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"The church is full of hypocrites," "Show me a real Christian, and I'll become one," "The last real Christian

died on the cross," are three o f the taunts that non-Ch ristians have long hurled a t the church.  Beca use

there are so many fake Christians today many people believe there are no real ones.  The problem was

the sam e whe n God  used M ethod ism to s pread re al Christia nity thro ugh e ighteen th-cen tury En gland. 

The Methodists claimed to be saved by God, but some of them lived like the Devil.  The problem was

especia lly obvio us bec ause m any M ethod ists cam e from  the low est socia l classes w here n othing  in their

back grou nd o r env ironmen t help ed th em l ive th e "so ber, q uiet,  god ly live s" Joh n W esley, M etho dism 's

founder, p reached  about.  Th is lack of visible ch ange in p eople's lives disco uraged o thers wh o were

trying to follow Christ and gave Methodism's detractors ammunition to use against it.  Those who

oppose d Wesle y's gospel pre aching a rgued tha t the mess age mu st be false if not a ll of its followers

could n ot stay tru e.  One  man  proteste d after h earing  Wes ley say M ethod ism w as true C hristianity . 

Wesley had said that what he preached was  � good sense, good nature, and good manners put

together by the help of God.   � Sir, if that be true Christianity, �  said the opponent,  � I  never saw a

Christian  in my life . � 1

John W esley discov ered the so lution to the  problem  of hypoc risy in a surprising  way.  His M ethodists

got over their heads in debt while they were building a chapel for preaching.  In an effort to pay off the

debt the leaders volunteered to visit every Methodist each week and collect a penny.  When they found

that it wa s easier if th e peop le cam e to the  leader, th e Me thodist c lass-me eting w as born .  The pe ople

still paid the  penn y, but th e mee tings qu ickly be came  more  pastora l than fin ancial.  T hroug h this

week ly mee ting, the  class lea ders co uld kee p track o f how  their pe ople w ere do ing spiritu ally. 

Victorious m embers w ere enco uraged, d efeated m embers w ere helped , stubborn m embers w ere

disciplined, and hypocritical members were removed.  Seeing how effective this practice was convinced

Wesley that the work of God would prosper if it used church discipline to fight hypocrisy.  Over the

next fifty years John Wesley used church discipline to purify the church.  Fighting hypocrisy by church

discipline helped early Methodism grew, until it reached almost a million people before Wesley's death.2

John Wesley fought hypocrisy through church discipline in three main ways.  First, he preached and

practice d it in his o wn m inistry.  Th en he  show ed his le aders h ow to  admin ister it hon estly an d loving ly. 

Next, he organized his people into small groups where they could look out for each other, and finally,

he publicize d the ben efits of obeyin g the Lord  in this man ner.
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Preachin g and Pra cticing Chu rch Discipline  in His Ow n Ministry

Preaching Church Discipline

John Wesley's strategy of fighting hypocrisy by practicing church discipline began when he preached

about it from  the Bible an d from ch urch history .  One of h is most prea ched serm ons dea ls with

Matth ew 18 , the pas sage in  which  Jesus g ave the  steps to ta ke wh en we  discov er a bro ther's sin. 

Wesley said that the admonition to begin the process of church discipline was not just a suggestion,

but "a pla in com man d of Go d."  He sa id, "No a lternative  is allowe d, no ch oice of a nythin g else: th is is

the wa y; walk  thou in  it."3  In commenting on this passage Wesley asked, "Can anything be plainer? 

Christ does here as expressly command all Christians, who see a brother do evil, to take this way, not

anoth er, and  to take th ese step s in this o rder, as h e does  to hon or their fa ther an d mo ther."4  For

Wesley  the obligatio n to reprov e the sinful bro ther was a s pressing a s the fifth com mand ment.  La ter,

when teaching 1 Corinthians 5, where Paul told the congregation to cast out the incestuous man,

Wesley commented that the congregation had the responsibility to rid itself of the impenitent man

becau se "one  sin, or o ne sinn er . . . diffuse s guilt an d infectio n throu gh the  who le cong regatio n."5

Beside s teach ing ch urch d iscipline fro m the  Bible, W esley als o rem inded h is follow ers that th e early

church practiced it.  In another oft-preached sermon, he informed his followers:  "It was a common

saying among the Christians in the primitive Church, 'The soul and the body make a man; the spirit and

discipline make a Christian;' implying, that  none could be real Christians, without the help of Church

discipline ."6  Wesley thought that where there was no church discipline, there would be no real

Christianity.  H e continu ed the statem ent, saying  that in the ch urch the H oly Spirit and d iscipline are

like the soul and body in a person,

But if this b e so, is it an y won der tha t we find  so few  Christian s; 

for where is Christian discipline?  In what part of England (to go 

no farth er) is Ch ristian disc ipline ad ded to C hristian d octrine ?  Now , 

wherever doctrine is preached, where there is no discipline, it cannot

have its full effect upon the he arers.7

In this sermon W esley tried to explain why if the Ch ristian religion really comes from G od, it makes so

little difference in the world.  One of his answers was that the kind of Christianity practiced in England

was not real Christianity at all because it neglected church discipline.

Practicing Church Discipline

Wesley put his conviction that church discipline is essential to real Christianity into practice as he

directed the M ethodist m ovem ent.  He ex ercised it him self, and gav e his followe rs instruction in  how to

carry it out.  Reading certain sections of his journal gives the impression that he spent as much time

throw ing peo ple ou t of the M ethod ist societie s as he d id persu ading th em to  come  in.  Early in  his
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ministry he  returned to  Bristol to find tha t things we re not go ing well.  He  reported th at he nee ded to

put more than thirty members out of the society:

God hu mbled u s in the eve ning by th e loss of m ore than th irty of our 

little company whom I was obliged to exclude, as no longer adorning 

the gospel of Christ.  I believed it best openly to declare both their names

and the reasons why they were excluded.8

Three w eeks later he  was in Lo ndon w here thing s were n ot much  better:

After diligent inquiry made, I removed all those from the congregation 

of the fa ithful wh ose be havior  or spirit w as not a greeab le to the  gospe l 

of Christ: ope nly declaring  the objectio ns I had to e ach, that o thers migh t 

fear, and cry to God for them.9

Later visits to Bristol showed the situation had improved, but seven years later he again was forced

purify the church, this time putting out almost 20% of the society.  He recorded what he had to do:

I examined the soc iety the following wee k, leaving out every ca reless 

person, an d every o ne wh o wilfully and  obstinately re fused to m eet 

his brethren weekly.  By this means their number was reduced from 

nine hundred to about seven hundred and thirty.10

His actions were not always so drastic.  From Bristol he moved on to Kingswood where it was reported

that the society was filled with tale-bearers, evil-speakers, and drunkards.  Wesley met with each of the

class leaders and discussed the state of each person in the classes.  He found that in three months' t ime

only two believers had relapsed into drunkenness and one other had repeated a vicious story.11

Near the end  of his ministry Metho dism had grow n so large that W esley found it difficult to supervise

everyth ing eve rywh ere, bu t still he tried .  Once  again B ristol presented h im with  problem s.  On a  visit in

1784 he recorded, "I met the classes; but found no increase in the society.  No wonder, for discipline

had be en qu ite negle cted; an d, witho ut this, little g ood c an be d one a mon g the M ethod ists."12

Wesley vividly recorded how the hypocrisy of talking one way and living another drove the Spirit of God

from the Methodists.  In Dover the people had long supplemented their incomes by smuggling goods

in from  France .  Even a fter gettin g save d and jo ining th e Me thodists , some  contin ued to  rob the  King in

this way.  Th e leaders o f group tole rated this sinful b ehavior.  A s a result the g roup suffere d disunity

and, as Wesley commented,  � We seemed to be ploughing upon the sand. �   When the church was

purified, h owev er, thing s were  very diffe rent.  W esley n oted,  �The w ord of G od sink s deep  into the ir

hearts. � 13  In addition to making people more receptive to preaching, fighting hypocrisy through
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church discipline also helped the Methodist societies church grow.  In Sunderland, Wesley reported, the

Methodists lost many members who would not give up smuggling.  But for every one they lost, the

society had more than two new members to take his place.  Thus John Wesley learned that even if he

had to su btract mem bers throu gh chu rch discipline, th e Lord ad ded to the ir numbe r more w ho we re

being saved.14 

Showing Leaders How to Practice Church Discipline through Honesty and Love

John Wesley knew that hypocrisy in the church gave the devil some of his most powerful ammunition

for his fight against the Lord.  Sin in the lives of Methodists drove the Spirit of God from their meetings

and gave un believers excuses for disregarding  the Gospel.  In order to fight hy pocrisy in Metho dism

Wesley preached and practiced church discipline, but he knew that unless this powerful weapon

against hypocrisy was used correctly, it could backfire.  To make sure church discipline worked the way

God designe d, Wesley em phasized that hon esty and love m ust control the process.

Becau se he tra veled a ll throug h Eng land m eeting th e Me thodist s ocieties  and talk ing with  their

individual members, John Wesley knew that fighting hypocrisy through church discipline could have

unintended casualties.  One of the veteran female small group leaders in Norwich had been accused of

falling down in pub lic because she w as drunk and o f breaking a confiden ce.  Obviously no  Methodist

leader could be trusted if she rev ealed what she  was told in a coun seling session or if she got drun k, so

she was removed from leadership.  Later, when Wesley himself made a careful investigation of the case,

he discovered that the woman being counseled told her  � secret �  to more than twenty people, and that

the fall from  � drunkenness �  was actually caused by a disease.  By the time he found out the truth,

Wesley  wrote, the  damag e was do ne and n othing he  could do  would re medy it. 15

Honesty in Church Discipline

Seeing the damage that false accusations could do underlined for John Wesley the necessity of total

honesty and truth in the practice of church discipline.  So committed was he to the integrity of the

process tha t he often to ok it upon  himself, rathe r than deleg ating it to his assista nts.  In 1765  he heard

reports that all the Methodists in Canterbury were hypocrites.  People said that every one of them had

backslidden  and expre ssed dou bt that som e of them  had eve r been sav ed at all.  We sley �s response  to

this disturbing ru mor w as to journ ey to Can terbury an d interview  each of th e Meth odists there

individually.  He was surprised to find the rumors completely untrue, and each of the members living an

upright and blameless life.16

In other cases, however, Wesley discovered that the rumors were founded in fact.  In these cases, too,

his approach was grounded in honesty.  His honesty led him to a frankness with his friends that seems

harsh today.  Wesley was too busy in the Lord's service to waste time in idle pleasantries.  The weight of

the respon sibility for souls dro ve him to  ruthless ho nesty.  He  reports telling o ne grou p of Me thodists

that  � they were the most ignorant, self-conceited, self-willed, fickle, untractable, disorderly, disjointed
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society  that [he ] knew  in the th ree kin gdom s. � 17  When his first lieutenant, John Maxfield, threatened

to divide the movement, Wesley wrote to him telling him what he liked and disliked about his ministry:

Without any preface or ceremony, which is needless between you and 

me, I w ill simply a nd plain ly tell you  what I d islike in yo ur doc trine, 

spirit, or outward behavior . . . .   As to your spirit, I like your confidence 

in God and your zeal for the salvation of souls.  But I dislike something 

which has the appearance of pride, of overvaluing yourself and 

undervaluing o thers, particularly the (other) preachers. 18

The letter continues in this vein for several pages, listing what Wesley thought were Maxfield's positive

and negative po ints.

Wesley expe cted all his assistants to speak as plainly to him  as he did to them .  In addition, they must

give every one to whom they speak as much of the truth as he or she can bear:  "Tell everyone what

you th ink wro ng in h im, and  that plain ly, as soo n as m ay be; e lse it will fest er in yo ur hea rt.  Mak e all

haste to  cast the  fire out o f your b osom ."19  Quickly sp eaking th e truth in love  called the sin ner to

repent and delivered the one who reproved from the possibility of harboring a bad attitude.

Love in Church Discipline

John Wesley knew from Scripture and from personal experience that a bad attitude, or a lack of love,

could cause God �s good tool of church discipline to produce a bad result.  He distilled what he learned

from Scriptu re and exp erience into  two serm ons. "The D uty of Repro ving Ou r Neighb or" and "Th e Cure

of Evil-Speaking."  The first explains the Christian �s duty to warn non-Christians about their condition

and the second deals with reproving those within the church.  The key to success in a case of church

discipline, Wesley said, often is the spirit of one who points out the sin.

Becau se so m uch d epend s on a rig ht spirit, the  one w ho go es to rep rove sh ould sp end m uch tim e in

earnest prayer asking th at the Lord wou ld "guard (his) heart, enlighten (his) mind , and direct (his)

tongue."  The Lord's servant must "avoid everything in look, gesture, word, and tone of voice that

saviors of pride or self-sufficiency."  Above all, love must be the motive.  Quoting his brother's hymn,

John Wesley wrote,

Love can bow down the stubborn neck,

The ston e to flesh co nvert;

Soften, and melt, and pierce, and break

An ada mantine  heart.20

After pre paring  his hea rt and p lannin g his w ords, the  one w ho kn ows o f the sin g oes to th e broth er in

private and seeks to restore h im in the spirit of meekne ss.

The loving approach may carry the day; when it does not, the second step is necessary.  Sometimes the

"mildest and tenderest reproof will have no effect."  In these cases one or two others must go with the

one who has already gone.  The first words in this second meeting should be a declaration of their love
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for the o ne wh o has s inned , and th en the y shou ld establis h the fa cts.  On ly then  shou ld they a dd their

voices to th e first reproof, an d attempt to  persuade  the brothe r to repent. 21

If this second attempt fails, it is then necessary to take the matter to the church.  At this stage, Wesley

said, it properly belongs to the office of a minister to rebuke with all authority and, if necessary, to put

the per son o ut of the  churc h.  We sley told  his hea rers that th e matte r was n ow o ut of the ir hand s: 

"When, therefore you have done this, you have done all which the Word of God, or the law of love,

require th of yo u:  you  are no t now  partake r of his sin : but if he  perish, h is blood  is on his  own  head." 22

Even after the impenitent wrong-doer has been put out, however, the believers � obligation to her or

him is n ot really e nded.  L ove h as one  addition al requir emen t:   �We then a ll cried to G od, tha t this

might be for their edif ication, and not for destruction, �  says Wesley after reporting how some

Metho dists were th rown o ut.23  The pu rpose o f churc h disciplin e is the re storation  of the sin ner. 

Putting sinners out of the church is designed to get their attention and show them their danger.  The

hope is that they will come to their senses and repent.  The goal of church discipline is not separation,

but restoration.

John W esley kn ew tha t the lov e that u nderlay  churc h disciplin e cou ld bring s inners b ack to th eir sens es. 

A village r nam ed Da vid expe rienced  the ben efits of M ethod ist churc h disciplin e first han d.  He a nd his

drinkin g budd y, Sam , used to  stand o utside th e Me thodist m eeting h ouse a nd sw ear at th e preac her. 

One n ight Da vid wh en in a nd listen ed.  He  was so  convic ted of sin  that he  could n ot sleep  that nig ht. 

In the m orning  he fou nd Sam  and as ked him  what to  do.   �Do! � Sam rep lied.   �Go and  join the  society . 

I will; for I was never so uneasy in my life. �    After they both joined, David had second thoughts.  He

was frighten ed by the M ethodist repu tation for chu rch discipline.   �I am sorry I join ed, � he said,  �for I

shall get drunk again and they will turn me out. �   He managed to stay sober for four long days.  Then

on the fifth a drinking buddy persuaded him to take just a pint.  One pint led to another and soon they

were m ocking  him,  �See, he re is a M ethod ist drunk . �  This jest mad e Dav id so m ad that h e threw  his

companions out of the barroom, picked up the barmaid and threw her into a kennel, tore off the door

of the p ub, an d threw  it into the  street.  O vercom e with s ham e, he ra n to a fie ld whe re he to re his ha ir

and rolled on the g round in grief.  A day o r two later David sneak ed into the back o f a Methodist

meeting, and during the prayer began to cry out and jump around because of his guilt.  The meeting

came to a halt, and the Methodists began to pray for him.  Sam was there .  When David felt the Lord �s

deliverance, he rushed over to sam and caught him in his arms.  Together they danced around the

room singing the Lord �s praise.  At last they both were delivered from their sins, and beginning that

day lived a sober life.24

John Wesley understood that church discipline could hurt people if applied without honesty and love,

but he also realized that when practiced the way the Bible directs, it was a powerful weapon for

reclaiming souls and for fighting hypocrisy.  He made investigating cases of alleged wrong-doing a high

priority in his busy schedule, and taught his assistants to follow his example.  Under Wesley �s

superv ision, M ethod ism rem ained p ure an d reach ed on e million  people  in Engla nd an d Am erica.     
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Organizin g for Chu rch Discipline  and Pub licizing the Be nefits

In 1747 the Bishop of London, who was no friend to heart religion, attacked the Methodists for

hypocrisy.25   Surely this was a case of the pot calling the waterglass black.  John Wesley, the founder of

the Methodists, devoted his life to two activities.  One was riding all over the kingdom to persuade

sinners to b ecome  Metho dists, and the o ther was rid ing all over th e kingdo m to inve stigate Me thodists

who  had be come  sinners .  John W esley w as so co mm itted to th e hon or of the  nam e of Jesu s his

Methodists bore that he wanted none of them to be guilty of hypocrisy.  He preached and practiced

church discipline to fight it, and he trained his leaders to exercise it with honesty and love.  One of the

reasons Wesley was able to practice what he preached about church discipline was that he organized

his followers  into small g roups.  An other wa s that he w idely publicized  the bene fits of obeying  the Lord

by keeping the church pure.

Organizing for Church Discipline

Wesley  organize d the peo ple who  were co nverted th rough h is ministry into s ocieties. The  local society

include d all the W esleya ns in a g iven are a.  It was d ivided in to grou ps, or cla sses, of tw elve.  Th e peop le

in the classes met eac h week to stud y the Bible, pray, and repo rt on the state of their souls.  Each class

had a leader who reported to the preacher in charge of the society.  Wesley published a list of

questions for the class leaders to use at the meetings to help the members examine themselves.  He

commented that in these groups "advice or reproof was given as need required, quarrels made up,

(and) misunderstandings removed."  Sometimes the examinations revealed carelessness or even open

sin.  In these cases, Wesley  tells us,

Evil me n wer e detec ted, and  reprov ed.  The y were  borne  with a s eason .  

If they forsook their sins, we received them gladly; if they obstinately 

persisted therein, it was openly declared that they were not of us.  The 

rest mourned and prayed for them, and yet rejoiced, that, as far as in us lay,

the scandal was rolled away from the society.26

In this passage Wesley mentioned two benefits accruing from church discipline:  first, there is the

prope r result w hen th e sinne r repen ts.  He th en is res tored w ith gladn ess.  In this  case e veryo ne win s. 

Second, there may be a different outcome when the sinful one is stubborn and refuses to repent.  He

must then be excluded, but at least in this case, God's honor is preserved because this church is no

longer sh amed b y bad beh avior.

By organ izing his peo ple in sma ll groups an d training his le aders in lay m inistry Wes ley was a ble to

administer church discipline.  All the people in the society knew its rules and practices.  They

unde rstood th ey we re expe cted to g row sp iritually, an d realize d they w ere acc ounta ble to ea ch oth er. 

As the class met each week, the members developed a deep love for each other.  They received

encourage ment wh en they were  sad and heard  loving reproof if they strayed from  the path.  Because

the lead ers kne w eac h class m embe r intima tely, they  could ta ilor their w ords to e ach ind ividual n eed. 

The frequent meetings meant that wrong attitudes could be stopped before they developed into sinful

actions, an d question able practice s halted befo re they gre w into ev il habits.  In the co ntext of frequ ent,

personal, and loving contact, church discipline became a powerful redemptive force.

Publicizing The Benefits of Church Discipline
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Althou gh ch urch d iscipline y ielded so  man y positive  results, it n ever be came  easy fo r the M ethod ists. 

No one likes the disagreements that inevitably arise, nor does anyone enjoy taking the final step of

breaking a relationship. Throughout his career Wesley had to admonish the other leaders of the

Metho dist move ment to e xamine th e societies an d put out a ll who diso beyed the  rules.  Writing  to

Adam Clarke he said, "Be exact in every point of discipline," giving him exactly the same advice he had

earlier given to John Mason.27  To Francis Asbury in America, Wesley wrote requiring "a strict attention

to disciplin e."28  To M rs. Sava ge he  noted  "[witho ut disciplin e] the be st preac hing is o f little use. � 29 

Finally, to  William  Holm es, wh o perh aps w as fearfu l of losing  his con grega tion, W esley se nt this or der: 

"Do right and fear no thing.  Exclude every perso n that will not promise to m eet (with) his or her class,

the stewa rd in particular.  I req uire you to  do this.  You  have no  choice.  Le ave the co nseque nces to

God." 30

Wesley knew that church discipline could fail and cause a split in the church.  He nevertheless ordered

one of h is assistants to en force it:

I cannot allow Joh n Sellars to be any lon ger a leader; but if he will lead the class,

whether I will or no, I require you  to put him  out o f the Society.  If twenty of his class

will leave the Society too, they must.  The first loss is the best.  Better forty member

should be lost than our discipline lost.  They are no Methodists that will bear no

restraints.  Explain this at large to the Society.31

Here he  reasone d that the be st way to c ut the losses  when  society m embers w ere disobe dient was  to

put them out.   Even if a large number left with them, it will not hurt the society as much as tolerating

sin.  If Me thodists  have to  choo se betw een n umb ers and  discipline , Wes ley cho se to pa rt with n umb ers. 

Along with commending church discipline to his helpers, Wesley was also quick to point out the bad

results of neglecting it.  He said that at the beginning of Methodism the lack of discipline encouraged

laxness an d caused  people to q uestion w hether G od was b ehind the  movem ent:

We q uickly p erceive d there  were m any ill co nsequ ences  of suffer ing the se to rem ain

amo ng us.  It wa s dan gero us to o thers ; inasm uch a s all sin  is of an  infect ious n ature .  It

broug ht such  a scan dal on  their bre thren a s expos ed them  to wh at was  not pro perly

the reproach of Christ.  It laid a stumbling-block in the way of others, and caused the

truth to be e vil spoken o f.32

Later  in his m inistry , We sley sa w the  dang er of p reach ing w ithou t enfo rcing  chur ch dis cipline .  In

Augu st, 176 3 he ro de ove r to W ales to p reach .  He w as glad  for the e nthus iastic resp onse to  his

message, but dism ayed at the state of the soc ieties:

I was more convinced than ever, that the preaching like an Apostle, without joining

togeth er thos e that ar e awa kened , and tra ining th em u p in the  ways  of God  is only

begetting children for the m urderer.  How m uch preaching  has there been fo r these
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twenty years all over Pembrokeshire!  But no regular societies, no discipline, no order or

connection; and the consequence is, that nine in ten of the once-awakened are now

faster asleep th an ever. 33

All of his efforts and the efforts of his assistants seem to have been for naught because they did not

form the c onverts into  societies wh ere the ne wborn s could gro w in Ch rist.  Withou t the societies th ere

was no  follow-up, n o enco uragem ent, no ac countab ility, and no disc ipline.  Cons equently, th ere were

no lasting results.

Wesley  not only u rged his ass istants to adm inister church  discipline and  showe d them th e ill effects

that gro w in its a bsenc e, he als o argu ed from  Scriptur e that th e prop er exerc ise of ch urch d iscipline w ill

help con vert the wo rld.  Referring to Jo hn 17 h e said that if believ ers loved e ach othe r enoug h to

refrain from saying anything negative about another Christian except in the context of loving church

discipline, God would richly bless them.  He exclaimed,

How would the love of God abound in our own souls, while we thus confirmed our

love to our brethren!  And what an effect would it have on all that were united

togeth er in the  nam e of the  Lord Je sus!  Ho w wo uld bro therly lo ve con tinually

increas e!  By th is chiefly w ould G od co nvince  the wo rld, and p repare  them  also for H is

kingdom.34

  

Perhaps Wesley exaggerated when he said that if only Christians would exercise proper church

discipline the w orld wou ld be conv erted.  But the n again, pe rhaps no t.


