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The Methodist Church Act of 1976 requires that Methodist preachers pay serious attention to 

Wesley’s Notes on the New Testament and the first four volumes of his sermons, yet both are 

given scant attention today by those who are preparing for the work. In this paper, I focus firstly 

on Wesley’s Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testamenti and his intention behind his use of J.A. 

Bengel’s charts and ‘excellent notes’ii. I then compare and contrast these charts and notes with 

those that I have been preparing over the thirty-five years of my itinerant ministry. My work is to 

be found in my book, New Testament: New Testimony to the Skills of the Writers and First 

Readers; it was first published in Jaffna, Sri Lanka in 2005. Its Fifth – Illustrated Exhibition – 

Edition was published in April 2016iii. Wesley’s Notes were first published in London in 1754. 

 

Introduction 

 

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

1976iv. 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 

Forty-four 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.’  

 

We re-visit the Notes. Wesley was 50 when he began writing them. He was prompted to start the 

work at a time of illness when he was unable to preach and travel. ‘My day is far spent,’ he wrote, 

unable to anticipate then that he was going to live another thirty-eight years. The setting for his 

writing was, according to the New Room in Bristol, in the preachers’ quarters above the meeting 

place that he had built. It is thrilling, therefore, today to be able to see there in a glass case an 

early edition of the Notes which then included Wesley’s own adapted version of the New 

Testament text. 



2 
 

 

In the 1754 Preface of The Notes, we read in paragraph three that Wesley is not writing for the 

learned who were ‘provided with many other helps’, also that 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 says.) He writes, ‘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.’  

 

In paragraph eleven, Wesley writes 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’.  

 

In paragraph seven, he shows his intent on introducing into Methodism an exegetical approach to 

the New Testament, the one that he found in the works of J.A. Bengel, ‘that great light of the 

Christian world’. Fascinatingly, he chooses to begin his own instruction on each book with the 

table that he found in Bengel’s Gnomon Novi Testamenti of 1742v and to employ Bengel’s 

‘excellent notes’.  

 

In 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.’ Imagine then what Wesley would say today if he could see the actual designs 

of the texts, as we now can. Their structures and sub-divisions expose meaning and purpose with 

absolute clarity. 

 

In paragraph eleven, Wesley writes 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 means by this can be established only by 

reference to Bengel. Bengel’s edition of the Greek text of the New Testament was published in 

1734. His ground-breaking critical apparatus followed. The works had immediate impact. Textual 

criticism learned then that ‘the more difficult reading’ (when comparing variant texts) was likely to 

‘be preferred.’ Further, it is said of Bengel that he was an able communicator who sought, rather 

than to save his reader the trouble of his/her 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. None did more than Wesley to promote this. The evangelical awakening introduced 

many thousands of people to the New Testament, to reading it and studying it in order to 

understand the life to which they were committing themselves.  

 

Yes, Wesley introduced the western world, through his Notes, to the work of Bengel, a Lutheran 

scholar of Tϋbingen, but his use of Bengel’s work was purely pragmatic and not academic. He 

kept it as simple as possible lest he ‘should leave the ordinary reader behind’ (see the ending of 

paragraph six). It was not for him to present all that Bengel wrote about the grammatical-historical 

rules of Greek literature. Wesley writes (in paragraph seven, ‘Many of his excellent notes I have... 

translated; many more I have abridged, omitting that part which was purely critical, and giving the 
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substance of the rest.’ Wesley took from Bengel’s work only what he wanted to commend to his 

preachers. He excised what he judged his preachers did not need to know. But Bengel had 

offered the world of New Testament Studies so much more. His cause was usurped by Wesley 

and it was not until the 1940s that Bengel’s analytical method was given its due and proper 

considerationvi. Yes, Wesley’s heavy dependence on the Gnomon in his Notes endeared Bengel 

to Methodist exegetes for more than a century, but these same exegetes, unless they studied the 

German or the Latin Gnomon, had no introduction through Wesley to chiasmus in the New 

Testament or to Bengel’s advocacy of its value for exegesis. 

 

 

Beyond Bengel and Wesley today 
 

The Fifth Edition of New Testament: New Testimony is now opened for consideration. It 

surveys all the Greek New Testament texts. Rhetorical analysis and a full ‘parsing’ of the texts 

establishes the case for seeing the New Testament in the way that Bengel and, in turn, Wesley 

wanted to. Contrary to main-stream scholarship today, the book demonstrates that the New 

Testament writers wrote to the rules of ancient rhetoric. The writers provided their readers with 

texts that were structured and styled for use in an aural-oral information exchange environment.  

 

Asked to parse a sentence at school we learned to describe the syntax of the sentence, each 

phrase and each word. What I discovered during my doctoral research on Mark’s Gospel was 

that ‘parsing’ could be useful the reverse way round: that is, if we could discern the grammar of a 

text we could define any phrase, clause, sentence, paragraph and chapter, or the equivalent; the 

grammar would punctuate a text and establish the beginnings and endings of every component 

part. Say, if we take a New Testament Greek text (UBS5, for examplevii) and read it, ignoring the 

opening capital letters and closing full stops to the sentences and all punctuation and all 

paragraph markings as well, we create a script that begins to look like an early manuscript. It is 

then that we can parse, not a sentence, but a whole text. Rather than trust any reader before us 

to have read the document after the manner of the writer we can take responsibility ourselves for 

what is revealed through our own efforts. What we discover is that no translator has parsed any 

text in the manner that the rhetors intended, for we discover in the Greek a writing style that can 

be characterised as ABB’, where A is the introductory piece, B is the first development and B’ is 

the second, paralleling and completing development of a three-part whole. In New Testament: 

New Testimony, this is introduced. This writing style is followed by all the New Testament 

rhetors who employed it most simply at the beginnings of their works to ensure that their readers 

wouldn’t miss this important feature of their compositions. But this of course is exactly what the 

church did do! For over eleven hundred years the church read the New Testament only in Latin! 

Even after the Reformation and its return to the Greek, the church, along with academe, has 

failed to see the literary signifiers of compositional arrangement as are preserved in the Greek.  

 

Below, I present the first ever piece of my parsing. It was a breakthrough for me which I made 

during my doctoral research in the 1990s on Mark’s Gospel. Surprisingly, this disciplined reading 

of the Greek sets the limits of the Prologue, not as 1.1-13, as many think today, or 1.1-15, but as 

1.2-20! This parsing in a literal English translation of the Greek displays the exactitude of the 

rhetor’s keeping to a writing style (of ABB’) that works simultaneously at every literary level. 

Anyone who has not seen this before will need to study this wording closely to get my point. It is 

absolutely extraordinary that no one has been seeing this in seventeen centuries!  
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We have something today, therefore, to compare with Wesley’s Explanatory Notes. Wesley’s 

presentations on each New Testament book began with the chart he found in Bengel’s writings 

(unaltered in every case). We may, therefore, compare his charts based on Bengel’s 

grammatical-historical analysis with those that are my own in New Testament: New Testimony. 

For the purpose of this paper, I have chosen to compare and contrast Bengel’s charts and my 

own for the Gospel of Mark, the First Letter of John and the Revelation. 

 

 

The Gospel of Mark  
 

On Bengel’s chart, below, taken from Wesley’s Notes, my own scribble circles ‘days’ in 

Jerusalem, but shows that Bengel lacks consistency in his reading of them: Days One and Two 

are not given the same ‘literary structural’ status as Days Three to Seven. 

 

In my illustration, below, I identify a narrative structure of Four Series of Seven Days. The rhetor 

uses many devices to transmit this information to his reader. All the structural parts, the Days, the 

Prologue and Epilogue, comprise three parts - in the arrangement, ABB’. Further, the overall 

framework is a matrix with correspondences which are vertical, horizontal and diagonal. 

Additionally, no part can be considered independently because each plays a part within the whole 

according to where it sits. Exegesis requires that we take each series as a whole. It requires also 

that we read them for how they reflect meaning in their parallel Series. Each Series is an 

ABB’XABB’ (Homericviii) arrangement, where X represents a turning point day.  
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My literary analysis of the Greek tends, therefore, to establish that the Gospel was written for 

both Jews and Gentiles, that it is a drama which tells that Jesus completed the Old Covenant (in 

the first three days of a series) and established the New as its replacement (in the final three 

days of each series). Further, Mark demonstrates a numerical/numerological interest: his ‘four 

times seven’ scheme may mean - ‘Jesus fulfils God’s universal purposes’. With my artwork I try to 

capture a reading which is faithful to a first-century reading of a first century document written by 

a first century rhetor for its first century context. It interprets: the sun sets on the Old Covenant on 

the first day of the narrative and rises on the New Covenant on the last day. As such, my thesis 

challenges just about everything that we have ever been told about this Gospel. It certainly tells a 

lot more than Wesley’s chart and presents much today that Methodists would do well to know. 

Mark’s Gospel is to be read for what it tells of eternal truth in the way that the early church 

interpreted it, given Jesus’ ministry and the events of the first seventy years of the Christian Era. 

 

 

The First Letter of John 
 

Disappointingly, Bengel’s chart shows that he gets nowhere near to identifying the letter’s four-

part chiasm, ABB’A’. Dualities of ‘looked upon’ and ‘testify’ which are in the Greek but which are 

never picked out in commentaries introduce and identify Section A (in part A) and Section A’ (in 

its part A). The B parts of both opening pieces introduce the subjects of these sections which 

parallel: ‘God is light’ in the first and ‘God is love’ in the other. These outer series enfold two 

middle sections: Section B focuses on ‘love not the world’, Section B’ responds with ‘love one 

another’. The Letter’s themes emerge easily through parsing and the repetitive use of opening 

terms. And the controversial verse, 5.8? Wesley, after Bengel, writes in support for it and includes 

it in the text he produces. I do too, but not like Bengel who thinks it affirms the writer’s interest in 

structuring the Letter to the Trinity’. Even though 5.7-8 is to be found only in a Spanish version of 

the Latin Vulgate, to my mind it brilliantly completes an otherwise incomplete abb’ construction.  
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Bengel sees the letter’s structure as based on a presentation of the Trinity: he commits himself to 

this without a parsing of the text and without identifying structural signifiers that come from 

dualities and repetitions in the Greek text. He does no other than base his reading on theme 

alone. My presentation demonstrates that the rhetor is disciplined in his writing in every way. To 

the bottom left of the chart we see how he is a ‘slave’ to his system. He is writing for his reader in 

a systematic way. He has to! First century writing demanded it. The rules of ancient rhetoricix 

required that a rhetor marshals his thoughts first of all, chooses a simple structure to 

communicate them, employs a writing style throughout from its beginning to its end and creates 

something that can be set to memory and presented meaningfully. My chart demonstrates how 

this rhetor fulfilled these rules and how he intended his letter to be read.  

 

The Revelation to John 
 

Instead of placing Bengel’s chart at the beginning of his notes on the Revelation, Wesley explains 

that he is using Bengel’s own notes in full. He includes, at the last, Bengel’s chart, a structure that 

is linear, which interprets to date the end of the world as we know it in 1836. My chart, however, 

shows the scheme to be a simple chiastic non-linear scheme of seven sections of ‘sevens’. 

Scholars are mistaken when they call the structure ‘extraordinarily complex’. (Because they 

cannot see it?) No rhetor would have provided anything other than a simple framework that could 

be easily spotted by his reader. To do otherwise would have been pointless! If only the translators 

had been consistent with their interpretation of the Greek, readers of any version would have 

been equipped to see the missing ‘sevens’: the seven central visions, the seven final visions and 

the penultimate section of seven sayings, all with their introductions. What was key to completing 

my analysis was the discovery of the repeating formula of ‘And I saw’, kai eidon. The rhetor used 

these for what I now designate his Central and Final sections. I was then able to determine the 

parts of his Section 2’. Introductory phrases like kai eipen and variations, ‘And he said to me…’; 

‘And he says to me…’, helped establish this series of parts. 
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A ‘Full Parsing’ proved less important in the analysis of the Revelation than, say, in the analyses 

of Mark, Luke, Acts and John. As with Matthew, this book is primarily based on a numerical/ 

numerological scheme. My chart includes only very few revisions to that which was published in 

my first book, Sliced Bread… (1988)x. At first, I viewed the whole seven section scheme as a 

linear one. But when I saw the parallels, in sequence, between the seven parts of Section 3 and 

the seven parts of what was up until then Section 5, now designated Section 3’, I began to test 

the whole structure for a chiasm, for which, for example, compare 1.9-20 and 19.11-16 for 

parallel, striking descriptions of our glorified Lord (the only ones of the book).    

No relationship exists between the Gospel of John and the Revelation to John as we find in Luke-

Acts, though both books feature use of ‘sevens’ in a big way, especially for their number of 

sections. But the menorah may have influenced the designs of both. It began life, in written terms, 

in the Book of Exodus. To Orthodox rabbis, it symbolises ‘the life and light of God in the world’. In 

the Gospel of John we are distinctly told in the opening piece that ‘Jesus is the life and light of 

God in the world’. Here in the Revelation, it would appear that we are being told that ‘the Church 

of the Lord Jesus is now the life and light of God in the world’. The interpretation that attaches to 

the menorah appears to have undergone just such a development. A careful reading of the New 

Testament Greek texts today raises possibilities that were never entertained in Wesley’s day. 

 

Conclusion 

 
I know that I have only presented three chart comparisons between the Notes and New 

Testament: New Testimony (because this paper can bear no more than these), but based on 

these examples alone I think it is very clear that Wesley himself would not be asking Methodists 

to study his Notes today. He was always very keen to say that he both preached and taught what 

he did, only until someone should show him something better. So, do we now have something 

better than the notes and tables of the Lutheran Bengel? I think we do! Without intending a boast, 

I think Wesley would want us to be reading the texts in the ways that I suggest in my book, 

because they are the ways that the writers, the rhetors intended. For the last thirty-five years I 

have been having my conversation with Wesley over this. And I have found him much more 

attentive than any scholar I have so far encountered! I have also taken his lead with my fifth 

edition of New Testament: New Testimony. Like his Notes, I have prepared my work for those 

who do not have ‘the advantage of learning’ and of knowing Ancient Greek. My book includes the 

illustrations that I have introduced here, of my Exhibition in tables and artworks which I have been 

taking around the country to the people for the past two years (for which I requested financial 

support from British Methodism but received not even a written reply). 

 

As for the saints who drew up the Methodist Church Act of 1976 and gave focus to the Forty-four 

Sermons and the Notes, they not only failed to mention that one of the sermons was by John’s 

brother Charles, but also, as regards Wesley’s Explanatory Notes, they surely hyped up their 

value beyond anything Wesley himself would have claimed. I know no one who is reading his 

Notes today! ‘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’ was their intention. They assumed that the 
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Forty-four Sermons and the Notes were capable of this, even in the 1970s, in an age that was 

then so different from Wesley’s own. They could not have been more mistaken.  

 

My hope is that the Methodist Church today will open its warmed heart to the working method of 

the writers and readers of the first centuries, and that as we take on this method today we 

Methodists will enrich the whole church of Jesus Christ with an approach to reading and 

studying which will rekindle interest in the New Testament in this so-called post-Christian, 

western world, where with every day that passes it is read less and less and with an increasing 

lack of understanding. We are at the lowest point, hopefully, in our Churches, Colleges and 

University Theology Faculties. The church has never really known its own books. Scholarship’s 

failure is immense. And lectionary sub-divisions along with chapter and verse add to our reading 

woes. (The texts are self-referencing for goodness sake!) Even our own British Methodist Church 

website presents daily bible studiesxi with readings that regularly begin and end in very different 

places from those that their rhetors intended. If in your reading you begin just anywhere and end 

just anywhere, you will be able to build a case for anything! 

 

I invite Methodists worldwide to compare and contrast what we can take from Wesley’s Notes 

and from my own New Testament: New Testimony. Bengel’s approach is to be applauded: in 

the pre-critical era he was indeed a ‘great light’, but today we will arrive in a very different place 

from the one to which Wesley was taking us with Bengel’s help. We should applaud Wesley too 

for seeing where it was that he wanted to take us; his endeavour behind his Notes was to provide 

Methodists with an appropriately disciplined approach to the reading of the scriptures. This is the 

same endeavour that has kept me focused for so long in my research and in my teaching and 

preaching, over which time I have known only brick-bats and no bouquets at all from academe. 

From the beginningxii, it has been observed that my work has run counter to the currents and 

consensuses of critical scholarship. It is because of this that no professor has dared to risk 

his/her career by examining and writing about what I am doing! For something like this from the 

past, we have what the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V famously said of Luther, ‘A single friar 

who goes counter to all Christianity of a thousand years must be wrong.’ 

 

In every generation, the church and academe have been ‘building on sand’; they ever forget to 

focus on the Greek texts as they were first handed down. But a New Reformation is still 

possible, five hundred years after the first. It would be one that would see us turn from our having 

our way with the New Testament writers to our letting them have their way with us! Then we 

would be building ‘our house’ on a foundation of rock and building the church of Wesley’s vision. 

To become twenty-first century Christians we need, amongst other things, to become skilled ‘first 

century readers’ of the New Testament. We need to complete a purely literary analysis of all of its 

books, for only then will we be able to understand what the documents are that we have in our 

hands, the purposes behind them and what they mean. I believe I have Wesley’s support for 

writing this.  
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