Christian Perfection

By John Wesley

There is hardly any expression in holy scripture which has given more offence than this.  The word perfect is what many cannot bear.  The very sound of it is an abomination to them, and whoever preaches perfection (as the phrase is), that is, asserts that it is attainable in this life, runs great hazard of being considered by them worse than a "heathen man or a publican."

And so some have advised to totally lay aside the use of those expressions, "because they have given so great offence."  But are they not found in the Bible?  If so, by what authority can any messenger of God lay them aside, even though all men should be offended?  We have not so learned Christ. Whatever God has spoken, that we will speak, whether men will hear or whether they will not, knowing that then alone can any minister of Christ be "pure from the blood of all men," when he has "not shunned to declare unto them all the counsel of God."

We may not, therefore, lay these expressions aside, seeing they are the words of God and not of man.  But we may and ought to explain the meaning of them, because, in the verse already repeated, the apostle speaks of himself as not perfect.  "Not," says he, "as though I were already perfect."  And yet immediately after, in the fifteenth verse he speaks of himself, yes, and many others, as perfect.  "Let us," says he, "as many as be perfect, be thus minded."

In order, therefore, to remove the difficulty arising from this apparent contradiction, as well as to give light to them who are pressing forward to the mark, and that those who are lame be not turned out of the way, I will endeavor to show:

I.  In what sense Christians are not, and

II. In what sense they are perfect.

I.  In the first place I will endeavor to show in what sense Christians are not perfect.  Both from experience and scripture it appears, first, that they are not perfect in knowledge.  They are not so perfect in this life as to be free from ignorance.  They know, it may be, like other men, many things relating to the present world.  And they know, with regard to the world to come, the general truths which God has revealed.  They know also "what manner of love" it is with which "the Father" has loved them, "that they should be called the sons of God."

But innumerable are the things which they don't  know.  Touching the Almighty Himself, they cannot search Him out to perfection.  "Lo, these are but a part of His ways; but the thunder of His power, who can understand?"  Neither is it for them to know the times and seasons when God will work His great works upon the earth.  They don't even know the reasons of many of His present dealings with men.  Yes, often with regard to His dealings with themselves, their Lord says unto them, "What I do, you don’t know now; but you shall know hereafter."  So great is the ignorance, so very little the knowledge, of even the best of men!

No one is so perfect in this life as to be free, secondly, from mistake, which is an almost unavoidable result of ignorance.  Those who "know but in part" are always liable to err concerning the things which they don't know.  It is true that the children of God do not mistake as to the things essential to salvation.  For they are "taught of God," and the way which He teaches them, the way of holiness, is plain.  But in things unessential to salvation they err frequently.  The best and wisest of men are frequently mistaken with regard to facts or circumstances, believing them, or many of them, to have been quite different from what they truly were.  And from this arise many further mistakes.  Also they may not judge according to truth with regard to the characters of men.  Even 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 which don't immediately apply to daily living.  Even the children of God are not agreed as to the interpretation of many places in holy scripture, nor is their difference of opinion any proof that they are not children of God, on either side.  It is a proof that we are not to expect any living man to be infallible.

 Christians are not so perfect as to be free, thirdly, from weaknesses.  Only let us take care to understand this word rightly.  Let us not give that soft title of "weakness" to known sins, as the manner of some is.  So one man tells us, "Every man has his weakness, and mine is drunkenness."  Another has the weakness of uncleanness.  Another, that of taking God's holy name in vain.  It is plain that all you who speak like this, if you don't repent, shall with your weak‑ nesses go quick into hell! But what I do mean is this:  not only those which are rightly termed bodily weaknesses, but all those inward or outward imperfections which are not of a moral nature.  Such are the weaknesses of slowness of understanding, dullness of knowledge, incoherency of thought, the lack of a good memory, slowness of speech and pronunciation, to which one might add a thousand nameless defects, both in conversation or behavior.  These are the weaknesses which are found in the best of men, in a larger or smaller degree.

Nor can we expect, till then, to be totally free from temptation.  Such perfection does not belong to this life.  The Son of God Himself, in the days of His flesh, was tempted even to the end of His life.  Therefore, let His servant also expect to be.

Christian perfection, therefore, does not imply an exemption either from ignorance, or mistake, or weaknesses, or temptations.  Actually, Christian perfection is only another term for holiness.  They are two names for the same thing.  Thus every one that is holy is, in the scripture sense, perfect.  Yet we may, lastly, see that there is not any absolute perfection on earth, none which does not leave room for a continual increase.  No matter how much any man has attained, or to what high degree he is perfect, he still needs to "grow in grace," and to daily advance in the knowledge and love of God his Savior.

II. In what sense, then, are Christians perfect?  This is what I will endeavor, secondly, to show.  There are several stages in Christian life, as in natural.  Some of the children of God are only new‑born babes.  Others have attained to more maturity.  St. John, in his first epistle (2:12‑14) refers separately to those he terms "little children", "young men", and "fathers."  Mainly I speak of these mentioned in the latter part of this passage, for only these are perfect Christians.  But even babes in Christ are in such a sense perfect, or born of God, as, first, not to commit sin.  If any are not sure of this privilege of the sons of God, the answer is not to be found by abstract reasonings, which may be drawn out into an endless length, and leave the point just as it was before.  Neither is it to be determined by the experience of this or that particular person.  Many may suppose they do not commit sin, when they do, but this proves nothing either way.  "Let God be true, and every man a liar."  By His Word will we live, and that alone.

Now the Word of God plainly declares that even those who are justified, who are born again in the lowest sense, "do not continue in sin."  They cannot "live any longer therein" (Romans 6:1, 2).  They are "planted together in the likeness of the death" of Christ (verse 5).  Their "old man is crucified with Him," the body of sin.  Being dead with Christ, they are free from sin (verses 6, 7).  They are "dead unto sin, and alive unto God" (verse 11).  "Sin has no more dominion over them," who are "not under the law, but under grace."  These "being free from sin are become the servants of righteousness" (verses l4, l8).

The very least which can be implied in these words is that the persons spoken of, namely, all real Christians, or believers in Christ, are made free from outward sin.  And the same freedom which St. Paul here expresses in such variety of phrases, St. Peter expresses in 1 Peter 4:1,2:  "He that hath suffered in the flesh hath ceased from sin; that he no longer should live to the desires of men, but to the will of God."  For this "ceasing from sin," if it be interpreted in the lowest sense, as regarding only the outward behavior, must denote the ceasing from the outward act, from any outward transgression of the law.

But most plain and direct are the well known words of St. John in I John 3:8‑9:  "He that commits sin is of the devil; for the devil sins from the beginning.  For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, that He might destroy the works of the devil.  Whosoever is born of God does not commit sin; for His seed remains in Him:  and he cannot sin because he is born of God."  And those in 5:18:  "We know that whosoever is born of God sins not; but he that is begotten of God keeps himself, and that wicked one touches him not."

It is said this means only, "He does not sin willfully," or "he does not commit sin habitually," or "not as other men do," or, "not as he did before."  But by whom is this said? By St John?  No.  There is no such word in the verses, nor in the whole chapter, nor in all his epistle, nor in any part of his writings whatsoever.  The holiest men among the Jews did sometimes commit sin.  But if you would from this infer that all Christians do and must commit sin as long as they live, this conclusion we utterly deny.  We cannot measure the privileges of real Christians by those formerly given to the Jews.  We agree that their "ministration" (or dispensation) "was glorious," but ours "exceeds in glory."  So that whoever takes up the examples of weakness recorded in the law and the prophets and then infers that they who have "put on Christ" are endued with no greater strength, greatly errs, not "knowing the scriptures, or the power of God."

There was then no man that sinned not.  Even from the day that sin entered into the world there was not a just man upon earth that did good and sinned not until the Son of God was manifested to take away our sins.  "But when the fullness of the time was come, God sent forth His Son, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law, that they might receive the adoption of sons," that they might receive that "grace which is now made manifest by the appearing of our Savior Jesus Christ; who hath abolished death, and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel" (2 Timothy 1:10).  So now, since the gospel was given, "he that is born of God sins not."

It is of great importance to see, and that more carefully than is commonly done, the wide difference there is between the Jewish and the Christian dispensation.  In John 7:38‑39, after John had related those words of our blessed Lord, "He that believes on Me, as the scripture hath said, out of his belly (or innermost being) shall flow rivers of living water," he immediately adds, "This spoke He of the Spirit which they who should believe on Him were afterwards to receive.  For the Holy Ghost was not yet given; because that Jesus was not yet glorified."   The Holy Ghost was not yet given in His sanctifying graces as He was after Jesus was glorified.  And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, it was the first time that they who "waited for the promise of the Father" were made more than conquerors over sin by the Holy Ghost given unto them. The fullness of time has now come, the Holy Ghost is now given, the great salvation of God is brought to men by the revelation of Jesus Christ!  The kingdom of heaven is now set up on earth.  

If you are going to prove that the apostle's words, "He that is born of God sins not," are not to be understood according to their plain, natural, obvious meaning, it is from the New Testament you must bring your proofs, or else you will fight as one that beats the air.

"But St. Paul besought the Lord three times, and yet he could not escape from his temptation."  It does by no means appear that this thorn, whatever it was, caused St. Paul to commit sin, much less laid him under any necessity of doing so.  Whatever it was, it could not be either inward or outward sin.  From this it can never be proved that any Christian must commit sin.

"But does not St. James directly contradict this?  His words are, 'In many things we offend all' (3:2).  Is not offending the same as committing sin?"  In the word "we" (used as a figure of speech common in all other, as well as the inspired writings) we see that the apostle could not possibly include himself or any other true believer from the same word in the ninth verse:  "Therewith," he says "bless we God, and therewith curse we men.  Out of the same mouth proceeds blessing and cursing."  True, but not out of the mouth of the apostle, nor of any one who is a new creature in Christ.  The very verse itself proves that "We offend all" cannot be spoken either of all men, or of all Christians.  For in it there immediately follows the mention of a man who offends not, who is clearly contrasted with the "we" first mentioned, and declared a perfect man.

Another difficulty may arise in some minds concerning what St. John writes in his first epistle. He declares, "We know that he which is born of God sins not."  Yet in another he says, "If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us," and again, "If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar, and His word is not in us."  As great a difficulty as this may at first appear, it vanishes away if we see, first, that the tenth verse fixes the sense of the eighth:  "If we say we have no sin," in verse 8 is explained by, "If we say we have not sinned" in verse l0.  Secondly, that the point we are now considering is not whether we have or have not sinned up till now, and neither of these verses states that we do sin, or commit sin now.  Thirdly, that the ninth verse explains both the eighth and tenth:  "If we confess our sins, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness."  It is as if John had said, "I have before stated, 'The blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin.'  But let no man say, 'I don't need it, I have no sin to be cleansed from.'  If we say that we have no sin, that we have not sinned, we deceive ourselves, and make God a liar.  But 'if we confess our sins, He is faithful and just,' not only 'to forgive our sins,' but also 'to cleanse us from all unrighteousness' that we may 'go and sin no more'."  If we place all his statements touching this matter in one view it will be more clearly seen still.  He declares, first, the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses us from all sin.  Secondly, no man can say, I have not sinned, I have no sin to be cleansed from.  Thirdly, but God is ready both to forgive our past sins, and to save us from them for the time to come.  Fourthly, "These things write I unto you," says the apostle, "that you may not sin.  But if any man should sin," or "have sinned"  (as the word might be rendered), he need not continue in sin, seeing "we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous."  This far all is clear.  But lest any doubt should remain in a point of so vast importance, the apostle resumes this subject in chapter 3:7‑10.  In conformity, therefore, both to the doctrine of St. John, and to the whole tenor of the New Testament, we fix this conclusion, a Christian is so far perfect; as not to commit sin.

This is the glorious privilege of every Christian, though he be but a babe in Christ.  But it is only of those who are strong in the Lord, "and have overcome the wicked one," or rather of those who "have known Him that is from the beginning," that it can be said that they are in such a sense perfect, as, secondly, to be freed from evil thoughts and evil dispositions.  First, from evil or sinful thoughts.  Here let it be seen that thoughts concerning evil are not always evil thoughts.  A thought concerning sin, and a sinful thought, are very different.  A man, for instance, may think of a murder which another has committed, and yet this is no evil or sinful thought.  Jesus had no evil or sinful thought, nor was capable of having any.  Neither have real Christians, for "every one that is perfect is as his Master" (Mark 7:21).  If, therefore, his heart is no longer evil, then evil thoughts can no longer proceed out of it.  If the tree were corrupt, so would be the fruit.  But the tree is good.  The fruit, therefore, is good also, our Lord Himself bearing witness, "Every good tree bringeth forth good fruit.  A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit," as "a corrupt tree cannot bring forth good fruit" (Matthew 7:17, 18).

And as Christians indeed are freed from evil thoughts, so are they, secondly, from evil dispositions.  This is evident from the above‑mentioned declaration of our Lord Himself: "The disciple is not above his Master:  but every one that is perfect shall be as his Master" (Luke 6:40).  He removes the two grand objections with which these wise fools meet us at every turn ("These things are too hard to be borne," or, "They are too high to be attained") saying, "The disciple is not above his Master."  In other words, "If I have suffered, be content to tread in My steps.  And doubt not that I will fulfill My word, 'For every one that is perfect shall be as his Master'."  The disciple's Master was free from all sinful tempers.  So, therefore, is he and every real Christian.

He, therefore, who lives in true believers has "purified their hearts by faith"; so that every one that has Christ in him, the hope of glory, "purifies himself, even as He is pure" (I John 3:3).  He is purified from pride, for Christ was lowly of heart.  He is pure from self‑will or desire, for Christ desired only to do the will of His Father, and to finish His work.  And he is pure from anger, in the common sense of the word, for Christ was meek and gentle, patient and long‑suffering.  I say in the common sense of the word, for all anger is not evil.  We read of our Lord Himself (Mark 3:5), that He once "looked round with anger."  But with what kind of anger? The next word answers it:  "being grieved for the hardness of their hearts."  So then He was angry at the sin, and in the same moment grieved for the sinners.

"True," say some, "we shall thus be saved from our sins, but not till death, not in this world."  But how are we to reconcile this with the plain words of St. John?  "Herein is our love made perfect, that we may have boldness in the day of judgment:  because as He is, so are we in this world."  The apostle here, beyond all contradiction, speaks of himself and other living Christians, of whom (as though he had foreseen this very evasion, and set himself to overturn it from the foundation) he plainly states that, not only at or after death, but "in this world" they are as their Master (I John 4:17).

So, the Lord has fulfilled the things He spoke by His holy prophets, which have been since the world began, most remarkably by Ezekiel, in those words, "Then will I sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your filthiness, and from all your idols, will I cleanse you.  A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I put within you;...and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you shall keep My judgments, and do them...You shall be My people, and I will be your God...I the Lord have spoken it, and I will do it" (Ezekiel 36:25, etc.).

"Having therefore these promises, dearly beloved," both in the law and in the prophets, and having the prophetic word confirmed unto us in the gospel by our blessed Lord and His apostles, "let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God."  "Let us fear, lest" so many "promises being made us of entering into His rest, any of us should come short of it."  "This one thing let us do, forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which are before, let us press toward the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus," crying unto Him day and night, till we also are "delivered from the bondage of corruption, into the glorious liberty of the sons of God"!

