john wesley a plain account of christian
perfection

John Wesley: A Plain Account of Christian Perfection is a pivotal text in Christian literature
that outlines the doctrine of Christian perfection as understood by John Wesley, the founder of the
Methodist movement. This work serves as a spiritual manifesto that articulates Wesley's vision for a
life of holiness and the pursuit of a deeper relationship with God. Written in the 18th century,
Wesley's treatise reflects his theological insights and pastoral concerns, aiming to provide guidance
to believers seeking a more profound experience of faith.

Historical Context

The Rise of Methodism

In the early 18th century, England was undergoing significant social and religious changes. The
Church of England faced challenges from various religious movements, including the Evangelical
Revival, which emphasized personal faith, conversion experiences, and the importance of a heartfelt
relationship with God. John Wesley, along with his brother Charles and fellow clergyman George
Whitefield, played a crucial role in this revival, leading to the formation of the Methodist movement.

Wesley’s emphasis on holiness and personal piety distinguished Methodism from other
contemporary religious movements. His experiences with the Moravians and his encounters with the
Holy Spirit profoundly influenced his understanding of Christian perfection, which he articulated in
his writings, particularly in "A Plain Account of Christian Perfection."

Overview of Christian Perfection

Definition of Christian Perfection

Wesley defines Christian perfection as a state of perfect love, a condition in which the believer’s
heart is filled with love for God and neighbor. This does not imply an absence of sin or moral failure
but signifies a heart wholly devoted to God, free from the guilt and power of sin. Wesley believed
that Christian perfection is attainable in this life through the grace of God and the work of the Holy
Spirit.

Key Components of Christian Perfection

Wesley’s doctrine of Christian perfection encompasses several key components:



1. Love: At the core of Wesley’s understanding is the commandment to love God and others. Perfect
love is not merely an emotional response but a deliberate choice to prioritize God’s will and the well-
being of others.

2. Faith: A deep, abiding faith in God’s promises and an acceptance of His grace are essential for the
journey toward perfection.

3. Holiness: The pursuit of holiness involves a continual process of self-examination, repentance, and
spiritual growth.

4. Grace: Wesley emphasizes the role of divine grace in enabling believers to achieve perfection. It is
through God’s grace that individuals are empowered to overcome sin and grow in love.

Structure of A Plain Account of Christian Perfection

Purpose of the Work

Wesley wrote "A Plain Account of Christian Perfection" with a dual purpose: to clarify
misconceptions about the doctrine and to encourage believers to strive for a life marked by holiness.
He sought to dispel the notion that Christian perfection was an unattainable ideal or a form of
spiritual elitism.

Key Sections of the Text

1. Personal Testimony: Wesley shares his own spiritual journey, recounting his struggles with sin
and his quest for holiness. He provides a narrative of his experiences leading up to his
understanding of Christian perfection.

2. Biblical Foundations: The text includes a thorough examination of scriptural passages that
support the concept of perfection, drawing from both the Old and New Testaments.

3. Theological Arguments: Wesley presents theological reasoning to illustrate that Christian
perfection is not only possible but intended for all believers. He emphasizes the transformative
power of the Holy Spirit.

4. Practical Guidance: The latter sections offer practical advice for those seeking to attain Christian
perfection. Wesley discusses the importance of prayer, community, and accountability in the
believer’s journey.

Misconceptions Addressed

Common Misunderstandings

Wesley was keenly aware of the misunderstandings surrounding the concept of Christian perfection.
He addresses several misconceptions, including:

- The belief that perfection equates to sinlessness. Wesley clarifies that perfection does not mean



that a believer will never sin but that their heart is oriented toward God and love.

- The idea that Christian perfection is reserved for a select few. Wesley argues that it is accessible to
all believers who seek it with sincerity and faith.

- The notion that the pursuit of perfection leads to pride or self-righteousness. Wesley emphasizes
humility and dependence on God's grace as foundational to the pursuit of holiness.

Wesley’s Critique of Other Theologies

In his work, Wesley also critiques other theological perspectives that reject the possibility of
Christian perfection. He engages with Calvinistic views that emphasize total depravity and
predestination, arguing that these concepts can lead to complacency in the Christian life. Wesley
advocates for a balanced approach that recognizes human responsibility in response to divine grace.

Impact and Legacy

Influence on Methodism

"A Plain Account of Christian Perfection" has had a profound impact on the Methodist movement and
its teachings. The text became a foundational work for Methodists, shaping their understanding of
holiness and the significance of personal piety in the life of believers. Wesley's teachings on
perfection influenced the development of various holiness movements and denominations that
emerged from Methodism.

Broader Christian Context

Beyond Methodism, Wesley's insights into Christian perfection have resonated with various
Christian traditions. His emphasis on holiness, love, and the transformative power of grace has
found a place in the teachings of many contemporary evangelical groups and movements focused on
spiritual renewal.

Contemporary Relevance

In today's context, Wesley’s message remains relevant to Christians seeking deeper spiritual
experiences. The quest for holiness and the desire to live a life of love and service resonate with
believers across denominational lines. "A Plain Account of Christian Perfection" continues to be
studied and referenced by those wishing to engage with Wesleyan theology and its implications for
personal faith and community life.



Conclusion

John Wesley’s "A Plain Account of Christian Perfection" stands as a significant theological work that
articulates a vision for a life of holiness rooted in love, faith, and grace. Through his personal
testimony, biblical insights, and practical guidance, Wesley invites believers to pursue a deeper
relationship with God characterized by perfect love. His teachings have left an indelible mark on
Christianity, inspiring generations to seek a life transformed by divine grace. As the church
continues to grapple with the complexities of faith, Wesley’s call to Christian perfection serves as a
timeless reminder of the possibility of living a life wholly devoted to God and others.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of John Wesley's 'A Plain Account of
Christian Perfection'?

The main theme of the book is the pursuit of Christian perfection, which Wesley defines as a state of
complete love for God and others, achieved through the grace of God.

How does John Wesley differentiate between justification and
sanctification in his writings?

Wesley explains that justification is the act of being declared righteous before God, while
sanctification is the process of becoming holy and growing in grace, ultimately leading to Christian
perfection.

What scriptural basis does Wesley use to support his views on
Christian perfection?

Wesley references various scripture passages, including Matthew 5:48 ('Be perfect, therefore, as
your heavenly Father is perfect') and 1 John 4:18 ('Perfect love casts out fear'), to support his
assertion that perfection is a biblical goal.

What role does grace play in achieving Christian perfection
according to Wesley?

Wesley emphasizes that grace is essential for achieving Christian perfection, as it is through God's
grace that individuals can overcome sin and grow in love and holiness.

How does Wesley's view of Christian perfection differ from
other theological perspectives?

Wesley's view is more optimistic and attainable compared to some Calvinist perspectives, which may
view perfection as an impossible ideal, while he believes it can be experienced in this life through
divine grace.



What practical steps does Wesley suggest for believers
seeking Christian perfection?

Wesley encourages practices such as prayer, fasting, and participation in the sacraments, along with
cultivating a deep love for God and others, as essential steps towards achieving Christian perfection.

How has 'A Plain Account of Christian Perfection' influenced
modern Christian thought?

The book has significantly influenced the Holiness movement and various denominations that
emphasize sanctification and the possibility of living a life free from willful sin, shaping
contemporary discussions on holiness and spiritual growth.
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