
Methodist Doctrinal Standards: a New Development Today? 
(Paper prepared for An Exhibition in Art: the New Testament, but not as you know it!) 
  

The doctrinal standards of Methodism are laid down in Section 4 of the Methodist Church Act of 

1976. It begins: ‘The Methodist Church claims and cherishes its place in the Holy Catholic Church 

which is the Body of Christ. It rejoices in the inheritance of the apostolic faith and loyally accepts the 

fundamental principles of the historic creeds and of the Protestant Reformation.’ It says, ‘The 

doctrines of the evangelical faith.... are based upon divine revelation recorded in the Holy 

Scriptures.’ And, additionally, it tells that the ‘evangelical doctrines to which the preachers of the 

Methodist Church are pledged are contained in Wesley’s Notes on the New Testament and the first 

four volumes of his sermons.’ It then states, ‘The Notes on the New Testament and the 44 Sermons 

are not intended to impose a system of formal or speculative theology on Methodist preachers, but 

to set up standards of preaching and belief which should secure loyalty to the fundamental truths of 

the gospel of redemption and ensure the continued witness of the Church to the realities of the 

Christian experience of salvation.’  

The truth, however, is that, though these standards are embedded so very firmly in the doctrinal 

statements of the Methodist Church, in reality, in the training of its preachers today, the 44 Sermons 

are paid scant attention and the Notes even less, to the point that they are almost totally ignored. (I 

have two questions that you might like to ask any Local Preacher, or Minister. Does he/she know 

that, of John Wesley’s ‘44 sermons’, one is by his brother Charles? And does he/she possess a 

personal copy of the Notes, or have they ever seen a copy and have they even read the Preface?)  

Here, I want to re-visit the Notes. In the 1754 Preface (see: Explanatory Notes on the New 

Testament, London Epworth Press, Edition 1976), in paragraph three, Wesley tells that he is not 

writing for the learned who were ‘provided with many other helps’ and he was not writing ‘for men 

of long and deep experience in the ways and Word of God (I desire to sit at their feet and learn from 

them).’ He writes, he says, ‘chiefly for plain, unlettered men, who understand only their mother-

tongue, and yet reverence and love the Word of God, and have a desire to save souls.’ The intention 

of Wesley is important: he wanted his preachers, in particular, to preach the truth as the New 

Testament writers declared it. 

In the eleventh paragraph of the Preface, Wesley wrote disparagingly of ‘the division of the New 

Testament into chapters.’ It was ‘made in the dark ages,’ he said, ‘and very incorrectly, often 

separating things that are closely joined, and joining those that are entirely distinct from each other.’ 

He determined, therefore, to educate Methodists in the reading of the New Testament by 

presenting the ‘chain of arguments in each book’ in tables at the beginning of each of his 

presentations. He thought it would be more use than prefixing the argument ‘to each chapter’. He 

was intent on introducing into Methodism an exegetical approach to the New Testament that he 

found in the works of J.A. Bengel, ‘that great light of the Christian world’ (ref. paragraph seven, 

Notes...). Fascinatingly, he chose to begin his own instruction on each book with the table that he 

found in Bengel’s Gnomon Novi Testamenti of 1742. Literally translated from the Latin, it means 

‘Index to the New Testament’, but when translated into German and English, it was given the title, 

either ‘Introduction to the New Testament’, or ‘Exegetical Annotations on the New Testament.’  

Wesley wrote about the New Testament’s ‘inspired writers’ as having employed ‘exactly regular 

series of arguments, a precise expression of their meaning and a genuine vigour of suitable 

affections’. What he meant by this can be established by reference to Bengel. His edition of the 



Greek text of the New Testament with critical apparatus was published in 1734. His work had 

immediate impact. Textual criticism learned then that ‘the more difficult reading is to be preferred.’ 

Bengel was an able communicator who sought, rather than to save his readers the trouble of their 

own personal investigation, to guide the reader to ascertain meaning for him/herself. His work 

defined exegesis: readers of the New Testament were to import nothing into Scripture, but to draw 

out of it everything that it really contained. Wesley took to this approach and wanted it for 

Methodism. Bengel’s hope was that his Gnomon... would help rekindle interest in the study of the 

New Testament. He was not disappointed. And none did more than Wesley to promote this. ‘Apply 

thyself wholly to the text,’ Bengel directed; ‘apply the text wholly to thyself.’ The modern critical era 

began with these 1734 and 1742 publications of Bengel. The evangelical awakening and John Wesley 

gave it impetus. Yes, Wesley’s use of Bengel’s work was purely pragmatic and much abridged. It was 

kept as simple as possible lest he ‘should leave the ordinary reader behind’. So it was not for him to 

present all that Bengel wrote about the grammatico-historical rules of the Greek literature.  

Bengel’s research for his 1742 publication took 20 years. My own work of analysis on the classical 

rhetoric of the books, some 300 years later, which has taken me over 30 years, builds on such work 

as he started in textual and literary criticism. My current exhibition demonstrates how we can now 

read the New Testament texts as the first readers did and at the same time fully dispense with the 

chapters and verses that disturbed Wesley! Bengel was right in his theory and practice, even if not in 

his resulting divisions. The New Testament writers wrote to the rules of ancient rhetoric. They 

provided their readers with texts that were structured and styled, that, when seen and understood, 

revealed their meanings and the purposes for which they were written. Wesley is shown too to have 

been right, in both his goal and his method, to help Methodists and especially his preachers read the 

texts after the manner of the intentions of the writers. To this end, he gave his readers the 

structures of the writers’ arguments as he had learned them from Bengel. Today, he would be 

pointing to the results that are revealed in my exhibition. In his Preface to his Notes, paragraph 

seven, Wesley tells that he has divided the texts ‘according to the matter it contains’ (after Bengel) 

‘and even this is such a help, in many places, as one who has not tried it can scarcely conceive.’ If 

Wesley was able to write this about Bengel’s imperfect divisions, consider what he might have said if 

he could have seen the actual designs of the texts as presented in my exhibition!  

In the pre-critical era of Wesley, the gospels were held to be ‘histories’ (see, for example, pp.10 and 

196, Notes...). What one gospel omitted the others included (op.cit. p.11). Matthew’s Gospel was 

written before the others. The letters that bore the names of apostles were all written by them. St 

John was the author of the Gospel and the three Letters. St Paul was the author of Hebrews and no 

questions were raised regarding his authorship of the Pastoral Epistles or any other. How things have 

changed! Yet Wesley lived to see the beginning of an approach to a disciplined reading of the texts 

and he played his part in promoting it. In paragraph nine of his Notes he dreams of another church: 

‘Would to God that all the party names and unscriptural phrases and forms which have divided the 

Christian world were forgot, and that we might all agree to sit down together, as humble, loving 

disciples, at the feet of our common Master, to hear His word, to imbibe his Spirit, and to transcribe 

His life in our own!’ The exhibition I present may yet be published under the title, ‘New Testament: 

New Testimony to the Skills of the Writers and First Readers (5th Edition), ‘The New Testament, but 

not as you know it’, or ‘What John Wesley would have wanted all Methodists to know’. My hope is 

that the church will yet unite in a disciplined, first-century way of reading the Greek texts, and that 

this work will rekindle interest in the New Testament in the post-Christian, western world. 
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