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• John Wesley’s life was permanently altered as a result of 
his “Aldersgate experience” on May 24, 1738.
•Hearing Martin Luther's preface to the Epistle to the 
Romans, revolutionized the character and method of his 
ministry, because it changed Wesley’s heart, mind and 
soul:

“Faith is a living, unshakeable confidence in God's grace; it 
is so certain, that someone would die a thousand times 
for it. This kind of trust in and knowledge of God's grace 
makes a person joyful, confident, and happy with regard 
to God and all creatures. This is what the Holy Spirit does 
by faith. Through faith, a person will do good to everyone 
without coercion, willingly and happily; he will serve 3



everyone, suffer everything for the love and praise of God, 
who has shown him such grace. It is as impossible to 
separate works from faith as burning and shining from fire. 
Therefore, be on guard against your own false ideas and 
against the chatterers who think they are clever enough to 
make judgements about faith and good works but who are 
in reality the biggest fools. Ask God to work faith in you; 
otherwise, you will remain eternally without faith, no 
matter what you try to do or fabricate.”
(Preface to the Letter of St. Paul to the Romans, by Martin Luther, 
1483-1546, translated by Bro. Andrew Thornton, OSB, from D. 
Martin Luther: Die gantze Heilige Schrifft Deudsch 1545 aufs new 
zurericht, ed. Hans Volz and Heinz Blanke. Munich: Roger & 
Bernhard. 1972, vol. 2, pp. 2254-2268.) 4



•From this point onward, at the age of 35, Wesley viewed 
his mission in life as one of proclaiming the good news of 
salvation by faith, which he did whenever a pulpit was 
offered him. 

•The congregations of the Church of England soon closed 
their doors to him because of his “enthusiasm.” 

•He then went to religious societies, trying to inject new 
spiritual vigor into them, particularly by introducing 
“bands” like those of the Moravians—i.e., same-sex 
small groups within each society that would provide 
accountability and support to those who pursued a 
spiritual, Christian life. 5



•For such groups Wesley drew up Rules of the Band 
Societies in December 1738.
•For a year he worked through existing church societies, 
but resistance to his methods increased. 
• In 1739 George Whitefield, who later became an 
important preacher of the Great Awakening in Great 
Britain and North America, persuaded Wesley to go to 
the unchurched masses. 
•Wesley gathered converts into societies for continuing 
fellowship and spiritual growth, and he was asked by a 
London group to become their leader. Soon other such 
groups were formed in London, Bristol, and elsewhere.
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•To avoid the scandal of unworthy members, Wesley 
published, in 1743, Rules for the Methodist Societies. 
•To promote new societies, he became a widely travelled 
itinerant preacher. 
•Because most ordained clergymen did not favor his 
approach, Wesley was compelled to seek the services of 
dedicated laymen, who also became itinerant preachers 
and helped administer the Methodist societies.
•Many of Wesley’s preachers left England and went to 
the American colonies.
•After the American War for Independence, most 
returned to England. 
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•Because the bishop of London would not ordain some of 
his preachers to serve in the United States, Wesley 
controversially took it upon himself, in 1784, to do so. 
• In the same year he pointed out that his societies 
operated independently of any control by the Church of 
England.
•Though Wesley had been ordained an Anglican priest, 
many other Methodist leaders had not received 
ordination through the Church of England. 
•Also, Wesley flouted many regulations of the Church of 
England concerning parish boundaries and who had 
authority to preach. This was seen as a social threat to 
the Church’s authority. 8



•Church of England clergy attacked the Methodists in sermons 
and in print, and at times mobs attacked them. 
•They were denounced as teaching strange doctrines, causing 

religious disturbances; as blind fanatics, leading people 
astray, claiming miraculous gifts, attacking the clergy of the 
Church of England, and trying to re-establish Catholicism.
•Wesley felt that the church failed to call sinners to 

repentance, that many of the clergy were corrupt, and that 
people were perishing in their sins. 
•He believed he was commissioned by God to bring 

about revival in the church, and no opposition, persecution, 
or obstacles could prevail against the divine urgency and 
authority of this commission.
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•The prejudices of Wesley’s High-Church training, his 
strict notions of the methods and proprieties of public 
worship, his views of the apostolic succession and the 
prerogatives of the priest, even his most cherished 
convictions, were not allowed to stand in the way.

•Seeing that he and the few clergy co-operating with him 
could not do the work that needed to be done, Wesley 
was led, as early as 1739, to approve local preachers. 

•He evaluated and approved men who were not ordained 
by the Church of England to preach and do pastoral 
work. 
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•This expansion of lay preachers was one of the keys of 
the growth of Methodism.
•As his societies needed houses to worship in, Wesley 
began to provide chapels, first in Bristol at the New 
Room, then in London (first The Foundry and 
then Wesley's Chapel) and elsewhere. 
•The Foundry was an early chapel used by Wesley.
•Wesley began to lay the foundations of what now 
constitutes the organization of the Methodist Church. 
•Over time, societies, preaching circuits, quarterly 
meetings, annual conferences, classes, bands, and select 
societies took shape.
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The Foundry, 
Moorfields, London 
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Wesley’s Chapel, 
London
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•While providing meeting facilities was important for the 
growing societies, it was equally important to provide 
leadership.

•Due to the resistance of the Church of England to the 
growing movement, many converts of the Methodists 
did not enter the Church.

•They continued meeting in Methodist societies, and 
eventually the Methodist system became its own 
denomination of churches.

•Thus, Wesley was confronted with the same problems 
any growing religious movement faces.
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•Although Wesley never returned to the American 
colonies, Methodism eventually returned and flourished, 
aided by Methodists and preachers such as George 
Whitefield.

•By 1807, a new Methodist society was formed in 
Savannah, GA.

•Methodist lay preachers rode circuits in both England 
and America in the 18th and early 19th centuries.

•Riding a circuit meant that a lay preacher would visit 
different societies, sometimes separated by many miles 
from each other.
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•Then as now, finding suitable meeting places for societies to 
meet was a challenge.

•Many Methodist societies were only able to find buildings to 
meet in that had been abandoned, or incurred significant 
debt to obtain a building to regularly meet in.

•Providing a salary for a full-time minister was beyond the 
financial capability of most societies. 

•Most Methodist societies were made up of middle- and 
lower-class people, and many poor.

• In response to the growing need for leadership, Wesley 
established the annual conference as a way to lead the 
movement. 16



•As the number of preachers and preaching-places 
increased, and doctrinal and administrative matters 
needed to be discussed, John and Charles Wesley, along 
with four other clergy and four lay preachers, met for 
consultation in London in 1744. 

•This was the first Methodist Conference; subsequently, 
the Conference (with Wesley as its president) became 
the ruling body of the Methodist movement.

•As the societies multiplied, they adopted the elements of 
an ecclesiastical system. The divide between Wesley and 
the Church of England widened. 
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•The question of division from the Church of England was 
urged by some of his preachers and societies, but most 
strenuously opposed by John’s brother Charles.

•Wesley refused to leave the Church of England, believing 
that Anglicanism was "with all her blemishes, [...] nearer 
the Scriptural plans than any other in Europe." (Thorsen, 
Don (2005). The Wesleyan Quadrilateral: Scripture, Tradition, 
Reason, & Experience as a Model of Evangelical Theology. 
Lexington, Ky: Emeth Press.)

• In 1745 Wesley wrote that he would make any 
concession which his conscience permitted, to live in 
peace with the clergy. 18



•But he could not give up the doctrine of an inward and 
personal salvation by faith itself; he would not stop 
preaching, nor dissolve the societies, nor end preaching 
by lay members. 

• In the same year, in correspondence with a friend, he 
wrote that he believed it wrong to administer 
sacraments without having been ordained by a bishop.

•However, in 1746, Wesley read Lord King's account of the 
primitive church, and he became convinced 
that apostolic succession could be transmitted through 
not only bishops, but also presbyters (priests or elders). 
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•He wrote that he was "a scriptural episkopos as much as 
many men in England." 

•Although he believed in apostolic succession, he also 
once called the idea of uninterrupted succession a 
"fable.”

•Reading Edward Stillingfleet's Irenicon led him to decide 
that ordination (and holy orders) could be valid when 
performed by a presbyter (elder) rather than a bishop. 

• Increasingly strained, Wesley’s formal relationship with 
the Church of England became more distant when he 
resigned his fellowship at Oxford in 1744.
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Methodism in North America
• In the late 1760s, two Methodist lay preachers emigrated 
to America and formed societies.
•Philip Embury began a society in New York at the 
instigation of fellow Irish Methodist Barbara Heck. 
•Soon, Captain Thomas Webb from the British Army aided 
him. He formed a society in Philadelphia and rode a 
circuit along the east coast of America.
•Rev. Laurence Coughlan arrived in Newfoundland, 
Canada in 1766 and opened a school in the province.
• In 1770, two authorized Methodist preachers, Richard 
Boardman and Joseph Pilmoor, arrived from Britain.
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• Initially there was no organized mission to America, 
simply individual Methodist lay ministers who felt called 
to go to the colonies.
• In the years leading up to the War, the number of 
Methodist missionaries increased in America.
•Francis Asbury (Aug. 20, 1745 – Mar. 31, 1816) was one 
of the first two bishops of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church in the United States. 
•During his 45 years in the colonies and then the newly 
independent United States, he devoted his life to 
ministry, traveling on horseback and by carriage 
thousands of miles to those living on the frontier.
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• Francis Asbury did not come 
from a wealthy, prominent 
family. 

• He was born in a village close 
to the city of Birmingham in 
the northwest of England, an 
industrial and mining center.

• Asbury’s mother became a 
Methodist when Francis was 
a boy.
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•At this time in this part of England, known as the West 
Midlands, there was a great deal of anti-Methodist 
feeling.

•During Asbury's childhood the West Midlands was 
undergoing massive changes as the Industrial Revolution 
swept through the area. 

•Waves of workers migrated into the area, attracted by 
jobs in the growing factories and workshops in 
Birmingham and the mining regions.

•The Asburys lived in a cottage tied to a public house, on 
a main route between the mines and the factories. 
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•They would have been aware of the drinking, gambling, 
poverty and poor behavior prevalent in the area.

•Asbury had a limited formal education, leaving school at 
about age twelve.

•Due to his mother’s Methodist influence, he met more 
Methodists and attended society meetings regularly with 
other young men.

•Despite his limited education, Asbury became a 
Methodist minister, and began riding circuits in England.

•At the age of 22, Asbury's selection by John Wesley as a 
traveling lay preacher became official. 
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•Typically, such positions were held by young, unmarried 
men, known as exhorters. 

• In 1771 Asbury volunteered to travel to British North 
America. 

•His first sermon in the Colonies took place with the 
Methodist congregation in Woodrow, Staten Island, NY. 

•Within the first 17 days of being in the colonies, Asbury 
preached in both Philadelphia and New York. 

•During the first year, he served as Wesley's assistant in 
North America and preached in 25 different settlements. 
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•When the American War for Independence broke out in 
1775, Asbury and James Dempster were the only British 
Methodist lay ministers to remain in America.
•Throughout much of the war they had to stay hidden.
•With the legal ties between Britain and America severed, 
Asbury tried to keep the embryonic Methodist 
congregations neutral. 
•He would not endorse either Great Britain or the newly 
formed U.S. government and urged all his followers to do 
the same.
•This request placed almost all of his followers, especially 
those living in Maryland, in a very difficult position. 
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•Maryland had enacted a law requiring all citizens to take an 
Oath of Allegiance to the newly formed American Congress.
•Asbury left Maryland to go to Delaware, where there was no 

such oath of allegiance required.
• In 1780, Asbury met the freedman Henry "Black Harry" 

Hosier, a meeting that Asbury believed was "providentially 
arranged."
•Hosier served as his driver and guide and, though illiterate, 

memorized long passages of the Bible as Asbury read them 
aloud during their travels. 
•Hosier eventually became a famous preacher in his own right, 

the first African American to preach directly to a white 
congregation in the United States.
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• In the fall of 1800, Asbury attended one of the events of 
the Revival of 1800 as he travelled from Kentucky into 
Tennessee. 

•The combined Presbyterian and Methodist communion 
observance made a deep impression on Asbury.

• It was one of the first multi-day camp meetings, which 
included attendees camping on the grounds or sleeping 
in their wagons around the meeting house. 

•For Asbury, it showed the importance of religious revival 
and camp meetings, later a staple of nineteenth-century 
frontier and rural American Methodism.
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• In 1784, John Wesley named Asbury and Thomas Coke as 
co-superintendents of the work in the United States. 

•The Christmas Conference that year marked the 
beginning of the Methodist Episcopal Church of the 
United States. 

• It was during this Conference that Asbury was ordained 
by Coke.

•The Methodist church in America retained something of 
its Anglican roots, in that the office of bishops was 
retained, but also had the more democratic emphasis on 
employing lay ministers and workers.
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• Like Wesley, Asbury preached anywhere and everywhere: 
courthouses, public houses, tobacco houses, fields, public 
squares, wherever a crowd assembled to hear him. 
•For the remainder of his life, he rode an average of 6,000 

miles each year, preaching virtually every day and conducting 
meetings and conferences. 
•Under his direction, the church grew from 1,200 to 214,000 

members and 700 ordained preachers. 
•Among the men he ordained was Richard Allen in 

Philadelphia, the first black Methodist minister in the United 
States who later founded the African Methodist Episcopal 
(AME) Church, the first independent black denomination in 
the country. 
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•Another African American was Daniel Coker, who 
emigrated to Sierra Leone in 1820 and became the first 
Methodist minister there from the West.
•For the next 32 years, Asbury led all the Methodists in 
America. 
•However, his leadership did not go unchallenged. 
•His idea for a ruling council was opposed by such 
notables as William McKendree, Jesse Lee, and James 
O'Kelly. 
•Eventually, based on advice by Coke, he established in 
1792 a General Conference, to which delegates could be 
sent, as a way of building broader support.  
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Methodist Distinctives
In addition to the extensive use of laypeople (non-ordained 
members) to do the work of the ministry, the Methodist 
movement had these distinct features that made it different 
than other Christian churches or religious movements:
1. Support for women preachers.
Women were active in Methodism and were encouraged to 
lead classes. In 1761, Wesley informally allowed Sarah Crosby, 
one of his converts and a class leader, to preach. On an 
occasion where over 200 people attended a class she was 
meant to teach, Crosby felt as though she could not fulfill her 
duties as a class leader given the large crowd and decided to 
preach instead.
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• In the summer of 1771, Mary Bosanquet wrote to John 
Wesley to defend hers and Sarah Crosby's work in 
preaching and leading classes at her orphanage, Cross 
Hall. 

•Bosanquet's letter is considered to be the first full 
defense of women's preaching in Methodism. 

•Her argument was that women should be able to preach 
when they experienced an 'extraordinary call,' or when 
given permission from God. 

•Wesley accepted Bosanquet's argument, and formally 
began to allow women to preach in Methodism in 1771.
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2.  Opposition to the slave trade and the practice of 
enslavement of human beings.
•Later in his ministry, Wesley was a keen abolitionist, 
speaking out and writing against the slave trade. 
•Wesley denounced slavery as "the sum of all villainies," 
and detailed its abuses.
•He addressed the slave trade in a work titled Thoughts 
Upon Slavery, in 1774.
•He wrote, "Liberty is the right of every human creature, 
as soon as he breathes the vital air; and no human law 
can deprive him of that right which he derives from the 
law of nature."
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•Wesley was a mentor to William Wilberforce, who was 
also influential in the abolition of slavery in the British 
Empire.

3. Belief in entire sanctification or Christian perfection.

•Wesley reinterpreted the idea of Christian perfection as 
found in church tradition by interpreting it through a 
Protestant lens that understood sanctification in light 
of justification by grace through faith working by love.

•Wesley believed that regeneration (or the new birth), 
which occurred simultaneously with justification, was 
the beginning of sanctification.
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•From his reading of Romans 6 and 1 John 3:9, Wesley 
concluded that a consequence of the new birth was 
power over sin. 

• In a sermon titled "Christian Perfection", Wesley 
preached that "A Christian is so far perfect as not to 
commit sin." (Noble, T. A. Holy Trinity: Holy People: The Theology of 
Christian Perfecting. 2013. James Clarke Company, Limited. pp. 81,84.)

•Wesley defined sin or sins as voluntary sins. 

•"Nothing is sin, strictly speaking, but a voluntary 
transgression of a known law of God. Therefore, every 
voluntary breach of the law of love is sin; and nothing 
else, if we speak properly." 37



" 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. Let 
love fill your heart, and it is enough!" (Wesley, J. (1872). The Works 
of John Wesley (Third Edition, Vol. 12, p. 394). London: Wesleyan Methodist Book 
Room.)

Weslayan and Methodist ideas about Christian perfection 
or entire sanctification would influence the Holiness 
Pentecostal movement as it began to emerge in America 
towards the end of the nineteenth century.
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4. The American temperance movement: the outlawing 
and abolition of the production, sale and consumption 
of alcohol. 
• In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 
various factors contributed to an epidemic 
of alcoholism that went hand-in-hand with spousal 
abuse, domestic violence, family neglect, and chronic 
unemployment. 
•Americans who used to drink lightly alcoholic beverages, 
like cider "from the crack of dawn to the crack of dawn" 
began ingesting far more alcohol as they drank more of 
strong, cheap beverages like rum (in the colonial period) 
and whiskey (in the post-Revolutionary period). 39



•Popular pressure for cheap and plentiful alcohol led to 
relaxed ordinances on alcohol sales.
•Both Protestants and Catholics became concerned with 
the larger social effects of alcoholism in their 
communities.
•Methodists were instrumental in forming temperance 
societies to combat the social ills of alcoholism.
•Methodists believed that despite the supposed 
economic benefits of liquor traffic such as job creation 
and taxes, the harm that it caused society through its 
contribution to murder, gambling, prostitution, crime, 
and political corruption outweighed its economic 
benefits.[52]: 7 40



•One aspect of the temperance movement concerned the 
abundance and quality of drinking water.

•Many Americans had little to no access to pure drinking 
water, and so drank alcohol.

•Temperance activists realized that work needed to be 
done to improve public water and sanitation systems.

•Wealthy patrons donated funds to build public pure 
water drinking fountains to enable anyone access to pure 
drinking water.
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