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When John Wesley was born in 1703, four million out of
Britain’s five million people lived in absolute poverty—
unless they found enough food for that day, they would
begin to starve to death.

When John Wesley launched a Church Planting Movement
in this context, he not only changed the eternal destinies of
an estimated one million people who came to Christ through
his ministry, he changed their economic status as well. Not
only did the Methodists he led get saved, they got out of
poverty and became a powerful influence in discipling their
nation. Wilberforce and other “spiritual sons” of Wesley
honored him as the “greatest man of his time.”

The Methodists made such an impact on their nation
that in 1913, historian Elie Halévy theorized that the
Wesleyan revival created England’s middle class and saved
England from the kind of bloody revolution that crippled
France. Other historians, building on his work, go further
to suggest that God used Methodism to show all the
oppressed peoples of the world that feeding their souls on
the heavenly bread of the lordship of Christ is the path to
providing the daily bread their bodies also need.

Could Church Planting Movements of our day apply these
same teachings with similar impact?

Personal Impact

Coming to Christ under the influence of the Wesleyan
Methodists changed people by making Jesus the Lord of
their lives. “Methodists” were given that name because
they methodically sought to obey the Lord in all areas of
their lives by obeying three main rules:

* one, do no harm;
* two, do as much good as you can; and

* three, use all the means of grace that God has provided.

The resulting spiritual change affected their daily lives in
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four main ways, each of which improved the social and
economic status of the new believers:

* First, they abandoned sinful habirs which had previously
ruined their lives.

* Second, they began a new life of holiness which led to
health and wealth.

* Third, by going to the Methodist meetings they
learned to read, which gave them upward mobility.

* And fourth, they developed a new view on money,
which enabled them to profit from the technological
innovations of their age.

Abandon Sinful Habits

To help Methodists obey the first rule, they gathered
together into cell groups where they confessed their sins
to one another and prayed for one another to receive the
self-control, which is a fruit of the Holy Spirit. They thus
aided one another in gaining the strength to abandon
sinful habits which had previously ruined their lives and
consumed their resources.

In explaining the rule against doing harm, Wesley specifically
mentioned drunkenness and fighting. When describing the
change made by coming to Christ, he noted “the drunkard
commenced sober; the whoremonger abstained from
adultery and fornication.” Wesley may have mentioned the
three sins of drunkenness, fighting and immorality because
their effect was so obvious in his society.

Hogarth’s print, Gin Lane, shows the social decay of
Wesley’s age. Gin had recently been invented. One-half
of each year’s grain crop was turned into this poisonous
liquid instead of being baked into healthful bread.
A quarter of the houses in London were licensed to sell
it and the police were powerless to stop the crimes of
desperate drunken men.
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The police were also overwhelmed by the fighting and
killing of the mob. The law executed people for 169
capital crimes, but the regular march to the gallows
did nothing to make the streets safe at night. Sexual
immorality was common at all levels of society, and the
nation was overwhelmed with illegitimate children.

When people got saved, they repented of their sinful
lives. Forsaking drunkenness, fighting and immorality
made obvious changes in their lives. Believers stayed
sober and quit doing the crazy and dangerous things
intoxicated people do. They stopped fighting and thus
avoided the injuries and feuds that destroy productivity.
They abandoned promiscuity and started valuing their
families and raising their children. Simply renouncing
these three self-destructive behaviors greatly improved
the economic lives of the Methodists.

Begin a New Life of Holiness

While Wesley’s first general rule stopped the downward path
of the Methodists, his second general rule, “Do all the good
you can,” led them out of abject poverty. Wesley described
this positive change: “The sluggard began to work with his
hands, that he might eat his own bread. The miser learned to
deal his bread to the hungry, and to cover the naked with a
garment. Indeed the whole form of their life was changed:
they had 'left off doing evil, and learned to do well.”

In his second rule Wesley said that Methodists should live
with “all possible diligence and frugality” and “employ
them [other Methodists] preferably to others, buying of

one another, [and] helping each other in business.”

These new lives of honesty and industry helped some
Methodists succeed in business and others to become
dependable and truthful employees. Besides raising their
incomes, Methodism helped people curtail needless
expenses and save their money for worthwhile endeavors.
Wesley noted that the disciplines of the Christian life
often lifted people from poverty: “For wherever true
Christianity spreads, it must cause diligence and frugality,
which in the natural course of things, must beget riches!”

Learning to Read

A third way in which salvation changed the economic life
of Methodists was by teaching them to read. One of the
means of grace which Methodists used in obedience to
Wesley’s third rule was attending Methodist meetings.
At these meetings Methodists were urged to read the Bible
and taught to sing the hymns of Charles Wesley. As illiterate
people learned to sing these hymns, they also learned to read.
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Charles wrote thousands of hymns for the people called
Methodist, who usually learned them by singing them one
line at a time as they were called out by the song leader. This
“lining out” of the hymns enabled the singers to memorize
the songs they sang. When John later published the hymns
and sold them cheaply, people could match the words
they knew by heart with the printed words on the page,
and thus teach themselves to read. Since the Methodists
usually sang five hymns at every meeting, each gathering
functioned as a thirty-minute adult literacy session.

Because literacy was the admission ticket to the middle
class, Methodism provided the means for the upward
mobility of thousands of poverty-stricken people.

A New View of Money

Finally, Methodism gave people a new view of money.
Wesley often preached on this topic; his most famous
message on money made three points: Gain all you can;
save [economize] all you can; give all you can.

First, Methodists were to make as much money as they
possibly could. Wesley said that despite its potential for
misuse, there was no end to the good money can do: “In
the hands of [God’s] children, it is food for the hungry,
drink for the thirsty, raiment for the naked. It gives to
the traveler and the stranger where to lay his head. By it
we may supply the place of a husband to the widow, and
of a father to the fatherless. We may be a defense for the
oppressed, a means of health to the sick, of ease to them
that are in pain. It may be as eyes to the blind, as feet to
the lame: yea, a lifter up from the gates of death!”

Wesley urged Methodists to gain wealth through honest
wisdom and unwearied diligence. “Put your whole
strength into the work. Spare no pains,” Wesley exhorted.
But make sure the work does no harm to oneself or to
the neighbor. Thus Methodists must avoid work with
dangerous chemicals or in unhealthy environments. They
must also not endanger their souls by any work that
involves cheating or lying. Likewise, any trade that hurts
the body, mind, or soul of the neighbor is out of bounds.
Thus distilling liquor, running a tavern, or peddling
patent medicines were forbidden to Methodists.

Wesley’s second injunction, “Save all you can” had many
practical implications: save all you can by refusing to
gratify the desires of the flesh. “Despise delicacy and
variety and be content with what plain nature requires.”
Refuse also the desire of the eye with superfluous or
expensive clothing, and reject the pride of life, buying
nothing to gain the praise or envy of others. Wesley
pointed out that gratifying such desires only increases
them, so if people were to throw their money into the sea,
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they would be doing themselves and others less damage
than if they bought needless goods.

Finally Wesley told Methodists to “Give all you can.”
He pointed out that all money comes from God, and that
people are not the owners, but only the trustees, of God’s
money. He said that God wants believers to make sure
that they and their families have adequate food, housing,
clothing, tools, and savings to do all the work which God
has appointed for them to do. He then stated that any
money beyond these necessities must be given to the
poor. “Render unto God not the tenth, nor a third, not
half, but all that is God’s (be it more or less) by employing
it all on yourself, your household, the household of faith,
and all mankind in such a manner that you may give a
good account of your stewardship.”

Altogether, this advice stirred Methodists to become “early
adopters” and to benefit from the new opportunities the
Industrial Revolution afforded.

Wesley's teaching to pursue wealth in order to use it for
good was not without its danger. Toward the end of his life
he gave increasing attention to the dangerous temptation
to justify buying whatever we can afford.

Discipling the Nation

Comingto Christ through the Methodist movementchanged
the lives of a million people in Britain and North America in
the eighteenth century. As in other cases of “redemption and
lift” through the power of the Gospel, most of these people
and their children moved from the desperation of hand-to-

mouth poverty to the security of middle-class life as they
made Christ their Lord and experienced the impact of His
power on their economic lives.

As these people moved up the social ladder, they began to
influence the political life of their nation. They helped to
transform Britain from an eighteenth-century kleptocracy—
where the powerful used the government to fuel their lives
of indulgence by exploiting the poor, into a nineteenth-
century democracy—which abolished slavery and used its
empire to enrich the lives of every subject of the crown.

For Further Study
Here are three worthy efforts to summarize Wesley’s
influence and/or his perspective on money:

* England Before and After Wesley by Donald Andrew
is a distillation of John Wesley Bready’s 1939 book
by the same title. currah.info/pages/dis744/england-
before-and-after-wesley. pdf.

* Four Lessons on Money From One of the World's Richest
Preachers is my own more detailed analysis of Wesley’s

teaching, model and observations Christianity Today.
com/ch/1988/issue19/1921.html

» What Wesley Practiced and Preached About
Money is adapted from my Four Lessons on
Money MissionFrontiers.org/issue/article/what-
wesley-practiced-and-preached-about-money

which caused the emphasis on disciple making to wane:

1 Itwas officially decided that
membership in a small group
("class meeting") would no longer
be required for church membership.
This was unfortunate because it was
in these class meetings that the
truly practical encouragement and
equipping took place, what Wesley
called "watching over one another
in love," enabling transformation
in the life of believers in a way that
attendance at only the larger Sunday
gathering was unable to provide.

of the clergy.

Why Methodism Ceased to be a Movement
by Frank Decker and Darrell Whiteman of The Mission Society

The Wesleyan renewal stimulated the transfor-mation of a generation, and is well known for its balanced emphasis on practical disciple-making
coupled with an ardent ministry to those in material need. However, in the latter part of the 19th century two significant decisions were made

2 An emphasis on formal seminary
education supplanted the previous
grass-roots process by which
leadership was largely developed. In
early Methodism one could rise from
class membership to the level of an
itinerant preacher, but the subsequent
emphasis on more formal education
fomented a greater professionalization

3 Many churches today have also adopted these two
aspects of ministry to their detriment. According to
Mark Nysewander in No More Spectators, these two
"plate shifts" are what caused Methodism to cease
to be a movement over a century ago. Nonetheless,
the example of the early Methodists remains as an
excellent template for holistic mission today.

Editor's Note: As Ralph Winter wrote:

“Every single denomination in this country
that has evolved a required formal, extensive
graduate professional training for ordination is
now going downhill. There are no exceptions in
the whole world.”
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John Wesley's Plan
for Multiplication

STEVE ADDISON
Excerpted from the book,
The Rise and Fall of Movements
by Steve Addison

Steve Addison is a catalyst for movements that multiply disciples and churches,
everywhere. He is an author, speaker, podcaster and mentor to movement pioneers.
This article is an edited extract from his new book, The Rise and Fall of Movements:
A Roadmap for Leaders. Visit Steve at movements.net.

No one would have predicted that John Wesley
would be amongthe greatfounders and builders
of a multiplying movement. Wesley, the founder
of Methodism, went to America hoping to
convert the Indians. But he returned to England
despairing of his own salvation, wondering,
“Who shall convert me?”

On May 24, 1738, Wesley reluctantly attended a
study on the book of Romans. As the leader was
describing the change that God works in the
heart through faith in Christ, Wesley felt his heart
“strangely warmed.” He wrote in his journal, “I
felt | did trust in Christ alone for salvation; and an
assurance was given me that He had taken away
my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of
sin and death.”

€« As the leader was describing
the change that God works
in the heart through faith in
Christ, Wesley felt his heart
"strangely warmed.”

Transformed by God's grace, Wesley traveled
Britain with a vision for the conversion and
discipling of a nation and the renewal of a fallen
church. His passion drew others to the cause.
Wesley initiated the Birth of the Methodist
movement and led it into Growth. Wesley
showed how a movement leader in Growth turns
vision into action while maintaining flexibility
and control. He released authority and
responsibility, and empowered the movement
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to embody the Methodist cause.

In March of 1739, Wesley knew it was time to act.
He headed to Bristol, invited by the evangelist
George Whitefield. Wesley was shocked by what
he saw; he believed Whitefield was acting like an
extremistand heretic by preachingin the open air
to vast crowds. On a Sunday afternoon, Wesley
watched Whitefield preach to 30,000 people.
The fruit of Whitefield’s methods changed his
mind. The next day Wesley preached outdoors.
By September, he was preaching to crowds of
12,000-20,000.

The common people were less likely to attend
church, so Wesley went to them, and he was
gladly received. He preached to thousands,
standing on a tombstone with the church behind
him serving as a sounding board. He preached in
market squares. He preached in public parks in
the evenings and on the weekends. He preached
at 5:00 A.m. before the workday began. Wesley
adopted methods from other movements and
shaped them to his purpose. Whitefield showed
him how to reach the masses through open air
preaching. The Moravians taught him how to
gather them into disciple-making groups.

Inthe 1740s he explored and adapted Strategies
and Methods that served a growing movement.
These included field preaching, classes, bands,
societies, itinerants, circuits, annual conferences,
and publications. He borrowed from other
movements, constantly implementing, adapting,
and evaluating. He combined the elements into
a consistent whole that became Methodism.
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€« The eammon people were
less likely to attend church,
so Wesley went to them,
and he was gladly received.
He preached to thousands,
standing on a tombstone
with the church behind him
serving as a sounding board.
He preached in market
squares. He preached in
public parks in the evenings
and on the weekends.

»

Wesley's flexibility with Strategy and Methods
was tempered by his dependence on the
authority of the Word, the leading of the Holy
Spirit and his clarity of Mission. He loved church
tradition, but for Wesley, the Bible was “the only
standard of truth, and the only model of pure
religion.” He said, “I allow no other rule, whether
of faith or practice, than the Holy Scriptures.” This
view of Scripture left him free to experiment by
dispensing with church traditions that no longer
served a purpose. He adapted his methods
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit as he
pursued the Mission of discipling a nation.
Wesley experimented, tested, and refined simple
but effective methods and structures, so the
movement could expand but still remain focused
once it moved beyond his direct control. His
Spirit-inspired Adaptive Methods enabled him
to mobilize leaders and workers in an expanding
movement and still keep it on track.

« Wesley experimented,
tested, and refined simple
but effective methods and
structures, so the movement
could expand but still remain
focused once it moved
beyond his direct control.

»
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Wesley was now preaching to crowds ofthousands.
But his mission didn't stop with people who made
decisions—he wanted disciples. He could have
become the pastor-teacher of a great church, but
he wanted to reach a nation. He needed a simple
method for discipleship in a rapidly expanding
movement. So wherever the gospel was met
with faith, he set up Methodist societies. He
formed the first of these in London in an unused
cannon foundry.

Methodist societies were the functional equivalent
of a local church. Society meetings included
worship, Bible reading, a message, and prayer.
The use of the term “society” enabled Wesley to
avoid conflict with the state-sponsored Anglican
church as he reinvented the nature of church.
After Wesley's death, Methodist societies became
Methodist churches. Wesley divided each society
into classes, which were groups of twelve with an
appointed leader. The condition for membership
was a desire to flee from the wrath and to come and
show the reality of conversion through conduct.
As class leaders visited members they discovered
behavior incompatible with true conversion,
such as domestic disputes and drunkenness. In
response, Wesley turned the class meeting into a
pastoral and disciplinary structure, which became
the building block of a disciple making movement.

« Wesley was now preaching
to crowds of thousands. But
his mission didn't stop with
people who made decisions—
he wanted disciples. He could
have become the pastor-
teacher of a great church, but
he wanted to reach a nation.

»

The purpose of field preaching was to gather
those seeking salvation into the societies and
classes. Most conversions took place in the
classes, and those converted then joined bands,
which were even smaller discipleship groups.
The focus of the class was conversion and
discipline. The focus of the band was the




MISSION FRONTIERS MAR/APRIL 2020

confession of sin and pastoral care. Through the
system of societies, classes and bands,
Methodists came together to encourage each
other, confess their sins, pray for each other and
hold one another accountable. The class leaders
were the backbone of the movement. Wesley
examined them to determine “their grace, their
gifts and their manner of meeting their several
classes.” Discipline and accountability were
Wesley's effective methods for dealing with an
expanding movement.

Overwhelmed with opportunities, Wesley exper-
imented with evangelistic preaching that wasn't
followed up with new societies, classes and bands.
It was a failure. Wesley observed, “Almost all the
seed has fallen by the wayside; there is scarce any
fruit of it remaining.” The awakened souls could
not “watch over one another in love,” and believ-
ers could not “build up one another and bear one
another’s burdens.”

Wesley could not disciple a nation alone. He
multiplied himself through a system of circuits
and circuit riders.

London and Bristol-the cities under Wesley's
direct influence—were the movement'’s strong-
holds. Methodism was also springing up
across the nation because of local revivals.
It further expanded by adopting local groups
and leaders from outside the movement.
Inevitably, this added both momentum and
new challenges, as the absorbed groups came
with many theologies and practices—Calvinists,
Moravians, Baptists, and Quakers. How would
Wesley unite pockets of revival into a cohesive
movement? Leadership was key. He and his
brother Charles were constantly on the road
both advancing and unifying the movement.
In an expanding movement the founder must
not depend on positional authority but on the
authority of a life devoted to the Word, the Spirit,
and the Mission.

Wesley learned from Jesus’' example as a
founder. When Jesus left this earth, His disciples
had the memory of His life and teaching. But
they had more than a memory: Jesus led them
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into the same relationship he had with the Father
and the Holy Spirit.

He told them it was for their good that he
went away (John 16:7). His physical absence
enhanced their leadership. Through the Word
and the Spirit, His presence went with every
disciple as they pursued the Mission He gave
them. Wesley brought others into the same
experience of saving grace he encountered.
He mobilized them into an army of committed
followers who embraced the Methodist cause.
They knew who they were, and they knew what to
do.The movement had vitality and form, enabling
it to surpass the direct control of its founder.

« They knew who they were,
and they knew what to do.
The movement had vitality
and form, enabling it to
surpass the direct control of
its founder.

LEADERSHIP TASKS: GROWTH

Put the idea to work: Ground the founding vision
in effective action that produces the results for
which the movement exists.

 Balance flexibility and control: Utilize
effective methods and functional structures
that enable the spread of the movement.

¢ Release authority and
responsibility: Mobilize workers and leaders
to consolidate and expand the movement.

e Let go: Avoid the Founder's Trap by
empowering the movement to embody the
cause.

* Pursue Prime: Put in place the people and
systems to achieve the results for which the
movement exists.





