








of God’s will in providence.
Wesley believed in opening the
Bible at random for guidance at
critical junctures (pp. 54, 78),
as did his brother, Charles (pp.
68-69). He also resorted to lots
(pp. 54,75, 78), dreams (p. 133),
and intuitions (p. 71). This
unscriptural understanding of
divine guidance led him into
further trouble.

Wesley and Whitefield had
reached a truce on God’s de-
cree, agreeing to “let sleeping
dogmas lie,” as Tomkins puts it.
But one day, Wesley “found
himselfinwardly calledto speak
out against predestination” (p.
71; italics mine). Tomkins con-
tinues, “After making the point
atlength, [Wesley] prayed aloud
(again ondivine impulse) that if
he was right God would send a
sign.” People began to fall down
and cry out (pp. 72-73). To
Wesley Almighty God was
“stamping Divine approval” on
his message (p. 73). “On one
occasion,” writes Tomkins,
Wesley even ascribed his re-
covery from illness “as a re-
ward [from God] for preaching
against the Calvinists” (p. 98).

While mysticism led him
to preach against predestination,
the casting of lots brought him
to publish against it: “he re-
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sorted to pulling God’s will out
of a hat and was told ‘Print and
preach,’ which he did” (p. 78).
What are we to make of this?
The Lord “put a lying spirit in
the mouth” of John Wesley (I
Kings 22:23) and He willed, in
His sovereignty over the lot
(Prov. 16:33), that Wesley’s lies
be printed for the deceiving of
the reprobate (II Thess. 2:10-
12) and the testing of the elect.
Not content to attack the truth
of predestination merely in his
preaching and his books, Wesley
also used “hymns,” as did his
brother, Charles (p. 93).
Wesley’s doctrine of en-
tire sanctification by the free
will of man fits with his teach-
ing of justification by the free
will of man, though not with
Articles 9 and 15-of the Thirty-
Nine Articles. He was already
teaching perfectionism in the
“Holy Club” at Oxford Univer-
sity in 1733 (p. 38). By 1739-
1740, through a dispute with the
Moravians, he reached the point
where he would “castigate any
who denied perfection as
antinomians who were happy to
accept their sinfulness” (p. 88).
This was a doctrine in which
Wesley “passionately believed,”
and so he “preached” it and
“fought forit at length” (p. 156).

PRTJ



Books Reviewed

Wesley’s free-will theol-
ogy also carried over into his
view of the church. Though an
ordained minister in the Church
of England, he organized a con-
nection of societies (along side
the institute church) governed
by hisrules and regulations, i.e.,
his free will (e.g., pp. 166-167).
Methodist laymen were being
used of God (p. 81), Wesley
thought, so in 1739 he “gave his
permission” for them to con-
tinue preaching (p. 82), contrary
to Articles 23 and 36 of the
Thirty-Nine Articles. When a
Methodist lay preacher admin-
istered Communion in 1755,
Charles states that “John was
not greatly troubled” (contra
Article 23 of the Thirty-Nine
Articles). Wesley “suggested
that this was the logical conclu-
sion of appointing lay people to
preach: ‘We have in effect or-
dained already’” (p. 150).

Women preaching fol-
lowed in the 1760s (pp. 159-
160), with Wesley giving them
rules (p. 167). Sarah Crosby
“traveled nearly 1,000 miles a
year, speaking at over 200 pub-
lic meetings and 600 class or
band meetings” (p. 175). Mary
Bosanquet, another woman
preacher, “married Wesley’s
close friend and defender John
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Fletcherin 1781, and the couple
operated virtually as joint min-
isters in his Madeley parish” (p.
190). As Tomkins says, Wesley
“was a pragmatist”; this was “his
deepest instinct” (p. 160). Re-
member too that when Wesley
was a boy, his mother, Susanna,
“led in prayer and discussion
and read sermons” and mission-
ary stories to 200 members—
including men— of her husband
Samuel’s congregation in their
crowded parsonage on Sunday
afternoons when he was away at
Convocation (p. 16).

Wesley and the Method-
ists also corrupted God’s wor-
ship with their “testimonies” (p.
81)and hymn singing. Both John
and Charles wrote hymns, with
the latter penning between 4,000
and 10,000 (p. 95). John even
published America’s first
hymnbook, in 1736 (p. 51).
Tomkins writes,

These hymns were of vital
importance to Methodism.
They were used to gather
crowds for outdoor preach-
ing, they were a popular part
of the societies’ worship, and
they wrote Methodist teach-
ingin the memory of the sing-
ers and in their hearts too....
They were also weapons in
the war over predestination
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and perfection, and much of
Charles’s sectarian propa-
gandasurvives in hymns sung
all over the world today (pp.
95-96; italics mine).

Tomkins adds, “John was not
above stopping the congrega-
tion halfway through to ask them
if they really meant what they
were singing” (p. 96). What
about that for a way of catching
a congregation in an Arminian,
prefectionist trap! Write “exu-
berant and emotional,” anti-Cal-
vinist hymns (p. 95); lead those
assembled in the singing; then
explain their meaning; and the
people are snared. Ulster fun-
damentalist Ian Paisley once
stated that he could derive all
five points of Calvinism from
the hymns of the Wesleys. John
and Charles would turn in their
graves!

Methodist revivalist meet-
ings were attended with charis-
matic phenomena. There were
people crying out (pp. 65, 71,
105, 108) or laughing (p. 157),
with children often playing
“prominent parts” (p. 175) in
both the wailing (p. 155) and the
laughing (p. 157). Some fell
down prostrate (pp. 72, 79, 103,
156-157) and others had visions
and revelations (p. 156). Was
this a rare thing? No, Tomkins
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writes, “this kind of thing hap-
pened almost daily” (p. 71). But
did this occur where Wesley
himself was preaching? Yes,
his preaching provoked the
“charismatic phenomena” (p.
65), including the “wailing and
convulsions” (p. 103). Thus his
preaching was a “noisy event”
(p. 72). Tomkins writes that
“charismatic phenomena... were
to surround Wesley throughout
his life” (p. 39). But did not
Wesley oppose these things?
No. He was “impressed,” “de-
lighted,” and “wholly positive”
regarding the charismatic phe-
nomena (pp. 73, 157), viewing
the outbreaks “most favourably”
(p. 105). Wesley “championed
.. charismatic gifts” (p. 195)
and “embraced” dreams and vi-
sions “unreservedly” (p. 65).
But, of course! Fornot only other
Methodists (pp. 60, 102, 123,
161), but Wesley himself, had
dreams (p. 133). He also be-
lieved in miraculous healing (pp.
162-163)and evidently believed
that on one occasion he raised
the dead, or at least one “dan-
gerously ill” (p. 106).

Other “bizarre religious
phenomena of Methodism” in-
clude the man “who had the gift
of preaching in his sleep.”
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He would sing a hymn, recite
a text and then preach a six-
point sermon, sometimes
breaking off to dispute witha
clergyman who came to in-
terrupt him (p. 144).

Then there was the Wesleyan
lay preacher who spoke in
tongues and the demon-pos-
sessed girl who recovered be-
fore Wesley was able to make it
to her house (p. 144).

Tomkins sums up the role
of charismatic phenomena in
Methodism:

The importance of Method-
ism’s willingness to embrace
the miraculous and charis-
matic has not always been
recognised, but it was cru-
cial. It was, though by no
means uniformly, a religion
of dreams and visions,
healings, convulsions, ec-
static worship, exorcisms and
messages and guidance from
God. Such phenomena were
exciting for participants and
drew many spectators. They
were also often decisive in
Methodist conversions and
played an ongoing part in
their spiritual lives (p. 85).

Tomkins rightly sees Wesley
and his Methodism as a forerun-
ner of the Pentecostal move-
ment (pp. 196, 198-199). This
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is where his free-will gospel was
to take many of his followers in
years to come.

Moreover, the fusion of
free will and emotionalism in
modern Pentecostalism has
much in common with Wesley,
who stressed “look[ing] within”
and “feel[ing]” God’s love (p.
66) and who “put such store on
his feelings as proofofhis soul’s
state” (p. 62). John Wesley’s
love of the medieval mystics
and his indebtedness to the
“emotional” Moravians (p. 46)
comes in here too. They placed
a lot of “emphasis on experi-
ence and feelings in the spiri-
tual life.” There is a lot to be
said for Tomkins’ reckoning:
“Moravian spirituality ... [had]
an incalculable impact on the
shape of Methodism” (p. 46).

Tomkins’ lively biography
is highly revealing and, given
his doctrinal sympathy for
Wesley, remarkably even-
handed. He concludes that
Wesley “certainly” was a “web
of contradictions” (p. 195) and
that the accounts of his life and
work contain “a dizzying de-
gree of spin” (p. 196). He quotes
atlength Wesley’s bizarre letter
of confession—“I do not love
God. Ineverdid” (p. 168). He
writes of his “romantic de-
bacles” (p. 196), including his
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“distant and unhappy” marriage
(p. 167), his “serial plagiar-
[ism]” (pp. 177-178), and his
(doctrinally significant) a-
bridgement of the Thirty-Nine
Articles for the American Meth-
odists (p. 187). Tomkins writes
that Wesley “was a founding
father of evangelicalism, but for
his last 20 years, he consistently

retreated from its stark certain-
ties” (p. 196). This is where
Wesley’s free-will theology
took him! Of course! For free
will itself is the end of the cer-
tainties of the evangel. Wesley’s
followers today are still retreat-
ing ever more consistently from
the gospel. W

Luther in Context. David C.
Steinmetz, Second Edition.
Grand Rapids: Baker Academic,
2002. xiii + 195 pages. (paper).
Price: $19.95. [Reviewed by
Russell Dykstra.]

Baker Academic (a divi-
sion of Baker Book House) has
published a second edition of a
fine work by Dr. David C.
Steinmetz. Luther in Context
was first published in 1995. The
new edition is not a mere re-
print; new and worthwhile ma-
terial (three chapters) has been
added.

The book now consists of
thirteen relatively brief chap-
ters, each of which treats a par-
ticular topic. Steinmetz’s stated
task is “to cast light on Luther’s
thought by placing it in the con-
text of his theological anteced-
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ents and contemporaries” (xii).
He succeeds admirably.

These essays on Lutherare,
in the writer’s words, “exercises
in intellectual history.” That is
to say, the book is not intended
to be devotional or edifying, but
isan academic study. The book,
accordingly, contains a number
of concise and well-documented
evaluations. In addition, every
attempt is made to evaluate
Luther’s positions in the light of
his times, rather than to judge
the man by today’s standards or
later development in theology.
Dr. Steinmetz is careful, and the
reader profits from this all-out
effort to present Luther’s work
honestly and accurately.

However, an intellectual
study of Luther has its draw-
backs. One of the weaknesses is
that the studies are not always
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very relevant for the disciple of
Luther accustomed to reading
Luther for edification. Also,
some of the comparisons, while
accurate, tend to be rather for-
mal in nature, obviously not aim-
ing for deep, theological evalu-
ation. In addition, some of the
chapters are technical descrip-
tions of exegetical method.

In spite of these negative
aspects, the book is valuable.

The book compares Luther
to a variety of theologians —
from Roman Catholic, to Calvin,
Augustine, and the Anabaptists,
and that on a wide range of top-
ics. Many of the topics are on
the heart of the Reformation’s
struggle, such as Chapter 1, on
Luther’s Anfechtungen, or spiri-
tual trials, through which God
led Luther to the right under-
standing of justification.

Another significant chap-
ter discussesthe concept of “free
will” (Chapter 6, “Luther and
Hubmaier on the Freedom of
the Human Will”). Known to
all is Luther’s controversy with
Erasmus on the will of man.
Less is known of the fact that
Dr. Balthasar Hubmaier wrote
two pamphlets against Luther’s
view of the will of man.
Hubmaier was a converted Ro-
man Catholic who later became
an Anabaptist. Luther never
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answered the man directly, but
Steinmetz contrasts the views
of the two men from their re-
spective writings. A brief de-
scription of the chapter will
serve to illustrate the value of
this kind of study..

Steinmetz sets the stage on
this topic of free will by exam-
ining the view of man’s will that
both Luther and Hubmaier had
imbibed in their earlier years in
Rome, specifically the teaching
of William Ockham and of
Gabriel Biel. They taught that
fallen man retains sufficient
good so that if he simply “does
what is in him,” that is, uses the
good left in him, he will merit
God’ssaving grace. Both Luther
and Hubmaier, in their early
days, expressed similar beliefs
on this score. However, Luther
later repudiated that position,
and by the time of the Heidel-
berg Disputation in 1518, Luther
maintained that “free will after
the Fall exists only in name, and
as long as a man ‘does what in
him lies,” he is committing mor-
tal sin” (quoted by Steinmetz, p.
66). Hubmaier, on the other
hand, maintained that the will
of fallen man not only retained
some good, but was inclined to
the good. Hubmaier goes so far
as to make a free human deci-
sion a necessary preparation for
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regeneration! Steinmetz’s
analysis is that “Hubmaier’s
Anabaptist convictions and his
scholarly heritage coincide.
Affirm freedom of the will, and
the Anabaptist vision of redemp-
tion can be affirmed with it.
Deny freedom of the will (as
Luther has done) and the
Anabaptist position becomes
impossible to maintain” (p. 70).
Also incisive is Stein-
metz’s analysis of the covenant
views that were connected with
a free will, namely, a condi-
tional covenant. He writes,

When Hubmaier thinks of a
covenant between God and
the Church, he thinks of a
two-sided covenant in which
there are mutual obligations
and to which human response
provides the key. While God
has taken the initiative in es-
tablishing the structure in
which human beings may be
saved, hisactof regenerating
sinners.is itself a response to
the human act of fulfilling
the condition of the covenant.
God draws sinners to salva-
tion or permits them to be
damned, if they will not be
saved (p. 69).

Steinmetz’s description of

Hubmaier’s covenant theology
captures the essence of the con-
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ditional covenant taught in many
Presbyterian and Reéformed
circles today. However,
Steinmetz goes farther, by spell-
ing out the conclusions that Re-
formed promulgators of the con-
ditional covenant have been
unwilling to draw. He writes,
“In the last analysis, it is human
choice and not divine sover-
eignty which is decisive” (p.
69). This is exactly what hap-
pens when election is discon-
nected from the covenant, as
Hubmaier demanded and the
modern conditional covenant
theologians teach. If God’s de-
cree of election does not deter-
mine who is saved, then man’s
will must determine it. But that
is not Reformed.

Among the other signifi-
cant chapters included in the
first printing of the book are one
comparing Luther and August-
ine on Romans 9 (Ch. 2), “Luther
and the Hidden God” (Ch. 3, on
the topic of revelation),
“Abraham and the Reformation”
(Ch. 4), and “Luther and Calvin
on Church and Tradition” (Ch.
8).

One of the newly added
chapters, Chapter 11, entitled
“Luther and Formation in
Faith,” examines both how
Luther differed from the Romish
Church, and in what manner he
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reformed the faith and practice
ofthe church. Luther had count-
less decisions to make after the
break came with Rome. The
author maintains that in some
matters Luther did not greatly
~ depart from the practice of
Rome. He cites, as an example,
Luther’s appeal to the ancient
church, even as the Romish
Church appealed to tradition.
This example of Steinmetz is,
however, rather weak. Stein-
metz himselfnotes that Luther’s
use of the fathers was selective
and he gave more weight to the
“better fathers.”  Writes
Steinmetz, “Luther was content
to leave Origen and Jerome,

whose exegesis he mistrusted,

to Erasmus, if he could have
Augustine” (p. 130). In addi-
tion, Luther always placed the
authority of Scripture above that
of the fathers, someting that
Rome did not do.

This fascinating essay,
“Luther and Formation in
Faith,” demonstrates that Luther
rejected Romish teaching out-
right, as on clerical marriage.
In other areas, Luther retained
some of the forms of Rome, but
gave much different content or
anew basis to the practice. One
example of this is the private
confession of sins to the minis-
ter. Rome required members to
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see a priest at least once a year,
confess all the sins they could
remember since the last confes-
sion, and receive absolution
from the priest. Luther made
the practice an option, though
he encouraged it. However, the
member was not required to list
all the sins that he could possi-
bly remember. It was sufficient
to confess that he was a sinner
who had transgressed God’s law
and was in need of God’s grace,
as well as to mention some of
the sins that were particularly
grievous to him. The minister
would inquire about the
confessor’s beliefin the forgive-
ness of sins in the blood of
Christ, and assure him of for-
giveness. According to Luther,
the forgiveness was given not
because of a minister’s special
connection to Christ, “but be-
cause the Word of God binds
and looses from sin” (p. 138).
Indeed, insisted Luther, this con-
fession might also be made to
another believer.

In all this, one is struck by
the enormity of the task that
Luther accomplished by God’s
grace in the midst of horren-
dous apostasy. Steinmetz gives
abriefanalysis of why Luther’s
efforts to reform the church were
not always carried out in the
Lutheran church. One of the
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main reasons was the dissent
within the Protestant camp, and
especially within Lutheranism
itself. He does not face the
question of whether Luther him-
self should have gone farther in
some areas.

The two additional chap-
ters compare and contrast
Luther’s exegesis with other
theologians — on the passages
Jacob’s dream of the ladder, and
Jacob’s wrestling at Peniel.
Although these are somewhat
technical in nature, they do re-
veal something about Luther’s
method of doing exegesis.
These chapters indicate that
Luther was well acquainted with
the commentaries available, and
that he faced some of the same
questions as earlier commenta-
tors from other ecclesiastical
traditions. At the same time,
Luther took the liberty not only
to give different answers, but
also to face different exegetical
questions. In harmony with his
character and faith, Luther was
boldin his exegesis, yet seeking
ever to be faithful to the Bible.

There is one interesting
and, I believe, significant omis-
sion in the book that should be
noted. There are many today
who promote the false notion
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that the two theological giants
of the Reformation, Luther and
Calvin, differed on the doctrine
of justification by faith. It is -
significant that Dr. Steinmetz, a
recognized scholar on both
Luther and Calvin, does not set
Lutherand Calvin at odds in any
of the places where he discusses
justification by faith. Indeed, in
chapter eight (“Luther and
Calvin on Church and Tradi-
tion”) Steinmetz mentions
Luther’s view of justification
by faith in connection with the
church, and also sets forth
(briefly) what Calvin taught on
justification by faith and the
place of good works (pp. 93,
94). This would have been an
opportune time for Steinmetz to
explore conflicts between
Calvin and Luther. He does not.
On the contrary, already in the
introduction of that chapter
Steinmetz observed with ap-
proval that “Karl Holl called
Calvin Luther’s best disciple”
(p. 86). As noted earlier, Dr. .
Steinmetz is an honest student
of history.

This book is well written,
and serious students of doctrine
and of Luther will profit much
from it. It is highly recom-
mended. W
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