commitment to the task of nurture and spiritual formation amongst the 

Methodist societies.23  In particular, Wesley understood that his printed sermons 

functioned in a subtly different manner when compared to his preached sermons.  

Wesley’s sermon register indicates that he chose not to include many of the sermons he 

preached throughout his itinerant ministry within his Sermons on Several Occasions.24  

Summarizing the differences between the sermons Wesley preached versus the sermons 

he printed, Outler contends that Wesley “saw an important difference between the 

principle aims of an oral and a written sermon: the former is chiefly for proclamation 

and invitation; the latter is chiefly for nurture and reflection.”25  

                                                 
22 Outler, Works, 1:159. 
23 For instance, see Harper, “Wesley’s Sermons as Spiritual Formation Documents,” 131-138.  Wesley’s 
life-long commitment to publishing as an important means of promoting spiritual nurture amongst 
Methodists transcended the printing and distribution of his sermons.  Commenting on Wesley’s wider 
publishing activities, Boshears observes that “Wesley deliberately provided useful literature that was 
cheap in cost and aimed at lifting the educational and spiritual life of the eighteenth century English 
masses”, and that his publishing patterns attest to the role he assumed as the “definitive…reader-advisor 
to the early Methodists.” “The Books in John Wesley’s Life,” 54-55.  Wesley sought to transmit his 
voracious reading habits into the life and practice of all Methodists, being convinced that “the work of 
grace would die out in one generation if the Methodists were not a reading people.” Telford, Letters, 
1:xv.  In order to facilitate this goal, Wesley devoted much of his printing energies during the period 
1749 to 1755 towards editing and publishing a Christian Library: Consisting of Extracts from, and 
Abridgements of the Choicest Pieces of Practical Divinity which have been published in the English 
Tongue.  Rack contends that Wesley’s intention in publishing a collection that eventually totalled fifty 
volumes, was to provide Methodists with “the best body” of practical divinity “in the world” supplied by 
“the English divines of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  His principles of abridgement [was] 
above all to preserve what the writer said ‘so far as he follows Christ’.” Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast, 
347.  Reflecting in 1780 on a lifetime of publishing and editing, Wesley wrote: “Two and forty years ago, 
having a desire to furnish poor people with cheaper, shorter, and plainer books than I had seen, I wrote 
many small tracts, generally a penny apiece, and afterwards several larger.  Some of these had such a sale 
as I never thought of and by this means, I unawares became rich.” Jackson, Works, 7:9.     
24 Outler observes, “Many of Wesley’s favourite texts for oral preaching do not appear at all in the corpus 
of his written sermons and vice versa.” Works, 1:14. 
25 Outler, Works, 1:14.  Similarly, Heitzenrater concludes with regard to Wesley’s sermons that, “the two 
homiletical forms, preached and printed, were rather different in form if not content.  Many of his printed 
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Wesley’s aspirations for his printed sermons are neatly encapsulated in the opening 

paragraph of the preface to the first volume of his Sermons on Several Occasions.26  

Even as this collection expanded to eventually include four volumes, Wesley continued 

to append this introduction unaltered.  In their eventual form, they amounted to forty 

four sermons that came to function as normative sermonic articulations of Methodist 

doctrines in much the same way as the Book of Homilies did within the Church of 

England.27  Whitefield only took the time to prepare printed discourses when 

circumstances precluded him from preaching, and appears to have strongly resisted any 

activity that impinged on his relentless itinerant preaching schedule.  By contrast, 

Wesley deliberately suspended his preaching schedule in 1746 in order to devote 

attention to the preparation of this collection of sermons for publication.28  Wesley 

began,  

 
The following sermons contain the sum and substance of what I have been 
preaching for between eight and nine years last past.  During that time I have 
frequently spoken in public on every subject in the ensuing collection: and I am not 
conscious that there is any one point of doctrine on which I am accustomed to speak 
in public which is not here – incidentally, if not professedly – laid before every 
Christian reader.  Every serious man who peruses these will therefore see in the 

                                                                                                                                            
sermons were carefully developed treatises written specifically for publication and intended to be 
theological in nature.” Mirror and Memory, 162. 
26 Outler observes that Wesley’s choice of title for his sermon collection betrays an underlying irony, 
since at least twenty sermon collections produced by Anglican ecclesiastical dignitaries in palaces and 
cathedrals in the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century bear a similar title.  Outler 
suggests that while “Wesley’s occasions [for preaching] had been far humbler,” his choice of title 
reinforced his conviction “that they were not a whit less important.” Works, 1:40. 
27 Wesley’s Sermons on Several Occasions began appearing in 1746.  Volume 2 was published in 1748, 
volume 3 in 1750, and an unnumbered fourth volume was published in 1763 along with his commentary 
on the New Testament entitled, ‘Explanatory Notes on the New Testament.’  It was only in 1763 that 
these two documents were established as the norms by which Methodist doctrinal boundaries might be 
officially delineated.  Wesley stated in the ‘Model Deed,’ that Methodist preachers, many of whom were 
uneducated, were to “preach no other Doctrine than is contained in Mr. Wesley’s Notes on the New 
Testament, and four volumes of Sermons.”  On numerous occasions, Wesley affirmed that the content of 
Methodist preaching was thoroughly consistent with the doctrines held by the Church of England, 
especially those set forth in the Thirty Nine Articles of Religion, the Homilies, and the Book of Common 
Prayer (for instance, see Works, 1:195, 456; 3:505; 4:405-406; 9:228; 11:78, 115, 166).  Commenting on 
this relationship, Heitzenrater suggests that Wesley used his Sermons on Several Occasions “with regard 
to his preachers in a similar fashion to the way the Church of England used the Homilies with regard to 
its unlicensed and uneducated preachers.” Mirror and Memory, 179.  Similarly, Outler contends that 
Wesley’s response to the emergence of doctrinal pluralism amongst Methodist preachers came not in the 
form of “a creed or a confession, or even a doctrinal treatise, but with something analagous to a set of 
Methodist ‘Homilies’ – not in this case ‘appointed to be read in the churches’ (as Cranmer’s had been) 
but rather to be studied and discussed by the Methodists and their critics.” Outler, Works, 1:40.      
28 Outler, Works, 1:38. 
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clearest manner what those doctrines are which I embrace and teach as the 
essentials of true religion.29 

 
Various similarities emerge when we compare the content of Wesley’s preface to his 

Sermons on Several Occasions with the preface to Whitefield’s Ten Sermons.  First, we 

have already observed that Whitefield intended the printed sermons he authorised for 

publication to convey the “sum and substance” of his preached sermons.  That is, he 

was careful to clarify that they did not represent verbatim transcriptions of the sermons 

he preached.  Likewise, when Wesley states that his Sermons on Several Occasions 

“contain the sum and substance of what I have been preaching for between eight and 

nine years last past” (thus incorporating the period leading up to his Aldersgate Street 

experience of May 1738 and beyond), he employs identical terminology with that 

employed by Whitefield to describe the relationship between his preached and printed 

sermons.30  That is, Wesley is also careful to establish that while his printed sermons 

are accurate statements of the “doctrines” he has embraced and taught, they are not to 

be confused with verbatim transcripts of his spoken sermons. 

  

This leads to the second aspect of similarity between the aspirations Wesley and 

Whitefield held for their printed sermons as revealed in their respective prefaces.  Just 

as Whitefield considered his printed sermons to be “agreeable to the form of sound 

words delivered to us in the lively oracles of God,” and by implication, representative 

expressions of the foundational truths contained therein, so too Wesley regarded his 

Sermons on Several Occasions as encapsulating what he considered to be “the 

essentials of true religion.”  Whereas a more conventional means for disseminating 

doctrine might have been a systematic theological treatise, Wesley chose these 

published sermons as his means of conveying the doctrines he “embraced and taught.”  

                                                 
29 Outler, Works, 1:103. 
30 Outler suggests that Wesley’s lack of precision in his phrase “between eight and nine years past” is 
intentional and informative: “Its vagueness… implies that his evangelical conversion was not to be tied 
to any one single event, but rather to a series of them that had run throughout that year, beginning with 
his deep depression in the wake of his Georgia fiasco.”  Outler identifies “a succession of climactic 
experiences strung out over the entire year of 1738,” including his famous Aldersgate Street experience 
of May 24, 1738, his “pilgrimage to the Moravian heartland (Marienborn and Herrnhut) that had enabled 
him to make a probing study of Moravian life and doctrine,” and “his discovery of Jonathan Edwards’s 
Faithful Narrative of a Surprising Work of God in New England” as being especially significant.  The 
culmination of these ‘conversions’ “was a radical shift in his self-understanding of ‘the order of 
salvation’ – away from holy living as a precondition to saving faith, to faith itself as the threshold of any 
valid experience of true holiness.” Outler, Works, 1:38, 4-5. 
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He preferred, in Outler’s words, “the dialectical character of sermons” to “the didactic 

character of systematic treatises.”31  

 

This is not to suggest, however, that we ought to consider the ‘four volumes’ of 

sermons that comprise Wesley’s Sermons on Several Occasions to be in any sense an 

exhaustive compendium of his theology, since Wesley himself makes it abundantly 

clear that this collection represented only those doctrines that he taught as the 

“essentials of true religion.”32  While these sermons are especially notable for their 

pronounced soteriological focus and for their articulation of Wesley’s conception of the 

ordo salutis, they are by no means the only sermons Wesley published.33  Wesley 

published a further four volumes in 1788, most of which either had been previously, or 

subsequently would be, published as individual sermons in his Arminian Magazine 

(1778 –).34  Although these fifty-six sermons would never be elevated to the level of 

‘doctrinal standards’ alongside the earlier editions of his Sermons on Several 

Occasions, they nevertheless accentuate the application of Christian faith to a variety of 

specific practical issues to a greater extent than is evident in the first four volumes of 

Wesley’s sermons.35  Outler comments that throughout volumes V-VIII, “Salvation by 

faith alone is everywhere presupposed, but now the stress is on its outworkings in the 

new circumstances of the Methodist people (social, economic, cultural).”36  Wesley’s 

Sermons on Several Occasions never extended any further beyond these eight volumes, 

even though he published a further eighteen individual sermons that appeared in the 

Arminian Magazine between 1789 and 1792. 
                                                 

31 Outler, Works, 1:55. 
32 It is worth noting that the precise number of sermons that comprised the first four volumes of Wesley’s 
Sermons on Several Occasions was extremely dynamic.  At the time of the publishing of the ‘Model 
Deed’ in 1763, they amounted to forty-four, but the augmented edition of 1771 included an additional 
nine sermons, bringing their total to fifty-three.  Come 1788 however, and the publication of volumes 
five, six, seven and eight of Sermons on Several Occasions, Wesley’s position on the first four volumes 
had reverted to that which he held in 1760.  Regarding this fluidity, Outler summarizes that “Even a 
casual analysis of these ‘first four volumes of sermons’ reveals that questions of chronology and 
provenance are incidental.  Their order is shaped by the inner logic of Wesley’s special view of the 
mystery of salvation.” Works, 1:45.   
33 Outler comments that the first four volumes of Wesley’s sermons “may rightly be regarded as a 
normative statement of the foundations of Wesleyan soteriology, even if not his complete account of 
Christian existence.” Works, 1:45.  Harper helpfully categorizes Wesley’s fifty-three Sermons on Several 
Occasions along the following lines: sermons 1-16 focus on “the essence of salvation”, sermons 17-40 
focus on “the order of salvation” and sermons 41-53 focus on “the application of salvation.” “Wesley’s 
Sermons,” 133.  
34 See Outler, Works, 2:352 for a more detailed appraisal of the publishing history of the sermons 
contained in volumes V-VIII of Sermons on Several Occasions. 
35 Harper, “Wesley’s Sermons as Spiritual Formation Documents,” 133.   
36 Outler, Works, 2:352-353. 
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In addition, Wesley published a further six sermons that were never included in any of 

his collections of Sermons on Several Occasions, one of the most prominent of which 

was his controversial sermon entitled ‘Free Grace.’  ‘Free Grace’ is unique amongst 

these miscellaneous sermons insofar as it is the only one to have been preached and 

printed during “the eight or nine years” prior to 1746 that Wesley delineates as the time 

frame governing his Sermons on Several Occasions.37  It went through some eleven 

print editions between 1739 and 1791, the first of which appeared in Bristol a matter of 

weeks after it was first preached at the same location on April 26, 1739.  It was 

subsequently reprinted in London in both 1740 and 1741.38  Wesley’s assertion in the 

preface of his Sermons on Several Occasions that in the eight or nine years prior to 

1746, “I have frequently spoken in public on every subject in the ensuing collection: 

and I am not conscious that there is any one point of doctrine on which I am 

accustomed to speak in public which is not here,” becomes problematic given the 

frequent appearance of his sermon on ‘Free Grace’ during this period.  Indeed, 

Wesley’s statement is only explicable if he meant that his Sermons on Several 

Occasions included only those doctrines he was “accustomed to speak” on regularly, or 

else he did not consider the issue of election to be one that could be categorized 

amongst those he taught as “essentials of true religion.”  We shall return to compare 

how Whitefield and Wesley understood the term ‘free grace’ in the next chapter. 

 

But if there are similarities that emerge when we compare the content of Wesley’s 

preface to his Sermons on Several Occasions with the preface to Whitefield’s Ten 

Sermons, there is also one significant difference that relates to the scope of their 

intended reading audience.  We have already observed that Whitefield famously 

regarded ‘the whole world to be his parish.’  His preaching ministry spanned, and even 

transcended, denominational boundaries.  The same can certainly be said of the 

aspirations he held for his printed sermons.  In the preface to his Ten Sermons, 

Whitefield simply addresses them to “every reader.”  The absence of a specific target 

audience underlines his aspirations for their universal applicability. 

                                                 
37 ‘The Trouble and Rest of Good Men’ was preached at St. Mary’s in Oxford in 1735, and printed in the 
same year.  ‘National Sins and Miseries’ (1775), On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel’ (1777), 
‘The Late Work of God in North America’ (1778), and ‘On the Death of John Fletcher’ (1785) were all 
preached and printed well after the first four volumes of Sermons on Several Occasions.  
38 For a full publishing history of this sermon, see Outler, Works, 4:509. 
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If Whitefield addressed his sermons to “every reader,” by contrast, in the preface to his 

Sermons on Several Occasions, Wesley addressed his printed sermons to “every 

Christian reader.”  In so doing, Wesley indicated that he primarily intended his printed 

sermons to be read by those who had already experienced the ‘new birth,’ whether in 

the immediate or distant past.  His Sermons on Several Occasions were intended as 

instruments for nurturing spiritual growth, not just amongst the self-consciously 

regenerate, but amongst those Methodists who were “serious” about progressing in the 

Christian life.  Wesley wrote,  

 
… it is more especially my desire, first, to guard those who are just setting their 
faces toward heaven (and who, having little acquaintance with the things of God, 
are the more liable to be turned out of the way) from formality, from mere outside 
religion, which has almost driven heart-religion out of the world; and secondly, to 
warn those who know the religion of the heart, the faith which worketh by love, lest 
at any time they make void the law through faith, and so fall back into the snare of 
the devil.39 

 
The quotation above affirms the conclusion reached by Outler who contends that 

Wesley did not primarily intend his printed sermons to function as a vehicle for 

conversion.40   

 

We have thus observed that just as Wesley and Whitefield understood the nature of 

their public ministries in different ways, these differences were translated into their 

respective aspirations for their printed sermons.  Whitefield regarded his printed 

sermons in large measure simply as a means of extending the scope of his spoken 

sermons.  By contrast, Wesley utilised his printed sermons as his foremost instrument 

for facilitating spiritual nurture amongst the Methodist societies.  Even though many of 

Wesley’s spoken sermons were delivered to those already in Methodist societies, his 

spoken sermons remained his principal means of evangelistic proclamation to the 

unconverted.  In other words, it emerges that the motivations Whitefield and Wesley 

had for printing their sermons constitute a lens through which to observe their 

respective aspirations for their wider public ministries.  

  

                                                 
39 Outler, Works, 1:106. 
40 Outler, Works, 1:14. 
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Having first compared their aspirations for their printed sermons, it now remains in this 

chapter for us to compare, second, the functional use of scripture in the sermons of 

Wesley and Whitefield, and third, their respective principles of interpretation and 

application of scripture. 

 

4.3 The use of scripture in the printed words of Whitefield and Wesley  

 

Next we turn our attention towards comparing the way in which Wesley and Whitefield 

used scripture in their published writings, especially their printed sermons.  We shall 

observe that even though Wesley and Whitefield devoted their public lives to the 

practice of field-preaching, their use of scripture as reflected in the content of their 

respective published sermons exhibit elements of both similarity and notable 

dissimilarity.  That is, although we might reasonably describe Wesley and Whitefield as 

biblical preachers who delivered scriptural sermons, our aim here will be to evaluate 

the sense in which this description, broadly explanatory on one level, nevertheless fails 

adequately to explain the differences in their functional use of scripture in their printed 

sermons. 

 

Previously we have observed that even though Wesley and Whitefield appealed to the 

Bible in support of their respective approach towards the practice of preaching, 

nevertheless their homiletical style, delivery and attitudes towards spiritual nurture 

were by no means identical.  Stout succinctly summarises the historiographical trend 

that ascribes this difference in preaching style to their contrasting temperaments and 

backgrounds when he suggests that Whitefield was “an actor-preacher, as opposed to a 

scholar-preacher.”41  Likewise, Downey contends that for all of their shared religious 

experiences and aspirations, Wesley and Whitefield were very different in terms of 

“native endowment,” and these differences expressed themselves most prominently in 

their contrasting approaches towards delivering their sermons:  

 
The two had much in common: a dynamic religious experience whose culmination 
was ‘conversion’; a passion to spread the good news of the Christian gospel; a 
disdain for the ‘dry husks of morality’ which seemed to them the only spiritual food 
the Church of England was offering its hungry flock; and a desire to alleviate some 
of the social injustice and duress under which men laboured.  Apart from their 

                                                 
41 Stout, Divine Dramatist, xix. 
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upbringings, which could hardly have been more unlike, there was still greater 
difference of native endowment.  Wesley’s talents and temperament were those of a 
scholar; Whitefield’s those of an actor.  Wesley’s triumph as a popular preacher 
may almost be said to have been in spite of his gifts; Whitefield’s precisely because 
of them.  Though Wesley was the more astute thinker, organizer, and teacher, 
Whitefield was supremely the finer orator.42  

 
Notably absent in Downey’s comparison is any reference to the way in which their 

sermons are characterized by a shared commitment to the authority of the Bible.  

Beyond their differing rhetorical strategies and intuitive homiletical preferences, the 

sermons of Wesley and Whitefield are profoundly saturated in the scriptures.43  

Commenting on Wesley’s functional use of scripture, Jones observes that “the sheer 

quantity of scriptural references indicates that the Bible plays an important role in 

Wesley’s thinking and in the presentation of his message.”44  Downey contends that, “it 

is almost impossible to exaggerate the influence of scriptural idiom on [Wesley’s] 

thought and language… Scriptural reference, allusion, quotation, and expression are the 

warp and woof of his oratory.”45  With respect to Whitefield’s sermons, Downey 

concludes that his commitment to the normative authority of scripture profoundly 

conditioned the content of the sermons he preached: “Because he was so entirely 

persuaded of the infallibility of scripture, he committed much of it to memory, and his 

sermons are rife with Biblical allusions, quotations, and idiom.”46     

 

It is not incidental that neither Wesley nor Whitefield devoted a sermon to defending 

the inspiration or infallibility of the Bible.  They assumed the authority of scripture in 

matters of faith and Christian practice to be both normative and axiomatic.  Davis 

observes that amongst Whitefield’s sermon corpus, there is no evidence of any attempt 

to “make the focus of his address the nature of scripture, much less that of the issues of 

biblical criticism.”47  Even in his sermon ‘The Duty of Searching the Scriptures,’ 

                                                 
42 Downey, The Eighteenth century Pulpit, 179. 
43 The unmistakable influence of the Bible on Wesley’s sermons is frequently attested to by scholars.  
For instance, Dygoski characterizes Wesley’s “use of Scripture” as “his most impressive device.  It is 
literally a ‘trade mark’ of his written sermons.” The Letters and Journals of John Wesley on Preaching, 
235.  Weeter suggests that Scripture “impregnated all of his works” such that the Bible might accurately 
be described as being “Wesley’s second language” and that his “extensive use of Scripture in his ministry 
is nowhere more thoroughly illustrated than in his sermons.” John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 
118-119.  Likewise, Outler comments that Wesley “knew it [the Bible] so nearly by heart that even his 
natural speech is biblical.” Works, 1:69. 
44 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 129. 
45 Downey, The Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 218. 
46 Downey, The Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 160. 
47 Davis, “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of Scripture,” 18. 
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Whitefield completely eschewed any discussion of the possibility that the Bible’s 

authority might be questionable.  Instead, he proceeded from the assumption of 

Scriptural authority and infallibility to set out a paradigm for Biblical interpretation and 

application.  Elsewhere, in his sermon ‘The Indwelling of the Spirit,’ Whitefield raised 

the issue of Biblical authority and infallibility, but only in the form of a rhetorical 

question posed to a sceptical audience.  The thrust of Whitefield’s oratory is clear – to 

challenge the Bible’s authority is as absurd as it is futile: 

  
If thou canst prove, thou unbeliever, that the book, which we call The Bible, does 
not contain the lively oracles of GOD; if thou canst shew, that holy men of old, did 
not write this book, as they were inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost, then we will 
give up the doctrine of original sin; but unless thou canst do this, we must insist on 
it, that we are all conceived and born in sin; if for no other, yet for this one reason, 
because that God, who cannot lye, has told us so.48  

  

Whitefield viewed with incredulity those who “do not regard the word of God at all” 

and who “throw the sacred oracles aside, as an antiquated book, fit only for illiterate 

men.”49  He wrote, “If we once get above our Bibles, and cease making the written 

word of God our sole rule, both as to faith and practice, we shall soon lie open to all 

manner of delusion, and be in great danger of making shipwreck of faith and a good 

conscience.”50  Wholly consistent with the sentiments expressed above, Downey 

identifies the uncomplicated nature of Whitefield’s Biblicism.  In particular, he isolates 

the sense it which Whitefield’s commitment to the Bible’s eternal relevance furnished 

him with a seemingly impregnable sense of assurance regarding any “questions and 

doubts” he might encounter.  Downey also contends that unsurprisingly, Whitefield was 

unabashed in striving to impute his own confidence in the Bible on others.  Downey 

writes, 

 
The basis of all belief and the source of all true wisdom, for Whitefield, was the 
Bible.  It was God’s definitive and unalterable statement to man, divinely inspired 
and eternally relevant.  Every part was of equal relevance; all could admit of literal 
interpretation… In the Bible he found the answers to his own questions and doubts, 
and with it he attempted to answer the questions and doubts of others.  He always 
felt it sufficient proof of any point to be able to conclude ‘the Bible says so’.51 

  

                                                 
48 Gillies, Works, 6:96. 
49 Ibid., 6:79. 
50 Ibid., 5:27. 
51 Downey, The Eighteenth-Century Pulpit, 159. 
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Wesley’s trust in the Bible’s authority was no less strident.  Throughout his life, it was 

Wesley’s constant conviction that the Bible constituted “the Christian rule of right and 

wrong.”52  Weeter observes, “The Bible was not simply the first of books to him; it was 

in a category all to itself and its authority was decisive… To Wesley there was only… 

one way to know the will of God, and God had written it in a Book.”53  In ‘The 

Character of a Methodist’ (1742), Wesley defined the locus of Methodist authority: 

“The distinguishing marks of a Methodist are not his opinions of any sort… We 

believe… that ‘all Scripture is given by inspiration of God’… We believe this written 

Word of God to be the only and the sufficient rule of both Christian faith and 

practice.”54 

 

Wesley repeatedly affirmed his commitment to the divine inspiration and unique 

authority of the Bible, declaring that “as all faith is founded on divine authority, so 

there is now no divine authority but the scriptures; and, therefore, no one can make that 

to be of divine authority which is not contained in them.”55  He was also adamant that 

the Bible was completely sufficient in itself, and “neither needs, nor is capable of, any 

further addition.”56  Wesley evidently felt little compulsion to provide any justification 

for his high view of scripture.  Pellowe observes that amongst Wesley’s published 

sermons, “there is a not a single sermon devoted to explaining what the Bible is, its 

inspiration, or how to interpret it.”57  As far as he was concerned, the burden of proof 

lay on those who denied the Bible’s provenance and authority to justify their 

aspersions.  As a result, Wesley’s efforts to furnish his faith in the divine inspiration of 

the Bible with any form of proof were perfunctory at best, unconvincing at worst.58   

                                                 
52 Outler, Works, 1:302-303. 
53 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 66. 
54 Davies, Works, 9:33-34.  See also Wesley’s sermon ‘On Faith’ where he consciously aligns himself 
with the Reformation doctrine of sola scriptura.  He writes, “The faith of the Protestants, in general, 
embraces only those truths as are necessary to salvation which are clearly revealed in the oracles of 
God… The written Word is the whole and sole rule of faith, as well as practice.  They believe whatsoever 
God has declared, and profess to do whatsoever He hath commanded.  This is the proper faith of 
Protestants: by this they will abide and no other.” Outler, Works, 3:496. 
55 Jackson, Works, 10:91. 
56 Jackson, Works, 10:141.  Weeter contends that in Wesley’s practice of theology, “There was no 
authority above Scripture, from which a more definitive interpretation of revelation might be sought.” 
John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 271.  
57 W. Pellowe, “John Wesley’s Use of the Bible,” Methodist Review 106 (1923) 353-374. 
58 Although Wesley did not attempt to ‘prove’ the inspiration and authority of the Bible in any of his 
sermons, a self-styled “short, clear, and strong argument to prove the divine inspiration of the holy 
Scriptures” is included amongst his other published writings.  After beginning with the proposition that 
“the Bible must be the invention of either good men or angels, bad men or devils, or of God,” Wesley 
proceeded to reject the first two options.  It cannot be the product of “good men or angels” since they 
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There is little doubt that Wesley’s family upbringing had a formative role in 

establishing his high view of scripture.  His Journal entry for August 1, 1742 includes a 

letter he received from his mother in 1732 which reveals the prominent place of 

scripture memorization in the daily life of the Epworth rectory.59  In his ‘Farther 

Thoughts on Separation from the Church,’ Wesley reaffirmed Susanna’s assessment: 

“From a child I was taught to love and reverence the Scripture, the oracles of God.”60  

Although the Wesley children were exposed to other literature (some secular, some 

religious, like the Book of Common Prayer), Baker observes that “the Bible remained 

their central study.”61       

 

The high esteem with which Wesley held the scriptures originated in his childhood, and 

thus significantly predated his Aldersgate Street experience of May 24, 1738.  He 

recollected in his seminal Journal entry for May 28, 1738 that during his time as an 

undergraduate between 1720 and 1724, and well prior to the establishment of the Holy 

Club, “I still said my prayers both in public and private, and read with the Scriptures 

several other books of religion, especially comments on the New Testament.”62  

Wesley’s retrospective evaluation of the legalistic impulses that motivated much of the 

Holy Club’s zeal is less than flattering.63  Yet in his sermon ‘On God’s Vineyard,’ 

Wesley nonetheless affirmed their sincere desire to be ‘men of one book’ and governed 

by “one, and only one, rule of judgment with regard to all their tempers, words, and 

                                                                                                                                            
would be both unwilling and incapable of writing a book where they attempt to legitimize their literary 
inventions with the spurious claim “Thus saith the Lord.”  Nor can it be the product of “bad men or 
devils” since they would be decidedly unwilling proponents of a plan of salvation that consigns them to 
eternal damnation for their wilful disobedience and refusal to accept divine grace and mercy.  He 
therefore reasoned the third option to be true: the Bible is of God. See Jackson, Works, xi.484.    
59 See Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:288. 
60 Davies, Works, 9:538. 
61 Baker, John Wesley and the Church of England, 9. 
62 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 18:243. 
63 For instance, Wesley wrote in his Journal that during this period, “by my continued endeavour to keep 
his whole law, inward and outward, to the utmost of my power, I was persuaded that I should be accepted 
of him, and that I was even then in a state of salvation.” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 18:244-245.  
Wesley came to recognize that from his “youth up” he had depended and grounded his hope of salvation, 
“in whole or in part, on my own works or righteousness”; “being ignorant of the righteousness of Christ,” 
even his time as a missionary in Georgia was spent “beating the air.” Ibid., 18:246, 248.  Thus, in ‘A 
Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion’ (1745), Wesley recollects: “I was ordained Deacon in 
1725, and Priest in the year following.  But it was many years after this before I was convinced of the 
great truths above recited.  During all that time I was utterly ignorant of the nature and condition of 
justification.  Sometimes I confounded it with sanctification; (particularly when I was in Georgia).” 
Jackson, Works, 8:111.   
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actions, namely, the oracles of God.”64  Once the Holy Club began regular meetings, 

Wesley’s commitment to the Bible only intensified.  His description of the original 

Methodists’ biblically constrained churchmanship in ‘A Short History of Methodism’ 

(1765) explicitly affirmed Wesley’s commitment to the unique authority and function 

of scripture: 

 
They [members of the ‘Holy Club’] were all zealous members of the Church of 
England, not only tenacious of all her doctrines, so far as they knew them, but all 
her discipline, to the minutest circumstances.  They were all likewise zealous 
observers of all university statutes, and that for conscience’ sake.  But they 
observed neither these nor anything else further than they conceived it was bound 
on them by their one book, the Bible, it being their one desire and design to be 
downright Bible Christians – taking the Bible, as interpreted by the primitive 
Church and our own, for their whole and sole rule.65 

    
Wesley took a dim view of any suggestion that the Methodists were theological 

innovators.  If Wesley’s personal aspiration was to be homo unius libri, his desire for 

Methodism was that it be “the old religion, the religion of the Bible, the religion of the 

primitive church, the religion of the Church of England.”66  He described the 

Methodists as people who “resolved to be Bible Christians at all events, and, wherever 

they were, to preach with all their might, plain, old, Bible-Christianity.”67  Wesley 

consistently described the beliefs and practices of Methodism in terms of its continuity 

with the beliefs and practices of historic Christianity, insofar as these emerged from and 

were congruent with scripture.  He wrote to William Dodd in 1756, 

 
I therein build on no authority, ancient or modern, but the Scripture.  If this supports 
any doctrine, it will stand; if not, the sooner it falls the better.  Neither the doctrine 
in question nor any other is anything to me, unless it be the doctrine of Christ and 
His Apostles… I search for truth, plain Bible truth without any regard to the praise 
or dispraise of men.68    

 
If possible, Wesley’s resolve to be a ‘man of one book’ grew stronger as he grew older.  

Less than a year before his death, he published ‘Causes of the Inefficacy of 

Christianity’ in the July and August issues of the Arminian Magazine.  There he 

                                                 
64 Outler, Works, 3:504. 
65 Davies, Works, 9:368.  See also ‘On God’s Vineyard’, for another example of Wesley’s retrospective 
evaluation of the early Methodists’ desires to be ‘men of one book’ and “Bible-Christians”; Wesley 
states: “And indeed unto this day [the sermon was published in 1788] it is their constant endeavour to 
think and speak as the oracles of God.” Outler, Works, 3:504.  
66 Outler, Works, 3:585; in ‘On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel.’  
67 Davies, Works, 9:369. 
68 Telford, Letters, 3:157-158. 
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asserted his continued confidence in the Bible to guide him in all matters of life and 

conduct: “Here I am: I and my Bible.  I will not, dare not vary from this Book, either in 

great things or small.  I have no power to dispense with one jot or tittle of what is 

contained therein.  I am determined to be a Bible Christian, not almost but altogether.  

Who will meet me on this ground?  Join me on this or not at all.”69 

 

Wesley and Whitefield were thus adamant that the Bible was God’s inspired revelation 

to humanity.  They were convicted that the scriptures ought to regulate all aspects of 

their lives, especially the content of their sermons.  This nonetheless leaves unexplored 

the manner in which their commitment to the authority of the Bible manifested itself in 

the content of their sermons as they appeared in printed form.  Scott Jones has helpfully 

categorised a variety of discrete ways in which Wesley used scripture throughout his 

printed sermons.  Jones observes that Wesley’s “uses of Scripture can be grouped into 

five categories: textual, explanatory, definitional, narrative and semantic.”70  Yet these 

categories are not exclusively applicable to Wesley’s sermons alone.  Indeed, when 

used as a mechanism for comparing the means by which scripture is utilised in the 

printed sermons of Wesley and Whitefield, significant points of similarity and 

dissimilarity quickly emerge.   

  

First, Wesley and Whitefield both adopted a textual use of scripture.  Many of 

Wesley’s published sermons consist of a consecutive explication and application of a 

verse or pericope of scripture.  For example, Wesley’s thirteen sermons on Jesus’ 

‘Sermon on the Mount’ found in his Sermons on Several Occasions fall under this 

category.71  Likewise, amongst Whitefield’s published sermons, ‘Christ’s 

Transfiguration’ (Luke 9:28-36), ‘Blind Bartimeus’ (Mark 10:52), ‘The Resurrection of 

Lazarus’ (John 11:43-44), ‘The Marriage in Cana’ (John 2:11), ‘The Pharisee and the 

Publican’ (Luke 18:14), ‘The Folly and Danger of Parting with Christ for the Pleasures 

and Profits of Life’ (Matthew 8:23ff), ‘The Conversion of Zaccheus’ (Luke 19:9-10) 

and ‘Abraham offering up his Son Isaac’ (Genesis 22), also contain intentionally 

consecutive expositions of the entire pericope at hand.   

                                                 
69 Outler, Works, 4:93. 
70 S.J. Jones, “The Rule of Scripture” in W.S. Gunter, S.J. Jones, E.A. Campbell, R.L. Miles and R.L. 
Maddox (eds.), Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997) 
44.   
71 See sermons 21 through 33 in Outler, Works, 1:466-686. 
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Yet on other occasions, Jones observes that Wesley’s “sermons use the text simply as a 

beginning place”; they are “biblically based” sermons, yet the text functions as a point 

of departure for a topical sermon.72  For example, in Wesley’s sermon ‘The Means of 

Grace,’ the scripture text of Malachi 3:7, “Ye are gone away from mine ordinances, and 

have not kept them” functions solely as a “stylistic convenience, required by the form 

of the writing but not playing a determinative role in the content.”73  On this occasion, 

Wesley took the word ‘ordinances’ found in his scripture text and used it as a departure 

point for a sermon that focused on the question of whether “there are any ordinances 

now, since life and immortality were brought to light by the gospel?”74   

 

Although Wesley was not averse to adopting a textual use of scripture, he was 

committed to the principle that “no particular part of Scripture can be fully understood 

without reference to the whole of Scripture.”75  Nevertheless, there were occasions 

where Wesley evidently felt warranted to suspend his own rules of biblical 

interpretation, apparently for the sake of fulfilling an un-stated requirement that all 

sermons, even topical sermons, ought to be prefaced by a scripture text.  For instance, 

his sermon ‘On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel’ has as its text Numbers 

23:23: “According to this time it shall be said, What hath God wrought!”  In his 

opening paragraph, Wesley unabashedly declared that it is not his intention to pursue a 

historico-grammatical interpretation of the text: “We need not now inquire in what 

sense this was applicable to the children of Israel.  It may be of more use to consider in 

what sense the words are applicable to ourselves; how far the people of England have 

reason to say, ‘According to this time, what hath God wrought!”76 

 

Similarly, Whitefield often adopted a textual use of scripture in his printed sermons.  

On these occasions, the subject of his sermon is “deduced from the text, but discussed 

independently of the text.”77  For instance, his sermon ‘The Duty of Searching the 

                                                 
72 Jones, “The Rule of Scripture,” 44.  Weeter goes so far as to suggest that, “in practice,” Wesley “was 
predominantly a textual or topical preacher, not an expository preacher.” John Wesley’s View and Use of 
Scripture, 199. 
73 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 133. 
74 Outler, Works, 1:378. 
75 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 199. 
76 Outler, Works, 3:579. 
77 J.H.C. Fritz, The Preacher’s Manual (St. Loius: Concordia, 1941) 31. 
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Scriptures’ was predicated on John 5:39: “Search the Scriptures.”  After using this text 

to first demonstrate “that it is everyone’s duty to search them,” Whitefield extrapolated 

beyond this presupposition and proceeded “to lay down some directions… to search the 

Scriptures.”78  Likewise, Whitefield’s sermon entitled ‘Family Religion’, used Joshua 

24:15 (“As for me, and my home, we will serve the Lord”) as a means of introducing a 

topical sermon on a variety of themes pertaining to ‘family religion’ including, “the 

responsibility of the head of the family in relation to family religion”, “the nature of 

family religion”, and “the motives for family religion.”79  Although Whitefield 

concluded his sermon with an exhortation from Joshua 21, stating, “God forbid that we 

should forsake the Lord… but we will (with our several households) serve the Lord,” in 

both of the above examples there is no explicit connection between the scripture text 

that launched the sermon, and the majority of the ensuing sermon content.             

 

Second, Wesley and Whitefield adopted an explanatory use of scripture.  That is, in 

Jones’ words, “Scripture functions as a vehicle for explaining something else” and 

“serves as a warrant for a conclusion or an explicandum.  A formal argument is made 

that something must be the case, and the reason given is a passage of Scripture.”80  For 

instance, in 1750 Wesley responded to the accusation that the Methodists define 

conversion in such a way as to “start up perfect men at once.”  Wesley utilised 

Ephesians 4:13 as support for his delineation between conversion and perfection as 

discrete stages in the Christian life: “A man is usually converted long before he is a 

perfect man.  ’Tis probable most of those Ephesians to whom St. Paul directed his 

epistle were converted.  Yet they were not ‘come (few, if any) to a perfect man; to the 

measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ’.”81   

 

Similarly, Whitefield appealed to the scriptures in order to explain his rationale for 

proclaiming both ‘law’ and ‘gospel’ in his sermons.  For instance, in ‘The Seed of the 

Woman and the Seed of the Serpent,’ Whitefield utilised a variety of scriptures and 

Scriptural allusions.  These are deployed with a view to first convicting his auditors of 

their need for spiritual regeneration, and second, setting forth the “glad tidings of the 

gospel”: 
                                                 

78 Gillies, Works, 6:80. 
79 G. Whitefield, Whitefield’s Sermon Outlines (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956) 27-30. 
80 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 134. 
81 Cragg, Works, 11:369. 
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The law must be preached to self-righteous sinners.  We must take care of healing 
before we see sinners wounded, lest we should say, Peace, peace, where there is no 
peace [Jeremiah 6:14; 8:11].  Secure sinners must hear the thunderings of mount 
Sinai [Exodus 19:16; 20:18], before we bring them to mount Zion [Hebrews 12:22; 
Revelation 14:1]. They who never preach up the law, it is to be feared, are unskilful 
in delivering the glad tidings of the gospel [Luke 2:10].  Every minister should be a 
Boanerges, a son of thunder [Mark 3:17], as well as a Barnabas, a son of 
consolation [Acts 4:36].82   

 
Third, Wesley and Whitefield both used the scriptures as their authority when it came 

to offering definitions for key theological terms.  Jones observes that “important terms 

in theological discussion are defined by reference to the way in which scripture uses the 

term.”83  On eight occasions throughout his published sermons, Wesley quoted 

Hebrews 11:1 in order to furnish the term ‘faith’ with a scriptural definition.  For 

example, in his sermon ‘The Scripture Way of Salvation,’ Wesley states, “Faith in 

general is defined by the Apostle, e;legco  pragma twn ouv blepome nwn – ‘an 

evidence,’ a divine ‘evidence and conviction’ (the word means both), ‘of things not 

seen’ – not visible, not perceivable either by sight or by any other external senses.”84       

 

Similarly, in his sermon ‘Of Justification by Christ,’ scripture functioned as 

Whitefield’s authoritative dictionary when he came to define the meaning of 

justification, a theological term whose meaning held profound significance for his 

conception of the nature of salvation.  Immediately after his prefatory remarks, 

Whitefield wrote, 

 
 First, I am to consider what is meant by the word justified. 
 

‘But ye are justified,’ says the apostle [1 Corinthians 6:11]; which is as though he 
had said, You have your sins forgiven, and are looked on by God as though you had 
never offended him at all: for that is the meaning of the word justified, in almost all 
the passages of Holy Scripture where this word is mentioned.  Thus, when the same 
apostle writes to the Romans, he tells them, that ‘whom God called, those he also 
justified’ [Romans 8:30]: and that this word justified, implies a blotting out of all 
our transgressions, is manifest from what follows, ‘them he also glorified,’ which 
could not be if a justified person was not looked on by God as though he had never 
offended him at all.  And again, speaking of Abraham’s faith, he tells them, that 
‘Abraham believed on him that justifies the ungodly,’ who acquits and clears the 

                                                 
82 Gillies, Works, 5:13. 
83 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 134. 
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ungodly man; for it is a law term, and alludes to a judge acquitting an accused 
criminal of the thing laid to his charge.85 

 
Fourth, Wesley and Whitefield utilised the scriptures as a narrative repository, “from 

which stories, characters, and events” were “used as illustrations or allusions.”86  For 

instance, in ‘An Earnest Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion,’ Wesley illustrated the 

contemporary appropriateness of field preaching by appealing to a Scriptural example 

and precedent from the Acts of the Apostles.   In Acts 18:7, Luke reports that Paul 

preached to the Gentiles in the house of Titius Justus after being opposed and reviled by 

the Corinthian Jews in the synagogue located next door.  Similarly, in Acts 19:9 Luke 

reports that Paul withdrew from the synagogue in Ephesus after three months of 

constant opposition, finding a receptive audience for his daily preaching amongst the 

Gentiles at the hall of Tyrannus.   Without fully explicating these scenes, Wesley 

alluded to these examples: “And not being suffered to preach it in the usual places, we 

declare it wherever a door is opened, either on a mountain or plain or by a river side 

(for all of which we conceive we have sufficient precedent), or in a prison, or as it were 

in the house of Justus or the school of one Tyrannus.”87  Jones observes that Wesley 

was “constantly looking for scriptural and early church precedents for his actions.  If 

the apostles had done it, then it must be permissible for the Methodists to do it as 

well.”88  

  

Scriptural allusions and illustrations can also be found across the breadth of 

Whitefield’s published writings.  For example, during his first preaching tour of the 

American colonies Whitefield described an evening spent on October 21, 1740 with the 

parents of Jonathan Edwards.  Like his son, the senior Edwards was also a minister in 

rural Massachusetts.  Whitefield’s impressions were conveyed through a direct allusion 

to Luke 1:5-7: “After exercise, we supped at the house of old Mr. Edwards.  His wife 

was as aged, I believe, as himself, and I fancied that I was sitting in the house of a 

Zacharias and Elizabeth.”89    Just a few days earlier, on October 19, Whitefield had 

spent an evening with Jonathan Edwards and his wife Sarah.  Whitefield appeared most 

struck by Mrs Edwards, especially her “meek and quiet spirit,” which caused him “to 

                                                 
85 Gillies, Works, 6:216. 
86 Jones, “The Rule of Scripture,” 45. 
87 Cragg, Works, 11:75. 
88 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 137. 
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renew those prayers… that He would be pleased to send me a daughter of Abraham to 

be my wife.”  Whitefield expressed his emotional response to this encounter using an 

illustration from Genesis 24: “Thou didst choose a Rebecca for Isaac, choose one to be 

a helpmeet for me, in carrying on that great work which is committed to my charge.”90  

 

Whitefield’s use of scripture as illustrative material in his printed sermons is especially 

pronounced.  Houser observes, “The majority of his illustrations are taken from the 

Scriptures as he drew deeply from the ancient accounts of the creation, the fall, the 

flood, and the lives of the prophets and kings.”91  He continues, “The primary source 

from which Whitefield daily absorbed his content and style… was always the same – 

the Bible.  The imagery of David, the shepherd boy, the prophetic vision of Isaiah’s 

metaphors, and the concreteness of Christ’s parables resonate in Whitefield’s 

sermons.”92  For example, Whitefield used the example of Esau in Genesis 25:29-34 to 

generate amongst his auditors and readers a far-sighted longing for the eternal over a 

short-sighted preoccupation with that which is fleeting:    

 
Had any one persuaded profane Esau not to lose so glorious a privilege, merely for 
the sake of gratifying a present corrupt inclination, when he saw him about to sell 
his birthright for a little red pottage, would not one think that man to have been 
Esau’s friend!  And just thus stands the case between God and us.  By the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, we are new born to a heavenly inheritance amongst all 
them which are sanctified; but our own corrupt wills would tempt us to sell this 
glorious birthright for the vanities of the world, which, like Esau’s red pottage, may 
please us for awhile, but will be soon taken away from us.93   

 
Likewise, in his sermon, ‘Regeneration,’ Whitefield used an example from 2 Kings 5 to 

illustrate the spiritual transformation that must occur in becoming a “new creature”:  

 
Naaman, when he recovered of his leprosy, and his flesh returned unto him like the 
flesh of a young child, that he was a new man; so our souls, though still the same as 
to essence, yet are so purged, purified, and cleansed from their natural dross, filth, 
and leprosy, by the blessed influences of the Holy Spirit, that they may properly 
said to be made anew.94  

 

                                                 
90 Whitefield, Journals, 477. 
91 Houser, Identifying the regenerate, 57. 
92 Ibid., 52. 
93 Gillies, Memoirs, 421. 
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Fifth, Wesley and Whitefield utilized what Jones styles a “semantic use of Scripture,” 

whereby scripture provides “the words and phrases to make a point that could easily 

have been made in other words without a change of meaning.”95  The practical effect of 

this approach was both to reinforce and “take advantage of the authority associated with 

their source.”96  This semantic use of scripture, perhaps more than the previous four 

uses, assumed and relied on a high level of biblical literacy amongst listeners and 

readers if it was to be effective.   

 

Wesley’s semantic use of scripture betrayed the reality that “The Bible was truly [his] 

second language.”97  Nor was it accidental that Wesley’s writings should elicit this 

description.  Wesley wrote to John Newton indicating that it was his intentional aim to 

make the Bible his “standard of language as well as sentiment” and that he endeavoured 

“not only to think but to speak as the oracles of God.”98  The result was that Wesley’s 

sermons are often impregnated with Scriptural language.  Sangster observes that “some 

of his pages are little more than a catena of quotations.  He seems to have lived in the 

scriptures so long that Bible phrasing has become second nature to him, and he swims 

from one citation to another with effortless ease.”99  For example, in ‘The Scripture 

Way of Salvation,’ Wesley discussed the nature of sanctification, relying heavily on a 

semantic use of scripture.  This approach is typified by Wesley’s willingness to offset 

some, but not all, of his scriptural references with quotation marks.  His deliberate 

refusal to cite specific passages allows the flow of argument to progress without 

interruption:  

  
From the time of our being ‘born again’ [John 3:3] the gradual work of 
sanctification takes place.  We are enabled ‘by the Spirit’ to ‘mortify the deeds of 
the body [c.f. Romans 8:13],’ of our evil nature.  And as we are more and more 
dead to sin, we are more and more alive to God.  We go on from grace to grace, 
while we are careful to ‘abstain from all appearance of evil [I Thessalonians 5:22],’ 
and are ‘zealous of good works [Titus 2:14],’ ‘as we have opportunity doing good 
to all men [c.f. Galatians 6:10]’; while we walk in all his ordinances blameless [c.f. 
Luke 1:6], therein worshipping him in spirit and in truth [John 4:23, 24]; while we 
take up our cross and deny ourselves [c.f. Matthew 16:24] every pleasure that does 
not lead us to God.100 

                                                 
95 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 136. 
96 Jones, “The Rule of Scripture,” 46. 
97 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 118. 
98 Telford, Letters, 5:8 
99 W.E. Sangster, The Path to Perfection (Nashville: Abingdon-Cokesbury, 1943) 36. 
100 Outler, Works, 2:160. 
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Another prime example of Wesley’s semantic use of scripture can be found in the aptly 

titled sermon ‘Scriptural Christianity.’  After introducing the subject of one particular 

paragraph that dealt with the benefits that emerge from the execution of divine justice, 

righteousness and mercy, Wesley’s own words receded almost entirely into the 

background, as he allowed a flood of thematically inter-connected scriptures to assume 

pride of place: 

 
And with righteousness or justice, mercy is also found.  The earth is no longer ‘full 
of cruel habitations [c.f. Psalm 74:21]’.  ‘The Lord hath destroyed both the 
bloodthirsty [c.f. Psalm 5:6]’ and malicious, the envious and revengeful man.  Were 
there any provocation, there is none that now knoweth to ‘return evil for evil [c.f. 1 
Thessalonians 5:15]’: but indeed there is none doth evil, no not one [see Romans 
3:10]; for all are ‘harmless as doves [Matthew 10:16]’; and being ‘filled with peace 
and joy in believing [c.f. Romans 15:13]’, and united in one body, by one Spirit, 
they all ‘love as brethren [1 Peter 3:8]’; they are all ‘of one heart, and of one soul, 
neither saith any of them that ought of the things which he possesseth is his own 
[Acts 4:32]’.  There is none among them that lacketh; for every man loveth his 
neighbour as himself.  And all walk by one rule: ‘Whatever ye would that men 
should do unto you, even so do unto them [c.f. Matthew 7:12].’101      

 

Whitefield also applied a semantic use of scripture in a variety of contexts.  For 

example, his descriptions of his time as an undergraduate at Oxford and a member of 

the Holy Club incorporate frequent scriptural references.  Whitefield recollected, “I 

now began, like them, to live by rule, and to pick up the very fragments of my time, 

that not a moment of it might be lost.  Whether I ate or drank, or whatsoever I did, I 

endeavoured to do all to the glory of God. [1 Corinthians 10:31]”102  He described other 

Holy Club members in glowing, scriptural terms: “Never did persons, I believe, strive 

more earnestly to enter in at the strait gate [c.f. Luke 13:24]… They were dead to the 

world, and willing to be accounted as the dung and offscouring of all things, so that 

they might win Christ [1 Corinthians 4:13].”103  

 

Whitefield’s semantic use of scripture can also be observed in his sermons.  For 

example, in ‘The Eternity of Hells Torments,’ Whitefield imagined the remorse and 

horror experienced by a person as they enter hell for eternity.  His dramatic depiction is 

punctuated by exclamations and rhetorical questions that accentuate this individual’s 

                                                 
101 Outler, Works, 1:171. 
102 Whitefield, Journals, 47. 
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pitiful state.  In addition to these rhetorical manoeuvres, the content of Whitefield’s 

description is largely a pastiche of scriptural images, thereby buttressing the authority 

of a vision that spares his audience little: 

 
I doubt not but we should, as it were, hear many an unhappy soul venting his 
fruitless sorrows, in some such piteous moans as these.  ‘O wretched man that I am, 
who shall deliver me from this body of death! [Romans 7:24]’  O foolish mortal that 
I was, thus to bring myself into never-ceasing tortures, for the transitory enjoyment 
of a few short-lived pleasures, which scarce afforded me any satisfaction, even 
when I most indulged myself in them.  Alas!  Are these the wages, these the effects 
of sin [Romans 6:23]?  Are all the grand deceiver’s inviting promises come to this?  
O damned apostate!  First to delude me with the pretended promises of happiness, 
and after several years of drudgery in his service, thus to involve me in eternal woe.  
O that I had never hearkened to his beguiling insinuations!  O that I had rejected his 
very first suggestions with the utmost detestation and abhorrence! [c.f. Genesis 3:1-
7]  O that I had taken up my cross and followed Christ! [Mark 8:34]... But must I 
live for ever tormented in these flames? [Luke 16:23-24]  Must this body of mine, 
which not long since lay in state, was cloathed in purple and fine linen, and fared 
sumptuously every day [Luke 16:19], must it be here eternally confined, and made 
the mockery of insulting devils?  O eternity!  That thought fills me with despair: I 
must be miserable for ever.104   

 
Thus far we might reasonably conclude that there is a high degree of resemblance in the 

functional use of scripture in the sermons of Wesley and Whitefield.  Yet for all of their 

similarities, Whitefield’s use of scripture differed from Wesley’s in one important 

respect.  Previously we have observed that Whitefield has been likened to an “an actor-

preacher, as opposed to a scholar-preacher.”105  This is an insightful observation insofar 

as it alerts us to a feature of Whitefield’s sermons, entirely absent in Wesley’s, whereby 

the Bible often functioned as a sacred script that Whitefield would ‘perform’ from the 

vantage point of pulpits which became for him a form of sacred stage.  Whitefield 

frequently and aggressively repudiated the secular stage, yet his sermons often found 

him representing the gospel in the form of dramatic retellings of Biblical stories.  

Extempore and dramatic sermons were his primary vehicle for delivering “the old 

Puritan doctrine of experiential religion”106 as he sought to preach not only the 

“Reformation doctrine of justification by faith alone, but the existential fact of the 

conversion experience.”107   

 

                                                 
104 Gillies, Works, 5:401-402. 
105 Stout, Divine Dramatist, xix. 
106 Houser, Identifying the regenerate, 36. 
107 Heimert and Miller, The Great Awakening, xxvii. 



  

 

 

124  
 

By contrast, Wesley’s sermons were conspicuously devoid of Whitefield’s dramatic re-

presentations of scriptural scenes.  While both aimed to persuade auditors and readers 

using biblical language and terminology with regards to personal conviction of sin, 

repentance, faith in Jesus Christ alone, and inward and outward holiness, Wesley’s 

sermons display his preference for explaining the message of the Bible rather than 

representing its content in dramatic form.108  In Heitzenrater’s estimation, “the power 

[of Wesley’s spoken words] seems to have been more in the message than the manner 

of delivery.”109  Similarly, Tomkins suggests: “Wesley’s gift was… presenting a logical 

theological case in a way that could be easily followed and accepted by ordinary 

listeners.”110  

 

Whitefield’s dramatic representation of biblical scenes was one of the hallmarks of his 

public ministry.  Whitefield’s biographers often identify this feature of his preaching as 

Whitefield’s most distinctive and memorable use of scripture.  For example, Mansfield 

comments on how Whitefield did not merely explain the gospel message as a series of 

proposition truths, he represented it through dramatic retellings of scriptural passages:  

 
In a largely illiterate world, George Whitefield became his own text… He did not 
preach the gospel only; he recreated it.  He stood before a crowd and showed them 
the drama of the truth, the theatre of God reaching for man… Whitefield was a 
master of the power of story.  He… told tales from Scripture, modifying his voice to 
play every part or providing his own sound effects… Whitefield’s method became 
so well known that crowds came to anticipate the word that pulled back the curtain 
on the theatre of the heart: ‘methinks.’  When Whitefield spoke this word, he left 
the literal sense, left the exposition… and moved to the recreations that set his 
meaning ablaze.111   

 

Similarly, Houser describes how, “Whitefield possessed a penchant for the histrionic – 

always knowing the proper timing for the appropriate gesture and the correct inflection.  

His acting ability gave verisimilitude to the many Bible narratives which he 

delivered.”112  He continues: “His love of the theatrical arts and his adroit handling of 

                                                 
108 R.L. Bushman observes that Whitefield typically sought to “plunge a person into the blackest despair 
and then bring them out into light and joy, a new man.” From Puritan to Yankee (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1967) 187. 
109 Heitzenrater, Mirror and Memory, 163. 
110 Tomkins, John Wesley, 70. 
111 S. Mansfield, Forgotten Founding Father: The Heroic Legacy of George Whitefield (Nashville: 
Highland Books, 2001) 196-198. 
112 Houser, Identifying the regenerate, 39-40. 
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dialogue added to the lucidity of his message when he dramatized the Bible stories.”113  

That is, not only did Whitefield appeal to the content of the Bible in order to justify his 

dramatic homiletical style; in addition, the Bible itself, especially Scriptural narrative, 

was the primary content of his pulpit drama.  

 

A survey of Whitefield’s published sermons reveal a number of occasions where he 

embodies key biblical characters in the service of acting out scenes from biblical 

narratives.   In such instances, Whitefield adopted the position of the conduit through 

which the Bible became a visceral, tangible experience for his listeners, and to a lesser 

extent, his readers.  Macartney comments that, “Whitefield was a master at 

description… He could describe the sufferings of Christ in a way that answered the end 

of real scenery; and, as though Gethsemane were within sight, he would say, stretching 

out his hand: ‘Look yonder!  What is it I see?  It is my agonizing Lord!”114  For 

instance, Whitefield’s oratory became the lens through which he encouraged his readers 

and listeners to metaphorically stand alongside Jesus and empathise with his suffering 

in the Garden of Gethsemane: 

 
See, see, O my soul, how he sweats!  But what is that which I see!  BLOOD – drops 
of blood – great drops of blood falling to the ground.  Alas!  Was ever sorrow like 
unto this sorrow?  Hark!  What is that I hear?  Oh, dolorous complaint!  ‘Father, if it 
be possible, let this cup pass from me.’  Hark!  He speaks again.  Amazing!  The 
Creator complains to the creature: ‘My soul is exceeding sorrowful, even unto 
death; tarry ye here, and watch with me.’  And now he retires once more.  But see 
how his agony increases – hark!  How he prays, and that, too, yet more earnestly: 
‘Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me.’115 

 
Further, in his sermon, ‘The Resurrection of Lazarus,’ Whitefield appealed not just to 

the mind’s eye of his audience, but also to their sense of smell.  He encouraged his 

audience to approach the decomposing corpse of Lazarus, and in the process gain a 

more pungent appreciation for the depths of their own spiritual state apart from 

miraculous and gracious divine intervention: 

 
Come, ye dead, Christless, unconverted sinners, come and see the place where they 
laid the body of the deceased Lazarus; behold him laid out, bound hand and foot 
with grave-cloths, locked up and stinking in a dark cave, with a great stone placed 

                                                 
113 Houser, Identifying the regenerate, 52; Houser contends that Whitefield “recreated Bible dramas to 
engage the audience’s interest in the scriptural narratives.”  Ibid., 52. 
114 Macartney, Six Kings of the American Pulpit, 33. 
115 Quoted in Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 169. 



  

 

 

126  
 

on top of it!  View him again and again; go nearer to him; be not afraid; smell him, 
ah!  How he stinketh.  Stop there now, pause a while; and while thou art gazing on 
the corpse of Lazarus, give me leave to tell thee with great plainness, but greater 
love, that this dead, bound, entombed, stinking carcase, is but a faint representation 
of thy poor soul in is natural state: for, whether thou believest it or not, thy spirit 
which thou bearest about with thee, sepulchred in flesh and blood, is as literally 
dead to God, and as truly dead in trespasses and sins, as the body of Lazarus was in 
the cave.116  

 
On other occasions, Whitefield assumed a measure of oratorical license whereby his 

dramatic re-telling of scriptural episodes contained conjectural material that extended 

beyond that which is explicitly contained in the narrative.  Often Whitefield included 

this additional material with a view to eliciting greater empathy for the character or 

characters in view.  On such occasions, Whitefield’s introductory formula “Methinks I 

see” functioned not just as a means of alerting auditors and readers that they ought to be 

begin visualising the scene he was about to describe, but also that some artistic license 

and speculative conjecture might be employed in the interests of dramatic effect.  For 

instance, in his sermon ‘Abraham’s offering up his Son Isaac,’ Whitefield wrote, 

 
But who can tell what the aged patriarch felt during these three days?  Strong as he 
was in faith, I am persuaded his bowels often yearned over his dear son Isaac.  
Methinks I see the good old man walking with his dear child in his hand, and now 
and then looking on him, loving him, and then turning aside to weep.  And perhaps, 
sometimes he stays a little behind to pour out his heart before God, for he had no 
mortal to tell his case to.  Then, methinks, I see him join his son and servants again, 
and talking to them of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God, as they walked 
by the way.    

 
O what pious expressions passed now alternately between the father and the son!... 
methinks I see the tears trickle down the Patriarch Abraham’s cheeks; and out of the 
abundance of the heart, he cries, Adieu, adieu, my son; but the Lord gave thee to 
me, and the Lord calls thee away; blessed be the name of the Lord: adieu, my Isaac, 
my only son, whom I love as my own soul; adieu, adieu.  I see Isaac at the same 
time meekly resigning himself into his heavenly Father’s hands, and praying to the 
most High to strengthen his earthly parent to strike the stroke.117   

 
Beyond the multiple points of similarity in their use of scripture, we have nevertheless 

observed that the spoken and printed sermons of Wesley and Whitefield differ in one 

important respect.  Wesley used the scriptures in a variety of ways, but in general it 

functioned as a text to be exposited and applied.  While the Bible is also used in similar 

ways in Whitefield’s published writings, in addition Scriptural narratives often 
                                                 

116 Gillies, Works, 6:123. 
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functioned as his sacred script.  These Whitefield would dramatically perform from the 

vantage point of his pulpit which became for him a sanctified stage.  That is, in addition 

to the textual, explanatory, definitional, narrative and semantic use of scripture we have 

observed in both preachers published writings, Whitefield demonstrated his high regard 

for the inspired word of God by embodying and dramatically representing scenes from 

the Bible. 

 

4.4 The interpretation and application of scripture in the printed writings of 

Wesley and Whitefield 

 

Having compared the aspirations held by Wesley and Whitefield for their printed 

sermons in relation to the sermons they preached, and also their functional use of 

scripture, next we shall compare their respective principles of Scriptural interpretation.  

We shall pay particular attention to their conception of the ‘analogy of faith,’ and how 

it significantly influenced not only their stated hermeneutical principles, but also 

conditioned their actual practice of Scriptural interpretation.    

 

As we approach the issue of comparing the principles of Scriptural interpretation 

adopted by Wesley and Whitefield, it is important to observe from the outset that 

Wesley and Whitefield expressed little interest in Biblical interpretation as an end in 

itself.118  Instead, they unashamedly directed their energies towards proclaiming the 

results of Scriptural exegesis rather than introspectively evaluating the mechanics of 

their hermeneutical theory.  Weeter suggests that “Wesley’s most characteristic role 

was that of a preacher, not an exegete, but an evangelist,”119 while David Crump 

provides an accurate assessment of Whitefield’s practical intuitions when he states that 

“Whitefield was not as concerned with subtleties of biblical exegesis as he was with a 

straight-forward explanation of the passage which could be followed by his audience 

and lend itself to a clear-cut application of the gospel.”120  Similarly, Davis states that 

                                                 
118 Thorsen contends, “We must not expect to find in Wesley a highly developed and sophisticated 
understanding of the interpretation of Scripture… In Wesley’s Anglican context there was no pressing 
need to develop an apologetic for one’s doctrine of Scripture or biblical hermeneutics.” The Wesleyan 
Quadrilateral, 84-85. 
119 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 205. 
120 Crump, “The Preaching of George Whitefield,” 22. 
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“essentially, Whitefield was an evangelist, not a biblical critic.  His interest lay in the 

proclamation of the Word of God, rather than in its analysis.”121   

 

If Whitefield’s refusal to attempt to justify his a priori and unwavering commitment to 

the veracity and authority of the Bible left him vulnerable to the charge of anti-

intellectualism or naïve Biblicism, Wesley’s self-identification as homo unius libri was 

by contrast deceptively simplistic.  Outler styles it as a “rhetorical flourish,” in all 

probability derived from Jeremy Taylor’s use of the same phrase in his Life of Christ 

(ii.12).122  Wesley was especially aware that “it was not always sufficient merely to 

refer to the authority of the Bible.  Disagreements would still arise.  Therefore, if the 

Bible was to be used, it had to be interpreted.”123   

 

We have already noted that amongst Wesley’s published sermons there is not a single 

one that is devoted to explaining his principles of interpretation.  This notwithstanding, 

the preface to Wesley’s Sermons on Several Occasions affords him with the 

opportunity to furnish his readers with a broad introduction regarding his principles of 

Scriptural interpretation.  Harper observes that he “goes into some detail describing a 

process of using the Bible formatively,” revealing “his own method of approaching the 

Bible in a devotional spirit.”124  In order to provide some definition to our comparison, 

Wesley’s principles of interpretation found in the preface to his Sermons on Several 

Occasions provide a useful starting point, augmented with references located elsewhere 

within the corpus of his writings that further illuminate the assumptions he brought to 

the interpretation of scripture.  These will be juxtaposed with insights into Whitefield’s 

hermeneutical method, especially those found in his sermon, ‘The Duty to Search the 

Scriptures.’  Since space constraints evidently preclude an exhaustive treatment of their 

respective hermeneutical principles and practices, our primary focus will be to 

accentuate the elements of similarity and dissimilarity in their respective approaches 

towards Biblical interpretation.  

 

First, before Wesley came to articulating the general contours of his approach towards 

interpreting the Bible, he began by declaring in unequivocal terms his conviction that 
                                                 

121 Davis, “George Whitefield’s Doctrine of Scripture,” 18. 
122 Outler, Works, 1:105. 
123 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 190. 
124 Harper, “Wesley’s Sermons as Spiritual Formation Documents,” 137. 
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the scriptures are unified and coherent, and have as their focus a singularly 

soteriological theme.125  Wesley introduced his sermons in such a way as to preclude 

them being read as his dispassionate observations on the ‘Scripture way of salvation.’  

He eschewed all appearance of theological neutrality, and instead confessed his 

sermons to be the self-disclosure of “the inmost thoughts” of his heart regarding his 

own yearning for salvation.126  He wrote, “I want to know one thing, the way to heaven 

– how to land safe on that happy shore.  God himself has condescended to teach the 

way: for this very end he came from heaven.  He hath written it down in a book.  O 

give me that book!  At any price give me the Book of God!  I have it.  Here is 

knowledge enough for me.  Let me be homo unius libri.127   

 

As we have already observed, Wesley regarded himself to have been set apart by God 

for the task of proclaiming “the way to heaven” and nurturing others in order that they 

might “land safe on that happy shore.”128  Ferguson observes, “it is this religious appeal 

that provides the clue to understanding Wesley’s interpretation of the Bible.”129  

Wesley preached his first sermon, one week after his ordination on September 19, 

1725, on the text of Matthew 6:33: “Seek ye first the Kingdom of God and his 

                                                 
125 Jones observes that Wesley regarded the Bible “to be both whole and unitary.”  In his thought and 
practice, “it not only functions towards a single end, but it is throughout consistent and coherent.  This 
can be seen in his appeal to a ‘general tenor’ of Scripture which should not be violated.” John Wesley’s 
Conception and Use of Scripture, 44.  See also Weeter, who contends that “Wesley approached the Bible 
as a whole, the various texts as part of a single theology”; in his view the Scriptures were by no means “a 
group of unrelated statements.” John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 199.  With respect to the 
undiluted soteriological focus of Wesley’s understanding of the ‘general tenor’ of Scripture, Starkey 
contends, “His constant reference to the authority of the Bible reflects his conviction that this book was 
literally given by God to man and contains all those things necessary for the salvation of all mankind.” 
L.M. Starkey, The Work of the Holy Spirit: A Study in Wesleyan Theology (New York: Abingdon, 1962) 
87. 
126 Outler, Works, 1:104. 
127 Outler, Works, 1:104-105. 
128 Hong observes, “Wesley was above all an evangelistic preacher.  For about fifty years, from his 
conversion until his death, he preached daily, and the primary theme of his preaching was to bring people 
to justifying and sanctifying faith.” John Wesley: The Evangelist,149.  Wesley exhorted his lay preachers 
to be just as consumed with the task of proclaiming salvation by faith alone as he was.  He directed his 
lay preachers, “You have nothing to do but to save souls.  Therefore spend and be spent in this work… It 
is not your business to preach so many times, and to take care of this or that society; but to save as many 
souls as you can; to bring as many sinners as you possibly can to repentance, and with all your power to 
build them up in that holiness without which they cannot see the Lord.” Jackson, Works, 8:310.  In 
addition to offering general exhortations, Wesley frequently offered this advice to specific individuals.  
For instance, he wrote to Thomas Broadbent, “Let your eye be single.  Seek one thing – to save your own 
soul and those that hear you.” Telford, Letters, 8:258.  See also Telford, Letters, 3:148 and 5:316. 
129 Ferguson, “John Wesley on Scripture,” 235.  Thorsen also contends that “Wesley’s interest in 
theological interpretation and application focuses on his central concern for salvation – a concern that 
permeates his writings.”  He continues, “Wesley intended to communicate the evangelistic gospel of 
salvation, free and full, to all who would believe.” The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 35. 
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righteousness and all these things shall be added unto you” and his last sermon, eight 

days before his death, on Isaiah 55:6: “Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call on 

him while he is near.”  These sermons functioned as soteriologically motivated 

parentheses to a preaching ministry spanning sixty five years.  Parkes comments that 

although “The [biblical] texts changed” from one sermon to another within the 

intervening years, “the theme of reconciling costly love never did.”130   

 

Whitefield’s Christianity was also about the salvation God had wrought on behalf of 

sinners.  He regarded this to be the primary and unifying message of the Bible.  After 

lamenting that so many “do greatly err, not knowing what the Scriptures are, or for 

what they are designed,” in his sermon ‘The Duty of searching the Scriptures’ 

Whitefield prefaced his ensuing guidelines for the devotionally-minded interpretation 

of scripture with a number of assertions regarding the Bible’s nature, especially the 

“great truths” that he considers unite the whole.131  He wrote,    

 
The foundation of God’s revealing himself thus to mankind, was our fall in Adam, 
and the necessity of our new birth in Christ Jesus.  And if we search the Scriptures 
as we ought, we shall find the sum and substance, the Alpha and Omega, the 
beginning and the end of them, is to lead us to a knowledge of these two great 
truths.132 

 

What is immediately apparent is that as far as both Wesley and Whitefield were 

concerned, the task of Biblical interpretation ought to be regulated by, and undertaken 

only in the context of, non-negotiable convictions regarding its overarching 

                                                 
130 Parkes, “John Wesley: Field Preacher,” 221. 
131 Gillies, Works, 6:80. 
132 Gillies, Works, 6:80.  Whitefield’s translation of John 5:39 renders “search” as an imperative.  He 
does not acknowledge that an equally legitimate syntactical option might be to translate the word ‘search’ 
as a second person plural indicative.  Wesley translates John 5:39 in an identical manner to Whitefield, 
but betrays his awareness of there being contention regarding its translation.  This notwithstanding, 
Wesley confidently asserts, “The objections, ‘that this is not a command but only an assertion, that they 
did search the Scriptures,’ is shamelessly false… It is as peremptory as so many words can make it.” 
E.H. Sugden (ed.) Wesley’s Standard Sermons, 2 Volumes (London: Epworth Press, 1961-1964) 1:248-
249.  Mullen suggests that Wesley’s preference for translating ‘search’ as an imperative “was motivated 
by dogmatic or at least homiletical considerations and not by an accurate contextual analysis.” “John 
Wesley’s method of Biblical Interpretation,” 105-106.  The same conclusion might equally be applied to 
Whitefield’s application of John 5:39.  Further, Whitefield’s reference to searching the Scriptures “as we 
ought” is perhaps deliberately ambiguous.  On the one hand, he might simply have applied the phrase to 
buttress his conviction that humanity is universally compelled and obliged to “search the Scriptures.”  
But hidden within the phrase “as we ought” is the implication that there are proper and improper 
approaches towards searching the Scriptures.  We shall observe in due course that Whitefield’s 
guidelines for biblical interpretation place a premium on striving “to attain that Spirit by which they [the 
Scriptures] were written.” Gillies, Works, 6:85.   



  

 

 

131  
 

soteriological purpose.133  Far from suggesting there being anything untoward about 

this, Mullen contends, “some principle, visible or submerged, usually informs the 

interpretation process.  It is a truism that hermeneutic precedes exegesis.”134  In the 

writings of Wesley and Whitefield, this governing hermeneutical principle was 

unashamedly visible.   

 

Wesley frequently used the term ‘the analogy of faith’ to describe what he understood 

to be, “the general tenor of the [the oracles of God]… that grand scheme of doctrine 

which is delivered therein, touching original sin, justification by faith, and present, 

inward salvation.”135  In his Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, commenting on 

Romans 12:6, Wesley continued,  

 
There is a wonderful analogy between all these; and a close intimate connection 
between the chief heads of that faith which ‘was once delivered to the saints.’  
Every article therefore, concerning which there is any question, should be 
determined by this rule; every doubtful Scripture interpreted, according to the grand 
truths which run through the whole.136 

 

Throughout Wesley’s writings, the ‘analogy of faith’ (which he sometimes referred to 

as “the whole scope and tenor of Scripture”137) functioned simultaneously as “the 

                                                 
133 Mullen contends that “the evangelical motif is abundantly clear” in Wesley’s sermons: his “purpose is 
evangelical; his ultimate guide is the Scriptures; his primary medium of instruction is the sermon, written 
or spoken; his exegetical aim is ‘to deliver to others the naked truths of the Gospel.’  His method of 
biblical interpretation might be summarized as soteriologically motivated and pragmatically 
implemented.” “John Wesley’s Method of Biblical Interpretation,” 102.  Similarly, Outler posits that 
Wesley stresses “soteriology as the focus of his entire theology.” Works, 1:103. 
134 Mullen, “John Wesley’s Method of Biblical Interpretation,” 100.  Similarly, Gabriel Fakre contends 
that “Every evangelical hermeneutic, functionally if not formally, finds some place in its authority 
structure for church and world.” G. Fackre, “Evangelical Hermeneutics: Commonality and Diversity,” 
Interpretation 43:2 (1989) 128.  Likewise, Thorsen observes, “that much more than Scripture is involved 
in evangelical hermeneutics and in theological method as a whole.  The appeal to sola Scriptura is 
limited in articulating often unacknowledged or unrecognized forces shaping avowedly evangelical 
theology.” The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 9.  
135 Although Wesley uses ‘tenor’ in an array of disparate situations throughout his writings, when he 
applies it with respect to the Bible as a whole, it is always intimately related to ‘the analogy of faith.’  
See Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 45, 49. 
136 Wesley, Explanatory Notes On the New Testament, 397.  Similarly, in ‘The End of Christ’s Coming,’ 
Wesley states that the general soteriological theme “runs through the Bible from the beginning to the end, 
in one connected chain.  And the agreement of every part of it with every other is properly the analogy of 
faith.” Outler, Works, 2:483.  Jones has identified eleven separate places where Wesley uses the term 
‘analogy of faith.’  For a complete list see John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 236. 
137 Wesley also frequently invoked this hermeneutical principle in his repudiation of all simplistically 
monergistic articulations of the divine-human relationship in salvation.  Despite the protestations of 
many advocates of a Calvinist doctrine of unconditional election, Whitefield and Augustus Toplady 
included, Wesley was adamant that anything other than a conditional understanding of divine election 
violated the ‘analogy of faith,’ impugned God’s character, and pitted Scripture against Scripture.  For 
example, in his sermon ‘Free Grace,’ Wesley writes, “And as this doctrine manifestly and directly tends 
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general theme of Scripture and the primary rule for the right interpretation of 

Scripture.”138  Thorsen observes that “Wesley’s use of the analogy of faith implies his 

affirmation of a rich tradition of Christian attempts to interpret and understand 

scriptural truths” that extended back to the sixteenth century.139  The analogia fidei 

presupposes “a sense of the theological meaning of Scripture that is needed beyond the 

analogy of Scripture (analogia Scripturae).”140  Although Wesley had an aversion to 

defining Methodism exclusively in terms of its doctrines, he understood the analogy of 

faith as comprising a summary statement of the non-negotiable Bible doctrines of 

soteriology, principally original sin, justification by faith, and inward, present 

salvation.141   

 

                                                                                                                                            
to overthrow the whole Christian revelation, so it does the same thing, by plain consequence, in making 
that revelation contradict itself.  For it is grounded on such an interpretation of some texts… as flatly 
contradicts all the other texts, and indeed the whole scope and tenor of Scripture.” Outler, Works, 3:552.  
Similarly, in his 1752 essay entitled ‘Predestination Calmly Considered,’ Wesley argued that Calvinist 
notions of unconditional election, irresistible grace and the perseverance of the saints are “utterly 
irreconcilable to the whole scope and tenor of both the Old and New Testament.” Jackson, Works, 
10:211.  Wesley also appealed directly to the analogy of faith in other contexts, including the nature of 
the baptism spoken of in Ephesians 4:1-6 in his sermon ‘Of the Church,’ and the possibility of those who 
have renounced Christian faith ever regaining it in his sermon ‘A Call to Backsliders.’  See Outler, 
Works, 3:49-50 and 3:215.    
138 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 216.  Wesley’s familiarity with the ‘analogy 
of faith’ as a concept extends as far back as at least 1725.  Prior to his ordination as a deacon, and as he 
struggled with the Calvinist notion of unconditional election in correspondence with his mother, on 
August 18, 1725, Susannah summarized her objections to unconditional election, “This is the sum of 
what I believe concerning predestination, which I think is agreeable to the analogy of faith.” Baker, 
Works, 25:180.  The first time the phrase appeared in Wesley’s own writings was as early as 1726, in his 
sermon ‘On Guardian Angels.’ See Outler, Works, 4:231.  
139 Jones briefly charts the development and usage of the term ‘analogy of faith.’  He concludes, “The 
analogy of faith was a technical concept used by theological writers in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries.  The various writers generally take it to refer to a system of doctrines which represent the 
wholeness of Scripture, although they disagree on whether any such system genuinely represents the 
message of the whole Bible.  Thus John Calvin, John Gerhard, William Bucanus, William Perkins, John 
Milton, and Daniel Whitby refer to it as a given, while Jeremy Taylor and John Locke argue that it is a 
human construct imposed on the text.”  John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 46. 
140 Thorsen, The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 3, follows the differentiation between the analogia fidei and 
the analogia Scripturae delineated by Richard A. Muller.  Muller states that whereas the analogia fidei 
refers to the “general sense of the meaning of Scripture,” the “more basic analogia Scripturae” refers to 
“the interpretation of unclear, difficult, or ambiguous passages of Scripture by comparison with clear and 
unambiguous passages that refer to the same teaching or event.” Dictionary of Latin and Greek 
Theological Terms (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985) 33.  See also the differentiation between the analogia 
fidei and the analogia Scripturae in Grant R. Osborne’s The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive 
Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 2006) 361-362, 452.  Outler 
defines the analogy of faith as “the general and true sense of Scripture (both the truths revealed in 
Scripture and solid inferences drawn from them, as in the creeds and biblically-grounded theology).”  For 
further reference to the use of the ‘analogy of faith’ within the Protestant tradition prior to Wesley, see 
also Outler, Works, 1:183 n. 4.  
141 See Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 48. 
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Even though Wesley did not always use the term ‘analogy of faith’ to describe his 

understanding of the general tenor of scripture, he was consistently committed to the 

view that “the grand end of all” scripture is “the eternal salvation of men.”142  For 

instance, in his sermon, ‘The Scripture Way of Salvation,’ he wrote, “It is easily 

discerned that these two little words – I mean faith and salvation – include the 

substance of all the Bible, the marrow, as it were, of the whole Scripture.”143  Likewise, 

in his retrospective evaluation of the origins of Methodism, Wesley isolated ‘salvation 

through faith,’ and its proclamation, as the essence of Biblical (indeed, Anglican) 

Christianity.  He wrote, “Meantime, they began to be convinced, that ‘by grace we are 

saved through faith;’ that justification by faith was the doctrine of the Church, as well 

as of the Bible.  As soon as they believed, they spake; salvation by faith being now their 

standing topic.”144  In theory he held that all of scripture is equally inspired, but in his 

sermon ‘On Hell,’ he suggested, “Every truth which is revealed in the Oracles of God is 

undoubtedly of great importance.  Yet it may be allowed that some of those which are 

revealed therein are of greater importance than others as being more immediately 

conducive to the grand end of all, the eternal salvation of men.”145  

 

And yet Wesley’s view of salvation was by no means exclusively focused on future 

expectation so as to ignore the present reality of salvation.  His choice of phraseology 

when he described his singular desire to find “the way to heaven” in the preface to his 

Sermons on Several Occasions is instructive in this respect, especially in so far as it 

affords an insight into his understanding of the ordo salutis.  Although Wesley’s 

terminology focused on the goal of salvation in this instance, it is crucial to observe that 

he consistently rejected any definition of salvation that limited it to a static or future 

event.  Instead, he understood ‘the Scripture way of salvation’ to be dynamic and 

progressive, predicating a sermon under the same title on the text of Ephesians 2:8, “Ye 

are saved through faith.”146  Here he was concerned to define salvation, not merely in 

terms of the anticipation of salvation in the future, but as a present reality: 

 

                                                 
142 Outler, Works, 3:31. 
143 Outler, Works, 2:156. 
144 Jackson, Works, 8:349. 
145 Outler, Works, 3:31. 
146 See Harper, “Wesley’s Sermons as Spiritual Formation Documents,” 136.  He contends that Wesley’s 
use of the term ‘way’ is “absolutely necessary for interpreting the formative dimension of Wesley’s 
preaching.”  
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What is salvation?  The salvation which is here spoken of is not what is frequently 
understood by that word, the going to heaven, eternal happiness… It is not a 
blessing which lies on the other side of death… It is not something at a distance: it 
is a present thing, a blessing which, through the free mercy of God, ye are now in 
possession of.  Nay, the words may be rendered, and that with equal propriety, ‘Ye 
have been saved.’  So that the salvation which is here spoken of might be extended 
to the entire work of God, from the first dawning of grace in the soul till it is 
consummated in glory.147   

 

Without wishing to pre-empt our comparison of the doctrines Wesley and Whitefield 

cherished as essential in the next chapter, it is sufficient to observe for the moment that 

Wesley understood salvation to be “the total work of God.”  He was adamant that those 

who have experienced the ‘new birth’ “can be in real though not total possession of it 

[salvation] now.”148  As such, “Salvation… represents a complex, progressive event in 

which believers receive the grace to live holy lives.”  Thorsen observes that while 

“some interpreters consider his emphasis on holiness as the essential doctrine of 

Wesley’s theology… Wesley saw no reason to separate salvation and holiness 

unnecessarily” since he “considered salvation and concomitant doctrines to represent 

the heart and soul of his writings.”149  Collins concurs, contending that “holiness in 

both time and eternity is the goal of the via salutis” in Wesley’s thought and practice.150  

Wesley’s understanding of the present reality of salvation necessarily influenced his 

practice of Biblical interpretation.  As Dieter suggests, “Wesley would simply say that 

any pattern of biblical interpretation which does not have the practical result as its 

immediate goal in this life is per se suspect.”151  

 

For his part, Whitefield also described “the end for which the Scriptures were written” 

in terms of “the way of salvation,” hinting at his belief that even though the salvation of 

the individual is not consummated in this present life, it has been nevertheless 

undeniably inaugurated.152  Although the terminology ‘the analogy of faith’ is absent 

from his writings, the sense of it is nonetheless unmistakably present.  He wrote, “on 

these two truths [that is, “our fall in Adam” and “the necessity of our new birth”] rest 

                                                 
147 Outler, Works, 2:156. 
148 Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today, 41. 
149 Thorsen, The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 35.  For instance, Wesley states, ““Now if by salvation we 
mean a present salvation from sin, we cannot say holiness is the condition for it: for it is the thing itself.  
Salvation, in this sense, and holiness, are synonymous terms.” Cragg, Works, 11:106.  
150 Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 16. 
151 M.E. Dieter, “Musings,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 14 (1979) 12. 
152 Gillies, Works, 6:82. 
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all divine revelation.  It being given us for no other end, but to shew us our misery, and 

our happiness; our fall and recovery; or, in one word, after what manner we died in 

Adam, and how in Christ we may be made alive.”153  The soteriological focus of 

Whitefield’s analogy of faith led him to exhort his readers to search the scriptures since 

he considered them to be “nothing else but the grand charter of our salvation, the 

revelation of a covenant made by God with men in Christ, and a light to guide us into 

the way of peace.”  He continued, “that all are obliged to read and search them, because 

all are equally fallen from God, all equally stand in need of being informed how they 

must be restored to, and again united with him.”154  In view of Whitefield’s 

understanding of the whole tenor of scripture, Crump observes that “It should come as 

no surprise to learn that after 1739 no matter what the sermon text, no matter how 

expositionally he may have begun… Whitefield’s messages always evolved into and 

concluded themselves as powerful offers of the gospel of grace.”155  

 

Just as Wesley stressed the present reality of salvation, likewise Whitefield’s 

conception of salvation was not so exclusively focused on future expectation of 

salvation as to ignore its implications in the present.  Like Wesley, Whitefield was 

convinced that genuine conversion must to be “felt” and “experienced” in the life of 

those who claimed to have been born again.  He wrote that it entails, “Nothing but an 

assurance, that we are born again, that we are members of Christ, that we are united to 

him by one and the same spirit with which he himself was actuated.”156   

 

But if Whitefield proclaimed the experience of regeneration to be a non-negotiable 

validation of genuine conversion, he was just as adamant that justification must issue in 

evidence of sanctification.157  In his sermon ‘On Regeneration,’ he warned against the 

“fatal mistake” of any “who would put asunder what God has joined together” by 
                                                 

153 Gillies, Works, 6:81. 
154 Gillies, Works, 6:82. 
155 Crump, “The Preaching of George Whitefield,” 23.  Packer contends, “Whitefield was entirely free of 
doctrinal novelties.  All he ever preached about, or desired to preach about, was personal salvation and 
godliness.” “The Spirit with the Word,” 184. 
156 Whitefield, Sermons on Important Subjects, 665, and Whitefield, Letters, 39.  See also Whitefield’s 
sermon, ‘On the Nature and Necessity of Our Regeneration or New Birth in Christ Jesus.’ Gillies, Works, 
6:257ff.  
157 As to the extent of sanctification that a believer might expect to experience during their lifetime, 
Wesley and Whitefield differed.  In response to becoming aware of Wesley’s advocacy of a doctrine of 
‘Christian perfection’ or ‘perfect love’, Whitefield wrote, “I am no friend of sinless perfection. – I 
believe the being (though not the dominion) of sin remains in the hearts of the greatest believers.” 
Whitefield, Letters, 58.    
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suggesting that justification might occur without having “one’s nature changed and 

made holy.”158  Whitefield’s beliefs regarding the inextricable union, though not 

identical function, that exists between justification and sanctification influenced his 

attitude towards Biblical interpretation.  The evidence of Whitefield’s life suggests that 

he was committed to practising what he preached.  He strived to actualize, as Packer 

styles it, “pietism in the Puritan mould,” such that “devotional ardour, Bible-

centredness, holiness with evangelism and philanthropy, hostility to cold and formal 

religion… became marks of Whitefield’s life and ministry.”159  It is apparent therefore 

that Whitefield not only interpreted the Bible soteriologically, but he also came to the 

scriptures with the ambition of growth in personal sanctification immediately in view.  

Whitefield’s desire to practically apply his Christian faith influences the third of his 

directives for ‘searching the Scriptures,’ as he exhorted his readers to follow his 

example by striving “with a sincere intention to put in practice what you read.”160  

Whitefield thus concluded that genuine Christian conversion is validated by the 

experience of the new birth together with the conviction that “our faith will work by 

love.”161  He wrote,     

 
They that are truly converted to Jesus, and are justified by faith in the Son of God, 
will take care to evidence their conversion, not only by having grace implanted in 
their hearts, but by that grace diffusing itself through every faculty of the soul, and 
making a universal change in the whole man… God grant we may all thus prove 
that we are converted.  This conversion, however it begins at home, will soon walk 
abroad… What say you to this change, my dear souls?... Have you felt it, have you 
experienced it?162 

 

If Wesley’s analogy of faith emphasized soteriology, the salvation-orientation of 

Whitefield’s analogy of faith was also consistently christocentric rather than merely 

theocentric.  Whitefield exhorted his readers to “have always in view, the end for which 

the Scriptures were written, even to shew us the way of salvation, by Jesus Christ.”163  

Whitefield’s christocentrism is nowhere better exemplified than in the first of his 

hermeneutical directives found in ‘The Duty of Searching the Scriptures,’ which urged 

for a christological interpretation of the Bible.  He wrote,  

                                                 
158 Gillies, Works, 6:258. 
159 Packer, “The Spirit with the Word,” 174. 
160 Gillies, Works, 6:83. 
161 Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons, 57. 
162 Whitefield, Ten Sermons, 664-665. 
163 Gillies, Works, 6:82. 
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Search the Scriptures,” says our blessed Lord, “for they are they that testify of me.”  
Look, therefore, always for Christ in the Scripture.  He is the treasure hid in the 
field, both of the Old and New Testament.  In the Old, you will find him under 
prophecies, types, sacrifices, and shadows; in the New, manifested in the flesh, to 
become a propitiation for our sins as a Priest, and as a Prophet to reveal the whole 
will of his heavenly Father.164 

 

Beyond the principle that typology ought to be christocentric and encompass the entire 

canon, nowhere does Whitefield elaborate on what hermeneutical criteria might be 

utilized to evaluate the appropriateness of individual typological interpretations.  

Whitefield’s determination to be christocentric and soteriological occasionally lead him 

to somewhat doubtful exegetical conclusions.  One example of speculative typology 

can be found in his sermon ‘The Lord our Righteousness.’  Whitefield wrote, 

 
The righteousness of Jesus Christ is one of those great mysteries which the angels 
long to look into, and seems to be one of the first lessons God taught men after the 
fall.  For, what were the coats that God made to put on our first parents, but types of 
the application of the merits or righteousness of Jesus Christ to believers’ hearts?  
We are told, that those coats were made of skins of beasts; and, as beasts were not 
then food for men, we may fairly infer, that those beasts were slain in sacrifice, in 
commemoration of the great sacrifice, Jesus Christ, thereafter to be offered.  And 
the skins of the beasts thus slain, being put on Adam and Eve, they were hereby 
taught how their nakedness was to be covered with the righteousness of the Lamb 
of God.165      

  

Second, Wesley and Whitefield understood that faithful interpretation of scripture 

required illumination by the Holy Spirit.  The prominent place Wesley accorded this 

hermeneutical principle in the preface to his Sermons on Several Occasions attests to 

the important role it exercised in his practice of scriptural interpretation: 

 
Here then I am, far from the busy ways of men.  I sit down alone: only God is here.  
In his presence I open, I read his Book; for this end, to find the way to heaven.  Is 
there a doubt concerning the meaning of what I read?  Does anything appear dark or 
intricate?  I lift up my heart to the Father of lights: ‘Lord, is it not thy Word, “If any 
man lack wisdom, let him ask of God”?  Thou “givest liberally and upbraidest not” 
[c.f. James 1:5].  Thou hast said, “If any be willing to do thy will, he shall know. 
[c.f. John 7:17]”  I am willing to do, let me know, thy will.’166   

 

                                                 
164 Gillies, Works, 6:82-83. 
165 Whitefield, Select Sermons, 117. 
166 Outler, Works, 1:105-106. 
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Wesley encouraged Methodists to apply reason as a God-given faculty in the pursuit of 

faithful interpretation of scripture, though this encouragement was not without 

caveats.167  While stating that “religion and reason go hand in hand,” Wesley cautioned 

that, in view of our status as creatures marred by the effects of the fall, the faculty of 

reason must not be elevated to the extent that it might ever be regarded as a reliable 

mechanism for the faithful interpretation of the Bible independent of the gift of the 

Holy Spirit.  For instance, in ‘The Case of Reason Impartially Considered,’ Wesley 

subordinated the role of reason to the “higher source” of divine illumination, declaring, 

“Let reason do all that reason can: employ it as far as it will go.  But at the same time 

acknowledge that it is utterly incapable of giving either faith, or hope or love: and 

consequently of producing either real virtue or substantial happiness.  Expect these 

from a higher source, even from the Father of the spirits of all flesh.”168   

 

It is thus apparent that, “the comprehensive posture with which Wesley [came] to the 

Bible” was that of faithful dependence on God.169  He “believed that the Holy Spirit 

had to illuminate God’s Word and by regenerating grace restore the spiritual sense by 

which human beings could understand it.”170  This belief is everywhere to be found 

throughout Wesley’s writings, especially the notion, possibly drawn from his 

familiarity with á Kempis, that Christians “need the same Spirit to understand the 

Scripture which enabled the holy men of old to write it.”171  For instance, Wesley 

stated, “In reading God’s Word, he profiteth most… who is most inspired with the Holy 

Ghost.  Human and worldly wisdom is not needful to the understanding of the 

Scripture, but the revelation of the Holy Ghost who inspireth the true meaning unto 

them who with humility and diligence search for it.”172 

 

                                                 
167 Wesley was often heated in his response to those who decried the place of reason in Christian life and 
thought.  He wrote, “It is a fundamental principle with us [the Methodists], that to renounce reason is to 
renounce religion, that religion and reason go hand in hand, and that all irrational religion is false 
religion.” Davies, Works, 9:382.  For an analysis of the place of reason in Wesley’s theological method, 
see R.L. Miles, “The Instrumental Role of Reason,” in W.S. Gunter, S.J. Jones, E.A. Campbell, R.L. 
Miles and R.L. Maddox, (eds.),Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1997) 77-106, and Thorsen, The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, especially 107-128. 
168 Outler, Works, 2:600. 
169 Ferguson, “John Wesley on Scripture,” 237. 
170 Smith, “John Wesley and the Wholeness of Scripture,” 262. 
171 Cragg, Works, 11:509. 
172 Cragg, Works, 11:524. 
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But if Wesley consistently renounced the assumption that fallen human beings 

possessed the capacity to faithfully interpret scripture independent of illumination by 

the Holy Spirit, he was equally sensitive to the danger of ‘enthusiasm.’  Like the 

‘analogy of faith,’ ‘enthusiasm’ was a technical term that was often used pejoratively to 

describe those who established supposed experiences of direct personal revelation as 

their primary religious authority in such a way as to functionally supplant the authority 

of scripture, reason, and Christian antiquity.173  For instance, in his letter to the Bishop 

of Gloucester, Wesley firmly rejected enthusiasm without retreating to rationalism: 

“We must apply to the ‘Guide of Truth,’ to prevent our being ‘carried about with divers 

and strange doctrines.’  Is He not then everywhere to illuminate the understanding, as 

well as to rectify the will?  And indeed, do we not need the one as continually as the 

other?”174  Wesley had little patience with those “French prophets and enthusiasts,” 

many of whom he contends had falsely “imagined they experienced [the ] witness [of 

the Spirit]” that empirically testifies to the fact of regeneration and the presence of the 

Holy Spirit.175  Wesley appeared to have reserved particular antipathy towards the 

enthusiasm of individuals such as Madame Guyon.  His verdict on her theology and 

practice was that “inward impressions” had supplanted the Bible as her normative 

authority: 

  
The grand source of all her mistakes was this, the not being guided by the written 
Word.  She did not take the Scripture for the rule of her actions; at most it was but 
the secondary rule.  Inward impressions, which she called inspirations, were her 
primary rule.  The written Word was not a lantern unto her feet, a light in all her 
paths.  No; she followed another light, the outward light of her confessors and the 
inward light of her own spirit.176  

    

Wesley’s conviction that faithful interpretation of scripture is dependent on the 

illumination of the Holy Spirit was directly echoed amongst Whitefield’s directives for 

how “to search the Scriptures with profit” in his sermon ‘The Duty of Searching the 
                                                 

173 In his sermon ‘The Nature of Enthusiasm,’ Wesley warned, “Beware you do not fall into the second 
sort of enthusiasm fancying you have those gifts from God which you have not.  Trust not in visions or 
dreams, in sudden impressions or strong impulses of any kind.  Remember, it is not by these you are to 
know what is ‘the will of God’ on any particular occasion, but by applying the plain scriptural rule, with 
the help of experience and reason, and the ordinary assistance of the Spirit of God.” Outler, Works, 2:59. 
174 Cragg, Works, 11:504. 
175 Outler, Works, 1:283. 
176 Jackson, Works, 14:277.  Elsewhere Wesley isolates the Quakers as guilty of elevating the supposed 
experience of direct inspiration above the authority of Scripture.  In a letter to Mr. T.H. in 1760, Wesley 
wrote, “If every man be furnished with an inward light as a private guide and director must it not 
supersede the necessity of revelation?  This affects the Quakers, not the Methodists who allow no inward 
light but what is subservient to the written Word and to be judged thereby.” Jackson, Works, 13:391-392.    
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Scriptures.’  Whitefield exhorted his readers to, “Labour to attain that Spirit by which 

they were written.”177  Whitefield’s commitment to the Reformed Calvinist doctrine of 

total depravity found expression in his explication of this directive.  He believed divine 

illumination to be essential for faithful interpretation, 

 
For the natural man discerneth not the words of the Spirit of God, because they are 
spiritually discerned; the words that Christ hath spoken, they are spirit, and they are 
life, and can be no more understood as to the true sense and meaning of them, by 
the mere natural man, than a person who never had learned a language can 
understand another speaking in it.178  

 

Whitefield proceeded to furnish this hermeneutical principle with various Biblical 

illustrations, the first of which was drawn from the Old Testament.  He suggested that 

just as the cloud that “went before the Israelites” and which “appeared bright and 

altogether glorious” to them simultaneously “appeared dark to the Egyptians,” so 

likewise the scriptures “are dark and hard to be understood by the natural man.”179  

Whitefield’s second bundle of illustrations was drawn from the New Testament.  He 

cited Nicodemus’ ignorance of the doctrine of regeneration, and the twelve disciples’ 

habitual lack of understanding regarding Jesus’ teaching, as examples of those who 

possessed cognitive familiarity with doctrinal truths but who lacked “the assistance of 

[the] Spirit” that enables genuine understanding.  Far from being endemic to a 

particular time and location, Whitefield contended that these Scriptural examples were 

replicated in the present age in the form of “so many who now pretend to search the 

Scriptures, yet see no farther than into the bare letter of them, and continue as entire 

strangers to the spiritual meaning couched under every parable, and contained in almost 

all the precepts of the book of God.”180  Reminiscent of Wesley’s desire to use his 

sermons as vehicles of spiritual nurture, Whitefield concluded his directive with an 

exhortation to “labour… earnestly for to attain this blessed Spirit; otherwise, your 

understandings will never be opened to understand the Scriptures aright: and remember, 

prayer is one of the most immediate means to get this Holy Spirit.”181   

 

                                                 
177 Gillies, Works, 6:85. 
178 Ibid., 6:85. 
179 Ibid., 6:86. 
180 Ibid., 6:86. 
181 Ibid., 6:86. 
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Third, Wesley and Whitefield were committed to the analogia Scripturae; the 

hermeneutical principle that scripture is the best interpreter of scripture and that 

“unclear, difficult, or ambiguous passages of Scripture” are best interpreted “by 

comparison with clear and unambiguous passages that refer to the same teaching or 

event.”182  They manifested this belief through their habitual immersion in the Bible.  

After applying for divine illumination in prayer, in the preface to his Sermons on 

Several Occasions Wesley wrote that, “I then search after and consider parallel 

passages of scripture, ‘comparing spiritual things with spiritual.’  I meditate thereon, 

with all the attention and earnestness of which my mind is capable.”183  Wesley 

frequently affirmed this principle of interpretation.184  In ‘Popery Calmly Considered,’ 

he wrote, “And Scripture is the best expounder of Scripture.  The best way therefore to 

understand it, is carefully to compare Scripture with Scripture, and thereby learn the 

true meaning of it.”185  Conversely, Wesley also warned of the danger of attempting to 

“build your faith on a single text of Scripture and much less on a particular sense of 

it.”186  Similarly, in the midst of his long running dialogue with ‘John Smith,’ Wesley 

wrote in 1745, “We are not to frame doctrines by the sound of particular texts, but by 

the general tenor of Scripture, soberly studied and consistently interpreted.”187  

 

One aspect of Wesley’s commitment to the analogia Scripturae was his desire to 

interpret the Bible literally, unless, in his opinion, the resultant interpretation “was 

contradictory to other Scripture passages, was contrary to reason, or ignored the 

context.”188  For example, Wesley wrote to Samuel Furley in 1755, “The general rule of 

                                                 
182 See Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms, 33, for a discussion of the sense in 
which the analogia fidei is “distinct from the more basic analogia Scripturae.”    
183 Outler, Works, 1:106. 
184 See ‘The New Creation,’ Outler, Works, 2:501.  Although Wesley’s mother Susannah is credited with 
decisively influencing many of Wesley’s most cherished theological commitments, his father Samuel 
Wesley Snr also left an indelible mark on his principles of interpretation.  In his letter of January 26, 
1725, Samuel wrote to John, “You ask me which is the best commentary on the Bible.  I answer, The 
Bible.  For the several paraphrases and translations of it in the Polyglot, compared with the original and 
with one another, are in my opinion, to an honest, devout, industrious, and humble mind, infinitely 
preferable to any commentary I ever saw writ on it, though Grotius is the best… on the Old Testament.” 
Baker, Works, 25:158.   
185 Jackson, Works, 10:142.  See also ‘On Corrupting the Word of God,’ Outler, Works, 4:238-239. 
186 Telford, Letters, 5:328. 
187 Baker, Works, 26:158. 
188 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 199.  See also J.T. Clemons, who argues that 
according to Wesley’s hermeneutical principles and practices, authentic literalism always endeavours to 
interpret a Scriptural word, phrase or verse according to its context, acknowledges that the literal 
meaning of a word may vary from one passage to another, and recognizes that the results of literal 



  

 

 

142  
 

interpreting Scripture is this: the literal sense of every text is to be taken if it not be 

contrary to some other texts.  But in that case, the obscure text is to be interpreted by 

those which speak more plainly.”189  As far as Wesley was concerned, interpreting the 

Bible literally and according to its context was an important means of safeguarding 

against a variety of hermeneutical abuses, including incautious “allegorizing or 

spiritualizing.”190     

 

Elsewhere, in Wesley’s self-effacing preface to his Explanatory Notes on the Old 

Testament (1765), he revealed his aspirations as a commentator extend merely to 

presenting the direct, literal meaning of the text.  He shuddered at the thought of 

authoring a commentary “which a man might read separate from the Bible.”191  Instead 

he aspired to enhance the reader’s confidence in the perspicuity of scripture, not hold its 

meaning hostage to theologically trained specialists.  Wesley’s minimalist ambition was 

“barely to assist those who fear God in hearing and reading the Bible itself, by showing 

the natural sense of every part in as few and plain words as I can.”192  In order to better 

facilitate the accuracy of this task, Wesley was quite willing to apply critical tools 

available to him, even correcting the text of the Authorized Version of the Bible when 

he considered its meaning required alteration, strengthening, or clarification.193  For 

instance, in the preface to his Explanatory Notes on the New Testament (1755) he 

stated, 

                                                                                                                                            
interpretation must be theologically consistent with the ‘analogy of faith.’ “John Wesley – Biblical 
Literalist?”, Religion in Life 46 (1977) 340. 
189 Baker, Works, 26:557. 
190 Jackson, Works, 8:317.  See also Wesley’s sermon “On Corrupting the Word of God,” Outler, Works, 
4:247-249. 
191 J. Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament (Facsimile reprint; Salem, OH: Schmul, 1975) 
viii. 
192 Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, viii.  Thomas Langford concurs with Wesley’s self-
appraisal: “His intention was not so much to make any interpretation final, as to make the biblical source 
central.  He reflected this openness in all his works as he attempted to join genuine piety with sound 
learning.” Practical Divinity, 25. 
193 Unlike Whitefield, Wesley does not appear to have been completely oblivious to the emergence of 
Continental biblical criticism during his lifetime, though he was highly dismissive of its conclusions.  
Thorsen observes, “although early biblical criticism began in the century before Wesley, he preceded 
most of the historical-critical questions of the nineteenth century onward… As such, we cannot 
determine how Wesley might have responded to the many historical-critical issues that still dog us 
today.” The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 84-85.  This notwithstanding, Wesley’s admiration and heavy 
utilization of the textual critic Bengel’s Gnomon Novi Testamenti (1742) in his Explanatory Notes on the 
New Testament leads Weeter to suggest that it is more accurate to describe Wesley as “pre-higher 
critical” rather than “pre-critical.” John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 227.  See Wesley’s sermon 
“On the Trinity” for evidence substantiating Weeter’s claim. Outler, Works, 2:378-379.  See also Jones, 
John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 208-214 for further discussion of Wesley’s ‘pre-higher 
critical’ analysis of Scripture. 
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I design, first, to set down the text itself, for the most part, in the common English 
translation, which is,… the best that I have seen.  Yet I do not say it is incapable of 
being brought, in several places, nearer to the original.  Neither will I affirm that the 
Greek copies from which this translation was made are always the most correct: and 
therefore I shall take liberty… to make here and there a small alteration.194 

 

But if Wesley’s aim was hermeneutical simplicity and his desire to set forth the plain 

meaning of “the naked Bible,” his practice of interpretation was inevitably more 

complex.195  For instance, Wesley forcefully challenged those who interpreted scripture 

in anything other than its “plain, indisputable” meaning.196  In his sermon ‘The Marks 

of the New Birth,’ Wesley reacted aggressively to explanations of 1 John 3:9, a key text 

in his argument for Christian perfection, that attempt to legitimize the presence of 

occasional sin in the life of regenerate individuals.  He wrote, 

 
But some men will say, “True; ‘whosoever is born of God doth not commit sin’ 
habitually.”  Habitually!  Whence is that?  I read it not.  It is not written in the 
Book.  God plainly saith, he “doth not commit sin.”  And thou addest, “habitually”!  
Who art thou that mendest the oracles of God?  That “addest to the words of this 
Book”?197      

 

And yet despite his strident reaction against those who ‘mend’ the text in order to 

dodge the implications of its literal interpretation, Wesley was by no means averse to 

such practices himself.  As Jones observes, if in his explanation of a text Wesley 

considered it in need of “additional words in order for it to be interpreted in accordance 

with the general tenor of Scripture” then he “freely makes additions.”198  This is 

perhaps nowhere better demonstrated than in Wesley’s explanation of Romans 8:29 in 

his 1752 essay ‘Predestination Calmly Considered,’ where his hermeneutical 

assumptions clearly reflect his lifelong antipathy towards the Calvinist doctrine of 

unconditional election.   

 

Wesley’s interpretation of this text began with a declaration of the conditional nature of 

salvation, consistent with his understanding of the analogy of faith.  He wrote, “In the 

eighth [chapter of the epistle to the Romans] he [Paul] again describes the happy liberty 

                                                 
194 Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, 3.     
195 Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, viii. 
196 Outler, Works, 1:427. 
197 Outler, Works, 1:420. 
198 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 214. 
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of those who truly believe in Christ; and encourages them to suffer for the faith, as by 

other considerations, so by this in particular, ‘We know that all things work together for 

good to them that love God, to them that are called’ (by the preaching of his word) 

‘according to his purpose’… or decree, unalterably fixed from eternity, ‘He that 

believeth shall be saved.’”199  He proceeded to interpret the Apostle Paul’s description 

of the sense in which God ‘foreknows’ those whom he eventually glorifies through this 

lens of conditionality.  Wesley stated, “For whom he did foreknow” as believing “he 

also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of his Son.  Moreover, whom he did 

predestinate, them he also called… and whom he called, them he also justified… and 

whom he justified, them he glorified (italics added).”200   

 

Wesley’s insertion of the phrase ‘as believing’ in his interpretation of Romans 8:29 

indicates an exegetical impulse that was anxious to reach, buttress and confirm 

cherished Arminian theological convictions that define the ‘elect’ in terms of those 

individuals who are known to God on the basis of their foreseen faith.201  As such, 

Wesley’s attitude towards unconditional election functioned as a litmus test of the 

instrumental role that his construal of the analogy of faith exercised in his practice of 

Biblical interpretation.  Although Wesley’s hermeneutical principle was to interpret 

scripture literally, paying due attention to matters of grammar, syntax, semantics and 

                                                 
199 Jackson, Works, 10:218. 
200 Jackson, Works, 10:218. 
201 McGonigle summarizes Wesley’s interpretation of Romans 8:29, “Those whom God foreknew, that 
is, those whose response of repentance and faith to the preaching of the gospel was known to God who 
knows all things, even contingent events, those he predestined to the likeness of Christ”  Sufficient 
Saving Grace, 190.  Arminians and Calvinists differ sharply over the correct interpretation of 
‘foreknowledge’ in Romans 8:29 and 1 Peter 1:2.  Although prescient foreknowledge is intended by the 
use of proginwskw in Acts 2:23 (“You nailed up and killed this man through the agency of wicked men, 
who was delivered over by God’s fixed purpose and foreknowledge”; c.f. 2 Peter 3:17), it is far from 
hermeneutically secure that this is the Apostle Paul’s intended understanding of proginwskw in Romans 
8:29.  Rather, in keeping with the relational sense of God’s knowledge conveyed by [dy in the Old 
Testament (translated as ginwskw in the LXX; c.f. Genesis 18:19; Exodus 33:17; 1 Samuel 2:12; Psalm 
18:43; Proverbs 9:10; Hosea 13:5), where such knowledge connotes far more than mere cognition, in 
Romans 8:29 it is individuals themselves (as opposed to their actions; or in this case, their faith) who are 
the objects of God’s prior (pro) relational knowledge (ginwskw).  Indeed, the relational nature of Jesus’ 
usage of ginwskw, whether in order to affirm the presence of relationship (John 10:14: “I am the good 
shepherd.  I know my own and my own know me”) or its absence (Matthew 7:23: “I never knew you, 
depart from me!”) reaffirms the extent to which the Hebraic conception of being ‘known’ by God is 
conspicuously relational.  Baugh comments, “The classic Arminian interpretation of Romans 8:29, that 
God’s foreknowledge of faith is in view, is clearly reading one’s theology into the text.  Paul does not 
say: “whose faith he foreknew,” but “whom he foreknew.”  He foreknew us.  This is not to say that God 
was ever ignorant of the fact that we would believe.  But in Romans 8:29, predestination is not dependent 
on faith; rather, God predestines us on the basis of his gracious commitment to us before the world was.” 
S.M. Baugh, “The Meaning of Foreknowledge” in T.R. Schreiner and B.A. Ware (eds.), Still Sovereign: 
Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge and Grace (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000) 194.   
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context, in practice, “the literal meaning of a text must be one that coincides with the 

general tenor of Scripture, which is determined by the analogy of faith.”202  If Wesley 

was cognisant of the tension that existed between his desire for interpretation according 

to the literal sense and interpretation according to the general tenor of scripture, then his 

writings evince no attempt to reconcile them.203 

  

Like Wesley, Whitefield was also committed to the hermeneutical principle that faithful 

interpretation of scripture could not be achieved apart from habitual and devotionally-

minded immersion in the Bible.  This appears to have been Whitefield’s established 

practice from as early as 1735, when he declared that “I began to read the Holy 

Scriptures on my knees, laying aside all other books, and praying over, if possible, 

every line and word.”204  In ‘The Duty of Searching the Scriptures,’ he urged others to 

follow his example.  He wrote, “pray over every word and verse, if possible; and when 

you close up the book, most earnestly beseech God, that the words which you have 

read, may be inwardly engrafted into your hearts, and bring forth in you the fruits of a 

good life.”205  Later, in the same sermon Whitefield encouraged his readers to “take as 

much pains in constantly reading his word… as those who dig for gold and silver.”  

Implied in his exhortation is the assumption that scripture is the best interpreter of 

scripture, on the basis that a greater familiarity with scripture will result in an increased 

ability to faithfully interpret and apply its message.  He wrote,   

 
Read the Scripture constantly, or, to use our Saviour’s expression in the text, 
‘search the Scriptures;’ dig in them as for hid treasure… we must take as much 
pains in constantly reading his word, if we would grow wise thereby, as those who 
dig for gold and silver.  The Scriptures contain the deep things of God, and 
therefore, can never be sufficiently searched into by a careless, superficial, cursory 
way of reading them, but by an industrious, close, and humble application.206 

 

                                                 
202 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 197.  See also R.L. Shelton, who argues that 
while Wesley’s hermeneutical methodology is “primarily inductive” and “historical-literal” it is above all 
“soteriologically motivated.” “John Wesley’s Approach to Scripture in Historical Perspective,” Wesleyan 
Theological Journal 16:1 (1981) 41. 
203 Weeter summarizes Wesley’s exegetical impulses by suggesting that he “was more concerned about 
interpreting a verse by the general tenor of Scripture as a whole rather than by its immediate context.” 
John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 199.  See also Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of 
Scripture, 215. 
204 Whitefield, Journals, 60. 
205 Gillies, Works, 6:86. 
206 Gillies, Works, 6:87. 
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If Whitefield does not directly commend the literal interpretation of scripture as a 

hermeneutical principle, nowhere throughout his printed sermons does he indicate that 

is was anything other than his established intention to interpret the Bible literally. 

Whitefield’s practice of literal interpretation was predicated on his conviction that the 

whole Bible was equally inspired and equally valuable.  Henry observes, “he regarded 

it with the typical evangelical and Methodist attitude as a single volume of one texture 

and of equal value throughout.”207  Although Whitefield acknowledged the human role 

in the Bible’s authorship, it functioned as the “book of God, the grand charter of our 

salvation.”208   

 

Evidence of his desire to practice this hermeneutical principle is found in his sermon 

‘The Seed of the Woman and the Seed of the Serpent,’ where Whitefield interpreted the 

early chapters of Genesis in a highly literal manner.   He contended not just for the 

historical nature of Adam and Eve, but also engaged in cautious speculation that 

presupposed the “hour-by-hour time sequence” of the narrative.209  Whitefield wrote, 

 
How soon man fell after he was created, is not told us; and therefore, to fix any 
time, is to be wise above what is written.  And, I think, they who suppose that man 
fell the same day in which he was made, have no sufficient ground for their opinion.  
The many things which are crowded together in the former chapter, such as the 
formation of Adam’s wife, his giving names to the beasts, and his being put into the 
garden which God had planted, I think require a longer space of time than a day to 
be transacted in.  However, all agree in this, ‘man stood not long.’  How long, or 
how short a while, I will not take on me to determine.210 

 
Elsewhere, however, Whitefield encountered difficulties reconciling a literal 

interpretation of certain texts with his analogy of faith.  For instance, in his sermon 

‘The Folly and Danger of being not righteous enough’ Whitefield strived to expose and 

then refute any inclination towards self-righteousness in his hearers and readers.  He 

asserted, “You have no righteousness of your own to depend on,” and the only 

possibility of salvation is through “the imputed righteousness of Jesus Christ,” “through 

his atonement, his making a sacrifice for sin.”211  These conclusions are predicated on 

Ecclesiastes 7:16: “Be not righteous overmuch, neither make thyself over-wise; why 

                                                 
207 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 97. 
208 Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons, 256. 
209 Downey, The Eighteenth Century Pulpit, 160. 
210 Gillies, Works, 5:4-5. 
211 Gillies, Works, 5:137. 
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shouldst thou destroy thyself?”, a text which for Whitefield evidently posed 

considerable difficulties.  He was committed to interpreting this text literally, but when 

read in isolation it appeared to contravene the core evangelical doctrine that absolute 

righteousness is essential for salvation.  Instead of seeking out the possibility of an 

alternative interpretation of the text, perhaps one that did not violate his analogy of faith 

but that also considered the immediate context of the verse, Whitefield opted for a 

highly adventurous and somewhat forced conclusion regarding the origin and meaning 

of this verse.  He reasoned that since this text appears theologically heterodox, it is only 

to be concluded that, “They are not the words of Solomon himself, but the words of an 

infidel speaking to him.”212  Whitefield’s interpretation of this text is thus highly 

instructive, for it demonstrates not only his commitment to the literal interpretation of 

any given text, but also his desire to manipulate the most unlikely of verses towards an 

evangelistic conclusion, “an exhortation to all of you, high and low, rich and poor, one 

with another, to come to the Lord Jesus Christ.”213   

 

Fourth, while neither Wesley nor Whitefield interpreted the Bible in a theological 

vacuum, Wesley in particular was committed to the hermeneutical principle that 

scripture ought to be interpreted within the context of the wider historic Christian 

church.  That is, he understood that the task of interpretation is at least to some degree a 

communal endeavour, and not an individualistic one.  For instance, in the preface to his 

Sermons on Several Occasions he wrote, “If any doubt remains, I consult those who are 

experienced in the things of God, and then the writings whereby, being dead, they yet 

speak.”214   

 

Wesley’s statements regarding the place of extra-biblical literature in the task of 

Scriptural interpretation ought to be read in this light.  For instance, in the preface to his 

                                                 
212 Just as Wesley was highly dependent on Puritan commentators like Matthew Henry and Matthew 
Poole, especially in the formulation of his Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, it is possible that 
Whitefield may have been particularly influenced by Poole in his interpretation of Ecclesiastes 7:16.  
While Poole does not cast any doubt on the author of this verse (“This verse was delivered by 
Solomon”), he does speculate that it may have been uttered “in the name and person of an ungodly man, 
who taketh occasion to dissuade men from the practice of righteousness and true wisdom, because of the 
danger which attends it.”  He concludes that this is a “poisonous suggestion,” the antidote to which is 
found in Ecclesiastes 7:17: “Be not over much wicked, neither be foolish: why shouldst thou die before 
they time?” M. Poole, A Commentary on the Holy Bible 3 Volumes (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1962) 
2:294.    
213 Gillies, Works, 5:124. 
214 Outler, Works, 1:106. 
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Sermons on Several Occasions, Wesley cast his approach to interpretation in 

individualistic terms: “I sit down alone: only God is here.”215  He stated that his aim 

was to divest himself of all dependence on any literary authority save that of scripture.  

He wrote,  

 
My design is in some sense to forget all that ever I have read in my life.  I mean to 
speak, in the general, as if I had never read one author, ancient or modern (always 
excepting the inspired).  I am persuaded that, on the one hand, this may be a means 
of enabling me more clearly to express the sentiments of my heart, while I simply 
follow the chain of my own thoughts, without entangling myself with those of other 
men; and that, on the other, I shall come with fewer weights on my mind, with less 
of prejudice and prepossession, either to search for myself or to deliver to others the 
naked truths of the gospel.216  

 
And yet, as Jones contends, Wesley was a “highly traditional theologian,” whose 

understanding of scripture was influenced by a qualified appreciation of the fruits of 

certain periods in Christian history, especially the early Church Fathers and the Church 

of England during the Elizabethan period.217  First, “Wesley had a special appreciation 

for the positions of the early church.  The Ante-Nicene Fathers Wesley believed to have 

particular value because of their proximity to Christ and the Apostles and because of 

the universal nature of the church in their time.”218  This special interest in the primitive 

church originated with his father’s encouragement, and was fostered during Wesley’s 

time at Oxford through his association with a group of Nonjurors “who stressed the 

authority of the so-called Apostolic Canons and Constitutions.”219  Wesley also credited 

John Clayton, a fellow Holy Club member, with introducing him to the patristic 

                                                 
215 Outler, Works, 1:105. 
216 Outler, Works, 1:104. 
217 Jones, John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 174.  Campbell observes that insofar as 
“Christian antiquity and the Church of England” were “the two most prominent aspects of the content of 
Christian tradition for Wesley,” it is therefore appropriate that in place of the so-called Wesleyan 
Quadrilateral, “we should understand Wesley as embracing a five-fold understanding of authority 
including Scripture, Christian antiquity, the early Church of England, reason and experience.”  E.A. 
Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” in W.S. Gunter, S.J. Jones, E.A. Campbell, R.L. Miles 
and R.L. Maddox (eds.), Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1997) 65.  Similarly, Jones contends, “For Wesley the elements are defined in such a way that 
they constitute one locus of authority with five aspects.  Christian faith and practice are governed by 
Scripture, which is reasonable in its claims, exemplified in antiquity, vivified in personal experience, and 
most fully institutionalized in the Church of England.” John Wesley’s Conception and Use of Scripture, 
64.  See also pp. 81-94, 169-176, 222-223. 
218 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 223. 
219 Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” 68.  See also E.A. Campbell, John Wesley and 
Christian Antiquity: Religious Vision and Cultural Change (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1991) 26-33.   
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liturgical practices that he experimented with during his period in Savannah, 

Georgia.220 

 

In his 1777 sermon ‘On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,’ Wesley defined the 

“religion of the primitive church” as being encapsulated in the “small remains of 

Clemens Romanus, Ignatius, and Polycarp; it is seen more at large in the writing of 

Tertullian, Origen221, Clemens Alexandrinus222, and Cyprian223; and even in the fourth 

century, it was found in the works of Chrysostom224, Basil, Ephrem Syrus, and 

Macarius.”225  In his ‘Address to the Clergy’ Wesley indicates the considerable 

influence exerted by the ante-Nicene Fathers on his interpretation of the Bible, writing 

that he considered them to be “the most authentic commentators on Scripture, as being 

both nearest the foundation, and eminently endued with that Spirit by whom the 

Scripture was given.”226   

 

Prior to 1737, Wesley’s attitude towards the ante-Nicene Fathers was characterized by 

uncomplicated esteem.  He understood their authority in matters of Biblical 

interpretation to derive in part from their temporal proximity to the apostolic roots of 

the church, but also from his perception that they presented the consensus position of 

the early church regarding doctrine and practice.227  Wesley’s mature assessment 

                                                 
220 Jackson, Works, 13:304.  During this period Wesley was exposed to the writings of William Cave 
(Primitive Christianity, 1672), Laurence Echard (Ecclesiastical History, 1702), Claude Fleury 
(Discourses on Ecclesiastical History, 1721) and Beveridge (Synodikon), all of whom fostered his 
appreciation for the patristic period.  Wesley subsequently recommended these texts to his Methodist lay 
preachers.  These texts were the product of what Thorsen describes as “the renaissance of patristic studies 
in seventeenth – and eighteenth – century Anglicanism.”  See Thorsen, The Wesleyan Quadrilateral, 26, 
96, L.L. Keefer, Jr., John Wesley: Disciple of Early Christianity (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Temple 
University, 1982) and A.C. Meyers, John Wesley and the Church Fathers (Unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, St. Louis University, 1985). 
221 Wesley cited Origen frequently in his correspondence.  See Telford, Letters, 2:91f, 100, 105, 324, 
332, 353, 362, 387; 3:137; 4:176. 
222 For instances of Wesley’s references to Clement of Alexandria, see Telford, Letters, 2:327-328, 342, 
387; 5:43; 6:129; Davies, Works, 9:31; Outler, Works, 3:586; 4:402.  
223 For examples of Wesley’s references to Cyprian, see Outler, Works, 2:461-462, 3:196-197, 450-451, 
458-459, 469-470; Telford, Letters, 1:277, 323; 2:320, 333-337, 361, 373, 387; Cragg, Works, 11:437. 
224 Wesley frequently referred to John Chrysostom.  See Cragg, Works, 11:155-159, 381-453; Outler, 
Works, 2:113; 3:586; 4:402.  See also K.S. McCormick, John Wesley’s Use of John Chrysostom on the 
Christian Life: Faith Filled with the Energy of Love (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Drew University, 
1983). 
225 Outler, Works, 3:586.  This list far from exhausts the ante-Nicene sources Wesley was known to draw 
on, especially in correspondence with renowned patristic scholars like Conyers Middleton.  For a 
complete list of Wesley’s references to early church fathers after 1737, see Campbell, John Wesley and 
Christian Antiquity, 125-134.   
226 Jackson, Works, 10:484. 
227 Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” 69. 
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regarding the degree of authority that ought to be accorded patristic writings was more 

circumspect following his reading of Clarendon’s Apostolic Constitutions during late 

1737 and early 1738 where it became increasingly apparent to him that the existence of 

any such thoroughgoing consensus was illusory.228  This notwithstanding, Wesley’s 

respect for their piety remained intact, but no longer were they accorded “a co-ordinate 

rather than a subordinate rule with Scripture.”229  He wrote to Conyers Middleton, “The 

esteeming of the writings of the first three centuries not equally, but next to the 

Scriptures, never carried any man yet into dangerous errors, nor probably ever will.  

But it has brought many out of dangerous errors and particularly out of the errors of 

Popery.”  Wesley continued, “I exceedingly reverence them as well as their writings, 

and esteem them very highly in love.  I reverence them, because they were Christians… 

And I reverence their writings, because they describe true, genuine Christianity, and 

direct us to the strongest evidence of Christian doctrine.”230    

 

Second, Wesley consistently drew from the early, constitutional period of the Church of 

England, insofar as he believed that amongst the confessional positions of 

contemporary denominations “the Anglican documents reflected the purity of the 

apostolic faith.”231  For instance, in ‘Farther Thoughts on Separation from the church’ 

Wesley wrote, “From a child I was taught to love and reverence the Scripture, the 

oracles of God, and next to these to esteem the primitive Fathers, the writers of the first 

three centuries.  Next after the primitive Church I esteemed our own, the Church of 

England, as the most scriptural national church in the world.”232   

 

But just as Wesley’s attitude towards the patristic period altered during 1738, so too the 

orientation of his relationship with the Church of England shifted during the period 

spanning 1738 and 1739.  Prior to 1738 Wesley expressed his parent’s Caroline 
                                                 

228 Wesley’s largely favourable attitude towards Patristic writers is reflected in his publishing patterns, as 
he produced abridged editions of the pseudo-Macarian homilies, Anthony Horneck’s Happy Ascetic and 
William Cave’s Primitive Christianity to be distributed amongst his Methodist lay-preachers.  For a 
thorough treatment of Wesley’s patristic publishing patterns, see Campbell, John Wesley and Christian 
Antiquity, 92-145. 
229 Quoted in Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” 68-69.  Campbell seeks to demonstrate that 
“even from his Oxford years,” Wesley’s uses of Christian antiquity “were more programmatic than 
conservative” or merely “polemical.”  By this he means that Wesley applied conceptions of Christian 
antiquity both to “refute… opponents, and to defend institutions or teachings [he] believed to be 
appropriate.” John Wesley and Christian Antiquity, 20-21. 
230 Telford, Letters, 2:387. 
231 Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” 71. 
232 Davies, Works, 9:538. 
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Anglicanism in ecclesiastical terms as a self-confessed ‘High Churchman and son of a 

High Churchman.’  But in November 1738 his gaze narrowed towards an investigation 

of the Church of England’s doctrinal position “concerning the much controverted point 

of justification by faith.”233  Wesley’s realization that justification must precede 

sanctification was immediately followed by his decision to publish ‘The Doctrine of 

Salvation, Faith and Good Works, Extracted from the Homilies of the Church of 

England,’ a message that he proceeded to take to the fields from April 1739 when 

progressively denied access to Church of England pulpits.  

    

Although Wesley’s decision to begin preaching justification by faith aroused significant 

opposition from within the Church of England, he was anxious to establish that the 

content of his field-preaching was by no means innovative.  Instead, Wesley believed 

“that the Methodists had revived the doctrine of justification as taught in the Articles 

and Homilies,” and rescued it from the many Anglican leaders who had “lapsed into a 

kind of Pelagianism or moralism according to which a degree of sanctification was 

necessary prior to justification.”234  For all of his criticism of the Church of England as 

it appeared in Wesley’s lifetime, in 1784 he was still adamant that it stood as “the best 

constituted national Church in the world,”235 insofar as he found in “her authentic 

records… the uniform tenor of her liturgy, and from numberless passages in her 

Homilies” a compelling declaration of the “scriptural primitive religion of love.”236  

These sentiments, uttered late in life, reaffirmed Wesley’s early claims that the 

Methodists sought not the overthrow, but the reform of the Church of England.  In his 

sermon ‘On Laying the Foundation of the New Chapel,’ Wesley again took the 

opportunity to renounce all claims to theological innovation: 

 
But will you not ask, What is Methodism?  What does this new word mean?  Is it 
not a new religion?  This is a very common, nay, almost a universal supposition.  
But nothing can be more remote from the truth.  It is a mistake all over.  
Methodism, so called, is the old religion, the religion of the Bible, the religion of 
the primitive church, the religion of the Church of England.237 

 

                                                 
233 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:21. 
234 Campbell, “The Interpretive Role of Tradition,” 73. 
235 Telford, Letters, 7:239. 
236 Outler, Works, 3:586. 
237 Outler, Works, 3:585. 
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It is thus apparent that even if they were not completely identical in every respect, 

nevertheless in Wesley’s estimation the “religion of the primitive church” and “the 

religion of the Church of England” were largely congruent with his conception of “the 

religion of the Bible.”  As Weeter observes, these sources of tradition functioned 

collectively in Wesley’s writings “as a secondary source of authority, never to be used 

as a substitute but always as a corrective.”  He “felt that the Church of England was the 

nearest church to the Bible, and therefore able to offer authoritative interpretation.”238 

 

But despite his high esteem for Christian antiquity and the Church of England, the 

foundations of Wesley’s Explanatory Notes on the New Testament (1755) and his 

Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament (1765) were grounded on alternative sources.  

For instance, when it came to the composition of his Explanatory Notes on the Old 

Testament, Wesley reflected his high regard for Puritan literature and piety through his 

reliance on Matthew Henry’s Commentary and Matthew Poole’s Annotations on the 

Bible.239  Though Wesley appeared to have inherited his mother’s lofty esteem for 

Puritan literature (some thirty-two of the seventy-two authors featured in his Christian 

Library were Puritans) he was alert to the danger of promulgating explicitly Calvinistic 

conclusions found in their writings.  For instance, while Wesley acknowledges 

Matthew Henry’s “plain, sound, full, deep… practical and spiritual” work as an 

instrumental influence on his own conclusions, he nevertheless exhibited no qualms 

about eliminating all of Henry’s references to “absolute, irrespective, unconditional 

Predestination.”240  Likewise, although he included selections from the writings of John 

Flavel, John Owen and Thomas Goodwin in his Christian Library, with the aim of 

compiling ‘a complete body of Practical Divinity,’ their Calvinism was “carefully 

excised.”241  Further, his edited version of the Westminster Shorter Catechism for 

                                                 
238 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 209. 
239 In his preface, Wesley describes his approach towards synthesizing, distilling and abridging the work 
of Henry and Poole: “my constant method, after reading the text, [is] first to read and weigh what Mr. 
Poole observed on every verse, and afterward to consult Mr. Henry’s exposition of the whole 
paragraph… I make extracts from Mr. Henry, to supply so far as they are capable, what is wanting in Mr. 
Poole.” Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, viii.  In the preface to his Explanatory Notes on the 
New Testament, Wesley freely acknowledged his dependence on John Heylyn’s Theological Lectures, 
John Guyse’s Practical Expositor, Philip Doddridge’s The Family Expositor and especially Bengel’s 
Gnomon Novi Testamenti, whom he broadly allowed to speak for himself without significant alteration.  
Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, 8.  Weeter summarizes Wesley’s Explanatory Notes (on both 
Testaments) thus: “he was not particularly interested in originality.  Instead, he found men whom he 
respected, and… merely summarized and edited.” John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 151.    
240 Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, vii. 
241 McGonigle, Sufficient Saving Grace, 210. 
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Methodists also omited all references to unconditional election and other doctrines that 

stress a monergistic conception of salvation, and therefore were unpalatable to 

Methodist theological tastes.242   

 

If Wesley publicly acknowledged the influence of Henry and Poole in the formulation 

of his Explanatory Notes on the Old Testament, Whitefield was also highly influenced 

by Puritan authors, especially Matthew Henry, in the formulation of his sermons.  

Dallimore contends that “much of [Whitefield’s] utterance was little more than the 

thought of the great commentator… (which) poured forth spontaneously both as he 

prepared and as he preached his sermons.”243  Whitefield purchased a copy of “the 

unparalleled commentary of the good Mr. Matthew Henry” in 1735.244  In the same 

year, Whitefield recorded in his Journals, “Burkitt and Henry’s Expositions were of 

admirable use to lead me into this [that is, “the necessity of being justified in His sight 

by faith only”], and all other Gospel truths.  For many months have I been almost 

always on my knees, to study and pray over these books.”  He added that “Alleine’s 

Alarm, Baxter’s Call to the Unconverted, and Janeway’s Life, which I read at leisure 

hours, much benefited me.”245  Crump observes that Whitefield out of necessity used 

Henry’s Commentary creatively, since it was originally delivered as a continuous series 

of discourses.  By contrast, “Whitefield’s aim was not the thorough exposition of 

Scripture but the exposition of the gospel.”246  He concludes, 

 

                                                 
242 J.S. MacDonald, Wesley’s Revision of the Shorter Catechism (Edinburgh: George A. Morton, 1906); 
For instance, Question 21: Who is the Redeemer of God’s elect?, is altered to “Who is the Redeemer of 
mankind?  Further, Wesley completely deletes Question 31, which affirms God’s effectual calling.  
Similarly, in Question 32, it is those who ‘truly believe’, rather than those who ‘are effectually called’ 
who do in this life partake of justification and sanctification (adoption is omitted), thus placing emphasis 
on the human action of belief in actualizing the benefits of salvation.  Lastly, in Question 37, whereas the 
Shorter Catechism affirms that ‘The souls of believers are at the death made perfect in holiness, and do 
immediately pass into glory’, Wesley deletes ‘made perfect in holiness’, presumably in order to preserve 
his conviction that perfection is conceivably attainable in this earthly life.  
243 Dallimore, George Whitefield, 1:128.  David Crump has demonstrated the presence of significant 
parallels in the structure and content of Whitefield’s sermons and Henry’s Commentary.  He states, 
“There is no doubt that Henry’s Commentary played a significant role in shaping Whitefield’s 
understanding of the passages on which he preached… occasionally there are direct quotes; invariably he 
has incorporated some point from Henry’s outline; he has frequently borrowed concepts, proof-texts or 
illustrations in order to fill out his thinking; to a greater or lesser extent Henry’s influence is always 
present. “The Preaching of George Whitefield,” 23.   
244 Gillies, Works, 4:307. 
245 Whitefield, Journals, 62.  The following year he wrote, “How sweetly did my hours in private glide 
away in reading and praying over Mr. Henry’s Comment on the Scriptures!” Journals, 78. 
246 Crump, “The Preaching of George Whitefield,” 24. 
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Puritan theology, passed on as it was through the writings of Matthew Henry, may 
well have enjoyed the period of its greatest influence during the ministry of George 
Whitefield.  Certainly, the Puritan concern for an evangelized England was largely 
fulfilled through this man’s preaching, while Henry’s indepth, practical, Calvinistic 
and biblical exposition served as the educational backdrop for almost every one of 
Whitefield’s sermons.247     

 

If Whitefield’s time spent in New England during 1740 solidified his Calvinist 

convictions, it is thus apparent that he had already been exposed to Calvinist theology 

well before his second transatlantic voyage in 1739.  For instance, in May 1739 

Whitefield began to correspond with the Scottish Calvinistic seceder Ralph Erskine.  In 

June 1739, a few months prior to his departure for America, Whitefield reported being 

highly impressed with the Calvinist Erskine’s Sermons, though he makes no further 

comment regarding their content.248  Without doubt the theological foundations of 

Whitefield’s moderate Calvinism were greatly buttressed during his voyage to America 

in late 1739.  On September 29, 1739 he wrote, “This afternoon, I was greatly 

strengthened by perusing some paragraphs out of a book called The Preacher, written 

by Dr. Edwards, of Cambridge [not Jonathan Edwards]… There are such noble 

testimonies given… of justification by faith only, the imputed righteousness of Christ, 

our having no free-will, &c., that they deserve to be written in letters of gold.”249   

 

The above evidence ought to condition the way we interpret the occasions when 

Whitefield seemed adamant on convincing his readers that his Calvinistic doctrinal 

commitments were little more than biblically informed intuitions; that “he was a 

Calvinist… by happenstance.”250  For instance, he wrote to Wesley on August 25, 1740, 

“Alas, I never read anything that Calvin wrote; my doctrines I had from Christ and his 

Apostles; I was taught them of God.”251  Similarly, on September 24, 1742, he wrote, “I 

embrace the calvinistical scheme, not because of Calvin, but Jesus Christ, I think, has 

taught it to me.”252  Without doubt there is attractiveness to Whitefield’s uncomplicated 

commitment to the perspicuity of the scriptures, and the doctrines contained therein.  

Yet ultimately, Whitefield’s theological commitments were as much influenced by his 

                                                 
247 Ibid., 24.  Packer concurs, contending that Whitefield “took his interpretations of Scripture mainly if 
not entirely from… Matthew Henry.” “The Spirit with the Word,” 178. 
248 Whitefield, Journals, 287. 
249 Whitefield, Journals, 335. 
250 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 95. 
251 Whitefield, Letters, 205. 
252 Whitefield, Letters, 442. 
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environment as were Wesley’s.  Both aspired in principle to be ‘men of one book’; in 

practice they were ‘men of one book and many books.’253 

  

If Whitefield did not emphasize the importance of interpreting scripture in the context 

of the wider historic church in the guidelines for interpretation found in his sermon 

‘The Duty of searching the Scriptures,’ it would be going too far to conclude that his 

hermeneutical methodology was entirely individualistic.254  One of his primary aims in 

composing ‘The Duty of searching the Scriptures’ was evidently to foster the 

devotional reading of scripture amongst his readers.  Like Wesley, Whitefield was 

anxious to affirm both the perspicuity of the scriptures and avoid making any 

statements that suggested that faithful interpretation is restricted to, or dependent on, 

theologically trained specialists.  This notwithstanding, in the context of an austere 

warning against the dangers of frivolous reading habits, Whitefield was willing to 

advocate the benefits of reading some extra-biblical literature: “Search the Scripture in 

the manner that has been recommended, and then you will be convinced of the danger, 

sinfulness, and unsatisfactoriness of reading any others than the book of God, or such 

as are wrote in the same spirit.”255  Similarly, in ‘A Preface to the Serious Reader On 

behalf of The Rev. Samuel Clarke’s edition of the Bible,’ Whitefield commended the 

use of certain Scriptural aids: 

 
Yet if we duly search the Scriptures, we shall find many things both in the Old and 
New Testament, into the due knowledge of which, we have need of some men, or of 
some good men’s works, to guide us.  Various and abundant are the helps of this 
kind, with which the present age and people of this land are favoured, but amongst 
them all, in my poor opinion, next to holy Mr. Mathew Henry’s incomparable 
comment on the Bible; the Reverend Samuel Clarke’s Old and New Testament with 
annotations, seem to be the best calculated for universal edification.256 

                                                 
253 For example, see the conclusions reached by Bullen, who contends that the main influence on 
Wesley’s principles and practice of interpreting the Bible was that of “eighteenth-century High Church 
Arminian Anglicanism.” A Man of One Book?, xxvii-xxix.  See also Boshears, “The Books in John 
Wesley’s Life,” 48-56. 
254Nevertheless, Packer observes, “that by his preaching outside churchly contexts Whitefield, though 
himself an Anglican clergyman who took his office seriously and who saw himself as serving all the 
churches all the time, did in fact unwittingly encourage an individualistic piety of what we would call a 
parachurch type, a piety that gave its prime loyalty to transdenominational endeavours, that became 
impatient and restless in face of the relatively fixed forms of institutional church life.” “The Spirit with 
the Word,” 188.  Similarly, Mark Noll suggests that “Whitefield helped shift the theological emphasis on 
preaching.  Up to the early 1700s, British Protestants preached on God’s plans for the church.  From the 
mid-1700s, however, evangelicals emphasized God’s plans for the individual.” “Father of Modern 
Evangelicals?”, Christian History (Spring, 1993) 44.  
255 Gillies, Works, 6:88. 
256 Gillies, Works, 4:277-278. 
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Whitefield also sought to interpret the Bible according to the doctrinal standards of the 

Church of England.  Just as Wesley frequently stated that Methodism did not strive to 

be theologically innovative, but was instead consistent with the teachings of the 

‘primitive church’ encapsulated in Anglicanism’s Articles and Homilies, so too 

Whitefield regarded the content of his sermons as being thoroughly consistent with the 

doctrinal position contained in the Church of England’s foundational documents.257  

For instance, he wrote, “My constant way of preaching is, first to prove my 

propositions by scripture, and then to illustrate them by the Articles and collects of the 

Church of England.”258  That is, it would be inappropriate to conclude that Whitefield 

deliberately sought after opportunities to offend Anglican sensibilities at every 

available opportunity.  Marcus Loane suggests that he was “always careful to time his 

Sabbath discourses, so as not to interfere with the stated hours of worship,”259 and 

Whitefield stated, that like Wesley, “ours were Societies never intended to be set up in 

opposition to the public worship, by law established; but only in imitation of the 

primitive Christians.”260     

 

Fifth, Wesley and Whitefield sought to undertake the task of Scriptural interpretation 

with humility, and exhorted others to do likewise.  In their estimation, the Bible was 

inspired and infallible, while its interpreters are not.261  This notwithstanding, neither 

preacher ever appears to have suffered a crisis of confidence regarding their subjective 

ability to proclaim the pure gospel.  When the process of reading and interpreting the 

Bible was complete, Wesley’s unhesitating impulse was proclamation: “what I thus 

                                                 
257 Kenney overstates his case when he claims that “Whitefield’s attempts to convert the world had 
become an effort to repudiate the Church of England.” Kenney, “George Whitefield, Dissenter Priest of 
the Great Awakening, 1739-1741,” 92. 
258 Gillies, Works, 4:10. 
259 Loane, Oxford and the Evangelical Succession, 54. 
260 Whitefield, Journals, 202.  Later in 1739, Whitefield would again affirm that, “I have no objection 
against, but highly approve of the excellent Liturgy of our Church, would ministers lend me their 
churches to use it in.  If not, let them blame themselves, that I pray and preach in the fields.” Whitefield, 
Journals, 286. 
261 In a letter to the Bishop of Gloucester, Wesley reasoned, “But how did he inspire the Scripture?  He so 
directed the writer that ‘no considerable error should fall on them?’  Nay, will not allowing there is any 
error in Scripture shake the authority of the whole?” Telford, Letters, 4:369.  On an identical theme, 
Wesley wrote in his Journal, “If he is a Christian, he betrays his own cause by averring that ‘all Scripture 
is not given by inspiration of God, but writers of it were sometimes left to themselves, and consequently 
made some mistakes.’  Nay, if there be any mistakes in the Bible, there may as well be a thousand.  If 
there is one falsehood in that book it did not come from the God of truth.” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 
23:25. 
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learn, that I teach.”262  He strived after objectivity in his interpretation, and evidently 

considered that the possibility of setting forth the unadorned and “naked truths of the 

gospel” was eminently attainable.263  But if certitude was Wesley’s goal as he 

approached Biblical interpretation, he also qualified his interpretive results with 

subjective humility.  For instance, Wesley’s conclusion to the preface of his Sermons 

on Several Occasions was a humble and self-effacing admission of his fallibility as an 

interpreter of the Bible.  It also afforded Wesley with an opportunity to plead for 

evangelical catholicity:   

 
I trust whereinsoever I have mistaken, my mind is open to conviction.  I sincerely 
desire to be better informed.  I say to God and man, ‘What I know not, teach thou 
me.’  Are you persuaded you see more clearly than me?  It is not unlikely that you 
may.  Then treat me as you would desire to be treated yourself on a change of 
circumstances.  Point me out a better way than I have yet known.  Show me it is so 
by plain proof of Scripture.  And if I linger in the path I have been accustomed to 
tread, and am therefore unwilling to leave, labour with me a little, take me by the 
hand, and lead me as I am able to bear.264  

  

Wesley thus presented himself as a fallible, though sincere interpreter of the Bible.  For 

instance, in the preface to his Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, he wrote, “I 

cannot flatter myself so far… as to imagine that I have fallen into no mistakes in a work 

of so great difficulty.  But my own conscience acquits me of having designedly 

misrepresented a single passage of Scripture, or having written one line with a purpose 

of inflaming the hearts of Christians against each other.”265  Wesley was not unduly 

alarmed that in many instances professing Christians came to different interpretive 

conclusions.  In his sermon on ‘Christian Perfection’ he wrote, 

 
Nay with regard to the Holy Scriptures themselves, as careful as they are to avoid it, 
the best of men are liable to mistake and do mistake day by day; especially with 
respect to those parts thereof which less immediately relate to practice.  Hence even 
the children of God are not agreed as to the interpretation of many places in Holy 
Writ; nor is their difference of opinion any proof that they are not the children of 
God on either side.  But it is a proof that we are no more to expect any living man to 
be infallible than to be omniscient.266   

                                                 
262 Outler, Works, 1:106. 
263 Outler, Works, 1:106. 
264 Outler, Works, 1:107.  Similarly, Wesley wrote to Henry Venn in 1763, “If anyone will convince me 
of my errors, I will heartily thank him.  I believe the Bible as far as I understand it, and I am ready to be 
convinced.” Telford, Letters, 4:216. 
265 Wesley, Explanatory Notes on the New Testament, 5. 
266 Outler, Works, 2:102.  See also Wesley’s letter to Mr. Downes in 1759 where he reiterates these 
themes verbatim.  Davies, Works, 9:353. 
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Like Wesley, Whitefield exhorted his readers to “search the Scriptures with an humble 

child-like disposition.”  The failure to do so cannot but lead to calamitous results, “for 

God hides the sense of [scripture] from those that are wise and prudent in their own 

eyes, and reveals them only to babes in Christ: who think they know nothing yet as they 

ought to know; who hunger and thirst after righteousness, and humbly desire to be fed 

with the sincere milk of the word.”267   

 

But if Wesley was anxious to qualify his interpretive conclusions with 

acknowledgements of his fallibility, by contrast the hermeneutical humility Whitefield 

urges in ‘The Duty of searching the Scriptures’ was juxtaposed with a bold certitude 

that admits precious little scope for interpretive ambiguity.  Whitefield believed that for 

the sincere and humble reader, the Bible reveals the specific, or decretive, will of God 

in every circumstance, without exception.  He wrote,  

 
I dare appeal to the experience of every spiritual reader of holy writ, whether or not, 
if he consulted the word of God in this manner, he was not at all times and at all 
seasons, as plainly directed how to act, as though he had consulted the Urim and 
Thummim, which was on the high-priest’s breast.  For this is the way God now 
reveals himself to man: not by making new revelations, but by applying general 
things that are revealed already to every sincere reader’s heart.268  

   

Evidently Whitefield had encountered objections to his commitment to the 

hermeneutical principle that the Bible reveals more than the preceptive will of God.  He 

cited the example of those who say “The word of God is not a perfect rule of action, 

because it cannot direct us how to act or how to determine in particular cases, or what 

place to go.”269  Whitefield’s Journals and sermons had attracted the charge of 

enthusiasm from the faculty of Harvard during his first preaching tour in 1740, and his 

response to those who advocated that “the Spirit, and not the word, is to be our rule of 

action” reflected his desire to distance himself as far as possible from such charges, but 

without conceding the instrumental role of divine illumination in Scripturally 

                                                 
267 Gillies, Works, 6:83. 
268 Gillies, Works, 6:85.  From as early as 1735, Whitefield was convinced that the Bible revealed the 
divine will for each individual circumstance.  He wrote in his Journal, “The Holy Spirit, from time to 
time, has led me into the knowledge of Divine things, and I have been directed, by watching and reading 
the Scripture in this manner, even in the minutest circumstances, as plainly as the Jews were, when 
consulting the Urim and Thummim at the High Priest’s breast.” Whitefield, Journals, 62.  
269 Gillies, Works, 6:85. 
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constrained decision making.  In response to the suggestion that scripture guarantees to 

reveal only the general, as opposed to the specific, will of God, he wrote,  

 
But this I deny, and affirm to the contrary, that God at all times, circumstances and 
places, though never so minute, never so particular, will, if we diligently seek the 
assistance of his Holy Spirit, apply general things to our hearts, and thereby, to use 
the words of the holy Jesus, will lead us into all truth, and give us the particular 
assistance we want.270 

 

In this respect Whitefield differed quite considerably from Wesley.  For instance, in 

response to the objection that scripture nowhere mandates the establishment of the 

classes, bands and societies that became the primary forum for accountability and 

spiritual nurture amongst Methodists, Wesley replied, 

 
(1) There is no Scripture against it.  You cannot show one text which forbids them.  
(2) There is no Scripture for it, even all those texts which enjoin, the substance of 
those various duties, whereof this is only an indifferent circumstance, to be 
determined by reason and experience.  (3) You seem not to have observed that the 
Scripture, in most points, gives only general rules, and leaves the particular 
circumstances to be adjusted by the common sense of mankind.271 

 

These differences notwithstanding, Wesley and Whitefield were fully convinced that 

without exception the Bible was of eternal, immediate and universal relevance.  

Occasionally, this conviction prompted both preachers to rely on the results of sortilege 

(the casting of lots) to determine their course of action.  In addition, despite Wesley’s 

theoretical conclusion that the “common sense of mankind” ought to be utilized to 

guide the decision making process in the many situations where “the Scripture… gives 

only general rules,” at various key junctions in his early ministry, Wesley sought to 

discern God’s specific will through an unusual use of the Bible known as bibliomancy, 

a custom he appears to have acquired from the Moravians at Herrnhut.272   

 

                                                 
270 Gillies, Works, 6:85. 
271 Davies, Works, 9:263. 
272 Weeter describes this method of discerning what is perceived to be the specific divine will: “At times, 
when Wesley was in doubt, he would take the Bible in hand; offer a prayer for it to open to the right 
place; allow it to fall open and take that passage which his eye first fell on as a message from God 
informing him what to do.” John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 152.  Wesley was satisfied that in 
certain circumstances, especially “where reason fails,” God will direct an individual’s path “by lot or by 
other means which he knoweth.” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 18:479-480.  See also Ward and 
Heitzenrater, Works, 18:221-222; 19:16, 191, for other instances where Wesley acted on the results 
yielded from casting lots or bibliomancy. 
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Of particular relevance to our comparison, both Wesley’s decision to accept 

Whitefield’s invitation to join him in field-preaching in Bristol in late March and early 

April 1739, and his decision to ‘preach and print’ his controversial sermon ‘Free Grace’ 

that precipitated the eventual breach with Whitefield and other Calvinistic Methodists, 

were made on the basis of either casting lots or bibliomancy.  With respect to Wesley’s 

anguished decision-making process that eventually saw him accept Whitefield’s 

invitation to join him in Bristol in late March 1739, replete with multiple instances of 

‘inquiring’ into the scriptures, Weeter observes that “this was truly a critical turning 

point in Wesley’s religious career, and it was determined to a large extent by 

bibliomancy.”273   

 
Not surprisingly, Whitefield chose not to contest Wesley’s method of decision making 

when it confirmed his decision to join him in Bristol in early April 1739.  Whitefield’s 

response later in the month, however, was very different when Wesley once again 

resorted to casting lots, this time regarding his decision to preach and print the sermon 

‘Free Grace.’  Wesley had written to James Hutton and the Fetter Lane Society from 

Bristol on April 30, 1739, where he explained his decision-making process on Thursday 

April 26: “This day, I being desirous to speak little, but our brother Purdy pressing me 

to speak and spare not, we made four lots, and desired our Lord to show us what he 

would have me do.  The answer was, ‘Preach and print.’  Let him see the event.”274  

Whitefield responded with indignation.  He declared that “it is plain you had a wrong 

lot given you” and that Wesley would have been better advised determining in the first 

instance “whether or not election was a gospel doctrine” (that is, Scriptural) rather than 

assuming the only matter of contention related to whether ‘Free Grace’ ought to have 

been preached or printed or both.  In his public response to ‘Free Grace,’ Whitefield 

critiqued the content of Wesley’s sermon, but not before he addressed the matter of its 

publication.  He wrote, 

 
The case (you know) stands thus: When you was at Bristol, I think you received a 
letter from a private hand, charging you with not preaching the gospel, because you 
did not preach up election.  On this you drew a lot: the answer was ‘preach and 
print.’  I have often questioned, as I do now, whether in so doing, you did not tempt 
the Lord.  A due exercise of religious prudence, without a lot, would have directed 
you in that matter.  Besides, I never heard that you enquired of God, whether or not 

                                                 
273 Weeter, John Wesley’s View and Use of Scripture, 153.  See Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:37-38 
for Wesley’s account of the events that saw him reluctantly join Whitefield in Bristol. 
274 Baker, Works, 25:640. 
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election was a gospel doctrine?... It is plain you had a wrong lot given you here, 
because you tempted God in drawing one.275     

 

In the above quotation and elsewhere, Whitefield clearly did not renounce the use of 

lots altogether.  In theory, he was known to offer qualified approval for the practice 

when circumstances of a suitably extraordinary (though vaguely indeterminate) nature 

prevailed: “I am no friend to casting lots; but I believe, on extraordinary occasion, 

when things can be determined no other way, God, if appealed to, and waited on by 

prayer and fasting, will answer by lot now as well as formerly.”276  In his Journal entry 

for January 5, 1739, he offered a practical illustration: “Held a conference at Islington, 

concerning several things of very great importance, with seven true ministers of Jesus 

Christ, despised Methodists… What we were in doubt about, after prayer, we 

determined by lot.”277  At other times, Whitefield was less generous in his attitude 

towards sortilege.  He recognized that the practice was open to abuse, especially by 

those who made “a lottery of the Scriptures, by dipping into them on every 

occasion.”278   

  

And yet Whitefield’s response to Wesley’s use of lots during the ‘Free Grace’ episode 

is insightful on other counts, insofar as it illustrates the way in which his unequivocal 

certitude in matters of interpretation was tempered on occasions with an appeal for the 

“due exercise of religious prudence.”  It also illustrates that while Whitefield evidently 

did not consider the practice of casting lots unbiblical, he did not intuitively utilize this 

technique as a reliable guide to ascertaining whether a doctrinal matter was Scriptural, 

in this case the nature of the Bible’s teaching on predestination.   

 

With regards to Wesley’s use of sortilege and bibliomancy, Arnett generously 

concludes that regardless of one’s opinion of the validity of the practice, in Wesley’s 

mind it emerged from his desire to be a man of one book: “In whatever manner we 

view these two usages, it still points out the fact that for all regulating principles in his 

life the Scripture was to be the guide and the authority.”279  Similarly, a generous 

assessment of Whitefield’s qualified use of this practice might be to conclude that it 
                                                 

275 Gillies, Works, 4:55-57. 
276 Gillies, Works, 4:48. 
277 Whitefield, Journal, 196. 
278 Gillies, Works, 4:244. 
279 Arnett, John Wesley: Man of One Book, 119. 
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serves as a reflection of his belief that the Bible was of eternal, immediate and universal 

relevance.  Henry summarizes, “It was not surprising that Whitefield, believing that the 

Bible offered specific directions for every circumstance, resorted on occasion to 

sortilege, the practice of casting lots with the Bible in order to secure a specific 

direction from God,” since “it was never a question as to whether the Bible did or did 

not have a message for a situation – the problem was to find the verse that applied.”280   

 
We have thus observed that the same soteriological impulses that energized the 

preaching of John Wesley and George Whitefield also influenced their principles for 

the devotionally-minded interpretation of scripture.  Neither preacher considered the 

interpretation of scripture to be an end in itself.  Their focus was on proclaiming the 

results of Scriptural exegesis rather than introspectively evaluating the mechanics of 

their hermeneutical theory.  We have observed that their soteriological construal of the 

analogy of faith significantly influenced not only their stated hermeneutical principles, 

but also conditioned their actual practice of Scriptural interpretation.  Wesley and 

Whitefield both believed that faithful hermeneutics required interpretive humility and 

divine illumination; both were committed in principle to the literal interpretation of 

scripture; and both sought in some measure to situate their interpretive conclusions 

within the testimony of the wider historic church without compromising their 

commitment to the perspicuity of the Bible.  Both preachers sought to be men of one 

book, insofar as their principles and practice of interpretation was governed by a shared 

conviction that the Bible represents the divine charter of human salvation.     

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter we have turned our attention from the influence exerted by the Bible on 

the location, style, delivery and description of the sermons Wesley and Whitefield 

preached, to the other half of their ‘preach and print’ strategy.  We have focused on 

how their high view of the Bible, the inspired word of God, influenced their practice of 

proclaiming the word of God through their published writings, especially their sermons.  

We have observed that even though Wesley and Whitefield shared a common 

conception of the Bible’s unique authority, and both devoted their public lives to the 

practice of field-preaching, in practice their aspirations for their printed sermons, along 
                                                 

280 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 118. 
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with their use, interpretation and application of scripture as reflected in the content of 

their respective published sermons, exhibit elements of both similarity and 

dissimilarity.  

 

First, we compared the motivations George Whitefield and John Wesley had for 

printing their sermons.  We also examined the function of their printed sermons within 

the context of their wider public ministries, and concluded that just as Wesley and 

Whitefield understood the nature of their public ministries in different ways, these 

differences were translated into their respective aspirations for their printed sermons.  

Whitefield regarded his printed sermons in large measure simply as a means of 

extending the scope of his spoken sermons.  By contrast, Wesley utilised his printed 

sermons as his foremost instrument for facilitating spiritual nurture amongst the 

Methodist societies.   

 

Second, we have compared the variety of ways in which Wesley and Whitefield used 

scripture within their published writings, with special emphasis on their sermons.  

Beyond the multiple points of similarity in their use of scripture, we nevertheless 

observed that the spoken and printed sermons of Wesley and Whitefield differ in one 

important respect.  Wesley used the scriptures in a variety of ways, but in general it 

functioned as a text to be exposited and applied.  While the Bible is also used in similar 

ways in Whitefield’s published writings, in addition scriptural narratives often 

functioned as his sacred script.  These Whitefield would dramatically perform from the 

vantage point of his pulpit which became for him a sanctified stage.  That is, in addition 

to the textual, explanatory, definitional, narrative and semantic uses of scripture we 

have observed in both preachers’ published writings, Whitefield demonstrated his high 

regard for the inspired word of God by embodying and dramatically representing 

scenes from the Bible.   

 

Third, we have compared the principles of Scriptural interpretation adopted by Wesley 

and Whitefield.  We concluded that their soteriological construal of the analogy of faith 

significantly influenced not only their stated hermeneutical principles, but also 

conditioned their actual practice of Scriptural interpretation.  The hermeneutical 

methodology employed by both preachers was governed by a shared conviction that the 

Bible represents the divine charter of human salvation.   
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It now remains for us to turn our attention to a comparison of the doctrines Wesley and 

Whitefield cherished as the non-negotiable and foundational teachings of the Bible.       
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Chapter Five: A comparison of the core doctrines proclaimed by George 

Whitefield and John Wesley  

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this chapter is to compare the way Whitefield and Wesley understood the 

doctrines which they proclaimed through their spoken and printed sermons as the non-

negotiable foundation of scriptural Christianity.  Whereas in previous chapters we have 

compared various aspects of the way Wesley and Whitefield devoted their public lives 

to the proclamation of the message of the Bible, in this chapter our attention will turn 

directly to the doctrinal content of their preaching.  First, we shall compare the 

respective anthropologies of Wesley and Whitefield, paying particular attention to their 

understanding of the origin, extent and nature of sin and how this conditioned their 

articulations of ‘free grace.’  Second, we shall compare their conceptions of 

‘justification by faith alone.’  Third, we shall compare their understanding of ‘the new 

birth’ and the place of spiritual regeneration in the process of sanctification.  We shall 

observe that even though Wesley and Whitefield regarded these doctrines to be 

biblically grounded, there lurk behind their use of often identical theological 

terminology subtle but highly significant theological differences, out of which flow 

equally significant theological and pastoral implications. 

 

Whitefield frequently identified the doctrines of original sin, justification by faith and 

the new birth as comprising the core of his evangelistic, conversion-oriented sermons.  

Conrad summarizes, “His preaching policy was to concentrate on the big truths from 

the Book of Truth.”1  For instance, with respect to his conception of the biblical meta-

narrative, Whitefield wrote, “the foundation of God’s revealing himself thus to 

mankind, was our fall in Adam, and the necessity of our new birth in Christ Jesus.”2  

Likewise, in his sermon, ‘Neglect of Christ the Killing Sin,’ Whitefield isolates the 

heralding of regeneration and justification as his life-long and habitual pre-occupation.  

He reflects, 
                                                 

1 Conrad, The Preaching of George Whitefield, 66. 
2 Gillies, Works, 6:80.   Whitefield was prepared to adopt a catholic spirit when responding to a host of 
issues that he considered to be theologically peripheral, but not concerning original sin and regeneration.  
For instance, in a discussion with an Anabaptist in early 1738, Whitefield was dissatisfied with his 
understanding of “ministerial function.”  But this was of secondary importance considering “we both 
agreed in this, that unless a man be born again, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God.” Journals, 115.   
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The second sermon I ever preached, was on these words, He that is in Christ is a 
new creature: I was then about twenty years and a half old.  The next sermon I 
preached upon, Ye are justified; the next sermon, Ye are glorified; which shows, 
that though I am fifty-five years old, yet, thank God, I am so far from changing my 
principles, which I am sure I was taught by God’s word and spirit, that I am more 
and more confirmed, that if I was to die this moment, I hope I should have the 
strength and courage given me to say, I am more convinced of the efficacy and the 
power of those truths which I preached when I was twenty years old, than when I 
first preached them.3 

     

Those who heard Whitefield preach also attested to his refusal to deviate from these 

doctrines.  For instance, Joseph Smith attributed Whitefield’s success as a preacher, in 

addition to his character and preaching style, to the “doctrines he insisted upon,” 

especially “original sin,” “justification by faith alone” and “regeneration.”4  Similarly, 

in Whitefield’s memorial sermon delivered in London on November 18, 1770, Wesley 

cited “the new birth” and “justification by faith” as “the fundamental doctrines which 

he everywhere insisted on.”5   

 

By contrast, Wesley was often reluctant to define either Christianity – or Methodism 

more particularly – exclusively in terms of its doctrines.6  This notwithstanding, Outler 

is undoubtedly correct in his assertion that Wesley possessed a “stubborn loyalty to 

what he understood to be the essential core of Christian truth.”7  That is, although 

Wesley had a “mistrust of rigid [doctrinal] statements” and “never supposed that this 

core ever had been or ever could be captured in a single form of words,” when 

prompted it was his consistent practice to define scriptural Christianity in terms of an 

“irreducible minimum” of three fundamental doctrines.8  These included original sin, 

                                                 
3 Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons, 269. 
4 Quoted in Gillies, Memoirs, 791. 
5 Outler, Works, 2:343.   
6 For instance, in his sermon ‘Catholic Spirit,’ Wesley appeals to the pre-eminent place of the “royal law” 
as a means of fostering, if not evangelical union, then at least a cessation of open hostility between those 
who claim to be Christian.  He reasons, “But although a difference in opinions… may prevent an entire 
external union, yet need it prevent our union in affection?... May we not be of one heart, though we are 
not of one opinion?” Outler, Works, 2:82. 
7 Outler, Works, 2:79.   
8 Outler, Works, 2:79; Outler, Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, 69.  In ‘A Plain Account of the People 
called Methodists,’ Wesley asserts, “that orthodoxy, or right opinions, is at best but a very slender part of 
religion, if it can be allowed to be any part of it at all.”  A superficial reading of these utterances might 
lead us to conclude that Wesley verges here on the brink of dismissing the worth of doctrinal orthodoxy 
outright, or at least forges a disjunction between ‘religion of the heart’ and ‘religion of the head.’  It is 
important to observe, however, that far from sanctioning theological indifferentism when it came to what 
he considered to be doctrinal essentials, Wesley’s ambition is merely to distance himself from dogmatism 
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justification by faith alone, and holiness of heart in the lives of those who had been 

born again.9  Wesley often took the perspective of the believer when preaching or 

contending for these doctrines in print, emphasizing “repentance” as the admission of 

guilt associated with the doctrine of original sin, “faith” as the human response 

associated with justification, and “holiness” as the lifelong preoccupation of those who 

have experienced spiritual new birth.  For instance, in ‘Principles of a Methodist 

Farther Explained’ (1746), he declared, “Our main doctrines, which include all the rest, 

are three, that of repentance, of faith, and of holiness.  The first of these we account, as 

it were, the porch of religion; the next, the door; the third is religion itself.”10   

 

The task of proceeding with a comparison of how Wesley and Whitefield understood 

original sin, justification by faith and the regenerate life is thus sensitive to their 

respective positions regarding the essential core of the gospel.  For some it has been 

tempting to assume that these prominent leaders of evangelical revival understood these 

doctrines in precisely the same way.  For instance, Irwin Reist asserts that “Wesley and 

Whitefield show again and again that at heart they were one and that in the two 

essential doctrines of the gospel, the new birth and justification by grace through faith 

alone, they were agreed.”11  James Schwenk offers a more nuanced conclusion insofar 

as he suggests that the essential theological similarities shared by Wesley and 

Whitefield were complicated and overshadowed by “differences in emphases.”  He 

shares in common with Reist a desire to demonstrate that regeneration and justification 

                                                                                                                                            
on matters of theological ‘opinion,’ regardless of whether he deemed them to be ‘right’ (or ‘orthodox’).  
In fact, after declaring his commitment to liberty in matters of “opinion” as the first of four points “we 
[Methodists] chiefly insisted upon,” Wesley proceeds to identify repentance, justification by faith alone 
and holiness as the Methodist’s non-negotiable doctrinal foundation.  See Davies, Works, 9:254-255.  
Frederick Dreyer thus misinterprets Wesley when he declares the “unimportance of orthodoxy” in his 
practice and thought.  Indeed, Dreyer’s declaration that “it became almost an article of faith for Wesley 
that the believer’s assent to articles of faith did not matter,” is both reductionist and lacks sympathy with 
Wesley’s own delineation between doctrinal essentials and opinions.  F. Dreyer, “Faith and Experience in 
the Thought of John Wesley,” American Historical Review 88 (1983) 13.  For further discussion of 
Wesley’s differentiation between doctrinal essentials and opinions, see R.L. Maddox, “Opinion, Religion 
and ‘Catholic Spirit’: John Wesley on Theological Integrity,” The Asbury Theological Journal 47 (1992) 
63-87; H.O. Thomas, Jr., “John Wesley’s Awareness and Application of the Method of Distinguishing 
Between Theological Essentials and Theological Opinions,” Methodist History 26 (1988) 84-97 and 
“John Wesley’s Understanding of the Theological Distinctions Between ‘Essentials’ and ‘Opinions’,” 
Methodist History 33 (1995) 139-148. 
9 See Telford, Letters, 4:146 (Wesley’s letter to George Downing on April 6, 1761), Telford, Letters, 
4:237 (his letter to ‘Various Clergymen’ on April 19, 1764), Telford, Letters, 4:67-68 (Wesley’s letter to 
John Taylor, author of The Scripture Doctrine of Original Sin, on July 3, 1759) and Wesley, Explanatory 
Notes upon the New Testament, 397 (his comments on Romans 12:6). 
10 Davies, Works, 9:227. 
11 Reist, “John Wesley and George Whitefield,” 39, n 89.    
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by faith were “major points of consensus” in the theology of Wesley and Whitefield.  

Crucially, however, he admits that this conclusion can only be reached by “overlooking 

certain technical issues” in their understanding of these doctrines, a concession that 

pleads for further investigation.12  However, it simply cannot be automatically assumed 

that terminological agreement ensures theological agreement.13  Nor can it be assumed 

that the “certain technical issues” that divided Wesley and Whitefield were as 

theologically peripheral or inconsequential as Schwenk seems to imply.  It remains for 

us now to explore the theological content behind their terminological agreement. 

 

5.2 The human condition in the preaching of George Whitefield and John Wesley 

 

Wesley and Whitefield both preached that biblical anthropology and soteriology are 

inextricably linked.  Their sermons everywhere presume that the divine command to 

repent and be justified by faith and born again will only be answered by those who 

acknowledge that by nature they are spiritually dead in their transgressions.  It is thus 

appropriate that we begin our comparison of the doctrines Whitefield and Wesley held 

as the essential foundations of scriptural Christianity with an analysis of their respective 

understandings of the origin, extent and nature of sin and how this conditioned their 

respective articulations of ‘free grace.’   

 

Whitefield described the doctrine of original sin as “the very foundation of the 

Christian religion.”14  He was convinced that before the “glad tidings of the gospel” can 

truly be appropriated as good news, first “the law must be preached to self-righteous 

sinners” and individuals must acknowledge the utter desperation of their spiritual 

plight.15  Stuart Henry accurately contends that Whitefield’s theology “pivoted” on his 

                                                 
12 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 47. 
13 R. Elliot, who was converted under Whitefield’s early ministry, observed that Whitefield “held and 
taught [original sin, the new birth, and justification by faith in Christ] in a very different manner from 
some persons who would be thought to hold and teach them too.  But we must understand and mean the 
same things by the same expressions before we can be said to hold the same doctrines.” “A Summary of 
Gospel Doctrine taught by Mr. Whitefield,” in G. Whitefield, Select Sermons of George Whitefield 
(Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1958) 52.  At first glance, it is quite possible that Elliot had Wesley in 
mind when he drew this distinction.    
14 Gillies, Works, 6:218. 
15 Gillies, Works, 5:13.  Whitefield cautioned, “We must take care of healing before we see sinners 
wounded, lest we should say, Peace, peace, where there is no peace.  Secure sinners must hear the 
thunderings of mount Sinai, before we bring them to mount Zion.  They who never preach up the law, it 
is to be feared, are unskilful in delivering the glad tidings of the gospel.” Ibid., 5:13.  Elsewhere, in a 
letter to James Hutton, Whitefield lamented the occasions when he had “given comfort too soon,” and 
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understanding of the extent and nature of the fallen human condition.16  If Wesley 

regarded original sin as a ‘shibboleth’ that distinguished between true and false 

religion, likewise Whitefield set down the ultimatum, “If you have never felt the weight 

of original sin, do not call yourselves Christians.”17  Joseph Smith described 

Whitefield’s conception of original sin in terms of, 

 
Nothing less than the imputation of Adam’s first sin to all his posterity by ordinary 
generation; which imputation is the resultance of his being constituted to act for 
them in the extensive capacity as a legal representative; the consequence of which 
is, that inherent corruption of nature, and those sinful propensities, we are now born 
with into the world.18 

 

Smith’s evaluation draws attention to the manner in which the language and theology of 

‘imputation’ permeates Whitefield’s sermons, where the imputation of the second 

Adam’s righteousness by faith functions as a symmetrical corollary and antidote to the 

imputation of the first Adam’s sin.19  In the face of accusations that his sermons 

rendered God both unjust as well as the active cause of sin, Whitefield was an 

unashamed proponent of the imputation of Adam’s original sin to all of his posterity.20  

He not only considered his position to be scripturally warranted, but also in perfect 

alignment with the doctrinal standards of the Church of England.  Whitefield affirmed, 

 
… that we all stand in need of being justified, on account of the sin of our natures: 
for we are all chargeable with original sin, or the first sin of our parents.  Which… 
can never be denied by any one who believes that St. Paul’s epistles were written by 
divine inspiration; where we are told that ‘in Adam all died;’ that is, Adam’s sin 
was imputed to all… this point seems to be excellently summed up in the article of 

                                                                                                                                            
commended the preaching strategy adopted by the Tennent brothers who “preach up poverty of spirit” 
and thus aspire to “wound deep before they heal.” Whitefield, Letters, 190-191.    
16 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 98.  Schwenk is more cautious: “Perhaps the foundational doctrine upon 
which Whitefield’s whole theology was based was the doctrine of original sin.” Catholic Spirit, 24. 
17 Whitefield, Select Sermons, 81. 
18 Quoted in Gillies, Memoirs, 792.  See also Gillies, Works, 6:217.  
19 For instance, in his sermon ‘Of Justification by Christ,’ Whitefield observes that in Romans 5, Paul 
draws a deliberate “parallel between the first and second Adam in this respect, that they acted both as 
representatives; and as the posterity of Adam had his sin imputed to them, so those for whom Christ died, 
and whose representative he is, shall have his merits imputed to them also.” Gillies, Works, 6:223.  See 
also ‘The Seed of the Woman, and the Seed of the Serpent,’ Gillies, Works, 5:3-20. 
20 See ‘The Righteousness of Christ, an Everlasting Righteousness,’ Gillies, Works, 5:241 and ‘The 
Method of Grace,’ Whitefield, Select Sermons, 80.  Even where the language of imputation is absent, it is 
nevertheless always conceptually present in his description of original sin.  For instance, in his sermon 
‘What think ye of Christ?’, Whitefield declares, “Man did eat; and herein acting as our representative, 
thereby involved both himself and us in that curse, which God, the righteous judge, had said should be 
the consequence of his disobedience.” Gillies, Works, 5:359 
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our church, where she declares, ‘Original sin… is the fault and corruption of every 
man.’21   

 

And yet as the preceding quotation affirms, Whitefield’s understanding of original sin 

consisted in more than simply the imputation of Adam’s personal transgression.  It also 

results in the entire depravity of Adam’s sinful nature being communicated and 

imparted to his seed.22  In this respect, Whitefield demonstrated himself to be in 

complete alignment with the Reformed doctrine of total depravity, by which he 

understood that no aspect of human nature remains unpolluted by the effects of 

inherited sin.  In support of this further implication of original sin, Whitefield appealed 

variously to scripture, the Thirty Nine Articles, and experience.  For instance, in his 

sermon, ‘Of Justification by Christ,’ Whitefield appealed to the Bible in order to prove 

the necessity of making “particular application” of the doctrine of original sin.  He 

paraphrased Paul’s argument in Romans 3:10b-18, declaring “that there is no one that 

doeth good (that is, by nature), no, not one: that we are all gone out of the way (of 

original righteousness), and are by nature the children of wrath.”23  Elsewhere, in his 

sermon ‘Walking with God,’ Whitefield refered to the account of the Fall in Genesis 3 

as the origin of universal and inherent human depravity: “Our first parents contracted it 

[a prevailing enmity against God] when they fell from God by eating the forbidden 

fruit, and the bitter and malignant contagion of it hath descended to, and quite 

overspread, their whole posterity.”24   

 

Whitefield found further confirmation for his doctrine of total depravity in the Thirty-

Nine Articles.  Quoting Article Nine, he stated that a necessary consequence of Adam’s 

original sin is “the corruption of every man,” whereby “man is very far gone from 

original righteousness, and is of his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth 

always contrary to the Spirit; and therefore, in every person born into this world, it 

deserveth God’s wrath and damnation.”25  In addition to scripture and tradition, 

Whitefield also appealed to empirical experience in support of the doctrine of original 

sin.  For instance, in his sermon ‘The Method of Grace,’ Whitefield contended that “If 

                                                 
21 Gillies, Works, 6:217-218. 
22 Elliot, “A Summary of Gospel Doctrine taught by Mr. Whitefield,” 52-53. 
23 Gillies, Works, 6:217.  He then refers to Psalm 51:5, where David confesses that “he was shapen in 
iniquity, and that in sin did his mother conceive him.” Ibid., 217.  
24 Gillies, Works, 5:23. 
25 Gillies, Works, 6:218. 



  

 

 

171  
 

we look inwardly, we will see enough of lusts, and man’s temper contrary to the temper 

of God.  There is pride, malice, and revenge, in all our hearts; and this temper cannot 

come from God; it comes from our first parent, Adam, who, after he fell from God, fell 

out of God into the devil.”26  

 

Wesley’s conception of the ‘natural’ human condition shared much in common with 

Whitefield.  In his funeral sermon for Whitefield, Wesley stated that “it is not enough to 

say all men are sick of sin.  No, we are all ‘dead in trespasses and sins’,”27 a statement 

with which Whitefield would have thoroughly concurred.  George Croft Cell 

acknowledges the foundational importance of original sin in Wesley’s theology when 

he states that “all of Wesley’s sermons presuppose [the] doctrine of sin and are built 

upon it.”28  Wesley was convinced that before an individual can be justified in God’s 

sight and experience spiritual regeneration, they must first be convicted of their sin.  

Like Whitefield, he thus declared that “the most effectual way of preaching Christ, is to 

preach Him in all his offices, and to declare his law as well as His gospel.”29    

 

                                                 
26 Whitefield, Select Sermons, 80.  Whitefield also suggests that along with this internal evidence, 
confirmed through introspective self-evaluation, the testimony of external evidence might also be 
mustered to confirm the reality of original sin.  He might have followed Wesley and appealed to the 
example of natural disasters, war, or plagues for this empirical evidence.  Curiously, Whitefield instead 
appeals to more personal experience: “I have often thought, when I was abroad, that if there were no 
other argument to prove original sin, the rising of wolves and tigers against man, nay, the barking of a 
dog against us, is a proof of original sin.  Tigers and lions durst not rise up against us, if it were not for 
Adam’s first sin; for when the creatures rise up against us, it is as much as to say, You have sinned 
against God, and we take up our Master’s quarrel.” Ibid., 80. 
27 Outler, Works, 2:342. 
28 Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley, 277. 
29 Jackson, Works, 8:318.  After hearing Wesley preach in 1739, John Nelson’s reflections are illustrative 
of his commitment to preaching both ‘law’ and ‘gospel’: “When he had done, I said, ‘This man can tell 
the secrets of my heart: he hath not left me there; for he hath showed me the remedy, even the blood of 
Jesus.’  Then was my soul filled with consolation, through hope that God for Christ’s sake would save 
me.” Quoted in Downey, John Wesley: Preacher, 115.  In his letter ‘To an Evangelical Layman’ on 
December 20, 1751, Wesley defined the terms ‘law’ and ‘gospel’ and set forth his case for the inclusion 
of both as indispensable features of any faithful proclamation of scriptural Christianity: “I mean by 
‘preaching the gospel’ preaching the love of God to sinners, preaching the life, death, resurrection, and 
the intercession of Christ, with all the blessings which in consequence thereof are freely given to true 
believers.  By ‘preaching the law’ I mean explaining and enforcing the commands of Christ, briefly 
comprised in the Sermon on the Mount.” Baker, Works, 26:482-483.  Dygoski observes that Wesley 
appears to have reserved particular antipathy towards “the indiscriminate use of ‘gospel’ subjects from 
the pulpit” without a prior emphasis upon the law.  The Letters and Journals of John Wesley on 
Preaching, 163.  For instance, in a letter to Joseph Cownley on April 21, 1750, Wesley wrote that it was 
“unscriptural” to preach “the love of God” (that is, the gospel) at the expense of “the law.” Baker, Works, 
26:418.  One of Wesley’s primary objections to the proclamation of ‘gospel’ at the expense of ‘law’ 
appears to have been that such preaching failed to provide any incentive to pursue holiness.  For instance, 
see Telford, Letters, 5:345.   
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Although a solid case can be made for the manner in which Wesley bore the imprint of 

the philosophical, theological, ecclesial and familial environment in which he was 

nurtured,30 when it came to matters of the human condition Wesley was resolutely 

opposed to the spirit of the times, especially its emphasis on the human capacity for 

religious self-reformation.  Indeed, Wesley’s strident defence of the doctrine of original 

sin, accompanied as we shall observe by his application of the notion of prevenient 

grace, provided a nuanced counter-cultural protest to the unbounded optimism of 

Enlightenment anthropology.31     

 

Wesley resolutely advocated the doctrine of original sin throughout the course of his 

life.  He responded boldly to contemporary challenges to the doctrine of original sin by 

elevating it within his own theology as a virtual litmus test of genuine Christianity.32  

Wesley defended this doctrine at all costs, since to deny original sin and total depravity 

would be to deny a non-negotiable tenet of scriptural Christianity.33  For instance, in his 

1759 sermon, ‘Original Sin,’ Wesley wrote, “Is man by nature filled with all manner of 

evil?  Is he void of all good?  Is he wholly fallen?  Is his soul totally corrupted?  Or, to 

come back to the text [Genesis 6:5], is ‘every imagination of the thoughts of his heart 

evil continually’?  Allow this, and you are so far a Christian.  Deny it, and you are but a 

                                                 
30 Maddox, Responsible Grace, 47.  Maddox suggests that, “Few of Wesley’s theological convictions 
were initially ‘chosen’ in an unbiased conscious manner; they were imbibed with his familial and 
ecclesial nurture.  In other words, ‘tradition’ (socio-culturally defined) was the initial source of much of 
Wesley’s theology.  When experience called some aspect of this assumed theology into question, then he 
had to decide whether to retain, revise, or reject the conviction at issue… As such, if there was a process 
to Wesley’s doctrinal reflection, it is best described as a ‘hermeneutic spiral’ of becoming aware of and 
testing preunderstandings.”  Ibid., 47.  Similarly, Henry Rack contends that both “Wesley’s religious 
problems and the solutions he found for them were conditioned by his upbringing and psychological 
development.”  Reasonable Enthusiast, 153.  In his evaluation of the events that precipitated the 
Wesley’s breach with Whitefield in 1741, Alan P.F. Sell candidly suggests that the theological 
atmosphere they imbibed was highly determinative: “Humanly speaking it would have been very difficult 
for John and Charles Wesley not to have been Arminians.  True, their forebears included such Calvinist-
Puritan names as John White, the vice-chairman of the Westminster Assembly [and] Dr. Annesley, their 
maternal grandfather… But Samuel Wesley, Rector of Epworth, and his wife Susanna, had come by their 
own routes to Arminianism, and to the Established Church.” Sell, The Great Debate, 63-64.  Thomas 
Oden neatly encapsulates Wesley’s reflections on this instinctive response to unconditional election 
when he says that “Wesley from youthful days had an intense allergic reaction to absolute predestination 
[my emphasis].” Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity, 272.  Oden’s metaphor is particularly 
astute insofar as it evokes the sense in which allergic reactions are typically a function of either inherited 
predilections and/or prevailing climatic (or theological) conditions.   
31 See Henry, “John Wesley’s Doctrine of Free Will,” 200-201. 
32 For instance, his sermon ‘Original Sin’ explicitly functions as a polemical response to anthropocentric 
Enlightenment optimism.  Outler, Works, 2:172-185. 
33 The lengthiest of all Wesley’s polemical essays was directed against John Taylor’s The Scripture 
Doctrine of Original Sin, in which Taylor argues from a Deistic vantage point that sin is not inherent in 
human nature.  See Jackson, Works, 9:191-465. 
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heathen still.”34  That is, Wesley recognized that a diagnosis of the human condition 

contrary to scripture is a misdiagnosis, necessarily resulting in a deficient antidote.  

Hence he exhorted his readers: “Know your disease!  Know your cure!”35  The above 

quotation also exemplifies the influence of an Eastern therapeutic conception of 

salvation upon Wesley’s thought, in contrast to Whitefield’s preference for describing 

both the human condition and God’s gracious response in strictly juridical and forensic 

terms.36  In Wesley’s sermon, ‘Original Sin,’ he states that “the religion of Jesus Christ” 

is “God’s method of healing a soul which is thus diseased.  Hereby the great Physician 

of souls applies medicine to heal this sickness; to restore human nature, totally 

corrupted in all its faculties.”37   

 

Compared to Whitefield, Wesley was sparing and ambivalent in his application of the 

language of imputation.38  This hesitancy notwithstanding, Wesley was adamant that 

Adam functioned as his posterity’s federal head and representative, and that humanity 

was collectively implicated in his initial sin.39  With respect to the representative nature 

of Adam’s programmatic transgression, Wesley stated, “The Scripture avers that ‘by 

one man’s disobedience all men were constituted sinners’; that ‘in Adam all died’, 

spiritually died, lost the life and the image of God.”40  Similarly, in ‘The New Birth,’ he 

                                                 
34 Outler, Works, 2:183-184. 
35 Outler, Works, 2:185. 
36 For instance, Woodrow W. Whidden describes how “Wesley had not confined his thinking on 
salvation to the Western, or Latin ‘juridical’ Tradition, but had drawn on the ‘therapeutic’ themes so 
common in the Eastern Tradition.  For Wesley, God is not only interested in legal pardon, but healing 
participation.” “Wesley on Imputation: A Truly Reckoned Reality or Antinomian Polemical Wreckage?,” 
The Asbury Theological Journal 52.2 (1997) 64.  See also Maddox’ paraphrase of Outler’s contention 
that, “Wesley’s characteristic emphasis was that we are pardoned in order to participate.” Responsible 
Grace, 168.  
37 Outler, Works, 2:184.  The doctrine of original sin occupied a place of seminal importance in Wesley’s 
theology and preaching from the very earliest stages of his public ministry.  Indeed, his fondness for 
describing sin in therapeutic terms can even be traced back to his first ‘University sermon,’ preached on 
November 15, 1730.  There Wesley asserts that humanity is “naturally corrupt”: “Because if man be not 
naturally corrupt, then all religion… is vain, seeing it is built on this – all methods of cure presupposing 
the disease.” Outler, Works, 4:302. 
38 This is not to suggest that Wesley’s writings are devoid of all references to ‘imputation.’  For instance, 
in his letter to Dr. John Robertson on September 24, 1753, Wesley critiques the conclusions reached by 
Andrew Ramsay in his Principles of Religion.  In response to Ramsay’s contention that “No creature can 
suffer, but what has merited punishment,” Wesley states, “This is not true; for the man Christ Jesus was a 
creature.  But he suffered, yet had not merited punishment – unless our sins were imputed to him.  But if 
so, Adam’s sin might be imputed to us; and on that account even an infant may suffer.” Baker, Works, 
26:519.       
39 L.G. Cox, “John Wesley’s concept of sin,” Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 5 (1962) 19.  
See also Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 33.   
40 Outler, Works, 2:173.  In his treatise ‘The Doctrine of Original Sin According to Scripture, Reason and 
Experience’ (1756-1757), Wesley defended the Westminster Larger Catechism’s treatment of original 
sin.  He affirmed that “original sin is conveyed from our first parents to their posterity by natural 
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states that the reason humanity is in desperate need of spiritual regeneration is because 

“‘In Adam all died,’ all humankind, all the children of men who were then in Adam’s 

loins.”41  In describing the specific consequences of Adam’s original sin upon his 

posterity, Wesley’s anthropology was more elaborate than Whitefield’s.42  In particular, 

Wesley taught that when Adam sinned, he and his posterity forever forfeited the moral 

image of God, especially the perfect righteousness and true holiness of God.43  They 

nevertheless retained what he designated as the political and natural image of God, 

albeit in a corrupted, distorted and impoverished state.44     

 

The undoubted focus of Wesley’s teaching on original sin was, however, upon its 

consequences for Adam’s posterity.45  He declared the result of Adam’s sin to be that 

“he entitled all his posterity to error, guilt, sorrow, fear; pain, diseases, and death.”46  

                                                                                                                                            
generation, so as all that proceed from them in that way are conceived and born in sin.” Jackson, Works, 
9:275.  See also Wesley’s comments upon Romans 5:12.  Wesley, Explanatory Notes upon the New 
Testament, 375. 
41 Outler, Works, 2:190.  See also Wesley’s sermons ‘On the Fall of Man,’ Outler, Works, 2:410, and 
‘God’s Love to Fallen Man,’ Outler, Works, 2:423.  
42 Wesley understood the notion of ‘the image of God’ in humankind as being threefold: the natural, the 
political and the moral image.  He states, “So God created man in his own image… Not barely in his 
natural image, a picture of his own immortality, a spiritual being endued with understanding, freedom of 
will, and various affections; nor merely in his political image, the governor of this lower world… but 
chiefly in his moral image, which, according to the Apostle, is ‘righteousness and true holiness.’  In this 
image of God was man made.” Outler, Works, 2:188.  See also T. Runyon, The New Creation: John 
Wesley’s Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon, 1998) 13-19 and I.W. Reist, “John Wesley’s view of 
man: A study in free grace versus free will,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 7.1 (1972) 26-27. 
43  See Wesley’s sermon on ‘The New Birth.’  Outler, Works, 2:190.  Conversely, Wesley’s depiction of 
salvation often focuses on the recovery of the image of God in man.  See especially his sermons ‘The 
Witness of Our Own Spirit,’ Outler, Works, 1:299-313; ‘The New Birth,’ Ibid., 2:186-201; ‘On Working 
Out Our Own Salvation,’ Ibid., 3:199-209; ‘Heavenly Treasure in Earthen Vessels,’ Ibid., 4:161-167; and 
‘Justification by Faith.’ Ibid., 1:181-199.  
44 Just as Whitefield saw the hostility of animals towards people as further evidence of humanity’s 
inherent hostility towards their Creator, so too in his sermon ‘The General Deliverance,’ Wesley states 
that the vast majority of creatures “studiously avoid his [mankind’s] hated presence.  The most of the rest 
set him at open defiance, yea, destroy him if it be in their power.” Outler, Works, 2:443. 
45 Wesley regarded the matter of how sin was transmitted from Adam to his posterity as both 
impenetrable to the finite human mind, and therefore a matter of needless speculation.  He wrote to Dr. 
John Robertson, “The fact [the transmission of original sin] I know, both by Scripture and experience.  I 
know it is transmitted: but how it is transmitted I neither know nor desire to know.” Baker, Works, 
26:519. 
46 Outler, Works, 2:410.  Elsewhere he states, “The natural consequence of this [Adam’s original sin] is 
that everyone descended from him comes into the world spiritually dead, dead to God, wholly ‘dead in 
sin.’” Outler, Works, 2:190.  This notwithstanding, Wesley was wary of the Augustinian-Calvinist 
position which teaches that the guilt that resulted from Adam’s sin is imputed to his progeny, on the 
grounds that “guilt can only be attached to actual sin.” H.R. Dunning, Grace, Faith and Holiness (Kansas 
City, MO: Beacon Hill Press, 1988) 298.  For instance, in his reply to Taylor, Wesley states, “God 
imputes Adam’s first sin to all mankind.  I do not mean that the actual commission of it was imputed to 
any beside himself… nor is the guilt of it imputed to any of his descendants in the full latitude of it… It 
constitutes none of them equally guilty with him.  Yet both that sin itself, and a degree of guilt on 
account of it, are imputed to all his posterity… And on this account, they are reputed guilty, are ‘children 
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Like Whitefield, Wesley appealed to a variety of sources of authority in order to 

convince his readers of the truth of inherited depravity, including scripture, reason, 

Christian tradition and experience.47  For instance, in his sermon, ‘Original Sin,’ 

predicated upon the text of Genesis 6:5, Wesley cited a plethora of scriptural quotations 

to demonstrate the consequences of Adam’s sin.  He wrote,  

 
… consequently we, as well as other men, ‘were by nature’ [Ephesians 2:3] ‘dead in 
trespasses and sins’ [Ephesians 2:1], ‘without hope, without God in the world’ 
[Ephesians 2:12], and therefore ‘children of wrath’ [Ephesians 2:3; 6:4]; that every 
man may say, ‘I was shapen in wickedness, and in sin did my mother conceive me; 
[Psalm 51:5]’ that, ‘there is no difference, in that all have sinned and come short of 
the glory of God [Romans 3:22-23].’48   

   

Wesley also appealed to human experience and empirical evidence as further grim 

testimonies to the undeniable reality of universal inherited depravity.49  He was 

convinced that both an introspective self-evaluation of the human condition and an 

observation of the fractured nature of our relationships with one another and the created 

order, provided ample confirmation of the doctrine of original sin.  He thus urged his 

readers to, 

 
Open your eyes!  Look round you!  See darkness that may be felt; see ignorance 
and error; see vice in ten thousand forms; see consciousness of guilt, fear, sorrow, 
shame, remorse, care, covering the face of the earth!  See misery, the daughter of 
sin.  See on every side sickness and pain, inhabitants of every nation under heaven, 
driving on the poor, helpless sons of men, in every age, to the gates of death!50 

 

On the basis of these statements we can confidently assert, along with Runyon, that 

“Clearly there are some doctrines that are not matters of ‘opinion’ but constitute the 

narrative that is the ‘marrow’ of the Christian account of salvation.  And for Wesley, 

original sin was one of those doctrines.”51 

 
                                                                                                                                            

of wrath’, liable to threatened punishment.” Jackson, Works, 9:409-410.  Maddox astutely observes that 
“Wesley’s growing uncomfortableness with the notion of inherited guilt was not due to any doubt about 
universal human sinfulness, but rather was an expression of his life-long conviction that God deals 
responsibly with each individual.  This conviction led him to locate the issue of guilt in our own sins 
rather than the sin of our ancestors.” Responsible Grace, 75.  
47 See especially Wesley’s “The Doctrine of Original Sin According to Scripture, Reason and 
Experience.” Jackson, Works, 9:191-465.  
48 Outler, Works, 2:173. 
49 Runyon, The New Creation, 25. 
50 Outler, Works, 2:410.  See also Jackson, Works, 9:221-235. 
51 Runyon, The New Creation, 25.  Runyon continues, “The other two doctrines he frequently mentioned 
as also indispensable are justification and sanctification… the divine response to human sin.” Ibid., 25. 
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If this was the sum total of Wesley’s view of the human condition, then he and 

Whitefield would have had little cause for disagreement.  But although Wesley applied 

the concept of ‘total depravity’ to describe the status of fallen individuals in their 

‘natural’ condition, he believed that ‘humanity in a state of total depravity’ did not exist 

in actuality, but only as a hypothetical reality.52  This was because he understood that 

God had supernaturally and universally restored a measure of prevenient grace that 

enables individuals to respond freely to God’s free offer of justification, without any 

hint of deterministic coercion.  For instance, in his sermon ‘On Working Out Our Own 

Salvation,’ in which he carefully delineates his understanding of the divine-human 

relationship in salvation, Wesley spells out his view of prevenient grace that in part 

distinguishes him from Whitefield:  

 
[S]alvation begins with what is usually termed (and very properly) ‘preventing 
grace’; including the first wish to please God, the first dawn of light concerning his 
will, and the first slight transient conviction of having sinned against him… For 
allowing that all the souls of men are dead in sin by nature, this excuses none, 
seeing there is no man that is in a state of mere nature; there is no man, unless he 
has quenched the Spirit, that is wholly void of the grace of God.  But this is not 
natural; it is more properly termed ‘preventing grace’.  Every man has a greater or 
less measure of this, which waiteth not for the call of man… Therefore inasmuch as 
God works in you, you are now able to work out your own salvation.  Since he 
worketh in you of his own good pleasure, without any merit of yours, both to will 
and to do, it is possible for you to fulfil all righteousness.53   

 
Wesley’s conception of ‘prevenient grace’ was vital to the theological integrity of his 

attempt to accommodate and synthesize divine sovereignty and human liberty in the 

process of salvation.54  It was crucial in his efforts to simultaneously affirm both an 

orthodox doctrine of total inability and that of graciously enabled human 

responsibility.55  While it is beyond the parameters of this study to provide a 

thoroughgoing explication of Wesley’s usage of this term, it is sufficient to observe that 

                                                 
52 Umphrey Lee contends that according to Wesley’s anthropology, “natural man” was “a logical 
abstraction that does not correspond to actual men and women,” since “In this world man exists as a 
natural man plus the prevenient grace of God.”  U. Lee, John Wesley and Modern Religion (Nashville: 
Cokesbury Press, 1936) 124-125.  See also Reist, who asserts that according to Wesley, “the purely 
natural man does not exist.” “John Wesley’s View of Man: A Study of Free Grace versus Free Will,” 29-
30. 
53 Outler, Works, 3:207. 
54 Thomas C. Oden defines prevenient grace as “the grace that precedes freedom… that helps us to 
receive more grace, which prepares our will so that we may become first of all aware of our predicament, 
so as to come to that repentance that is prior to that faith that is lived out in love to God and neighbor.” 
John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity, 244.           
55 Wesleyan theologian Randy Maddox regards this balancing act to be the core of Wesley’s theological 
enterprise.  See his Responsible Grace for further elaboration. 
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in its narrow sense,56 Wesley understood prevenient grace as referring to “God’s saving 

work in fallen humanity prior to justification,”57 and especially the gracious restoration 

of a measure of free will to all humankind.58  Hendricks asserts that prevenient grace 

“played a more important role in Wesley’s theological thought than in that of any other 

Protestant theologian”59 whilst Reist contends that it represents Wesley’s “distinctive 

contribution to evangelical anthropology.”60  Despite the importance of this doctrine in 

Wesley’s theology, “no systematic treatment of the theme of prevenient grace is found 

in his writings,” an omission Thomas Schreiner attributes to the fact that “Wesley 

himself was not a systematic theologian but a pastoral theologian who developed his 

theology in the course of ministry.”61  Accordingly, Wesley’s conception of prevenient 

grace is embedded within his sermons and other occasional writings.   

 

Although Wesley’s commitment to the liberty of the human will had particular 

currency within the optimistic philosophical climate of the age, he was careful to 

express this as a reality made possible only through God’s gracious condescension 

towards his creatures.62  For instance, in ‘Predestination Calmly Considered,’ a specific 

response to the English theologian John Gill’s hyper-Calvinism, Wesley carefully 

delineated his nuanced anthropology: “Natural free-will, in the present state of 

mankind, I do not understand: I only assert, that there is a measure of free-will 

                                                 
56 While Outler identifies what he classifies as an occasional “broad” application of the term ‘prevenient 
grace’ in Wesley’s language, analagous with the Calvinist concept of ‘common grace,’ nevertheless “in 
virtually every instance where Wesley employs the term ‘prevenient grace’ in his works he is referring to 
prevenience not in a broad sense, but in the narrow sense”: that is, that grace which comes “before 
justifying and sanctifying grace.” Quoted in K.J. Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation: The Heart of 
John Wesley’s Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997) 41-42. 
57 Maddox, Responsible Grace, 84. 
58 Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 42.  Wesleyan and Calvinist theologians alike isolate 
prevenient grace as being of vital importance to the Arminian articulation of salvation.  For instance, 
R.E. Chiles, Theological Transition in American Methodism: 1790-1935 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1965) 
50, acknowledges that apart from this conception of prevenient grace, “Calvinist logic is irrefutable,” 
while Calvinistic commentator Thomas R. Schreiner observes that “if prevenient grace is not taught in 
scripture, then the credibility of Wesleyan theology is seriously undermined.” “Does Scripture Teach 
Prevenient Grace in the Wesleyan Sense?” in T.R. Schreiner and B.A. Ware (eds.), Still Sovereign: 
Contemporary Perspectives on Election, Foreknowledge, and Grace (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2000) 234.  
Schreiner concludes that a Wesleyan understanding of prevenient grace “should be rejected because it 
cannot be exegetically vindicated.”  For an alternative perspective, see C.A. Rogers, The Concept of 
Prevenient Grace in the Theology of John Wesley (Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, Duke University, 
1967).    
59 M.E. Hendricks, “John Wesley and Natural Theology,” Wesleyan Theological Journal 18 (1983) 9. 
60 Reist, “John Wesley’s View of Man,” 29. 
61 Schreiner, “Does Scripture Teach Prevenient Grace in the Wesleyan Sense?”, 234. 
62 Langford, “John Wesley and Theological Method,” 39. 
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supernaturally restored to every man, together with that supernatural light which 

‘enlightens every man that cometh into the world’.”63   

 

But if Wesley hoped that such clarifications might have exonerated him from the 

charge that he promoted human merit in salvation, such was not the case.  For in the 

mind of Calvinists like George Whitefield, the automatic corollary of Wesley’s lifelong 

antipathy towards unconditional election was that he rendered individuals in some 

measure the cause of their own salvation.  Whitefield believed that any hint of 

synergism in the divine-human relationship was repugnant to God’s glory and an 

unbiblical compromise of the doctrine of original sin.  As far as he was concerned, the 

only legitimate context in which it was acceptable to speak of ‘free-will’ was in terms 

of spiritual inability.64  On November 10, 1739, Whitefield declared, “Man is nothing: 

he hath a free will to go to hell, but none to heaven, till God worketh in him to will and 

do after his good pleasure.  It is God must prevent, God must accompany, God must 

follow by his grace, or Jesus Christ will bleed in vain.”65  Soon afterwards, in his 

response to Wesley’s sermon ‘Free Grace,’ Whitefield charged him with proclaiming 

an unbiblical view of human nature that threatened to undermine the non-negotiable 

truth that salvation is by grace alone:  

 
You plainly make salvation depend not on God’s free-grace, but on man’s free-will; 
and if thus, it is more than probable, Jesus Christ would not have had the 
satisfaction of seeing the fruit of his death in the eternal salvation of one soul.  Our 
preaching would then be in vain, and all invitations for people to believe in him, 
would also be in vain.66   

 

This accusation must surely have stung a preacher like Wesley who strenuously and 

explicitly denied the place of both natural free-will and human merit in salvation.  In 

Wesley’s theology, the application of the doctrine of prevenient grace “broke the chain 

of logical necessity by which the Calvinist doctrine of predestination seems to flow 

from the doctrine of original sin.”67  But Whitefield believed that if election is not 

                                                 
63 Jackson, Works, 10:229-230. 
64 Whitefield averred, “But once you are sensible of being lost, damned creatures… you would no more 
flatter yourselves with your abilities and good wishes: no, you would see how unable you were, how 
incapable to save yourselves; that there is no fitness, no free will in you: no fitness, but for eternal 
damnation, no free will, but that of doing evil.” Gillies, Works, 5:310-311. 
65 Gillies, Works, 1:90. 
66 Whitefield, Journals, 587. 
67 Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today, 41.  See also McGonigle, who contends that “Wesley’s 
understanding of the supernatural gift of grace to all men enabled him to maintain a near-Augustinian 
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unconditional, as Wesley consistently argued, then it surely follows that human 

inability must be something less than total, human merit must be introduced into the 

process of salvation, and the biblical doctrine of original sin must unavoidably be 

diminished.68  But in arriving at this evaluation, Whitefield oversimplifies Wesley’s 

conception of the human condition.69  Indeed, we might legitimately conclude that 

insofar as he is either oblivious to, or dismissive of, the nuances in Wesley’s 

anthropology, Whitefield appears to have confused Wesley’s evangelical Arminian 

anthropology with semi-Pelagianism.70  Yet these positions are far from being 

theologically coterminous, and ought not to be applied without exercising great care.71  

Schwenk correctly concludes that throughout the breach with Wesley during the period 

1739 to 1741, “Whitefield never understood Wesley’s brand of Arminianism… For 

Whitefield there was only one type of Arminianism, and in his mind, it made humanity 

at least partially responsible for its salvation.  Such was not the Arminianism of John 

Wesley.”72   

 
                                                                                                                                            

doctrine of original sin, yet reject both Pelagian innate ability and Calvinistic unconditional election.” 
Sufficient Saving Grace, 10. 
68 In 1740 Whitefield wrote, “Whatever men’s reasonings may suggest, if they do God justice, they must 
acknowledge that they did not choose God, but that God chose them.  And if He chose them at all, it 
must be from eternity, and that too without anything foreseen in them.  Unless they acknowledge thus, 
man’s salvation must be in part owing to the free-will of man.” Whitefield, Journals, 491. 
69 For instance, Whitefield’s response to Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon does not acknowledge the 
function of prevenient grace in Wesley’s conception of the relationship between election and original sin.  
Instead, he simply concludes that if Wesley rejects unconditional election, it is evidence that he “does not 
believe original sin aright.” Gillies, Works, 4:67.  
70 Nor has Whitefield been alone in this mistake.  Reist catalogues a number of nineteenth and early 
twentieth century theologians, surprisingly all of whom write from an Arminian vantage point, who 
falsely suggest that Wesleyan Arminianism teaches “some antecedent, natural ability on the part of man 
in the order of salvation.” “John Wesley and George Whitefield,” 27-28.  For instance, see J. Miley, 
Systematic Theology 2 Volumes (New York: Hunt and Eaton, 1894) 2:304, H.O. Wiley, Christian 
Theology 2 Volumes (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 1953) 2:352, S. Wakefield, A Complete System of 
Christian Theology (New York: Hunt and Eaton, 1869) 316, and H. Sheldon, System of Christian 
Doctrine (New York: The Methodist Book Concern, 1903) 294.  By contrast, the Calvinist theologian 
Charles Hodge offers a much more accurate appraisal of Wesley’s conception of the human condition.  
He summarizes Wesley’s belief “that man since the fall is in a state of absolute or entire pollution and 
depravity.  Original sin is not a mere physical deterioration of our nature, but entire moral depravity.” 
Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1940) 2:329. 
71 Commenting on this misapplication of theological terms, Roger E. Olson writes, “One of the most 
prevalent and damaging misconceptions about Arminianism is that it… does not believe that the 
consequences of the fall of humanity are truly devastating; thus it believes that in the moral and spiritual 
realm human free will survived the Fall, and at worst people are damaged goods, but not totally 
depraved.”  He challenges “the charge that Arminianism is tantamount to semi-Pelagianism” leveled 
against Arminians by numerous recent Calvinists, including W. Robert Godfrey, Edwin H. Palmer, 
James Montgomery Boice and Michael Horton. Arminian Theology: Myths and Realities (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2006) 137-142.  Robert Peterson and Michael Williams offer an exception 
when they contend that historic “Arminianism is closer to Semi-Augustianism than it is to Semi-
Pelagianism or Pelagianism.” Why I Am Not an Arminian (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004) 39.     
72 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 122.   
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But if Whitefield misunderstood Wesley’s Arminianism, conversely it appears that 

Wesley never truly understood Whitefield’s brand of Calvinism.  If Wesley was 

horrified at the charge of promoting natural human ability, Whitefield too must have 

been stung at the manner in which Wesley persistently caricatured Calvinism as a 

theological system that promoted mechanical fatalism and constituted a “direct 

antidote” to holy living.  The empirical evidence of Whitefield’s own life, characterized 

as it was by his earnest pursuit of holiness and tireless evangelistic zeal, offered a 

compelling testimony that Calvinism and its adherents ought not to be so quickly 

dismissed as antinomians.73  But just as Whitefield’s strident critique of the 

implications of Wesley’s conception of election might have been a theologically sound 

deduction when viewed from within the parameters of Calvinist soteriology, it was 

inconceivable from Wesley’s theological vantage point that the Calvinist adherence to 

unconditional election could produce anything other than antinomian licentiousness and 

spiritual passivity.74  In other words, just as Whitefield inappropriately equated 

Arminianism with semi-Pelagianism, Wesley inappropriately equated Calvinism with a 

form of hyper-Calvinism from which Whitefield expressly sought to distance himself.   

 

Nor does this exhaust the extent of subtle terminological disagreement between Wesley 

and Whitefield that occurred during the so-called ‘free grace’ episode.  A cursory 

reading of Whitefield’s sermons, published Journals and letters reveals his particular 

fondness for the phrase ‘free grace,’ such that Wesley’s adoption of the same phrase as 

the title of his refutation of the Calvinist doctrine of election may well have been 

polemically motivated.75  That is, Wesley’s desire was to ‘reclaim’ the term ‘free grace’ 

from the Calvinists and reapply it on Arminian terms.  The different manner in which 

                                                 
73 In his Large Minutes (1744-1789), Wesley asks, “What is the direct antidote to Methodism, the 
doctrine of heart-holiness?”  He answers, “Calvinism: All the devices of Satan, for these fifty years, have 
done far less toward stopping this work of God, than that single doctrine.” Jackson, Works, 8:336.  See 
also Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon, where he contends that whilst it is undoubtedly true that some 
individual Calvinists pursue holiness, the doctrine of predestination itself “has a manifest tendency to 
destroy holiness in general, for it wholly takes away those first motives to follow after it, so frequently 
proposed in Scripture: the hope of future reward and the fear of punishment.” Outler, Works, 3:548.   
74 According to Green, Wesley charged Calvinists of promoting a gospel that “contravened the logic of 
the Christian faith, sabotaged the pursuit of true holiness and divested good works of any function in the 
Christian scheme of things.” John Wesley, 112. 
75 A representative example of Whitefield’s understanding and use of the term ‘free grace’ can be found 
in his sermon ‘The Marriage of Cana,’ where he emphasizes God’s unmerited love for the elect.  
Whitefield writes, “It was grace, free grace, that moved the Father to so love the world, as to ‘give his 
only-begotten son’… It was grace, free grace, that moved the Son to come down and die.  It was grace, 
free grace, that moved the Holy Ghost to undertake to sanctify the elect people of God.” Gillies, Works, 
6:77. 
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Wesley and Whitefield understood and used the term ‘free grace’ – one that occupied a 

privileged position in their soteriologically-oriented rhetoric – was conditioned by the 

subtle but real differences in their respective anthropologies.  For instance, Wesley 

declared in his ‘Free Grace’ sermon that “the grace or love of God, whence cometh our 

salvation, is free in all, and free for all.”76  Whitefield then responded that God’s grace 

is “free, because not free to all; but free, because God may withhold or give it to whom 

and when He pleases.”77  The theological disagreements between Wesley and 

Whitefield on display during the ‘free grace’ episode are then at least partially 

explicable as a consequence of their investing identical terminology with different 

connotations.  Schwenk observes, “their arguments fell on each other’s deaf ears due in 

large part to their individual definition of terms.”78   

 

Wesley and Whitefield both agreed that salvation is by grace alone and in no measure 

attributable to human merit.  But to suggest that the differences in their anthropologies 

were merely terminological minimizes the reality that, as far as both evangelists were 

concerned, non-negotiable components of the gospel were at risk.  If Whitefield’s 

emphasis lay upon the role of divine sovereignty in salvation, he never sought to 

diminish the importance of genuine human responsibility.  As far as he was concerned, 

the Bible teaches a monergistic view of salvation, and insofar as Wesley’s articulation 

of salvation introduced a degree of synergism, it amounted to sufficient reason to 

consider himself theologically justified in parting company with his Oxford spiritual 

mentor.  Wesley records in his Journal that Whitefield “told me he and I preached two 

different gospels, and therefore he not only would not join with me, or give me the right 

hand of fellowship, but was resolved publicly to preach against me and my brother 

wheresoever he preached at all.”79  Wesley also affirmed that salvation is by grace 

alone, but the nuances in his anthropology that differentiated him from Whitefield 

                                                 
76 Outler, Works, 3:544. 
77 Gillies, Works, 4:72.  Sell summarizes, “whereas to Wesley ‘free grace’ meant grace freely available to 
all, to Whitefield and the Calvinists free grace is given or withheld freely by God.” The Great Debate, 
70.  Reist concurs, suggesting that, “both Wesley and Whitefield agreed in the matter of grace being the 
source of man’s salvation and, as such, being free, but… differed in the mode of its operation upon 
mankind.” “John Wesley and George Whitefield,” 28-29.   
78 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 29. 
79 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:188-189.  Whitefield did not hesitate to act on these words.  For 
instance, in his sermon ‘Marks of a True Conversion,’ Whitefield contends that Arminians “speak against 
the doctrine of original sin,” whilst in ‘The Righteousness of Christ, an everlasting righteousness,’ he 
describes Arminians as enemies “of the doctrine of free grace.”  See Gillies, Works, 5:339-340 and 
5:239.    
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reflected his concern to acknowledge the place of non-meritorious and divinely-enabled 

human liberty in the divine-human relationship.  For all of the commonality in their 

respective conceptions of the origin, nature and extent of sin, their differences 

regarding the definition of ‘free grace’ issued in dramatic ramifications for the 

Methodist movement.  Although the relational rift between Wesley and Whitefield 

would partially heal, from 1741 onwards the Methodists would thereafter be divided 

along Calvinist and Arminian lines.      

 

5.3 Justification in the preaching of Whitefield and Wesley 

 

Wesley and Whitefield both cherished the truth of ‘justification by faith’ and devoted 

their public ministries to its proclamation.  They were prepared to do so at great 

personal cost, including sustained ecclesiastical opposition and the social stigma and 

mob violence associated with field-preaching after they were denied access to an 

increasing number of Church of England pulpits.  But even though they were both 

committed to preaching justification by faith alone, we cannot automatically assume 

that they held identical doctrinal positions regarding the Bible’s teaching on the divine 

remedy to the fallen human condition.  That is, even though it is undoubtedly true that 

Wesley and Whitefield both understood the major Reformation ‘solas’ of ‘Scripture 

alone,’ ‘Grace alone’ and ‘Faith alone’ to be “vital to genuine Christianity,” James 

Schwenk’s suggestion that they were also straightforwardly “agreed upon all three of 

these major themes,” pleads for further investigation.80  Indeed, a comparison of how 

Wesley and Whitefield understood the doctrine of justification by ‘Faith alone’ would 

appear to be especially warranted given what we have seen thus far regarding the subtle 

differences in their respective conceptions of the nature of ‘Grace alone.’ 

 

Whitefield’s consistent practice was to define the doctrine of justification in juridical 

and forensic terms.  In his sermon ‘Of Justification by Christ,’ he responded to the 

question, “what is meant by the word justified” with a definition that emphasises divine 

forgiveness and acquittal: 

 
‘But ye are justified,’ says the apostle; which is as though he had said, You have 
your sins forgiven, and are looked upon by God as though you never had offended 
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him at all… this word justified, implies a blotting out of all our transgressions… it 
is a law term, and alludes to a judge acquitting an accused criminal of the thing laid 
to his charge… [B]y being justified, we are to understand, being so acquitted in the 
sight of God, as to be looked upon as though we had never offended him at all.81  

 

This far from exhausts Whitefield’s statements regarding the nature of justification.  In 

his sermon ‘What think ye of Christ?’ Whitefield identifies three discrete elements of 

the act of justification: meritorious, instrumental and declarative.  First, those that are 

saved are justified “meritoriously, by the death of Jesus Christ: ‘It is the blood of Jesus 

Christ alone that cleanses us from all sin.’”82  Just as the vocabulary of imputation 

featured prominently in Whitefield’s articulation of the doctrine of original sin, his 

description of the doctrine of justification emphasized the imputation of the merits of 

Christ.  For instance, in his sermon ‘The Lord our Righteousness’, addressed the 

question, “How the Lord is to be man’s righteousness.”  Whitefield responded, “in one 

word, by imputation.”  He proceeded to define justification as an act of “divine 

philanthropy” and stated, 

 
For behold, what man could not do, Jesus Christ, then Son of the Father’s love, 
undertakes to do for him.  And that God might be just in justifying the ungodly, 
though he was in the form of God, and therefore thought it no robbery to be equal 
with God, yet he took upon him the form of a servant, even human nature.  In that 
nature he obeyed, and thereby fulfilled the whole moral law in our stead.  And also 
died a painful death upon the cross, and thereby became a curse for, or instead of, 
those whom the Father hath given him.  As God, he satisfied at the same time that 
he obeyed, and suffered as man; and being God and man, in one person, wrought 
out a full, perfect, and sufficient righteousness for all to whom it was to be 
imputed.83 

 

The quotation above neatly encapsulates Whitefield’s understanding of the double-

faceted nature of imputation, whereby the transgressions of the justified are imputed to 

Jesus while his righteousness is imputed to undeserving sinners.  It also provides 

insight into the way Whitefield differentiates between Jesus’ active and passive 

obedience, whereby both the merits of Christ’s death and the merits of the perfect 

obedience of his life are understood as complementary components of Christ’s 

                                                 
81 Gillies, Works, 6:216. 
82 Gillies, Works, 5:366. 
83 Gillies, Works, 5:220.  
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mediatorial work.84  Jesus’ “complete righteousness” must be imputed to an individual 

if they are to stand justified before the divine judge.  Whitefield elaborates,  

 
Christ is not such a Saviour as becomes us, unless we join both together.  Christ not 
only died, he lived; not only suffered, but obeyed for, or instead of, poor sinners.  
And both these jointly make up that complete righteousness which is to be imputed 
to us, as the disobedience of our first parents was made ours by imputation.85 

 
Whitefield thus understood justification to be an irrevocable act of God that entails 

more than forgiveness, the mere remission of sins.  Justification meant being clothed in 

the alien righteousness of a Mediator that is “full, perfect and sufficient.”  But 

Whitefield himself acknowledged that he did not always understand justification in this 

way.  Indeed, in his sermon, ‘Christ, the believer’s wisdom, righteousness, 

sanctification, and redemption,’ he indicated that his conception of justification had 

evolved over time.  He expressed the once for all time nature of God’s justification of a 

sinner by grace through faith and distanced himself from an earlier understanding of the 

doctrine of justification that was temporally constrained to the remission of past sins 

alone.  Whitefield wrote, 

 
I cannot think they are clear in the notion of Christ’s righteousness who deny the 
final perseverance of the saints.  I fear they understand justification in that low 
sense which I understood it in a few years ago, as implying no more than a 
remission of sins.  But it not only signifies remission of sins past, but also a federal 
right to all good things to come.  If God has given us His only Son, how shall He 
not with Him freely give us all things?86 

 
Whitefield wrote this sermon in early 1741 aboard the Minerva, immediately prior to 

his public confrontation with Wesley over the nature of election.  Having just written a 

defence of unconditional election in response to Wesley’s ‘Free Grace’ sermon on 

Christmas Eve 1740, Whitefield now grasped the opportunity to describe his 

understanding of the mutually reinforcing doctrinal relationship that exists between 

                                                 
84 See also Gillies, Works, 5:360.  By contrast, Wesley was not persuaded of the theological warrant for 
speaking in terms of Jesus’ active and passive obedience.  In his sermon, ‘The Lord our Righteousness,’ 
he contended, “But as the active and passive righteousness of Christ were never in fact separated from 
each other, so we never need separate them at all, either in speaking or even in thinking.  And it is with 
regard to both these conjointly that Jesus is called, ‘the Lord our righteousness’.” Outler, Works, 1:453.   
85 Gillies, Works, 5:219-220.  See also his sermon ‘Abraham’s offering up his Son Isaac’: “The Lord 
Jesus Christ is our righteousness; and if we are accepted with God, it must be only in and through the 
personal righteousness, the active and passive obedience, of Jesus Christ his beloved Son.  This 
righteousness must be imputed, or counted over to us, and applied by faith to our hearts, else we can in 
no wise be justified in God’s sight.” Ibid., 5.49.  
86 Gillies, Works, 6:196. 
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election, justification and the final perseverance of the elect whom God has justified.  

Whitefield predicated his affirmation of the final perseverance of the saints upon his 

conception of justification as an act of God that entails the forgiveness of past, present 

and future sins.  In Whitefield’s later developed theology, the doctrine of final 

perseverance functioned as a litmus test of one’s doctrine of justification.  He believed 

that if justification is understood in that “low sense” of being limited to the mere 

“remission of sins past,” then any divine assurance that a Christian is guaranteed to 

persevere is of necessity precluded.  By contrast, Whitefield came to believe that since 

justification entails more than present forgiveness, and also includes a “federal right to 

all good things to come,” then the final perseverance of the saints is ensured.        

 

Second, Whitefield preached that those that are saved are justified “instrumentally, by 

faith: faith is the means or instrument whereby the merits of Jesus Christ are applied to 

the sinner’s heart: ‘Ye are children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.’”87  Although he 

believed that justification was by grace alone and “all of God, from the beginning to the 

end,” there was no scope for spiritual passivity in Whitefield’s conception of the means 

by which the elect appropriate the “free justification” of God.88  He declared that, “an 

unapplied Christ will do us no service at all,” and “all we have to do is, to lay hold on 

this righteousness by faith.”89  Whitefield thus understood genuine faith, which he 

styled “faith of the heart,” to be a non-negotiable facet of justification.  He contrasted 

this legitimate saving faith with what he styled “faith of the head”; that is, mere verbal 

or mental assent.90  But lest anyone infer that God saves individuals “because, or on 

account of, [their] faith,” Whitefield clarified that the ability to exercise faith is itself a 

gift of God’s grace.91  Even though he considered it to be an individual’s responsibility 

to exercise faith in the atoning work of Christ, this activity was non-meritorious.  That 

is, although Whitefield sometimes spoke in terms of justification by faith, this was 

always shorthand for the more comprehensive and accurate theological language of 

justification by grace through the instrument of faith. 

 

                                                 
87 Gillies, Works, 5:366. 
88 Ibid., 5:361-362.   
89 Ibid., 5:360-361.   
90 Ibid., 5:50-51. 
91 See also ‘Abraham’s Offering Up of His Son Isaac,’ Gillies, Works, 5:49. 
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Third, Whitefield preached that those who are saved are justified “declaratively, 

namely, by good works: good works declare and prove to the world, that our faith is a 

true saving faith.”92  Consistent with Article Twelve of the Church of England, 

Whitefield understood good works to be the effects, not the cause of an individual’s 

justification: “good works do not justify us, yet they will follow after justification, as 

fruits of it.”93  It was especially important for Whitefield to accentuate the necessity of 

good works as the consequence of justification, since some responded to the doctrinal 

content of his sermons by insinuating that his doctrine of justification amounted to an 

excuse for uninhibited licentiousness.  For instance, in his sermon ‘What Think Ye of 

Christ?’ Whitefield preemptively responded to what he styled the “stale, antiquated 

objection” to the doctrine of justification: “But I am afraid, numbers are ready to go 

away contradicting and blaspheming.  Tell me, are there not many of you saying within 

yourselves, ‘This is a licentious doctrine; this preacher is opening a door for 

encouragement in sin.’”94  After appealing to the argument of Romans 6, Whitefield 

concluded that far from encouraging licentiousness, the doctrine of justification “is not 

destroying, but teaching you how to do good works, from a proper principle.”95   

 

Whitefield’s uncompromising proclamation of justification by grace alone through faith 

alone, along with frequent denunciations of the secular stage, rendered him a particular 

target of biting satirical exposure at the hands of contemporary playwrights like Samuel 

Foote.  For instance, in his play The Minor, Foote devotes considerable energy to 

ridiculing Whitefield’s character and doctrine of salvation by faith alone.  Cast under 

the name of Dr. Squintum (a reference to his turned eye) Foote portrays Whitefield as a 

hypocrite and charlatan who “bawls sanctimoniously in order to fill his purse.”96  

Further, Foote deploys the character of Mrs. Cole, the proprietor of a house of 

prostitution and one of Squintum’s ‘converts,’ as a vehicle for exposing the doctrine of 

justification as a cover and license for immorality.  When asked how she can possibly 

reconcile her ‘vocation’ with her evangelical ‘conversion,’ Mrs. Cole confidently 

replies, “Why, the Doctor knows that Works are of no Consequence toward a Future 

State, and that Faith is all.”  In another of Foote’s plays involving the same characters, 

                                                 
92 Gillies, Works, 5:366.  See also Ibid., 5:50. 
93 Gillies, Works, 5:225.  See also Ibid., 6:194 and 5:360. 
94 Ibid., 5:363. 
95 Ibid., 5:363. 
96 Lyles, Methodism Mocked, 138. 
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Mrs. Cole quickly rationalizes any misgivings about her employment: “I thought I 

could not carry on my business with a safe conscience; but he [Squintum] prov’d, by 

such cogent arguments, that we are to be sav’d by faith, and not by the works of the 

law, that I was convinced, and my conscience has ever since been at ease.”97       

 

Whitefield was eager to respond to this wilful distortion of his teaching and the taunts 

of licentiousness and antinomianism.  In his sermon, ‘The Lord our Righteousness,’ 

Whitefield makes clear that even though the doctrine of justification by faith might be 

wilfully abused, this does not mean that it either endorses or inevitably engenders 

antinomianism: 

  
It is true, this, as well as every other doctrine of grace, may be abused.  And perhaps 
the unchristian walk of some, who have talked of Christ’s imputed righteousness, 
justification by faith, and the like, and yet have never felt it imputed to their own 
souls, has given the enemies of the Lord thus cause to blaspheme.  But this is a very 
unsafe, as well as a very unfair, way of arguing.  The only question should be, 
whether or not this doctrine of an imputed righteousness does in itself cut off the 
occasion for good works, or lead to licentiousness?  To this we may boldly answer, 
In no wise.  It excludes works, indeed, from being any cause of our justification in 
the sight of God; but it requires good works as a proof of our having this 
righteousness imputed to us, and as a declarative evidence of our justification in the 
sight of men.98 

 

The task of proclaiming a correct understanding of the doctrine of justification was no 

less significant for John Wesley than it was for George Whitefield.99  Along with the 

doctrine of the new birth, Wesley considered the question of “how a sinner may be 

justified before God, the Lord and Judge of all” to be of “fundamental” importance.  

Insofar as he believed that the doctrine of justification by faith “contains the foundation 

of our hope,”100 Wesley regarded his theology to be authentically Protestant.  But he 

was also aware that the Calvinist branch of the Evangelical Revival had long been 

uncomfortable with his doctrine of justification and suspected him of veering towards 

                                                 
97 Quoted in Lyles, Methodism Mocked, 53-54. 
98 Gillies, Works, 5:221. 
99 For further treatments of Wesley’s soteriology, especially his doctrine of justification, see Collins, The 
Theology of John Wesley, 155-194; Maddox, Responsible Grace, 157-191; Outler, Theology in the 
Wesleyan Spirit, 45-64; Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today, 57-73; Runyon, The New Creation, 
26-70; Lindström, Wesley and Sanctification: A Study in the Doctrine of Salvation; Cannon, The 
Theology of John Wesley: With Special Reference to the Doctrine of Justification and Gunter, The Limits 
of Love Divine: John Wesley’s Response to Antinomianism and Enthusiasm. 
100 Outler, Works, 1:182. 
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either Pelagianism or a Roman Catholic conception of justification.101  In 1765, he 

responded to this speculation regarding the genuineness of his Protestant credentials by 

declaring his solidarity with the doctrinal position on justification held by a number of 

prominent Reformers.  He aligned himself with Luther in his sermon, ‘The Lord our 

Righteousness,’ when he said that “the Christian church stands or falls” with this 

doctrine;102 in the same year, he wrote to John Newton, “I think on justification… just 

as Mr. Calvin does.  In this respect I do not differ from him a hair’s breath.”103   

 

By his own admission, Wesley’s conception of the relationship between the doctrines 

of justification and sanctification underwent a dramatic alteration during 1738.  Prior to 

this time, Wesley acknowledged that he “confused justification with sanctification,” 

and mistook “the holy life with its works of piety and mercy as the basis of justification 

instead of as its fruit.”104  In his Journal, Wesley recorded that he preached his first 

sermon on the subject of justification by faith on May 28, 1738, a matter of days after 

his Aldersgate Street experience.  It was not until 1746, however, that a sermon based 

upon the same text (Romans 4:5) entitled ‘Justification by Faith’ would appear in his 

Sermons on Several Occasions.  Outler describes it as “a landmark sermon,” insofar as 

“it stands as the earliest full summary of Wesley’s soteriology in the basic form it will 

continue.”105  Just as Wesley’s definition of faith began in terms of a via negativa, so 

too his definition of justification begins in terms of what it is not.106  Justification “is 

not the being made actually just and righteous.  This is sanctification; which is indeed 

in some degree the immediate fruit of justification, but nevertheless is a distinct gift of 

God, and of a totally different nature.  The one implies what God does for us through 

his Son; the other what he works in us by his Spirit.”107  Kenneth Collins summarizes 

Wesley’s position: “justification entails a relative change, but sanctification a real 

                                                 
101 Whidden, “Wesley on Imputation,” 63. 
102 Outler, Works, 1:450.   
103 Telford, Letters, 4:298. 
104 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 169.  See Wesley’s autobiographical statements in his Farther 
Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion. Jackson, Works, 8:111.  
105 Outler, Works, 1:182. 
106 According to Wesley, justifying faith is neither the faith of a heathen, nor that of a devil, nor even that 
possessed by the disciples while Jesus was on earth.  Justifying faith is instead composed of “not only an 
assent to the whole gospel of Christ, but also a full reliance on the blood of Christ, a trust in the merits of 
his life, death, and resurrection; a recumbency upon him as our atonement and our life, as given for us, 
and living in us.  It is a sure confidence which a man hath in God, that through the merits of Christ his 
sins are forgiven, and he reconciled to the favour of God.” Outler, Works, 1:121.  See also Ibid., 1:193ff 
and 2:160ff.   
107 Ibid., 1:187.  See also ‘The Great Privilege of those that are Born of God,’ Outler, Works, 1:432. 
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one… the one takes away the guilt of sin; the other removes its power.”108  Whidden 

characterizes Wesley’s positive definition of justification that follows to be 

“deceptively brief and simple”:109    

 
The plain scriptural notion of justification is pardon, the forgiveness of sins.110  It is 
that act of God the Father, whereby, for the sake of the propitiation made by the 
blood of his Son, he ‘showeth forth his righteousness (or mercy) by the remission of 
the sins that are past’.  This is the easy, natural account of it given by St. Paul 
throughout his whole Epistle… To him that is justified or forgiven God ‘will not 
impute sin’ to his condemnation… His sins, all his past sins, in thought, word, and 
deed, ‘are covered’, are blotted out; shall not be remembered or mentioned against 
him, any more than if they had not been.111      

  
On a number of other occasions, including his 1742 treatise, ‘The Principles of a 

Methodist,’ and his 1765 sermon, ‘The Lord our Righteousness,’ Wesley’s definition of 

justification borrows heavily from Thomas Cranmer’s ‘Homily on Salvation.’112  

Wesley declared that justification must be reckoned “by faith alone” since “every man 

of the offspring of Adam is very far gone from original righteousness, and is, of his 

own nature, inclined to evil.”113  He proceeds to isolate a number of mutually 

reinforcing and non-negotiable aspects of justification: “upon God’s part, his great 

mercy and grace; upon Christ’s part, the satisfaction of God’s justice by the offering his 

body and shedding his blood… and upon our part, true and living faith in the merits of 

Jesus Christ.”114  

 

Various aspects of Wesley’s definition of justification are conspicuous, especially as 

we compare his position with that proclaimed by Whitefield.  First, Wesley was 

                                                 
108 Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 89. 
109 Whidden, “Wesley on Imputation,” 64. 
110 From 1738 onwards, Wesley’s definition of justification did not alter in this respect.  For instance, he 
wrote in his sermon ‘The Scripture Way of Salvation,’ that “Justification is another word for pardon.  It 
is the forgiveness of all our sins, and (what is necessarily implied therein) our acceptance with God.  The 
price whereby this hath been procured for us (commonly termed the ‘meritorious cause’ of our 
justification) is the blood and righteousness of Christ…” Outler, Works, 2:157.   
111 Outler, Works, 1:189-190. 
112 Wesley’s activity as an editor is once again evident, since he omits all of Cranmer’s references to 
Jesus having “fulfilled the law in his life, so that now in him and by him every Christian may be called a 
fulfiller of the law, forasmuch as that which their infirmity lacked, Christ’s hath supplied.”  See the 
homily ‘Of the Salvation of All Mankind’ in Certain Sermons or Homilies appointed to be read in 
Churches in the Time of the late Queen Elizabeth (1623) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1840) I.19-
20.  Collins astutely observes the theological motivations behind these omissions, since Cranmer’s 
statements “could be understood in an antinomian way.” The Theology of John Wesley, 112-113, 173, 
371.  
113 Davies, Works, 9:50. 
114 Ibid., 9:51. 
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adamant that the ground of justification is the atoning work of Christ, “the propitiation 

made by the blood of his Son.”  Justification results in “liberation from the power of 

guilt,” such that the justified individual “may now enjoy the favour and goodness of 

God in peace.”115  Wesley and Whitefield were completely agreed in this matter.  In his 

sermon ‘Salvation by Faith,’ Wesley states, 

 
This then is the salvation which is through faith, even in the present world: a 
salvation from sin and the consequences of sin, both often expressed in the word 
‘justification’, which, taken in the largest sense, implies a deliverance from guilt 
and punishment, by the atonement of Christ actually applied to the soul of the 
sinner now believing on him.116  

 
Second, there is utterly no place in Wesley’s definition of justification by faith for 

human works.  This was Wesley’s consistent claim, despite Whitefield’s objections 

during the ‘free grace’ controversy.  For instance, in his 1752 essay ‘Predestination 

Calmly Considered,’ Wesley responds to the accusations of a hypothetical Calvinist: 

 
If then you say, ‘We ascribe to God alone the whole glory of our salvation;’ I 
answer, So do we too.  If you add, ‘Nay, but we affirm, that God alone does the 
whole work, without man’s working at all;’ in one sense, we allow this also.  We 
allow, it is the work of God alone to justify, to sanctify, and to glorify; which three 
comprehend the whole of salvation.117 

 

Further, just as Whitefield clarified that “works done before the grace of Christ, and the 

inspiration of the Spirit, are not pleasant to God… but they have the nature of sin,”118 

similarly, Wesley states, “I am persuaded that all works done before justification have 

in them the nature of sin; and that, consequently, till he is justified a man has no power 

to do any work which is pleasing and acceptable to God.”119  Indeed, Wesley believed 

that even after justification, good works cannot be considered meritorious, since the 

biblical doctrine of justification entails the renunciation of all human merit: “of faith, 

hope, love, and all other virtues and good works, which we either have done, shall do, 

or can do, as far too weak to deserve our justification; for which therefore we must trust 

only in God’s mercy and the merits of Christ.”120  The boldness of such statements – 

where salvation is described as being the exclusive work of God – indicates that 

                                                 
115 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 173. 
116 Outler, Works, 1:124.  See also ‘Justification by Faith,’ Outler, Works, 1:189-190. 
117 Jackson, Works, 10:230. 
118 Gillies, Works, 5:363. 
119 Davies, Works, 9:50-51.  
120 Ibid., 9:52.  See also Wesley’s sermon, ‘The Righteousness of Faith,’ Outler, Works, 1:214-216. 
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contrary to Whitefield’s assertions, Wesley was by no means an uncomplicated 

advocate of a synergistic conception of salvation.  Whereas in sermons like ‘On 

Working Out Our Own Salvation’ Wesley accentuated the co-operant nature of grace, 

Collins is undoubtedly correct to assert that Wesley also considered “grace… as the 

work of God alone.”121     

 

Third, Wesley’s definition of justification differs significantly from Whitefield insofar 

as he limits God’s forgiveness to sins that were committed in the past alone.  This was 

Wesley’s habitual means of defining the parameters of justification.  In ‘The Principles 

of a Methodist Farther Explained,’ Wesley states, “the justification whereof our 

Articles and Homilies speak means present pardon and acceptance with God, who 

therein ‘declares his righteousness’ or mercy by or ‘for the remission of sins that are 

past’.  I say past.  For I cannot find anything in the Bible of the remission of sins past, 

present, and to come.”122   

 

Similarly, in a pamphlet entitled ‘A Second Dialogue Between an Antinomian and His 

Friend,’ Wesley states that justification entails Christ having “redeemed us (all that 

believe) from the curse or punishment justly due our past transgressions of God’s 

law.”123  It is not incidental in the least that Wesley should be so concerned to clarify 

his conception of the temporal limits of God’s act in justifying an individual in a 

pamphlet devoted to the renunciation of all doctrines that he perceived allowed scope 

for antinomianism and licentiousness.124  Commenting on the theological motivations 

behind Wesley’s insistence that justification be limited to the forgiveness of past sins 

alone, Collins is surely correct to observe that, 

 
                                                 

121 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 12-13. 
122 Davies, Works, 9:176.  See also Wesley’s comments in ‘A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and 
Religion,’ where he states that justification entails “the remission of sins that are past” Cragg, Works, 
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Wesley is perhaps fearful of a libertine interpretation, one that would view 
justification as entailing the forgiveness of future sins with the miserable result that 
justification, so understood, would become insurance for sin rather than freedom 
from its guilt.  To avoid this conclusion, Wesley maintained that forgiveness 
pertains only to those sins that are past.  Therefore, if one commits open, wilful sin 
subsequent to justification, then one must confess one’s sins and seek the grace of 
God afresh.125        

 
The theological and pastoral impulses that prompted Wesley to define justification in 

this way also conditioned his “carefully expressed” doctrine of imputation.126  As 

Whidden observes, “the major explanatory clues to Wesley’s chary view of ‘imputed 

righteousness’ reveal themselves in his suspicions concerning the antinomian or 

quietistic directions taken by those who advocated such ‘righteousness.’  Every major 

interpreter of Wesley has pointed this out.”127  At times, however, Wesley appears to be 

an uncomplicated advocate of Whitefield’s application of the notion of imputed 

righteousness.  For instance, in ‘The Lord our Righteousness,’ Wesley is willing to 

affirm that justification involves the imputation of Jesus’ righteousness: “The first thing 

then which admits of no dispute among reasonable men is this: to all believers the 

righteousness of Christ is imputed; to unbelievers it is not.”128  By imputation, on this 

occasion Wesley means that “believers are forgiven and accepted, not for the sake of 

anything in them… but solely for the sake of what Christ hath done and suffered for 

them.”129 

 

Yet Wesley’s fear of inadvertently legitimizing antinomianism, and his loathing of any 

doctrine that might be used as a cloak for licentiousness, inevitably led him to qualify 

his definition of ‘imputation’ such that it applied to justification when defined 

exclusively as an individual’s initial acceptance with God.130  Lest the doctrine of 

imputation be improperly understood to provide theological warrant for wilful, habitual 

indulgence in sin, “Wesley employed the language of imputation in his writings so long 

as it was understood that it related only to justification, to forgiveness and acceptance, 

                                                 
125 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 173.  See also Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 91.      
126 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 174. 
127 Whidden, “Wesley on Imputation,” 65.  He continues, “When Wesley speaks of imputation, he always 
seems to sense the ominous specter of quietistic Moravianism or hyper-Calvinism lurking about; the 
inevitable outcome was thought to be the ruination of sanctificationist aspirations.” Ibid., 65.  See also 
Maddox, Responsible Grace, 165, 166; Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 51-53; Schwenk, 
Catholic Spirit, 35, 51 and Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity, 210. 
128 Outler, Works, 1:454. 
129 Ibid., 1:455. 
130 Collins, The Scripture Way of Salvation, 93. 
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and not to sanctification itself,” by which he understands the inherent righteousness that 

is implanted as the fruit of justification.131  For instance, in ‘The Lord our 

Righteousness,’ Wesley does not allow the statement “the righteousness of Christ is 

imputed to believers” to stand without the immediate qualification that God also 

“implants righteousness in every one to whom he has imputed it.”132  He warns,  

 
In the meantime what we are afraid of is this: lest any should use the phrase, ‘the 
righteousness of Christ’, or ‘the righteousness of Christ’ is ‘imputed to me’, as a 
cover for his unrighteousness… Warn them against making ‘Christ the minister of 
sin!’  Against making void that solemn decree of God, ‘without holiness no man 
shall see the Lord,’ by a vain imagination of being holy in Christ.  O warn them that 
if they remain unrighteous, the righteousness of Christ will profit them nothing!133  

 
This is not the only way Wesley spoke of imputation, either in this sermon or in his 

other writings.  That is, his application of the doctrine of imputation was not only 

cautious, but also multifaceted.  As Collins observes, “remarkably, Wesley wrote about 

imputation in two distinct ways: on the one hand, he affirmed that it is the 

righteousness of Christ that is imputed to believers.  On the other hand, he also taught, 

perhaps taking the perspective of the believer, that it is faith that is imputed for 

righteousness.”134  For instance, he states, “Faith is imputed for righteousness to every 

believer; namely faith in the righteousness of Christ.”135  Earlier, in the Conference 

Minutes of 1744, and in response to the question, “In what sense is the righteousness of 

Christ imputed to all mankind, or to believers?”, Wesley’s Methodists declared, “We do 

not find it expressly affirmed in Scripture, that God imputes the righteousness of Christ 

to any; although we do find that ‘faith is imputed’ to us ‘for righteousness.’”136     

 

We have observed previously that Wesley and Whitefield were both concerned to 

distinguish between spurious and genuine faith.  Neither believed that faith was a work 

that merited divine favour.  But whereas Whitefield always defined faith as the 

instrument through which an individual might appropriate Jesus’ imputed righteousness 

and be justified, Wesley’s soteriology is conspicuously different insofar as he declares 
                                                 

131 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 175.  See also Maddox, Responsible Grace, 166. 
132 Outler, Works, 1:458. 
133 Ibid., 1:462. 
134 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 372. 
135 Outler, Works, 1:458.  See also Wesley’s sermon ‘Justification by Faith,’ Outler, Works, 1:196. 
136 Jackson, Works, 8:277.  See also Jackson, Works, 10:314-315 and Wesley’s letter to Samuel Furley in 
1757 where he states, “There is certainly no such assertion in Scripture as ‘The righteousness of Christ is 
imputed to us.’  Yet we will not deny it if men only mean thereby that ‘we are accepted through His 
merits’ or ‘for the sake of what He has done and suffered for us.’” Telford, Letters, 3:320.  
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that justification entails the imputation of faith itself for righteousness.137  Wesley’s 

teaching on ‘imputed faith’ was congruent with the position adopted in Richard 

Baxter’s Aphorismes of Justification, and appears to have been motivated by a concern 

to accentuate the role of divinely enabled human agency and ward against 

antinomianism, facets of the divine-human relationship in salvation that he felt had 

been impoverished by Calvinist theology.138  Lest Wesley be unfairly accused of 

attempting to smuggle works under the guise of faith into the act of justification, where 

exercising faith is the one work an individual is required to perform, Oden contends 

that whenever Wesley spoke of ‘faith imputed for righteousness,’ his intention was 

always to emphasize “that ‘faith in the righteousness of Christ’ is so imputed that the 

believer is clothed in a righteousness not his own.”139  Oden’s qualification 

notwithstanding, it is still warranted to conclude that Wesley’s conception of faith 

imputed for righteousness means that it no longer simply remains, as it did for 

Whitefield, “the mere instrument of the positive element of justification.”  Instead, it is 

transformed into “the graciously admitted grounds on which [justification] rests.”140          

 

Despite these differences in their respective conception of various facets of the doctrine 

of justification, there is no record of Whitefield ever challenging Wesley in the same 

way he contested the doctrinal content of his ‘Free Grace’ sermon.  There were others, 

however, among the Calvinistic wing of the Evangelical Revival, who did engage with 

Wesley on these subjects.  As McGonigle observes, “It was a former member of the 

Oxford Holy Club, James Hervey, who brought the question of Christian righteousness 

into the arena of controversy.”141  On a number of occasions Hervey solicited his 

                                                 
137 Wesley contrasted ‘justifying faith’ (the “faith of a son”) with ‘repentance faith’ (the “faith of a 
servant”).  He regarded the latter to be a lower species of faith, temporally prior to justification, but 
nevertheless necessary before an individual can pass through the “door” of religion into the life of 
holiness, which he styled the heart of true religion itself.  See Wesley’s sermon ‘On Faith’ for his 
delineation of these categories of faith.  Outler, Works, 3:491-501.    
138 Proposition 20 of Baxter’s Aphorismes of Justification declares that faith, as opposed to Christ’s 
righteousness, is imputed to the sinner.  Wesley was so impressed with Baxter’s treatment of justification 
that he reprinted extracts from it in 1745.  In the same year, Wesley and his preachers read over Baxter’s 
Aphorismes at the Methodist Conference in Bristol.  See McGonigle, Sufficient Saving Grace, 157-167.  
McGonigle asserts, “Wesley could hardly have found a more effective ready-made weapon against 
antinomianism than Richard Baxter’s Aphorismes.” Ibid., 165. 
139 Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity, 207. 
140 L. Berkhof, Systematic Theology (London: Banner of Truth, 1963) 525. 
141 McGonigle, Sufficient Saving Grace, 217.  See also A. Coppedge, Shaping the Wesleyan Message, 
119-126. 
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former mentor’s response to his work-in-progress entitled Theron and Aspasio.142  In 

his preface, Hervey declared the doctrine of imputed righteousness, “from whence 

arises our justification before God” to be Christianity’s “grand article.”143  Although 

Wesley was a reluctant critic, praising the way Hervey explained and proved “most of 

the grand truths of Christianity,” he took exception at Hervey’s doctrine of imputed 

righteousness, and eventually advised him, “Do not dispute for that particular phrase 

‘the imputed righteousness of Christ.’  It is not scriptural; it is not necessary… But it 

has done immense hurt.”144  He warned Hervey, whom he regarded as a representative 

Calvinist, of his pastoral experience of the results of emphasizing imputed 

righteousness: “instead of furthering men’s progress in vital holiness,” it makes 

believers “satisfied without any holiness at all… This is the grand palpable objection to 

that whole scheme… It makes thousands content to live and die ‘transgressors of the 

law’ because Christ fulfilled it for them.”145  Likewise, in his ‘Thoughts on Christ’s 

Imputed Righteousness,’ Wesley says, “I am myself more sparing in the use of it 

[imputed righteousness]… because the Antinomians use it this day to justify the 

grossest abominations.”146  Nor were Wesley’s accusations of antinomianism restricted 

against Calvinism in theory.  Individual Calvinists like Hervey were singled out, while 

others like Whitefield were absolved from his strident criticism.  He wrote, “Mr. 

Hervey is a deeply-rooted Antinomian – that is, a Calvinist consistent with himself 

(which Mr. Whitefield is not…).”147       

 

Wesley and Whitefield both heralded the doctrine of justification by faith as a non-

negotiable facet of scriptural Christianity.  In Schwenk’s estimation, as far as this 

cherished evangelical doctrine was concerned, their differences were sufficiently 

miniscule that it might reasonably be concluded that “there was consensus among the 

two leading figures of the English Revival.”148  We have observed that on one level this 

evaluation has plausibility.  After all, both preachers believed that an individual cannot 
                                                 

142 The full title of Hervey’s work is, “Theron and Aspasio ‘Or a Series of Dialogues and Letters upon the 
most Important and Interesting Subjects.’  They are found in Volumes 2 and 3 of The Whole Works of the 
Late Rev James Hervey A.M. (London, 1819).    
143 Hervey, Works, 2:111. 
144 Telford, Letters, 3:384. 
145 Jackson, Works, 10:318, 330.    
146 Jackson, Works, 10:315.  He wrote, “I firmly believe, ‘We are accounted righteous before God, 
justified only for the merit of Christ.’  But let us have no shifting of terms: ‘Only through Christ’s 
imputed righteousness’ is not the words of the Article, neither the language of our Church.” Ibid., 10:311. 
147 Jackson, Works, 10:330. 
148 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 35. 
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contribute anything meritorious towards their own justification.  Both believed that 

justification entails divine forgiveness through a lively trust in the merits of Jesus Christ 

and his propitiatory sacrifice alone.  Both recognized that the doctrine of justification 

could issue in licentiousness and therefore their preaching on justification was always 

accompanied with warnings against antinomian presumption.  The fact that Wesley and 

Whitefield never engaged in heated public debate over the nature of justification in the 

same way that they did over the nature of predestination certainly lends some weight to 

the notion that justification “would continue to be a unifying principle” between 

them.149   

 

But conversely, the mere absence of public debate over the nature of justification is 

insufficient grounds for concluding that Wesley and Whitefield shared equivalent 

conceptions of this doctrine.  Indeed, for all of their similarities, a careful comparison 

of the positions held by Wesley and Whitefield on the doctrine of justification by faith 

reveals profound dissimilarities, especially regarding the temporal scope of God’s 

forgiveness and the nature of imputation.  We can only speculate regarding their 

motivations for avoiding open theological debate regarding these matters.  A plausible 

suggestion is that neither preacher wanted a repetition of the ‘Free Grace’ episode, 

replete as it was with personal acrimony, the division of the Methodist societies, and a 

wealth of ammunition for the plentiful detractors of evangelical revival.  It is possible 

that Whitefield opted to leave disputation with John Wesley on this matter to others, 

especially since Calvinists like James Hervey were prepared to contest Wesley’s 

doctrine of justification in the public realm.  But these speculations notwithstanding, it 

is beyond doubt that although Wesley and Whitefield were uncompromising on the 

importance of the doctrine of justification by faith as a non-negotiable component of 

the authentic gospel, it cannot plausibly be argued that they were theologically unified 

on this doctrine without ignoring or suppressing distinctive and cherished aspects of 

their definition of justification.   

 

5.4 Regeneration in the preaching of Whitefield and Wesley 
 

It remains now to compare the way in which Wesley and Whitefield understood the 

doctrine of the ‘new birth,’ along with the place of spiritual regeneration in the process 
                                                 

149 Ibid., 35. 
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of sanctification.  Even though Whitefield would challenge Wesley’s Arminian 

perfectionism, “neither Wesley nor… Whitefield ever altered his basic stance on the 

primacy of the experience of the new birth.”150  In addition to their belief in the 

authority of the Bible, and the duty to proclaim the “good news of salvation 

everywhere, at home and abroad,” Timothy Smith has observed that, in common with 

evangelicals from a variety of denominational affiliations, Wesley and Whitefield 

“stressed the work of the Holy Spirit in bringing sinners to repentance and faith in 

Christ, assuring them of forgiveness, and, by His presence thereafter in their hearts, 

nurturing in them the love and holiness that please God.”151  He continues: “the 

doctrine of the new birth in Christ has never… been more eloquently and clearly set 

forth than by these two men,”152 while James Schwenk contends that above all else, 

their “common devotion to the doctrine of regeneration bound them together.”153   

 

Whitefield first came to embrace the necessity of spiritual regeneration in 1735 after 

reading Henry Scougal’s The Life of God in the Soul of Man at the recommendation of 

Charles Wesley.  It was not until then that Whitefield acknowledged that “true religion” 

did not consist in fulfilling religious duties, but rather in the “union of the soul with 

God, and Christ formed within.”  He wrote, “from that moment, but not till then, did I 

know that I must be a new creature.”154   

 

The necessity of spiritual regeneration was a constant feature of Whitefield’s sermons 

throughout the course of his preaching ministry.  For instance, in early 1737, Whitefield 

first preached his influential sermon, ‘On Regeneration,’ in which he described the 

“doctrine of our regeneration” as “the very hinge on which the salvation of each of us 

turns.”155  Using uncompromisingly blunt language, Whitefield preached that in 

spiritual terms every individual prior to regeneration is “altogether conceived and born 

in sin, as having no good thing dwelling in him… a filthy, corrupted, polluted 

                                                 
150 Smith, Wesley and Whitefield on the New Birth, 7. 
151 Smith, Wesley and Whitefield on the New Birth, 13. 
152 Smith, Wesley and Whitefield on the New Birth, 8. 
153 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 35. 
154 Whitefield, Journals, 46-47. 
155 Gillies, Works, 6:257.  This sermon was Whitefield’s earliest published work, and he credits it with 
being the instrument by which God “began the awakening at London, Bristol, Gloucester, and 
Gloucestershire.” Whitefield, Journals, 86.  Timothy Smith describes it as “one of the most influential 
sermons ever published in Christendom.” Wesley and Whitefield on the New Birth, 63. 
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wretch.”156  Such was the nature of humanity’s spiritual plight that the pursuit of moral 

reformation is palpably inadequate.  Instead, individuals stand in dire need of 

“undergoing a total renovation of [their] depraved nature.”157  Nothing short of a 

complete spiritual transformation is needed, one that entails having their souls “purged, 

purified and cleansed from [its] natural dross, filth and leprosy by the blessed 

influences of the Holy Spirit, that they may properly be said to be made anew.”158  A 

“bare outward profession of being called after His name” is insufficient.159  Rather, “he 

is a true Christian, who is one inwardly, whose baptism is that of the heart, in the 

Spirit.”160  Appealing to a plethora of contexts in which the Bible teaches the necessity 

of regeneration, Whitefield posed the rhetorical question,  

 
Now what can be understood by all these different terms of being born again [c.f. 
John 3:3-8], of putting off the Old Man and putting on the New [Ephesians 4:22-24], 
of being renewed in the spirit of our minds [Romans 12:2] and becoming new 
creatures [2 Corinthians 5:17], but that Christianity requires a thorough, real, 
inward change of heart?161 

 

Whitefield readily acknowledged that the doctrine of regeneration was difficult to 

comprehend, especially for those who had yet to experience its reality.  He wrote, “the 

truth of the matter is this: the doctrine of our regeneration, or new birth in Christ Jesus, 

is hard to be understood by the natural man [c.f. 1 Corinthians 3:14; 2 Peter 3:16].”162  

Even as one who had experienced the ‘new birth,’ Whitefield “was frankly at a loss to 

analyze the miracle.”163  Whitefield appealed to Jesus’ programmatic statement about 

the nature of regeneration to a perplexed Nicodemus in John 3:8, and confessed, “How 

this glorious change is wrought in the soul cannot easily be explained.  For no one 

knows the ways of the Spirit, save the Spirit of God Himself.  Not that this ought to be 

any argument against this doctrine.”164     

 

                                                 
156 Gillies, Works, 6:263.  Whitefield was especially fond of using extravagant terms to convict 
individuals of the Scriptural truth of original sin.  Elsewhere he writes, “Tell me then, O man, whosoever 
you are that denies the doctrine of original sin, if your conscience be not seared as with a hot iron!  Tell 
me if you do not find yourself by nature to be a motley mixture of brute and devil?” Gillies, Works, 6:97. 
157 Gillies, Works, 6:264. 
158 Ibid., 6:260. 
159 Ibid., 6:259. 
160 Ibid., 6:259. 
161 Ibid., 6:262. 
162 Ibid., 6:261. 
163 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 109. 
164 Gillies, Works, 6:260-261.  See also Ibid., 6:193. 
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These difficulties notwithstanding, Whitefield had “no doubts about the reality of 

regeneration.”165  Schwenk observes, “For Whitefield, the New Birth was dramatic, not 

static.  It was experiential.  It would be evidenced in the believer’s life.  Just as natural 

birth is accompanied by intense sensation, so the New Birth must be experienced 

intensely.”166  For instance, in his sermon, ‘What think ye of Christ?’, he wrote about 

how those who had experienced the new birth could attest to it being confirmed by a 

“spiritual, as well as a corporeal feeling… it is as real as any sensible or visual 

sensation, and may truly be felt and discerned by the soul, as any impression from 

without can be felt by the body.”167  The new birth was by no means an abstract, 

theoretical truth for Whitefield, and he attested to its reality from personal experience.  

Near the time of his death, Whitefield described the way he had known the experience 

of regeneration “for about thirty-five years as clear as the sun is in the meridian.”168  

Whitefield’s own conversion experience provided a template for the regeneration 

experience he encouraged his readers and hearers to undergo.  As Lambert observes, 

“Whitefield based his qualifications for proclaiming the necessity of the new birth on 

his acquaintance with ‘experimental religion’ not his mastery of prescribed theology.  

He linked his message to the personal experience of the messenger, filtering the 

message of the new birth through his own intense conversion.”169  Declarations of the 

reality of regeneration were invariably followed by the imperative to be born again.  In 

his sermon ‘The Method of Grace’ he declared, 

 
Before we can ever have peace with God, we must be justified by faith through our 
Lord Jesus Christ, we must be enabled to apply Christ to our hearts… so as his 
righteousness may be made our righteousness, so as his merits may be imputed to 
our souls.  My dear friends, were you ever married to Jesus Christ?  Did you ever 
close with Christ by a lively faith, so as to feel Christ in your hearts… Did you ever 
feel that peace that Christ spoke to his disciples?  I pray God may come and speak 
peace to you.  These things you must experience.170   

 

                                                 
165 Henry, Wayfaring Witness, 108. 
166 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 37-38. 
167 Gillies, Works, 5:369. 
168 Whitefield, Eighteen Sermons, 306.  Although the subjective experience of regeneration was vital, 
Whitefield’s firm sense of assurance was equally predicated upon the objective work of Christ.  For 
instance, on November 10, 1739, he wrote to Mr. S (Seward?), “Blessed be God, the Lord Jesus is my 
whole righteousness.  By virtue of that I know I am justified, I believe I shall be sanctified, and am 
assured I shall be everlastingly redeemed: for God loved me with an everlasting love.” Gillies, Works, 
1:114.  
169 See Lambert, “The Great Awakening as Artifact,” 223-246.  See also Lambert, Pedlar in Divinity, 13, 
15-25. 
170 Whitefield, Select Sermons, 86.  
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Well before Wesley and Whitefield took the step of preaching in the fields, they were 

theologically resolute regarding the necessity of regeneration.  Both believed that the 

objective or ‘outward’ work of Christ must be subjectively or ‘inwardly’ appropriated.  

For instance, Whitefield describes the outcome of a conference with “my honoured 

brother and fellow-labourer, John Wesley” and “two clergymen of the Church of 

England”: 

 
God enabled me, with great simplicity, to declare what he had done for my soul, 
which made them look upon me as a madman… Now, therefore, I am fully 
convinced there is a fundamental difference between us and them.  They believe 
only an outward Christ, we further believe that He must be inwardly formed in our 
hearts also.171 

 

The quotation above also affords us with an insight into Whitefield’s understanding of 

the relationship between justification and sanctification.  Put simply, Whitefield 

preached that an individual cannot be declaratively justified without also being born 

again and beginning the life-long process of being sanctified.  Whereas justification is 

the act of divine mercy and forgiveness through which “believers come legally” to God, 

sanctification entails “a total renovation of the whole man: by the righteousness of 

Christ.”  The new birth is the entry point to a life of progressive sanctification 

characterized by the pursuit of inward and outward holiness.  According to Whitefield, 

regeneration is the act of divine mercy through which believers “are made spiritually 

alive; by the one [justification] they are entitled to, by the other [regeneration as the 

commencement of progressive sanctification] they are made meet for, glory.  They are 

sanctified, therefore, throughout, in spirit, soul, and body.”172  Just as he vociferously 

opposed the criticism that the doctrine of justification legitimizes antinomianism, so too 

Whitefield expressly identified the inseparability of justification and sanctification, a 

doctrinal union that encourages the pursuit of holiness.  In his sermon, ‘The Lord our 

Righteousness’ he wrote,  

 
Is Christ your sanctification, as well as your outward righteousness?  For the word 
righteousness, in the text, not only implies Christ’s personal righteousness imputed 
to us, but also holiness wrought in us.  These two, God has joined together.  He 

                                                 
171 Whitefield, Journals, 203-204. 
172 Gillies, Works, 6:192.  Whitefield’s terminology of being “sanctified… throughout” suggests that he 
was prepared to describe sanctification as a definitive reality, in addition to a progressive inward spiritual 
renovation.   
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never did, he never does, he never will, put them asunder.  If you are justified by the 
blood, you are also sanctified by the Spirit, of our Lord.173 

 
But even though Whitefield preached that God has wrought a genuine spiritual change 

in the lives of those who have been born again and have begun to pursue inward and 

outward holiness, he was also adamant that the continuing presence of indwelling sin 

meant that as long as Christians remained in their earthly body, sanctification remains 

incomplete.174  He preached that “sin has now no longer dominion” over those whom 

God has sanctified.  But although “they are freed from the power” of sin, Whitefield 

clarified that “the indwelling and being, of it” remains.175  That is, Whitefield was 

concerned to stress that a believer’s holiness is an inaugurated, though not yet a 

consummated, reality.176  While Whitefield recognized that “many abuse this doctrine 

and perhaps wilfully indulge in, or do not aspire after holiness, because no man is 

perfect in this life,”177 he did not, however, consider the presence of indwelling sin to 

be an inevitable disincentive towards the vigorous pursuit of holiness in the life of the 

regenerate individual.178  In this respect, Whitefield’s expectations for the sanctified life 

exhibit elements of similarity and dissimilarity with the position held by Wesley.     

 

Like Whitefield, Wesley affirmed that the necessity of regeneration (“Ye must be born 

again”) is predicated upon “the entire corruption of our nature.  Hence it is that being 

‘born in sin’ we ‘must be born again’.  Hence everyone that is born of a woman must be 

born of the Spirit of God.”179  Regeneration marks the commencement of “new 

creaturehood,” which Runyon locates as “the goal toward which salvation is directed” 

in Wesley’s theology.180  Through this decisive, miraculous and instantaneous event, 

“believers are delivered from the guilt and power of sin” and graciously enabled to 

                                                 
173 Gillies, Works, 5:229.  Similarly, in his sermon, ‘Christ the believer’s wisdom, righteousness, 
sanctification and redemption,’ Whitefield describes the interdependent doctrinal and practical 
relationship that exists between justification and sanctification:  “We must keep the medium between the 
two extremes – not insist so much on the one hand upon Christ without as to exclude Christ within, as an 
evidence of our being His and as a preparation for future happiness, nor on the other hand, so depend on 
inherent righteousness or holiness wrought in us as to exclude the righteousness of Jesus Christ without 
us.” Ibid., 6:195. 
174 Ibid., 6:194. 
175 Ibid., 6:192. 
176 Gillies, Works, 5:229.   
177 Gillies, Works, 1:211. 
178 For instance, in his sermon, ‘Repentance and Conversion,’ he states, “the consequence of this 
imputation, or application of a Mediator’s righteousness to the soul, will be a conversion from sin to 
holiness.” Quoted in Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 33.  
179 Outler, Works, 2:190.  See also Jackson, Works, 9:438. 
180 Runyon, The New Creation, 71. 



  

 

 

202  
 

resist the “being” of sin which “remains (at least for a time) in all that are justified.”181  

Although Wesley occasionally used similar language to describe the new birth and 

sanctification, he did not consider them to be precisely identical.182  Rather, 

regeneration functions as the “the gate,” or “the entrance into” the life of sanctification 

characterized by growth and maturation.183  He proceeds, “When we are born again, 

then our sanctification, or our inward and outward holiness, begins.”184       

 

In his sermon entitled ‘The New Birth,’ Wesley defines regeneration in terms of re-

creation and renewal, the beginning of a Spirit-empowered pursuit of holiness that is 

manifested especially through transformed relationships with both God and 

neighbour.185  Like Whitefield, Wesley described the new birth using a variety of 

scripture texts.  Regeneration is,     

 
… that great change which God works in the soul when he brings it into life: when 
he raises it from the death of sin to the life of righteousness.  It is the change 
wrought in the whole soul by the almighty Spirit of God when it is ‘created anew in 
Christ Jesus’ [c.f. Ephesians 2:10], when it is ‘renewed after the image of God’ [c.f. 
Colossians 3:10], ‘in righteousness and true holiness’ [Ephesians 4:24], when the 
love of the world is changed into the love of God, pride into humility, passion into 
meekness; hatred, envy, malice, into a sincere, tender, disinterested love for all 
mankind.  In a word, it is that change whereby the ‘earthly, sensual, devilish’ mind 
[James 3:15] is turned into ‘the mind which was in Christ’ [c.f. Philippians 2:5].  
This is the nature of the new birth.  ‘So it is with everyone that is born of the Spirit 
[John 3:8].’186   

 

                                                 
181 See ‘On Sin in Believers,’ Outler, Works, 1:328, 331. 
182 Alluding to Henry Scougal’s book that had been so influential in bringing about Whitefield’s 
conversion, Wesley occasionally defines sanctification in language reminiscent of his definition of the 
new birth: “I believe [sanctification] to be… the life of God in the soul of man; a participation of the 
divine nature [2 Peter 1:4]; the mind that was in Christ [Philippians 2:5]; or, the renewal of our heart after 
the image of him that created us [Colossians 3:10].” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:97.  C.f. the 
Scripture verses Wesley cites in his description of regeneration in ‘The New Birth,’ Outler, Works, 
2:193-194. 
183 See Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 216-217.   
184 Outler, Works, 2:198.  Likewise, in his sermon ‘On God’s Vineyard,’ Wesley declares that 
“regeneration… is only the threshold of sanctification – the first entrance upon it.” Outler, Works, 3:507.  
See also Telford, Letters, 4:67-68.  On occasions, however, Wesley applied the term ‘regeneration’ in a 
broad sense that encompassed “the entirety of transformation.” Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 
377.  For instance, given the reality of original sin, Wesley declared, “Learn from hence the nature and 
necessity of regeneration. (1.) The nature: It is not a partial, but a total, change.  Thy whole nature is 
corrupted; therefore, the whole must be renewed.” Jackson, Works, 10:310.  
185 See also Wesley’s sermon ‘The Marks of the New Birth,’ Outler, Works, 1:427-428. 
186 Outler, Works, 2:193-194. 
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Just as Whitefield preached that regeneration is a thoroughgoing inward spiritual 

transformation, so too Wesley described the new birth as a “vast, inward change.”187  It 

is not simply a reformation of outward behaviour, but rather an inward change from 

“spiritual death to spiritual life.”188  In his sermon, ‘On God’s Vineyard,’ Wesley 

describes how the regenerate are well aware of the reality that, 

  
… the new birth implies as great a change in the soul, in him that is ‘born of the 
Spirit’, as was wrought in his body when he was born of a woman; not an outward 
change only, as from drunkenness to sobriety, from robbery or theft to honesty (this 
is the poor, dry, miserable conceit of those that know nothing of real religion); but 
an inward change, from all unholy to all holy tempers.189  

 

Further, just as Whitefield confessed that the mechanics of regeneration remained in 

some sense inexplicable, so too Wesley regarded the new birth to be a partially 

mysterious reality that lies beyond the scope of “curious, critical inquiries.”  Although 

Wesley was confident that “thou mayst be as absolutely assured of the fact [of 

regeneration] as of the blowing of the wind,” he nevertheless cautioned, “the precise 

manner how it is done, how the Holy Spirit works this in the soul, neither thou nor the 

wisest of the children of men is able to explain.”  Wesley argued that since “our Lord 

sufficiently guards us against” expecting “any minute, philosophical account of the 

manner how” the Spirit accomplishes the work of regeneration in the life of an 

individual, any speculation that extends beyond the “plain scriptural account of the 

nature of the new birth” is inappropriate.190    

 

In the same way as Whitefield exhorted individuals to experience regeneration, so too 

Wesley proclaimed the new birth to be a spiritual reality that is experientially 

discerned.  Further, just as Whitefield’s personal experience of the new birth buttressed 

and emboldened his appeals to undergo regeneration, so too Wesley’s Aldersgate Street 

experience was paradigmatic, at the very least in the sense that it “stands as a defining 

moment in his life in which belief and experience were joined together.”191  Wesley 

wrote in his Journal that as he heard the preface to Luther’s Epistle to the Romans 

being read, and particularly the description of the “change which God works in the 

                                                 
187 Cragg, Works, 11:107. 
188 Outler, Works, 4:172-173. 
189 Outler, Works, 3:506.  See also Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 19:84.  
190 Outler, Works, 2:191. 
191 Schwenk, Catholic Spirit, 38. 
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heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed.  I felt I did trust in 

Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given me that He had taken 

away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”192   

 

Without wishing to enter into the recent re-evaluations of Wesley’s Aldersgate Street 

experience,193 a topic that lies beyond the scope of our deliberate comparison of 

Wesley’s doctrine of regeneration compared to that preached by Whitefield, it is 

worthwhile observing that the language Wesley employs to describe his May 24, 1738 

‘experience’ is reminiscent of the terminology he uses to describe the experience of 

regeneration that he now exhorted others to undergo.  For instance, just as Wesley’s 

famous Journal entry describes his sensible experience of personal forgiveness, so too 

in his sermon, ‘The Marks of the New Birth,’ he describes those who have been “born 

of God” as possessing “a sure trust and confidence in God that through the merits of 

Christ his sins are forgiven, and he reconciled to the favour of God.”194  In other words, 

Wesley and Whitefield both preached that it was insufficient for an individual simply to 

believe that God is capable of, or even willing to, forgive sins in an abstract, unapplied 

sense.  Rather, authentic regeneration involves “feeling” the experience of forgiveness.   

Wesley’s so-called “theological empiricism,”195 is especially prevalent in the language 

he chose to describe the experience of regeneration:   

 
He ‘feels in his heart’ (to use the language of our Church) ‘the mighty working of 
the Spirit of God’… he feels, he is inwardly sensible of, the graces which the Spirit 
of God works in his heart.  He feels, he is conscious of, ‘a peace which passeth all 
understanding’ [Philippians 4:7].  He many times feels such a joy in God as is 
‘unspeakable and full of glory’ [1 Peter 1:8].  He feels ‘the love of God shed abroad 
in his heart by the Holy Ghost which is given unto him’ [c.f. Romans 5:5].  And all 

                                                 
192 Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 18:250. 
193 See R.L. Maddox (ed.), Aldersgate Reconsidered (Nashville: Kingswood Books, 1990). 
194 Outler, Works, 1:418-419. 
195 Cell, The Rediscovery of John Wesley, 86.  Harry Stout contends that for all advocates of eighteenth 
century transatlantic evangelical revival, regardless of their precise theological orientation, “individual 
experience became the ultimate arbiter of authentic religious faith… As sensation represented the only 
avenue for natural knowledge in Lockean epistemology, so the supernatural experience of the New Birth 
became the sole authentic means to spiritual knowledge in the evangelical revivals.” The Divine 
Dramatist, 205.  Runyon observes that Wesley’s theological empiricism “retains the epistemological 
structure of Locke’s experience-based empiricism but with spiritual rather than physical ‘sensors.’” 
Runyon, The New Creation, 72.  See also R.E. Brantley, Locke, Wesley, and the Method of English 
Romanticism (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1984) and Dreyer, “Faith and Experience in the 
Thought of John Wesley,” 12-30. 
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his spiritual senses are then ‘exercised to discern’ spiritual ‘good and evil’ 
[Hebrews 5:14].196 

 

The period surrounding Wesley’s Aldersgate Street experience also signalled a decisive 

moment in his understanding of the relationship between justification and 

sanctification.  From this time forward, Wesley came to understand that whereas 

justification entails a “relative change” and “implies what God does for us through his 

Son,” sanctification entails a “real” change.197  Sanctification is “the immediate fruit of 

justification,” the change that God “works in us by his Spirit.”198  It involves “restoring 

those to the image of God whom he had first reinstated in his favour.”199  Collins 

summarizes the position Wesley consistently held after 1738: “Simply put, though no 

true Christian holiness can precede justification, it must immediately follow it.  

Justification, properly speaking, ever occurs with regeneration; never one without the 

other.”200  That is, even though the two doctrines were “intimately woven together” in 

Wesley’s theology, such that “in the order of time neither is before the other,”201 he was 

also concerned to maintain a conceptual distinction between justification and 

sanctification.202   After 1738 he always “attributed logical (or theological) priority to 

justification.”203     

 

Wesley’s description of the origins of Methodism found in the Large Minutes attests to 

the way in which, even after his pivotal realization that justification must precede 

sanctification, the pursuit of holiness retained a privileged place in his theology and 

                                                 
196 Outler, Works, 2:193.  In the same sermon, Wesley compares the vastly different experience of life 
before and after physical birth to the radically different spiritual experience before and after regeneration.  
See Outler, Works, 2:192.  On the basis of this analogy, Runyon describes Wesley’s conception of the 
new birth in terms of “an epistemological event that opens up a new way of knowing.” The New 
Creation, 80. 
197 See Wesley’s sermons ‘The Scripture Way of Salvation,’ Outler, Works, 2:158, ‘Justification by 
Faith,’ Ibid., 1:187, and ‘On Working Out Our Own Salvation,’ Ibid., 3:204. 
198 Outler, Works, 1:187. 
199 See ‘The Law Established through Faith, II,’ Outler, Works, 2:38. 
200 Collins, The Theology of John Wesley, 182.  See also Maddox, who asserts that “Wesley did not allow 
justification to dominate his understanding of salvation to the degree that is common among so many 
Western Christians, particularly Protestants.”  He quotes Miguez Bonino who provocatively suggests that 
Wesley actually transposed the Protestant theme of “justification by grace through faith” into one of 
“sanctification by grace through faith.” Responsible Grace, 172. 
201 Oden, John Wesley’s Scriptural Christianity, 296-297. 
202 See Outler, Works, 3:506-508. 
203 Maddox, Responsible Grace, 170.  For example, see Wesley’s comments on Romans 6:18 and 
Hebrews 8:12, Explanatory Notes on the New Testament.  Oden suggests, “there is a distinction between 
justification and the new birth in that God’s justifying activity of imputing righteousness is the logical 
precondition or presupposition of the Holy Spirit’s impartation of the gift of new life.” John Wesley’s 
Scriptural Christianity, 297.  



  

 

 

206  
 

practice.  Wesley’s habitual fear that Calvinist doctrine inevitably “strikes directly at 

the root of all holiness” is especially vivid in this account: 

 
In 1729, two young men, reading the Bible, saw they could not be saved without 
holiness, followed after it, and incited others so to do.  In 1737 they saw holiness 
comes by faith.  They saw likewise that men are justified before they are sanctified; 
but still holiness was their point.  God then thrust them out, utterly against their 
will, to raise a holy people.  When Satan could no otherwise hinder this, he threw 
Calvinism in the way; and then Antinomianism, which strikes directly at the root of 
all holiness.204 

 

Beneath the pithiness of this summary lies profound insight into the impulses that drove 

Wesley’s life-long theological activity.  Wesley might have converted to the position 

that “justification always stands first, without any antecedent ‘holiness’ or merit of any 

kind as a necessary precondition to human salvation,” but the practical locus of his 

attention never shifted from the pursuit of ‘holiness of heart and life’ as the core of the 

Christian life.205  Outler observes that “it is important, therefore, always to start with 

Wesley’s first conversion (1725), a conversion to the ideal of holy living, and to 

remember that he never thereafter abandoned this ideal even when further 

conversions… complicated his interpretation of it by a good deal.”206  In ‘On God’s 

                                                 
204 Jackson, Works, 10:300.      
205 Outler, Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, 71.  
206 Outler, Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, 70.  See also M. Piette, John Wesley in the Evolution of 
Protestantism (London and New York: Sheed and Ward, 1937) 306.  Wesley’s fervent aspiration after 
inward and outward holiness began during his formative years at Epworth, and were further developed 
during his years as an undergraduate student at Oxford.  By 1725 he had established in his own mind 
“that the call to righteousness pervading the Old and the New Testaments was the central theme of 
Scripture.” Smith, Wesley and Whitefield on the New Birth, 11.  Prior to his Aldersgate experience, 
Wesley had been highly influenced by the writings of Lorenzo Scupoli (Spiritual Struggle), Thomas á 
Kempis (The Imitation of Christ), Jeremy Taylor (Rules and Exercises for Holy Living and Dying), 
William Law (Christian Perfection and A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy Life), and the devotional 
tradition of Eastern Orthodoxy, including Clement of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa and Macarius of 
Egypt, all of whom in varying ways emphasized the pursuit of inward holiness as the core of the 
Christian life.  On December 10, 1734, he wrote to his father, “By holiness I mean, not fasting, or bodily 
austerity, or any other external means of improvement, but that inward temper to which all these are 
subservient, a renewal of soul in the image of God.  I mean a complex habit of lowliness, meekness, 
purity, faith, hope and love of God and man.” Baker, Works, 25:399.  But disillusioned with his own 
shortfallings in his quest for this form of holiness, on October 3, 1731, Wesley concluded that as 
Christians “our hope is sincerity, not perfection, not to do well, but to do our best.  If God were to mark 
all that is done amiss, who could abide it?” Baker, Works, 25:318.  That is, prior to 1738 Wesley argued 
that the imperfect zeal with which a person pursues holiness, augmented by God’s leniency, provided the 
grounds of assurance of salvation.  Kenneth Collins suggests that Wesley’s “resolve was actually a 
prescription for a deep and long-lasting malaise… for it, in effect, made obedience to the moral law the 
basis of acceptance… put another way, this approach [to holiness] made sanctification the ground of 
justification.” K.J. Collins, John Wesley: A Theological Journey (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003) 41.  
Wesley’s retrospective evaluation of the period prior to his Aldersgate Street experience yielded similar 
conclusions.  He wrote in his Journal that prior to 1738, “by my continued endeavour to keep his whole 
law, inward and outward, to the utmost of my power, I was persuaded that I should be accepted of him, 
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Vineyard’ Wesley describes how the Methodists had achieved a proper biblical balance 

in their understanding of the relationship between justification and sanctification.  Just 

as “they do not think or speak of justification so as to supersede sanctification, so 

neither do they think or speak of sanctification so as to supersede justification.  They 

take care to keep each in its own place, laying equal stress on one and the other.”207  

Wesley undeniably sought to proclaim the interdependent nature of the ‘relative’ and 

‘real’ change an individual must undergo in their relation to God.  But the self-

acknowledged focal point of Wesley’s theological enterprise was not so much the porch 

of repentance, nor the door of justifying faith, but rather holiness of heart and life.  

Holiness was “the goal and crown of the Christian life.”208  Williams is thus correct to 

assert that while in Wesley’s theology “justification is the foundation of the Christian 

life, the center of [his] attention moves to the transforming work of the Spirit in the life 

of the justified.”209 

 

Wesley’s ‘hermeneutic of holiness’ also influenced his resistance towards any 

description of salvation as a discrete event in time.  His constant preference was to 

describe Christianity not in terms of a static state, but rather as an ongoing dynamic 

process that culminates in final justification.  As Whidden asserts, Wesley did not 

conceive the “experience of salvation so much in terms of an ordo salutis but much 

more as a via salutis,” and this influenced his understanding of the relationship between 

                                                                                                                                            
and that I was even then in a state of salvation.” Ward and Heitzenrater, Works, 18:244-245.  Wesley 
came to recognize that from his “youth up” he had depended and grounded his hope of salvation, “in 
whole or in part, upon my own works or righteousness”; “being ignorant of the righteousness of Christ,” 
even his time as a missionary in Georgia was spent “beating the air.” Ibid., 18:246, 248.  Thus, he was 
able to say in ‘A Farther Appeal to Men of Reason and Religion’ (1745), “I was ordained Deacon in 
1725, and Priest in the year following.  But it was many years after this before I was convinced of the 
great truths above recited.  During all that time I was utterly ignorant of the nature and condition of 
justification.  Sometimes I confounded it with sanctification; (particularly when I was in Georgia).” 
Jackson, Works, 8:111.     
207 Outler, Works, 3:507. 
208 Outler, Theology in the Wesleyan Spirit, 69.  Collins draws attention to the imprint of the German 
Pietism of Halle and Herrnhut upon Wesley’s high view of regeneration and sanctification.  He observes 
in particular Spener’s emphasis upon “the participatory issues of regeneration and a holy life” as opposed 
to “forensic issues of justification” as being replicated in Wesley’s theology.  Similarly, August Hermann 
Francke’s recognition that although conversion marked a decisive turning point in Christian existence, 
“believers still had to grow in holiness” was reflected in Wesley’s discussion of the relationship between 
justification and sanctification.  Collins suggests that in addition to the influence of eastern Fathers and 
Catholic sources (Fenelon and Molinos), Francke’s German Pietism contributed greatly to Wesley’s 
emphasis upon “the participatory motif of ongoing growth in grace.” The Theology of John Wesley, 208-
211, 214-215.   
209 Williams, John Wesley’s Theology Today, 100-101.  See also Wesley’s sermon ‘The Law Established 
through Faith, II,’ where he states that the goal of preaching “faith in Christ” is to “produce all manner of 
holiness,” that issues in “love… the sole end of every dispensation of God.” Outler, Works, 2:38.  



  

 

 

208  
 

justification by faith and sanctification.210  For instance, in the ‘Large Minutes,’ Wesley 

asks: “Does not talking, without proper caution, of a justified or sanctified state, tend to 

mislead men; almost naturally leading them to trust in what was done in one moment?  

Whereas we are every moment pleasing or displeasing to God, according to our works; 

according to the whole of our present inward tempers and outward behaviour.”211   

 
Wesley and Whitefield were thus agreed on the necessity of being born again, that 

justification must precede sanctification, and that regeneration marks the threshold of 

sanctification.  Both were also committed to pursuing inward and outward holiness.  

They disagreed, however, over what Wesley styled as “the grand depositum” of 

Methodism, the doctrine of “full sanctification” or Christian perfection.212  Outler 

describes Wesley’s doctrine of Christian perfection “as the farthest horizon of his 

vision of Christian existence.”213  Elsewhere he observes that if “the single most 

consistent theme in Wesley’s thought over the entire span of his ministry was ‘holy 

living,’” then perfection represents “its cognate goal.”214  Wesley’s zeal for proclaiming 

the doctrine of perfection never abated, even though it was the subject of considerable 

controversy and misunderstanding.215  In 1784, and in response to the question, “What 

is then the perfection to which man is capable while he dwells in a corruptible body,” 

Wesley reaffirmed that perfection entails “pure love” of God and neighbour:216 

 
It is the complying with that kind command, ‘My son, give me thy heart.’ [c.f. 
Proverbs 23:26]  It is the ‘loving the Lord his God with all his heart, and with all his 
soul, and with all his mind’ [c.f. Matthew 22:37].  This is the sum of Christian 
perfection: it is all comprised in that one word, love.  The first branch of it is the 
love of God: and as he that loves God loves his brother also [c.f. 1 John 4:21], it is 
inseparably connected with the second, ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself’ 
[Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 19:19].  Thou shalt love every man as thy own soul, as 

                                                 
210 Whidden, “Wesley on Imputation,” 64. 
211 Jackson, Works, 8:338. 
212 Telford, Letters, 8:238. 
213 Outler, Works, 1:99. 
214 See Outler’s preface to Wesley’s sermon ‘On Perfection,’ Works, 3:70. 
215 Outler records the way Wesley preached perfection “in season and out.”  Between 1740 and 1785 he 
preached eighteen sermons from Matthew 5:48, and fifty sermons from Hebrews 6:1 between 1739 and 
1785.  The subject of aspiring after Christian perfection appeared in sermons preached prior to his 
Aldersgate Street experience, most notably his 1733 Oxford sermon, ‘The Circumcision of the Heart.’  
But as McGonigle observes, although Wesley remained constant in his definition of Christian perfection 
as “love to God and man” as an “achievable goal,” his realization that justification must always precede 
sanctification meant that after 1738, ‘full sanctification’ or Christian perfection was always located as a 
work of grace following justification and regeneration within Wesley’s order of salvation.  Sufficient 
Saving Grace, 241-264.   
216 Jackson, Works, 11:394. 
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Christ loved us.  ‘On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets 
[Matthew 22:40]’ these contain the whole of Christian perfection.217 

 

Wesley interpreted the Scriptural commands to “be perfect” and “be holy” as 

“equivalent to a promise.”  That is, divine imperatives were of necessity accompanied 

by the graciously enabled ability to fulfil the demands required by such injunctions; 

ought implied can.218  He reasoned that perfection is attainable, on the grounds that 

since God “has called us to holiness he is undoubtedly willing, as well as able, to work 

this holiness in us.  For he cannot mock his helpless creatures, calling us to receive 

what he never intends to give.”219 

    

Although Whitefield challenged Wesley’s doctrine of perfection, he was not altogether 

opposed to either the notion or the terminology of Christian perfection.  In his sermon 

‘A Preservative against unsettled Notions, and want of Principles, in regard to 

Righteousness and Christian Perfection,’ Whitefield set out to defend the “sound 

religion of Christian perfection” against the “sin-soothing doctrines” of those who 

denied the necessity of striving to “live in a perpetual habitude of desires, struggles, and 

yearnings towards an intimate union with Christ, the perfection of righteousness.”220  

Whitefield exhorted faithfulness to “the express injunction of the Lord… never to give 

over pursuing and thirsting after the perfect righteousness of Christ, until we rest in 

him,” and like Wesley, described the perfection to which God has “taught us to aspire” 

in terms of love of God and neighbour.221  But unlike Wesley, Whitefield was adamant 

that “none of us… can boast of having attained the summit of perfection,” since “in this 

life men cannot attain to the perfection of their heavenly Father.”222  Whitefield 

exhorted those who had been born again to grow in holiness motivated by the 

knowledge that “perfect righteousness in men” has already been accomplished “through 

Jesus Christ.”223  He considered anyone who had been clothed in Christ’s imputed 

                                                 
217 Outler, Works, 3:74. 
218 See Runyon, The New Creation, 96-97.  Wesley predicated his belief in the attainability of perfection 
upon a variety of texts, including 1 Thessalonians 5:23, Matthew 5:48, Matthew 22:37, 2 Peter 1:4, 1 
John 1:7, Ephesians 4:23-24, Hebrews 10:19 and Hebrews 4:9.  
219 Outler, Works, 3:77.  Wesley’s theological reasoning here is identical to his argument against the 
Calvinist conception of unconditional election.  
220 Gillies, Works, 5:157, 154. 
221 Gillies, Works, 5:144, 142.  Whitefield describes perfection as “a constant imitation of [God], and 
peaceful union with each other.” Ibid., 5:142.  
222 Gillies, Works, 5:157, 154. 
223 Gillies, Works, 5:156. 
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righteousness to “have already attained” perfection, and this inaugurated reality 

provided the confidence and incentive to “press forward towards the mark, for the prize 

of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus.”224 

 

In addition, John Wesley’s understanding of Christian perfection was rather different 

from George Whitefield’s perception of Wesley’s understanding of this controversial 

term.  This is not to suggest that their disagreements on the subject of perfection were 

merely terminological, but rather that their real theological differences were further 

exacerbated by terminological misunderstanding.  Whitefield’s correspondence with 

Wesley during 1740 indicates that he was unaware that between July and November 

1739, without wishing to diminish the importance of regeneration, Wesley had come to 

the conviction that believers ought to expect a second work of grace that would cleanse 

away the remains of inbred sin.225  Whitefield’s interaction with Wesley also reveals 

that he often viewed the notion of perfection “from the Western Latin vantage point as 

perfectio (perfected perfection), an achieved state of perfection.”226  On the basis of this 

conception of perfection as implying a self-proclamation of unimpeachable and 

irrevocable legal standing before God, and of having attained a static state of being 

permanently unable to sin, Whitefield rebuked Wesley, “I am persuaded you greatly 

err.  You have set a mark you will never arrive at, till you come to glory.  I think few 

enjoy such continued manifestations of God’s presence as I do, and have done, for 

some years; but I dare not pretend to say I shall be absolutely perfect.”227  Likewise, 

shortly beforehand he wrote, “I am sorry to hear by many letters, that you seem to own 

                                                 
224 Gillies, Works, 5:158, 157. 
225 See Smith, “George Whitefield and Wesleyan Perfectionism,” 68, 70, 74, and Collins, The Theology 
of John Wesley, 279-312.  Like Whitefield, Wesley believed that those who had been justified and born 
again were by grace delivered from the power and dominion of sin.  But unlike Whitefield, Wesley also 
believed that beyond the act of “legal” repentance that accompanied justification and regeneration, 
Christians ought to aspire to a further, deeper “evangelical” repentance.  This second distinct work of 
grace, variously described as a “second blessing,” “second benefit” or “second awakening” involved 
deliverance “from the root of bitterness, from inbred as well as actual sin.” Telford, Letters, 6:116.  See 
also Ibid., 3:212; 4:133; 5:315; 5:333; 6:144-145 and Outler, Works, 1:346-347.  As to the question of 
whether this second blessing was an instantaneous or a gradual change, Wesley wrote, “It is both the one 
and the other.  From the moment we are justified, there may be a gradual sanctification, a growing in 
grace, a daily advance in the knowledge and love of God.  And if sin cease before death, there must, in 
the nature of the thing, be an instantaneous change; there must be a last moment wherein it does exist, 
and a first moment wherein it does not.” Jackson, Works, 8:329.       
226 See Outler’s preface to Wesley’s sermon ‘Christian Perfection,’ Works, 2:98-99.  
227 Gillies, Works, 1:219.  Whitefield consistently held this position.  On August 3, 1739 he wrote, “I 
believe the being (though not the dominion) of sin remains in the hearts of the greatest believers.” Ibid., 
1:58.  See also Ibid., 1:259 and 2:5-6.   
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a sinless perfection in this life attainable.  I do not expect to say indwelling sin is 

finished and destroyed in me, till I bow down my head and give up the ghost.”228 

 

By contrast, Wesley deliberately avoided the phrase ‘sinless perfection,’ insofar as the 

theological implications of this term reached beyond his own conception of the 

doctrine.  Congruent with the Church of England’s ‘Collect for Purity,’ Wesley not 

only defined perfection in terms of “perfectly” loving God, but also in terms of 

purgation of sin.229  Crucially however, and in contrast to Whitefield, Wesley 

consistently limited his definition of sin to “a voluntary transgression of a known 

law.”230  He differentiated his definition of sin from that of Whitefield’s Calvinism 

when he wrote, 

  
… every voluntary breach of the law of love is sin; and nothing else, if we speak 
properly.  To strain the matter farther is only to make way for Calvinism.  There 
may be ten thousand wandering thoughts and forgetful intervals without any breach 
of love, though not without transgressing the Adamic law.  But Calvinists would 
fain confound these together.231   

 

The Christian perfection (sometimes termed ‘perfect love’) that is attainable in this life 

thus “excludes… involuntary transgressions” which Wesley regarded as “naturally 

consequent on the ignorance and mistakes inseparable from mortality.”  For this reason, 

Wesley explained that “sinless perfection is a phrase I never use… I believe, a person 

filled with the love of God is still liable to these involuntary transgressions.  Such 

transgressions you may call sins if you please: I do not.”232  Accordingly, Wesley 

                                                 
228 Gillies, Works, 1:211.  Throughout 1740, Whitefield consistently described Wesley’s position using 
the terminology of ‘sinless perfection.’  See Whitefield, Journals, 459 and Gillies, Works, 1:208.     
229 See Outler, Works, 4:398 and 3:586. 
230 Jackson, Works, 11:396.  Just as Wesley was reluctant to speak of ‘inherited guilt’ on the grounds that 
it could serve to diminish an individual’s sense of responsibility for their own sin, so too Runyon notes 
that “Wesley’s prime concern” in defining sin as those things that are consciously performed contrary to 
the will of God “was to link sin to a sense of responsibility.” Runyon, The New Creation, 86.  This is not 
to suggest that Wesley ever denied the reality of “involuntary transgressions.”  These he also regarded as 
being in need of “atoning blood.” Ibid., 11:395.  See also Outler, Works, 3:74.  This notwithstanding, 
Wesley did not consider “ignorance and error and a thousand other infirmities” to be acts of ‘sin.’  
Outler, Works, 3:73. 
231 Telford, Letters, 5:322.  See also Outler, Works, 1:436. 
232 Jackson, Works, 11:396.  In his sermon ‘The Marks of the New Birth’ Wesley makes the 
uncomplicated declaration that those who have been born again “doth not commit sin,” habitually or 
otherwise. Outler, Works, 1:420.  But in his accompanying sermon ‘The Great Privilege of those that are 
Born of God,’ his application of 1 John 3:1-2 is more nuanced.  Here he distinguishes between voluntary 
and involuntary transgressions.  
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warned his brother Charles against following Whitefield and setting perfection “so 

high” as to “effectually… renounce it.”233    

 

If ‘sinless perfection’ was theologically removed from Wesley’s conception of 

Christian perfection, so too he deliberately sought to distance himself from all notions 

of ‘perfected perfection.’  As Williams aptly expresses it, Wesley’s challenge was how 

to define “a perfection that is imperfect.”234  Wesley’s understanding of perfection was 

influenced by the Eastern tradition of teleiotes, or perfecting perfection.235  He 

understood perfection to be a dynamic reality, where “neither perfection nor 

imperfection is a fixed state,”236 and declared that there is no such thing as “absolute 

perfection on earth… none which does not admit of a continual increase.”237  Through 

such statements, Wesley sought to preserve the reality that regardless of how much an 

individual Christian may have progressed in inward and outward holiness, “he hath still 

need to ‘grow in grace’ [2 Peter 3:18], and daily to advance in the knowledge and love 

of God his Saviour.”238  Similarly, in his sermon ‘On Faith,’ Wesley exhorts those who 

have experienced the new birth to habitually, 

 
Go on to perfection [Hebrews 6:1].  Yea, and when ye have attained a measure of 
perfect love, when God has… enabled you to love him with all your heart and all 
your soul, think not of resting there.  That is impossible.  You cannot stand still; you 
must either rise or fall – rise higher or fall lower.  Therefore the voice of God to the 
children of Israel, to the children of God is ‘Go forward’ [Exodus 14:15].239 

 

It is thus clearly apparent that Wesley understood Christian perfection to be a dynamic, 

relational reality.  As Williams observes, “The ‘holiness without which no man shall 

see the Lord,’ of which Wesley speaks, is not a holiness that is judged by objective 

moral standards, but a holiness in terms of… unbroken fellowship with Christ.”  In 

contrast to Whitefield’s perception of Wesley’s understanding of perfection, Wesley 

put the doctrine “within the order of personal relationship to Christ, not within the order 

of a legal relationship to a moral standard.”240 

                                                 
233 Telford, Letters, 5:20.   
234 Williams, The Theology of John Wesley, 168.   
235 Outler, Works, 2:99. 
236 Runyon, The New Creation, 88. 
237 Outler, Works, 2:104. 
238 Outler, Works, 2:104-105. 
239 Outler, Works, 3:501. 
240 Williams, The Theology of John Wesley, 175. 
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Previously we have observed that Wesley jettisoned any doctrine or practice that he 

perceived to be a disincentive to the pursuit of holiness, including Calvinist conceptions 

of predestination, various facets of their doctrine of justification, and any definition of 

sin that might diminish the regenerate individual’s zeal for holiness.  Wesley believed 

that the vigour with which perfection was proclaimed to be a gauge of the spiritual 

vitality of Methodist Societies.241  He reasoned that all Christians should be “strongly 

and explicitly” encouraged to strive after perfection “because constant experience 

shows, the more earnestly they expect this, the more swiftly and steadily does the 

gradual work of God go on in their soul… whereas, just the contrary effects are 

observed whenever this expectation ceases.”242  As Runyon observes, “the anticipation 

of Christian perfection in this life was therefore a key element in Methodist piety… the 

goal gave shape to the process.”243  In Wesley’s estimation, not only was Christian 

perfection of benefit, to suppress or impoverish this doctrine was immensely 

deleterious to the Christian life. 

 

Wesley’s conception of Christian perfection provided his principle doctrinal incentive 

for pursuing the work of holiness begun in the instant of regeneration.  In Whitefield’s 

case, his experiential reality of indwelling sin, together with the confidence of having 

been justified, was incentive enough for him to continue on in sanctification having 

been born again.  Perhaps insinuating that Wesley’s doctrine of perfection afforded 

scope for spiritual pride, Whitefield wrote to Wesley of his own experience of 

sanctification as a life-long endeavour: “There must be some Amalekites left in the 

Israelite’s land, to keep his soul in action, to keep him humble, and to drive him 

continually to Jesus for pardon and forgiveness.”244   

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

The aim of this chapter has been to compare the way George Whitefield and John 

Wesley understood original sin, justification by faith and regeneration, doctrines which 
                                                 

241 In 1772, he urged Samuel Bardsley, “Never be ashamed of the old Methodist doctrine.  Press all 
believers to go on to perfection.  Insist everywhere on the second blessing as receivable in a moment, and 
receivable now, by simple faith.” Telford, Letters, 5:315.  
242 Jackson, Works, 8:328, 329. 
243 Runyon, The New Creation, 97. 
244 Gillies, Works, 1:211. 
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they proclaimed through their spoken and printed sermons as the non-negotiable 

foundation of scriptural Christianity.  We have discovered that behind their use of often 

identical theological terminology lurk subtle but highly significant theological 

differences, out of which flow equally significant theological and pastoral implications.  

That is, we have demonstrated that terminological agreement far from ensures 

theological agreement. 

 

First, we have compared the respective anthropologies of Wesley and Whitefield, 

paying particular attention to their respective understandings of the origin, extent and 

nature of sin and how this conditioned their respective articulations of ‘free grace.’  We 

have observed that biblical anthropology and soteriology are inextricably linked in the 

preaching of Wesley and Whitefield.  Their sermons everywhere presume that the 

divine command to repent and be justified by faith and born again will only be heeded 

by those who acknowledge that by nature they are spiritually dead in their 

transgressions.  But even though their definitions of original sin share much in 

common, differences in their respective anthropologies were brought into sharp relief 

during the so-called ‘free grace’ episode.  Wesley and Whitefield were so concerned 

that non-negotiable components of the gospel were threatened by their respective 

definitions of ‘free grace’ that an irreversible breach amongst the Methodist societies 

ensued.  Whitefield understood the Bible to present a monergistic view of salvation, 

and insofar as Wesley’s articulation of salvation introduced a degree of synergism, it 

amounted to sufficient reason to consider himself theologically justified in parting 

company from Wesley’s Arminian Methodists.  Wesley also affirmed that salvation is 

by grace alone, but the nuances in his anthropology that differentiated him from 

Whitefield, especially his commitment to ‘prevenient grace,’ reflected his concern to 

acknowledge the place of non-meritorious and divinely-enabled human liberty in the 

divine-human relationship without compromising his doctrine of original sin.     

 

Second, we compared the way in which Wesley and Whitefield understood and applied 

the doctrine of justification by faith.  Both preachers believed that an individual cannot 

contribute anything meritorious towards their own justification.  Both believed that 

justification entails divine forgiveness through an active trust in the merits of Jesus 

Christ and his propitiatory sacrifice alone.  Both recognized that the doctrine of 

justification could issue in licentiousness and therefore they consistently preached that 
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antinomian presumption is incompatible with genuine Christianity.  They differed 

markedly, however, in their conception of the temporal scope of justification and the 

nature of imputation.  The absence of public conflict over the nature of justification 

might give the appearance that Wesley and Whitefield were in complete theological 

agreement.  Yet a careful comparison of their teaching on justification indicates that 

this conclusion cannot be supported without ignoring or suppressing distinctive and 

cherished aspects of their definition of this doctrine.   

 

Third, we have observed that Wesley and Whitefield were agreed on the necessity of 

experiencing regeneration as an instantaneous inward transformation, whereby God 

brings a person from spiritual death to spiritual life.  Both agreed that justification must 

precede sanctification, that regeneration marks the threshold of sanctification, and that 

the new birth entails victory over the dominion and power of sin.  Both were also 

committed to pursuing inward and outward holiness.  But they disagreed regarding the 

extent to which indwelling sin might be purged from the life of a regenerate individual 

during their earthly life, and especially over what precisely is implied by the notion of 

Christian perfection.  While Whitefield appears to have misunderstood Wesley’s 

definition of perfection as a dynamic, relational reality, their terminological 

disagreement ought not to obscure the reality that Wesley’s definition of sin as 

“voluntary transgressions of a known law” clearly set him apart from Whitefield. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

This thesis has sought to compare various facets of the written and spoken sermons of 

two leading eighteenth century itinerant field-preachers and Methodist contemporaries, 

John Wesley and George Whitefield.  We have considered especially how the Bible, in 

relation to a variety of other influences, shaped and conditioned the ministries of two 

preachers who professed to be ‘men of one book.’  There was nothing abstract or 

theoretical about the sense in which Wesley and Whitefield aspired to be ‘men of one 

book.’  Instead, it was in their capacity as life-long preachers of one book that they 

featured so prominently in a widespread evangelical revival that not only spanned 

England, Scotland, Wales, Ireland and the American colonies, but also included both 

Calvinists and Arminians.   

 

Despite their many similarities, there has been a paucity of intentionally comparative 

studies devoted to the preaching ministries of these two Methodist contemporaries.  

This scholarly deficiency has been further compounded by the conspicuously polarized 

nature of much of the literature devoted to the Calvinist Whitefield and the Arminian 

Wesley.  These trends in Wesley and Whitefield studies together provide a compelling 

warrant for undertaking this comparison of their respective full-orbed ‘print and preach’ 

ministries.  Although we have observed that the personalities, doctrines and homiletical 

practices of Wesley and Whitefield were by no means identical, our intention has not 

been to accentuate their differences by suppressing elements of similarity in their 

respective public ministries.  Neither has it been our intention to accentuate artificially 

their similarities in such a way as to reconfigure Whitefield as a Wesleyan-Arminian 

and recast Wesley as a Whitefieldian-Calvinist, for to do so would be to obscure 

genuine differences that existed between them.   

 

This comparison of the preaching ministries of Wesley and Whitefield is a response to 

a legacy of polarized and partisan historiography, not an attempt to reach a verdict 

regarding which of these two preachers could more aptly justify his claim to be a ‘man 

of one book.’  In the process of comparing various aspects of their preaching ministries, 

we have demonstrated that Wesley and Whitefield expressed their singular commitment 
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to being men of one book through preaching ministries that were not indistinguishable.  

We have also demonstrated that for all of their differences, they were equally 

committed to the spread of the gospel throughout the transatlantic world.  It now 

remains for us to draw together and summarize the results of this comparison of two 

Methodist preachers, focusing first on the similarities, and second on the dissimilarities, 

which existed between their respective preaching ministries.  

 

6.2 Similarities 

 

First, although neither Wesley nor Whitefield were the first eighteenth-century English 

preachers to take their sermons ‘into the streets and highways,’ it was primarily through 

the reputation they gained as itinerant field-preachers that they were able to exercise 

considerable influence as leaders of a widespread evangelical revival that spanned not 

only the Atlantic but also included Calvinists and Arminians.  Wesley and Whitefield 

were equally convinced that they had been commissioned to fulfil itinerant field-

preaching ministries, and they appealed to the scriptures and used biblical vocabulary 

and examples to buttress these convictions.  On a number of occasions, Whitefield’s 

Journal entries indicate that he identified strongly with the peripatetic aspect of the 

Apostle Paul’s preaching ministry, while Wesley identified especially with Paul’s 

conviction that if he failed to proclaim the gospel then he would be imperilling his own 

salvation.     

   

Wesley and Whitefield cast their decision either to pursue or not pursue a field-

preaching ministry in terms of an uncomplicated choice between competing sources of 

authority.  They could either ‘please God’ and preach justification by faith to those 

spiritually and economically impoverished segments of society they recognized as 

having been neglected by the Church of England, or they could ‘please man’ and defer 

to their ecclesiastical superiors who opposed both the content and location of their 

spoken sermons.  Both resoundingly opted for the former option, despite the 

ecclesiastical opposition and social stigma associated with their decision.  Although 

they were equally convinced of both the necessity of field-preaching and the sense in 

which God had specially called each of them to this specific public ministry, neither 

took this highly contentious step spontaneously – Wesley in particular overcame 

significant personal reservations regarding the propriety of field-preaching.  Wesley 
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and Whitefield were systematically denied access to Church of England pulpits, but this 

opposition towards the substance and whereabouts of their sermons did little to 

diminish their zeal for itinerant evangelism.  Indeed, both provocatively declared ‘the 

world to be their parish,’ and in the process situated their itinerant preaching ministries 

outside the normal parish structures of the Church of England. 

 

Second, a comparison of the approach towards sermon delivery adopted by Whitefield 

and Wesley shows that there was nothing accidental about their respective preaching 

styles.  Both preachers considered their sermon content and sermon delivery to be 

inextricably linked.  In Whitefield’s instance, the urgency of the gospel message 

prompted his impassioned and dramatic pulpit oratory.  Regardless of our assessment of 

the legitimacy of the proof-texts Whitefield mustered in support of his dramatic 

preaching style, it is beyond doubt that Whitefield was unwilling to proceed with his 

chosen homiletical style apart from what he considered to be sufficient Scriptural 

precedent.  Although he was undoubtedly temperamentally gifted as an ‘actor-

preacher,’ and although his theatrical ability rivalled his contemporaries on the secular 

stage, the sermons Whitefield delivered from makeshift pulpits were always intended to 

convert individuals, and never merely to entertain an audience.   

 

Likewise, in Wesley’s estimation, the task of preaching was not simply about 

dispassionately conveying information, but rather about persuading listeners to repent 

of their sins and believe the scripture way of salvation.  Wesley also believed that the 

Bible ought to regulate not simply the content of his sermons, but also their manner of 

delivery.  He thus endeavoured to imitate the clarity and simplicity of inspired authors, 

especially the Apostle John, and exhorted his Methodist lay preachers to do likewise.  

Although Whitefield’s preaching style appears to have been more theatrical than that 

adopted by Wesley, they were equally committed to homiletical clarity and simplicity.  

Both preachers recognized that in order to reach a demographically and spatially 

diverse audience with the gospel, they must of necessity preach in a way that was 

readily comprehensible.   

 

Third, Whitefield and Wesley were both fond of describing their preaching events in 

terms of the effects they produced upon their audiences.  Although Whitefield was not 

averse to mentioning briefly the Scriptural content of his sermons, his tendency was to 
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describe his spoken sermons in terms of the emotional outpourings that often attended 

his preaching events, the numerical success of his ministry, and the financial generosity 

of individuals towards the orphanage in Savannah.  Whereas Wesley’s descriptions of 

his sermons tended to be more explicit about their Scriptural content, he nevertheless 

also described his preaching events in terms of their demonstrable effects.  Like 

Whitefield, Wesley also attested to his perception of the spiritual genuineness of these 

events that accompanied his sermons by utilizing Biblical language to describe them.  

Whitefield was supremely confident that the emotional responses that accompanied his 

preaching events provided incontestable evidence of divine blessing upon his preaching 

ministry.  Wesley’s evaluations of the emotional outpourings that occasionally attended 

his preaching events were comparatively more circumspect, reflected in his willingness 

to acknowledge the presence of counterfeit responses amongst those genuinely moved 

in response to God’s word.  These differences notwithstanding, the similar approaches 

adopted by Wesley and Whitefield towards describing their preaching events reflected 

their conviction that these discernible effects constituted essential divine validation of 

their itinerant preaching ministries.       

 

Fourth, as self-professed ‘men of one book,’ Wesley and Whitefield printed sermons 

that were saturated with Scriptural language.  In particular, they utilized scripture in a 

variety of similar ways throughout their sermons.  For instance, Wesley and Whitefield 

both adopted a textual use of scripture, where a Biblical text functioned simply as a 

point of departure for a topical sermon.  On other occasions both appealed to Biblical 

examples as precedents that provided an explanatory rationale for a particular 

deduction.  Elsewhere, both preachers appealed to the Bible as their normative 

authority when it came to offering definitions of key theological terms, like faith and 

justification.  They both drew on the scriptures as a narrative storehouse of characters, 

stories and events in order to illustrate a given point.  Last, Wesley and Whitefield both 

reflected the high level of Biblical literacy they assumed of their readers and listeners 

by using the vocabulary of scripture to convey ideas that could otherwise have been 

achieved through other language.  This semantic use of scripture reflected not only their 

estimation of the Bible’s normative authority in all matters of faith and practice, but 

also the sense in which their immersion in the scriptures manifested itself directly in 

their spoken and written communication.    
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Fifth, after comparing their printed sermons we observed that Wesley and Whitefield 

shared much in common in terms of their approach towards the interpretation of 

scripture.  Neither preacher considered hermeneutics to be an end in itself; instead it 

served as an indispensable precursor in the service of faithful gospel proclamation.  

Although their interpretive conclusions sometimes differed, their hermeneutical 

frameworks were remarkably similar.  Wesley and Whitefield both approached the task 

of interpreting any given Biblical text with a clear conception of that which constituted 

the essential message of scripture.  Both preachers were adamant that the Bible was the 

grand charter of human salvation, and that the non-negotiable task of scriptural 

interpretation ought to be regulated by its unifying soteriological message, purpose and 

coherency.   

 

Their respective hermeneutical methodologies both began with a salvation-oriented 

analogy of faith, but the similarities in their approach towards interpreting the Bible did 

not end there.  Both believed that faithful interpretation of the scriptures was not a 

spiritually neutral activity; rather, it was dependent on the illumination of the Holy 

Spirit.  As distinct from the analogia fidei, Wesley and Whitefield were also committed 

to the analogia Scripturae – the hermeneutical principle that scripture is the best 

interpreter of scripture, and that difficult or unclear passages are best interpreted by 

comparing them with unambiguously clear passages that refer to the same teaching or 

event.  But although Wesley and Whitefield sought to interpret the Bible literally, their 

interpretation of the literal meaning of any given text was in practice inevitably in 

conformity with the nuances of their preconceived understandings of the general tenor 

of scripture.  That is, Wesley and Whitefield did not interpret scripture in a theological 

vacuum.  Nor did they do so in a historical vacuum, both recognizing that hermeneutics 

was at least to some degree a communal endeavour that ought to be undertaken with 

reference to the interpretive conclusions reached throughout church history.  In 

particular, Puritan piety and Calvinist theology, especially as expressed in Matthew 

Henry’s Commentary, exerted a decisive influence on Whitefield’s interpretation of 

Scripture.  Wesley’s activities as a publisher also reflected his high regard for the 

Puritans, though he trimmed them of any material that was theologically unpalatable to 

his Arminian theological tastes.  The Ante-Nicene Fathers had an especially profound 

impact on Wesley’s interpretation of the Bible, theology, and public ministry.  

Although his esteem for the patristic period was not without qualification, and although 
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he did not consider the ‘religion of the primitive church’ to be completely identical in 

every respect with the ‘religion of the Church of England,’ he nevertheless considered 

their theological formulations to be largely congruent with his conception of the 

‘religion of the Bible.’  Last, Wesley and Whitefield sought to interpret the Bible with 

humility, and exhorted others to do likewise.  While neither preacher ever appeared to 

suffer a crisis of confidence regarding their capacity interpret the Bible faithfully, they 

were also aware that whereas the scriptures were inspired and infallible, the same could 

not be said of those who interpreted it, regardless of the sincerity of their intentions.   

 

Sixth, a comparison of the sermons preached by Wesley and Whitefield shows that both 

preachers considered the core of the gospel to consist of three non-negotiable doctrines.  

First, they both proclaimed the doctrine of original sin and the Bible’s depiction of the 

fallen human condition.  They insisted that according to the scriptures, apart from 

divine intervention, every person, without exception, is deserving of God’s just 

condemnation.  Second, both preachers proclaimed God’s response to this dire 

diagnosis, the good news of God’s unmerited kindness towards undeserving sinners.  

They insisted that by God’s grace, individuals can have their sins forgiven and stand 

justified in God’s sight, but only through faith in the merits of Jesus’ substitutionary 

sacrifice.  Third, Wesley and Whitefield both proclaimed the necessity of spiritual 

regeneration, and that this experience of the ‘new birth’ marked the entry point to a life 

of expectant progressive sanctification.  Whereas Whitefield applied the terms original 

sin, justification, and the new birth to describe what he considered to be these three 

major themes of scripture, Wesley’s preferred terminology often took the perspective of 

the believer, emphasizing the human response associated with each of these doctrines.  

That is, Wesley typically identified repentance as the response God demands of those 

born in a state of original sin, faith as the response God requires of individuals in order 

to be justified, and the life-long pursuit of holiness as the habitual response God 

requires of those who have experienced spiritual regeneration.     

 

6.3 Differences 

 

Having summarized a number of significant similarities that appeared after comparing 

the respective preaching ministries conducted by Wesley and Whitefield, it now 

remains for us to turn our attention towards their most prominent dissimilarities.   
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First, one of the most significant ways in which Wesley and Whitefield differed in their 

pursuit of evangelical revival was that whereas Whitefield was singularly devoted to 

the task of an evangelistic preaching ministry that spanned both the Atlantic and 

denominational boundaries, Wesley was convinced that his public ministry ought not 

exclusively consist in the preaching of itinerant sermons.  For even though Wesley and 

Whitefield were both aware of the importance of growing disciples, and not simply 

winning converts, it was only Wesley who would decisively act on this understanding 

of the importance of ‘watering’ the seed that had been first ‘planted’ through the 

preaching of evangelistic sermons.  That is, Wesley considered the long term spiritual 

nurture and oversight of Methodist societies to be inextricably linked to his vocation as 

a field-preacher, whereas Whitefield deliberately eschewed any effort to organize those 

converted under his preaching ministry.  Whitefield’s deliberate decision to pursue a 

monochrome evangelistic ministry at the expense of forming societies, together with 

his own admission of pastoral neglect, makes it difficult to sustain the attempts of some 

Calvinist biographers to explain Whitefield’s failure to establish societies purely as an 

expression of his magnanimous, self-effacing character.  

 

Second, just as Wesley and Whitefield understood the nature of their public ministries 

in different ways, these differences were translated into their respective aspirations for 

their printed sermons.  On one level, while neither Wesley nor Whitefield intended their 

printed sermons to be verbatim transcriptions of their spoken sermons, both were 

motivated to print their sermons in response to the appearance of unauthorized editions.  

But aside from this similarity, Whitefield regarded his printed sermons in large measure 

simply as a means of extending the scope of his evangelistic itinerant preaching 

ministry.  By printing his conversion-oriented sermons, he could reach not just 

listeners, but also readers with the gospel.  By contrast, Wesley utilized his printed 

sermons as his foremost instrument for facilitating spiritual nurture amongst the 

Methodist societies.  Rather than producing a conventional systematic treatise, he chose 

his Sermons on Several Occasions as one of his major means of delineating 

Methodism’s doctrinal boundaries.  That is, his printed sermons were not primarily 

intended as a means of evangelism, but rather as a means of edification for those who 

had already been converted and incorporated into the Methodist societies.  Wesley and 

Whitefield both actively pursued ‘print and preach’ ministries, and their aspirations for 
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their printed sermons mirrored their different aspirations for their wider public 

ministries.     

 

Third, a comparison of the respective preaching styles adopted by these two Methodist 

contemporaries reveals that whereas Whitefield has often been described as an ‘actor-

preacher,’ Wesley has often been described as a ‘scholar-preacher.’  This contrast is 

reflected in assessments of the content and style of their respective sermons.  If 

descriptions of Whitefield’s dramatic preaching style tend to overshadow the content of 

his sermons, the content of Wesley’s sermons tends to overshadow his comparatively 

reserved preaching style.  Indeed, whereas Wesley’s understated sermon delivery is 

often negatively compared with Whitefield’s famous reputation for pulpit oratory, the 

content of Whitefield’s sermons is often pejoratively dismissed. 

 

Fourth, as an ‘actor-preacher,’ Whitefield utilized the Bible in his sermons in one 

significant way that Wesley, the ‘scholar-preacher,’ did not.  For Whitefield the Bible 

often functioned as his sacred script, where the narrative of the Bible functioned as the 

primary content of his pulpit drama.  Although Whitefield would frequently and 

aggressively repudiate the secular stage, in his sermons he would often retell Biblical 

scenes, sometimes with embellishment, from the vantage point of the pulpit which 

became for him his sacred stage.  This memorable use of scripture was one of the 

distinguishing hallmarks of Whitefield’s preaching ministry, and it clearly set him apart 

from Wesley, whose sermons were conspicuously devoid of all such dramatic 

representations of Scriptural scenes.     

 

Fifth, a comparison of the content of the sermons preached by Wesley and Whitefield 

exposes the fact that behind their often identical theological terminology regarding the 

doctrines that constitute the non-negotiable core of the gospel lurk subtle but highly 

significant theological differences, out of which flow equally significant theological 

and pastoral implications.  In other words, the presence of terminological agreement did 

not ensure thoroughgoing theological agreement. 

  

Although the way Wesley and Whitefield defined original sin shared much in common, 

differences in their respective anthropologies became especially evident during the 

‘free grace’ episode.  Both preachers were adamant that essential components of the 



  

 

 

224  
 

gospel were threatened by their respective definitions of ‘free grace,’ so much so that 

an irreversible breach amongst Calvinist and Arminian Methodists ensued.  Insofar as 

Wesley introduced a degree of synergism into his articulation of the divine-human 

relationship in salvation, he differed from Whitefield’s Reformed monergistic 

soteriology.  Wesley also affirmed that salvation is by grace alone, but the nuances in 

his anthropology that differentiated him from Whitefield, especially his commitment to 

‘prevenient grace,’ reflected his concern to acknowledge the place of non-meritorious 

and divinely-enabled human liberty in the divine-human relationship without 

compromising his doctrine of original sin.  Furthermore, when Whitefield accused 

Wesley of preaching that salvation was ultimately contingent on human free will, and 

not divine grace, he appears to have confused Wesley’s evangelical Arminian 

anthropology with semi-Pelagianism.  But conversely, although Whitefield 

misunderstood the nature of Wesley’s Arminianism, it also appears that Wesley never 

truly understood Whitefield’s brand of Calvinism.  That is, if Wesley was horrified at 

the charge of promoting natural human ability, Whitefield could hardly have 

appreciated the manner in which Wesley persistently caricatured Calvinism as a 

theological system that promoted mechanical fatalism and hindered the pursuit of holy 

living.       

 

Wesley and Whitefield were also at variance regarding their understanding of the 

doctrine of justification.  Both preachers believed that an individual cannot contribute 

anything meritorious towards their own justification, that justification entails divine 

forgiveness through an active trust in the merits of Jesus Christ and his propitiatory 

sacrifice alone, and that a misunderstanding of justification could in practice result in 

antinomian presumption; however, they differed markedly in their conception of the 

temporal scope of justification and the nature of imputation.  Whereas Wesley defined 

justification merely in terms of God’s pardon of past sins alone, Whitefield defined 

justification as entailing God’s forgiveness of sins committed in the past, present and 

future, as well as the imputation of Jesus’ righteousness to the repentant individual who 

trusts in Christ’s merits alone.  The absence of public conflict over the nature of 

justification might give the appearance that Wesley and Whitefield were in complete 

theological agreement.  Yet a careful comparison of their teaching on justification 

indicates that this conclusion cannot be supported without ignoring or suppressing 

distinctive and cherished aspects of their definition of this doctrine.   
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It is also clear that Wesley and Whitefield differed in their understanding of the extent 

to which indwelling sin might be purged from the life of a regenerate individual during 

their earthly life, and especially over what precisely is meant by the notion of Christian 

perfection.  Both preachers were agreed that experiencing spiritual regeneration was 

necessary, that justification must precede sanctification, that regeneration marks the 

threshold of sanctification, that the new birth entails victory over the dominion and 

power of sin, and that the pursuit of inward and outward holiness ought to characterize 

the regenerate life.  Yet Whitefield differed from Wesley insofar as he believed that the 

presence of indwelling sin could never be completely eradicated during a regenerate 

individual’s earthly life.  Further, by defining sin in terms of a voluntary transgression 

of a known law, Wesley clearly set himself apart from Whitefield who included all 

transgressions of God’s law (whether voluntary, involuntary, or the result of infirmity) 

within his definition of sin.  In addition, Wesley’s understanding of Christian perfection 

was rather different from George Whitefield’s perception of Wesley’s understanding of 

this controversial term.  Whereas Wesley defined Christian perfection in terms of a 

dynamic, relational reality, Whitefield appears to have had in mind a notion of sinless 

perfection.  He feared that when Wesley preached the attainability of perfection, he was 

encouraging Christians to presumptuously claim to have attained a static state of being 

permanently unable to sin. 

 

6.4 Conclusion 

 

This thesis has sought to compare various aspects of the preaching ministries conducted 

by two Methodist contemporaries, preachers, and ‘men of one book,’ John Wesley and 

George Whitefield.  Even though itinerant preaching occupied a privileged place in the 

efforts of Wesley and Whitefield to further evangelical revival, their public ministries 

did not consist wholly of spoken sermons.  Instead, both deliberately pursued a ‘print 

and preach’ ministry, where their published sermons complemented and reinforced the 

sermons they preached.  In order to remain sensitive to their dual commitment to the 

spoken and printed word, various facets of their spoken and printed sermons have been 

compared.  On the one hand, a comparison of the influence of scripture on various 

facets of the spoken sermons preached by Wesley and Whitefield has illuminated 

similarities and differences, especially in terms of their contentious decision to pursue 
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itinerant field-preaching ministries, and the style, delivery and descriptions of their 

spoken sermons.  On the other hand, a comparison of various aspects of their sermons 

as they appear in printed form has revealed numerous similarities and dissimilarities in 

terms of the function of their published sermons within their wider public ministries, 

how they used, applied and interpreted the Bible, and also how they understood its 

prominent doctrines.  Ultimately, Wesley and Whitefield manifested their singular 

desire to be men of one book through preaching ministries that were by no means 

identical, yet equally committed to the spread of the gospel throughout the transatlantic 

world. 
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