


Anatomy of a Wesley Sermon:
“Upon Our Lord’s Sermon on the Mount” (Discourse IV)

● Written as one of 13 sermons on Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount from 
Matthew chapters 5-7 for inclusion in the second volume of 
Wesley’s Sermons on Several Occasions in 1748.

● The Sermons on Several Occasions ended up in nine volumes 
which covered a wide range of topics including the nature of God, 
salvation, the life of devotion, and practical Christian living.

● The subject of this particular sermon consists of an argument that 
Christianity is an inherently social religion (rather than solitary). 
Looming in the background is Wesley’s almost decade-old 
disagreement with the Moravians and mystics (like William Law) 
about the value of the means of grace and the nature of practical 
Christian living.



Auxiliary Components of the Methodist Revival

● Medical dispensary in London (from 1746) and the 
publication of Primitive Physick (1st ed.1747)

● Lending Stock (from 1746)
● Kingswood School (from 1739; reopened with new 

bldg in 1748)
● Watch-night Services (from 1742)
● Covenant Renewal Services (from the late 1740s 

onward)
● Love Feasts (from the late 1730s)



Leadership Positions within the Methodist Revival

● Class leaders

● Stewards

● Trustees

● Visitors of the Sick

● Helpers (Junior Preachers)

● Assistants (Preachers)



The General Rules of the United Societies
● Background: Visit to Newcastle in the spring of 1743 

revealed problems in the Society that had been formed 
there the previous year.

● “I read over in the society the rules which all our members 
are to observe, and desired everyone seriously to consider 
whether he was willing to conform thereto or no” (Journal for 
March 6, 1743).



The General Rules of the United Societies
● Subsequent examination of the members of the Society 

reduced the membership by 140 persons. 76 of those who 
departed did so voluntarily, while 64 persons were expelled 
by Wesley himself. About 700 persons were left in the 
membership.

● Wesley publishes “The Nature, Design, and General Rules 
of the United Societies, in London, Bristol, Kingswood, and 
Newcastle upon Tyne” and begins using it as the basis for 
periodic examinations of all the United Societies, making it 
the standard by which quarterly class tickets were renewed.



The General Rules of the United Societies
1) Do no harm
2) Do all the good you can
3) Attend upon the ordinances of God:

● The public worship of God;
● The ministry of the Word, either read or expounded;
● The Supper of the Lord;
● Family and private prayer;
● Searching the Scriptures; and
● Fasting, or abstinence



What Exactly Were the Methodists?
● Leaders were ministers in the Church of England.
● Wesley insisted that Methodists were loyal to the Church of 

England and told members of Methodist societies to attend 
their local parish churches.

● Many in the Church of England were critical of Wesley 
because of both doctrine and practice. 
○ Doctrine: the inward witness of the Holy Spirit 

(assurance) as the evidence of salvation; the notion of 
Christian perfection that could overcome sin.

○ Practice: organizing local Methodist societies, building 
Methodist preaching houses, etc.



What Exactly Were the Methodists?
● Actual makeup of Methodist societies could be diverse: 

Anglicans; Baptists; Moravians, Quakers, 
Congregationalists, etc. Participation could also be fluid, 
with members moving in and out. Methodism was not a 
church, so communicants from other churches were always 
the ones taking part in its activities. 

● What became known as the “United Societies” in different 
locales could begin as disparate societies often begun in 
different circumstances: planted by other evangelical 
leaders (laity or clergy) or produced by local revival activity. 
As the movement grew, Wesley consolidated these groups.



What Exactly Were the Methodists?
● The paradigm of religion in England since the Act of 

Toleration in 1689 (following the Glorious Revolution) was 
divided between conformity and dissent. Conformists were 
those who conformed to the teaching and polity of the 
Church of England. Dissenters were those who dissented 
from the established church and were members of different 
churches. Wesley’s insistence that he was in the Church of 
England while creating a parallel system of polity caused a 
great deal of friction. Opponents of the Methodist movement 
insisted that Methodists should either cease and desist with 
their activities or else register as dissenters.



What Exactly Were the Methodists?
● For members of the Church of England, much of the 

disagreement came over issues of authority:
○ Lay preachers overseen by Wesley (rather than a 

bishop)
○ Methodist societies resourced by traveling preachers and 

local lay leadership (rather than an Anglican religious 
society under a parish priest)

○ Methodist preaching houses existing in a legal gray 
area––i.e., neither a parish church nor a dissenting 
meeting house



What Exactly Were the Methodists?
● The idea of “connection” (or “connexion”) became attached 

to Methodism as those who were “in connection” with 
Wesley. This was the term applied to the lay preachers who 
Wesley authorized to preach according to his direction. 
Eventually, the terms connection and connectionalism 
became used for Methodism as a whole as expressive of 
the Methodist form of polity.

[Heitzenrater, WPM pp.163-171]



The First Annual Conference – 1744
● Met from June 25 to 29, 1744, at the Foundery in 

London.
● Purpose was to organize the growing movement.

● Three Guiding Questions:
○ What to teach?
○ How to teach?
○ What to do?

“… that is, how to regulate doctrine, discipline, 
and practice.”



The First Annual Conference – 1744
● The conference began with six ministers of the 

Church of England. After discussion, four lay 
preachers were invited to participate.

● Doctrinal topics: 
○ Justification
○ Faith
○ Sanctification

● Disciplinary topics:
○ Ecclesiology (“What is the Church of England?”)
○ Methodist organization (Societies & Preaching)



The First Annual Conference – 1744
● Practice-related topics:

○ Office and Rules of Lay Preachers (called “Lay 
Assistants”)

○ Office and Rules of Stewards of the United 
Societies
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