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Sanctification and the Order of Salvation
by Harald Lindström

Wesley's doctrine of salvation emphasizes the importance of sanctification as a gradual growth in the Christian

life, following the instantaneous supervention of justification and the New Birth.

Scripture: Romans 6:22, 2 Corinthians 3:18, Philippians 1:6, 1 Thessalonians 4:3, 1 Peter 1:15

Topics: "Sanctification", "Christian Perfection"

Description

Harald Lindström delves into Wesley's doctrine of salvation, emphasizing the process of sanctification and
its structure within the individual's journey to salvation. Wesley's view combines both instantaneous
elements, like justification and new birth, and gradual development, highlighting the stages a person goes
through in their spiritual growth. Sanctification plays a crucial role in Wesley's theology, as it is not just a
one-time experience but a continuous journey towards Christian perfection, involving repentance, faith,
obedience, and works of mercy. The ultimate goal of the entire process of salvation is complete
sanctification, leading to final justification and glorification.

Transcript

General Survey of the Order of Salvation.

We take a further step, passing on to investigate the function of sanctification and its structure in Wesley's
doctrine of salvation. The question to be answered may be expressed thus: How in Wesley's view is
salvation realized in the individual? We must try to see how he describes the whole order through which
salvation is realized and what place and structure he attributes to sanctification in this process.

It has often been maintained that revivalism and conversion are the typical features in Wesley and
Methodism; and these basic elements are supplemented with Wesley's doctrine of Christian perfection.
The New Birth and complete sanctification have been looked upon as two isolated phenomena
unconnected organically with his doctrine of salvation as a whole. Because he maintains that both are
conferred upon man in a single instant, only the instantaneous element in salvation has received attention.
Thus the fact that Wesley also sees salvation as a gradual development has been overlooked. Actually the
idea of a gradual development is a most prominent element in his conception of salvation, and indeed in
his thought generally. What happens is that these two elements, the instantaneous and the gradual, are
merged, and the order of salvation peculiar to Wesley is the outcome of this mergence. Salvation is seen
as a process by which man passes through a series of successive stages, each stage representing a
different and higher level.
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This enlargement of the conception of salvation and the importance of sanctification in it will be seen even
if we do nothing more than run over the terms used to denote the different meanings of salvation. The
word 'salvation' itself is used in two principal senses: first, to signify Christian salvation proper, and,
secondly, in a wider sense. In the former sense Wesley can use it to embrace the whole range of Christian
salvation proper, both present and final salvation: salvation in its inception, continuation, and conclusion1;
usually, however, he confines it to present salvation, which comprises justification and sanctification2, and
the emphasis may be laid on sanctification3. In the latter sense the word covers all the work of grace in
man. In this sense salvation is thought to begin with the effects of prevenient grace, that is before the
bestowal of Christian saving grace proper, and to include the whole of the later process of salvation which
terminates in glorification.4 Wesley can also use the term to denote God's entire plan of salvation prior to
any subjective workings; here he is thinking of salvation as something springing from God's foreknowledge
and from His conditional predestination.5

Following the orthodox view Wesley places the commencement of the Christian life in man at baptism. In
this he shares the doctrine of the Church of England that through baptism man is justified and
regenerated. The attribution of this significance to baptism is of course a logical consequence of the
orthodox doctrine of original sin. The infant, which by birth is totally corrupt, must be freed from its guilt
and re-born before it can enter into fellowship with God. This takes place at baptism. Thus Wesley can
subscribe to the tenet that "there is a justification conveyed to us in our baptism, or, properly, this state is
then begun."6 Baptism is said to be "the ordinary instrument of our justification."7 Through it man benefits
from the merits of the life and death of Christ.8 Original guilt is washed away "by the application of the
merits of Christ's death"9 and man is regenerated10. By baptism we enter into covenant with God and are
admitted into the Church.11 Indeed, Wesley believed that the whole practice of infant baptism rested on
the assumption that by it the child was regenerated.12

But side by side with this outlook, Wesley also shows a pietistic tendency. The grace accorded to man in
baptism can be lost. And it is precisely this situation, when man has forfeited the state of grace, that
Wesley concentrates on in his preaching. "Lean no more," he says, "on the staff of that broken reed, that
ye were born again in baptism. Who denies that ye were then made children of God, and heirs of the
kingdom of heaven? But, notwithstanding this, ye are now children of the devil. Therefore, ye must be born
again. And let not Satan put it into your heart to cavil at a word, when the thing is clear. Ye have heard
what are the marks of the children of God: all ye who have them not on your souls, baptized or unbaptized,
must needs receive them, or without doubt ye will perish everlastingly. And if ye have been baptized, your
only hope is this, -- that those who were made the children of God by baptism, but are now the children of
the devil, may yet again receive 'power to become the sons of God'; that they may receive again what they
have lost, even the 'Spirit of adoption, crying in their hearts, Abba, Father'!"13 The stress is on the New
Birth, instead of on baptism.

The prominence thus given to the former is a consequence of Wesley's general empirical leaning. This
also appears in his belief about the means of grace. The outward means is not to be identified with grace.
The notion that grace works ex opero operato is sharply repudiated. The means of grace, moreover, are
subordinated to its end, which is the regeneration of man.14 The same approach is seen in his
presentation of the sacraments. A sacrament, he says, consists of two parts: the outward, visible sign and
the inward, invisible grace which it signifies. Thus the two are distinguished. As to baptism, Wesley
distinguishes between the outward act of baptism and new birth. The former is a human act; the latter a
change wrought by God in the soul. The former is not always accompanied by the latter. It is in infant, but
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not in adult, baptism.15 All who are baptised at a mature age are not simultaneously regenerated. This is
proved by experience: "divers of those who were children of the devil before they were baptized continue
the same after baptism."16 The administration of baptism is thus pushed into the background and the
emphasis laid on real change, which is manifested in the Christian life.

With regard to baptism Wesley to some extent departs from the view represented by the Thirty-nine
Articles of the Church of England.17 Yet a certain orthodox element is retained: he never relinquished the
tenet that through baptism the child is regenerated.18 The difference lies in his distinction in principle
between baptism by the Spirit and baptism by water, with the emphasis on the former. For this reason he
did not regard baptism as a starting point of the new life in the same way as justification and the New
Birth.19

Wesley's idea of the order of salvation during the first period after 1738 is most clearly and fully expressed
in a sermon entitled The Spirit of Bondage and Adoption (1746). Here man is described in three states: the
natural state, the legal state, and the evangelical state or the state of love. The different situations of man
in these three states are as follows:

The natural state

The legal state

The evangelical state

Man sleeps in death

Is awakened

Is a child of God

Neither fears nor loves God

Fears God

Loves God

Has no light in the things of God, walks in utter darkness

Sees the painful light of hell

Sees the joyous light of heaven

Has false peace

Has no peace

Enjoys true peace

Has fancied liberty

Is in bondage

Enjoys true liberty
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Sins willingly

Sins unwillingly

Does not sin

Concluding:

Neither conquers nor fights

Fights but does not conquer

Fights and conquers; is more than conqueror.20

These states are often "mingled together, and in some measure meet in one and the same person."21
The legal is often mingled with the natural state, and the evangelical with the legal.22 In agreement with
the distinction made between the legal and the evangelical state, however, the Apostle's account of man's
struggle in the seventh chapter of the Epistle to the Romans is understood to apply to man under the law,
not to the true believer.23

This, then, is the order in which God leads a sinner to salvation. First, before he partakes of saving faith,
conviction of sin and guilt is awakened in him.24 In the period immediately after Wesley's evangelical
conversion we find him attending particularly to repentance before justification and faith in his portrayal of
the way of salvation.25 As a result the way is briefly described as compared with later delineations. The
gradual development does not emerge so clearly as it does later on. Even as early as this, however,
Wesley takes his stand against Moravianism, declaring that there are degrees of faith.26

Later on it is preeminently the gradual aspect that is manifested in his exposition of the Christian life, and
with far greater force. In the table above, the Christian life is represented in the evangelical state as a
single stage, a single undifferentiated unit. The difference between the New Birth and entire sanctification
does not find expression. In the period immediately after 1738 Wesley sometimes describes the Christian
life without distinguishing in any way between them. The regenerate man is sometimes presented as
completely sanctified; or at any rate no reservations are explicitly stated. Accordingly, some of the traits
cited above as pertaining to the evangelical state, apply only to the fully sanctified.27 Later the distinction
between new birth and entire sanctification, which nevertheless was never entirely absent even during the
earliest evangelical period28, is clearly stated and constitutes a typical feature of his doctrine of
sanctification. The picture of the Christian life is now fuller; sanctification is described as an organic
development, the believer growing from a child to a young man, and then to a father in Christ.29

Yet even in the later period Wesley can hardly be said to have defined the order of salvation in such detail
that every step on the path is explicit and definite. Sometimes he deals only with the way up to the new
life, perhaps touching upon sanctification, but not dwelling on it. In a survey of the order of salvation in
Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament (1755), it is presented as follows: 1) Bondage to sin. 2) The
knowledge of sin by the law; a sense of God's wrath; inward death. 3) The revelation of the righteousness
of God in Christ through the gospel. 4) The centre of all, faith, embracing that righteousness. 5)
Justification, whereby God forgives all past sin, and freely accepts the sinner. 6) The gift of the Holy
Ghost; a sense of God's love; new inward life. 7) The free service of righteousness.30 Sometimes, on the
other hand, "the whole process of the work of God, from the end to the beginning," is summed up thus: 1)
God's foreknowledge of the believers. 2) Predestination. 3) Justification. 4) Sanctification. 5)
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Glorification.31 We find a fairly detailed account of the way of salvation, however, in the sermon called
The Scripture Way of Salvation (1765). In this sermon, which deals chiefly with justification and
sanctification, the following factors predominate: 1) The operation of prevenient grace. 2) Repentance
previous to justification. 3) Justification or forgiveness. 4) The New Birth. 5) Repentance after justification
and the gradually proceeding work of sanctification. 6) Entire sanctification.32

II

The Stages.

In the broadest sense, as we have seen, sanctification can be said to begin with the operation in man of
prevenient grace. This grace comprises "all the drawings of the Father -- the desires after God, which, if
we yield to them, increase more and more33;" and further "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." All these
workings of grace "imply some tendency toward life; some degree of salvation; the beginning of a
deliverance from a blind, unfeeling heart, quite insensible of God and the things of God."34

The next factor in the process of salvation is the operation of "convincing grace," which is properly the first
real step on the way to salvation. This is the first repentance, repentance before justification.35 It involves
conviction of sin. Man attains knowledge of himself and accepts the overwhelming evidence of his sin and
guilt. He becomes fully convinced that he deserves nothing but the wrath and eternal condemnation of
God.36 This state can also be described as incipient poverty of spirit.37 Self-knowledge is accompanied
by an inchoate humility, although this is not the true Christian humility, which springs from the sense of
being loved by and reconciled with God.38 In this state there is therefore a gradual development. Man can
deepen his sense of repentance.39 He sees more and more of "the evil tempers" which spring from
original sin.40

This repentance is seen in its fruits. Repentance involves such "conviction of sin" that it produces "real
desires and sincere resolutions of amendment."41 Other fruits are that man forgives his brother, ceases to
do what is evil and instead does what is good, employs the means of grace ordained by God, and
generally obeys after the measure of grace he has received.42 These fruits can also be described as an
outward change of the whole form of life. Whereas in the natural state man might outwardly seem pious,
now, in the light of his knowledge of sin, his earlier surface religion must appear execrable hypocracy.43
On the other hand, the outward change which is a result of this repentance, springs from a penitent state
of mind.44

From saving faith, justification and new birth ensue. And it is now that salvation in the strict sense begins.
Justification and the New Birth are bestowed on man in a single instant. As we have seen above,
justification constitutes "a relative change," the New Birth "a real change." The former involves liberation
from the guilt of sin, the latter liberation from the inherent power of sin.

Thus justification, which together with the forgiveness of sins implies the acceptance by God conjoined
with it, belongs to the objective side of salvation. It expresses the new relationship between man and God,
in that man now enjoys God's favour instead of being subject to his wrath. On the other hand the New
Birth involves the subjective operation of the Spirit in man, in that he is freed from the power of sin while
God's love flows into his heart. Thus it is accompanied by an inward change as well. Man begins to
experience "inward religion."45 The forgiveness of sins takes place simultaneously with the New Birth, but
as we have seen they are logically distinguishable.46
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The Christian life which now supervenes is often described by Wesley by analogy with natural and human
life in general. He sees it as a gradual growth. Nevertheless, the actual supervention of the new life, and
its maturity, is regarded as an instantaneous event. The frontier between death and life or -- to use one of
Wesley's metaphors which covers the preparatory phase as well -- between embryonic existence and
entry into the world, is crossed in a single moment.

Justification and new birth are also accompanied by assurance. This rests first and foremost on direct
testimony by the Holy Spirit, through which man becomes aware of God's love for him and that He is now
reconciled.47 It rests also on indirect testimony, called the witness of man's own spirit. The latter is
consciousness of possessing the fruits of the Spirit and the deduction that one is a child of God.48 This
latter testimony must be preceded by the former. That is to say: the consciousness imparted through the
testimony of the Holy Spirit that God loves man is a necessary condition of man loving God. This latter
love, moreover, is the source of all sanctity in heart and life, and such sanctity must exist before it is felt.49

Thus a gradual development, a progression in sanctification, is envisaged after the instantaneous
supervention of justification and the New Birth. This development is regarded as analogous to that before
justification and new birth. Just as repentance and faith were necessary to instill the Christian life, so
another repentance and another faith are necessary to its retention and growth.50 Repentance before
justification is thus supplemented by repentance after justification. The latter is conditioned by the
continued presence of sin in the Christian after new birth, although it is no longer supreme. Nature and
grace, i. e., the flesh and the spirit, are still at war in him. His will is not fully subordinated to the will of
God.51 Like the earlier repentance, this one does not involve a change from sin to holiness, but it does
involve man's knowledge of himself and his sinfulness. By this is meant awareness of remaining sin and of
one's utter inability to do good on the basis of one's own resources or to deliver oneself by one's own
strength from sin and guilt.52 Unlike the earlier repentance, however, this consciousness of sin is
accompanied by consciousness of acceptance by God. Although even the believer deserves only
damnation, he is nevertheless redeemed from it because of the Atonement.53 Therefore he has "no guilt,
no sense of condemnation, no consciousness of the wrath of God."54

This repentance too is seen in its fruits. These are divided into two kinds: works of piety and works of
mercy. Among the former are to be counted: public prayer, private prayer, and "praying in our closet,"
receiving the supper of our Lord, searching the Scriptures by hearing, reading, or meditating on the Word,
and also "using such a measure of fasting or abstinence as our bodily health allows." The works of mercy
manifest themselves in acts of love towards our neighbour, with regard both to his body and his soul.55

The knowledge of sin remaining after justification is necessary if man is to walk the path of sanctification.
Without this knowledge there can be no repentance, and without it man cannot be fully sanctified.56 Nor
may man voluntarily neglect good works. If he does, he cannot expect ever to be fully sanctified. He
cannot grow in grace, he cannot even retain the grace already accorded to him.57 Thus obedience is
necessary to the development of the Christian life. If the new life is to persist and grow, activity on God's
part must always be accompanied by activity on man's part. In its relation to entire sanctification this
obedience in good works is seen principally as a kind of active waiting. "This is the way," we are told,
"wherein God hath appointed His children to wait for complete salvation."58

Although this repentance and its fruits are considered necessary to entire sanctification, they are
nevertheless not thought necessary to the same extent or in the same sense as faith. They are only
"conditionally" and "remotely" necessary, whereas faith is "immediately" and "directly" necessary.59 They
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have the same function in relation to faith as they had in the case of earlier repentance.60 Whereas the
faith by which man is justified, implies conviction of the work of atonement applied to himself61, the faith
by which he partakes of complete sanctification implies conviction of God's promise and power to redeem
him from all sin and perfect him in love, and of His power and willingness to do this without delay, to do it
now62. To this is added the conviction that God actually does do it.63

After a gradual development in sanctification the Christian life will attain fruition in complete sanctification
or Christian perfection. This is thought to supervene in a moment, bestowed on man by sanctifying faith.
As compared with justification and new birth, complete sanctification constitutes a higher stage in the new
life. When a Christian has been freed by the New Birth from the power of sin, he is freed from the root of
sin as well by complete sanctification. Thus all sin is washed away.64 There still remains, however, some
imperfection, which is inseparable from human life.65 This constitutes the negative definition of Christian
perfection. In a positive sense -- and this is urged by Wesley as something more essential and
characteristic than the negative attribute -- it means perfect love. This will manifest itself in works. Thus
complete sanctification imbues both heart and life. It will be seen both in inward and in outward
righteousness.

Just as man could be convinced of his justification, he can also be convinced of his entire sanctification.
As in the former case there are again both a direct and an indirect testimony. He is convinced of his entire
sanctification through the witness and through the fruits of the Spirit.66 After the attainment of such
perfection, which Wesley thinks may happen even in this life, he envisages further development. There is,
he says, "no perfection of degrees."67 There is no perfection "which does not admit of a continual
increase." However far a Christian may advance in sanctification "he hath still need to 'grow in grace', and
daily to advance in the knowledge and love of God His Saviour." The gradual development, then, still
continues. It is conceived primarily as further growth in love on the plane of entire sanctification.68 The
Christian life must either wax or wane. It is impossible for the Christian, even if fully sanctified, to stand
still. "Yea, and when ye have attained a measure of perfect love, when God has circumcised your hearts,
and enabled you to love him with all your heart and with 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'! 'Forgetting the things that are
behind, and reaching forward unto those that are before, press on to the mark, for the prize of your high
calling of God in Christ Jesus'!"69 The Christian, even the fully sanctified Christian, must still face the
possibility of being lost. Thus even such a one must still be admonished to give up his attachment to the
world.70

The goal of the whole process of salvation is the entire sanctification of man. This is the condition of final
justification or final salvation and glorification beyond the grave.71 As compared with this "final
justification," the earlier justification implies "present justification." The two are separated and occupy
different positions in the order of salvation.

This scheme of the process of salvation underwent certain modifications. Wesley did not go on stressing
assurance of pardon as a necessary mark of every Christian, as he had done at first72, though he still
considered it "a common privilege of the children of God73." One reason for this is the clear distinction he
drew between forgiveness and the assurance of it, maintaining that the former did not necessarily involve
the latter74 ; another reason is that later he modified the sharp distinction between the state of man under
the law, or in first repentance, and in a state of grace, to such an extent as to consider the individual in the
former state a Christian. In later years we find him distinguishing between the children and the servants of
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God. Even he who is only a servant is regarded as accepted by God. In this case saving faith can only
imply "such a divine conviction of God, and the things of God, as, even in its infant state, enables every
one that possesses it to 'fear God and work righteousness'." Every such believer, although only a
"servant," is yet "at that very moment, in a state of acceptance."75 Yet he shall not stop here, but continue
till he has the faith of a son.76

III

The Process of Salvation and Sanctification.

The idea of a gradual advance in sanctification is thus a typical feature of Wesley's view of salvation. In
fact the successive element is characteristic of all his thinking. There is nothing that cannot be expressed
in terms of degrees and measures. This is particularly true of inherent sin and the inherent, real change.
There are degrees both of good and of evil.77 There are degrees of enmity to God78, just as there are
degrees of self-denial79, sincerity80, peace81, joy82, and love83. Both inward and outward holiness of
mind can be expressed in degrees.84 There are also degrees of faith85 and of assurance of justifying
faith86 as well as an infinite number of degrees in the contemplation of God87. And even God's
vengeance and displeasure can be counted in degrees.88 There are also degrees in the favour of God.89
The idea of a gradual progression in sanctification extends beyond the boundaries of the life on earth.
Wesley imagines a development towards ever greater perfection even after death.90

In the process of salvation this idea of gradual development is combined with an instantaneous element. It
is seen in the notion -- clearly influenced by Moravianism -- of the sudden supervention of justification and
new birth, and in the higher though analogous experience of full sanctification. The gradual process is
interrupted, that is, by the direct intervention of God, which in a single instant raises man to a higher plane.
It is this combination of the gradual and the instantaneous that particularly distinguishes Wesley's
conception of the process of salvation. Visually, it takes the form of an ascent by steps. If we include the
preparations for the Christian life and its perfection after death, the process comprises the following
stages, each on a separate plane: first repentance or conviction, justification (including the New Birth),
sanctification (here in the sense of entire sanctification or Christian perfection), and glorification.

The same conception of salvation as an ascent by steps was applied to the organization of the Methodist
societies. They were organized in classes and bands91; there were also select bands or societies92. The
members belonged to one or the other of these according to their spiritual state and experience. The first
category contained those who "earnestly desired to avoid the wrath to come," the two latter the regenerate
or fully sanctified. The categories corresponded to the stages in the process of salvation: first repentance
(repentance before justification), justification, and entire sanctification.

We see that Wesley gives the order of salvation the form of a process aiming at the perfection of man.
With this teleological aim his conception of salvation must obviously be determined principally by the idea
of sanctification.

If we turn now to his view of the means of grace, we shall again see that the emphasis is laid on
sanctification. The means of grace are regarded as the usual channels by which God accords to man His
prevenient, justifying, and sanctifying grace.93 Wesley is insistent that the means of grace should be
used94, but at the same time he is careful to warn against their misuse. They are means and must not be
turned into ends. As means they must be vigorously subordinated to their ends, the chief of which is the
ethical change of man. The function of the means of grace is to "advance inward holiness95," to "conduce
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to the knowledge and love of God96." They are ordained "not for their own sake, but in order to the
renewal of your soul in righteousness and true holiness."97 The stress is put on sanctification, not on favor
Dei and forgiveness. Grace is here seen primarily as a gratia infusa, which effects a real, inherent change
in the human soul. It is not the idea of solace, but the idea of power that moulds Wesley's conception of
grace.

In the order of salvation sanctification has its place between justification and final salvation, It turns the
Christian life into a process of change. As opposed to the relative change of justification, sanctification, as
we have seen98, implies a real change. It comprises not merely the beginning of this change in the New
Birth but also the subsequent development and complete sanctification. It comprises the whole process of
recovery, the object of which is to restore man to the image of God.99 This is the widest but also the most
proper use of the word sanctification. It is also the one that corresponds best to Wesley's idea of the
factual significance of sanctification. Yet although the New Birth is regarded as a part of sanctification, the
latter word is frequently used to denote specifically the later gradual development.100 Wesley also uses
the word in an even narrower sense to denote full sanctification alone. The difference between justification
and sanctification is thus not that between a relative and a real change, but between two stages or levels
in the Christian life. Here justification includes the New Birth as well as forgiveness. It denotes the
instantaneous ascent to a higher plane101, and the condition which then ensues102.

Sanctification in Wesley has often been restricted to this latter notion of entire sanctification, with the result
that an incomplete and distorted view of its importance in his theology has obtained. Sanctification has
been limited to the instantaneous experience of "the second blessing." The fact that it also comprises a
gradual development of the Christian life has not been realized.103 The mistake has also meant that the
importance of obedience and works in sanctification has been overlooked104; as we have seen these
have their place in the gradual process. The gradual and the instantaneous effects of sanctification are
closely associated in Wesley. The hope of entire sanctification, far from impeding the gradual
development of the Christian life, he sees as particularly important in promoting it.105

We have now established the relation of sanctification to the whole order of salvation. In doing so we have
found that light has been thrown not only on the structure of sanctification but also on the connection
between justification and sanctification, which we have now found to be in fact dual. Sanctification has its
place between present justification or present salvation on the one hand and final justification or final
salvation on the other. In the former relation justification is not a condition of sanctification. Present
justification is accorded to man by a faith which does not involve any form of human holiness. In the latter
relation, however, sanctification is a condition of justification, of final justification at the last judgement. It is
only through sanctification that man becomes qualified for final salvation and glorification.106

The consequence of such a placing of sanctification in the order of salvation is obvious. Since
sanctification is not a condition of present justification it is regarded as a result of faith. In that case the
stress is laid upon faith as the ground of salvation. Sanctification is nevertheless necessary, for faith must
always be active through love. Further, it is also a condition of salvation in so far as the love and
obedience which derive from faith are necessary to the preservation and growth of faith. But as
sanctification is considered necessary to final justification it acquires another basic meaning. Incorporated
in a process of salvation aiming at the sanctity which is a necessary qualification for eternal life, it is clear
that sanctification must become the dominant component in salvation.
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