
Praise for Perfect Love

What an incredible blessing and gift to the body of Christ! A roadmap to 
fi nding your way to, or back to, that spiritual experience that will change 
your life—being and living the sanctifi ed life! Kevin Watson skillfully writes 
and warmly invites the entire Wesley Family, with all its diff erences, unique-
ness, and similarities, to experience or re-experience the one thing that 
binds us together as a spiritual community and spiritual descendants of John 
Wesley, the experience of sanctifi cation. 

—Bishop John Mark Richardson Sr. 
California New Journey Jurisdiction, Church of God in Christ

Phrases like entire sanctifi cation, full salvation, holiness, and second blessing of 
holiness reminds me of a personal call to which I respond in the affi  rmative. 
I applaud a clear call to awaken ourselves to the blessing and gift of entire 
sanctifi cation and I celebrate not simply a link to a tradition of teaching 
but a real experience that does translate into hope and healing . . . from the 
uttermost to the uttermost.

—General Brian Peddle
The Salvation Army International, London, England, UK

Some years ago, I heard Kevin say that if we Methodists do not take the 
doctrine of entire sanctifi cation seriously, we are guilty of taking up need-
less space in the body of Christ. This is our unique contribution to the world 
and perhaps now is exactly the time to champion this doctrine. The world 
has never been more in need of an outpouring of holy love. And how could 
perfect love not be the logical goal toward which all Christ-followers are 
headed? There is nothing in Scripture about arriving short of that goal. 

—Rev. Carolyn Moore, DMin, Founding Pastor
Mosiac United Methodist Church, Evans, Georgia

In Perfect Love, Kevin Watson reclaims the centrality of this doctrine, which 
will deliver us simultaneously from mainline malaise as well as from generic 
evangelicalism, and restore this vital witness of the gospel. The genius of 
Watson’s work is that he moves us from understanding sanctifi cation as 
merely a “crisis event” to the deeper role Christian community plays in a 
process, including accountability bands and a necessary heightened view 
of our sinfulness. This book powerfully reminds us how far we have drifted 
from the apostolic Christianity of our origins, what Wesley called “scriptural 
Christianity.” I believe that the message of this book needs to be heard in 
fresh ways across the church and I applaud Watson for yet another landmark 
book in rebuilding our movement.

—Timothy C. Tennent, PhD, President, 
Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky



Perfect Love is a clarion call back to a core teaching of the Methodist move-
ment. I moved through its pages with joy and wonder. The author reintroduces 
the doctrine of sanctifi cation with brilliant clarity and great practical insight. 
Written to be used by anyone seeking to grow their faith in love, Perfect Love 
should become a foundational document for seminarians and Sunday school 
classes. This book will play a key part in the emergence of a new day for the 
Methodist movement alongside a rediscovery of class and band meetings.

—Bishop Mike Lowry, Resident Bishop of the Central Texas Conference
Fort Worth Episcopal Area of the United Methodist Church

As Kevin Watson writes in Perfect Love, we hope with a “holy desperation” 
for the power of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Along with a clear description 
of John Wesley’s understanding of holiness and practical advice on how to 
receive entire sanctifi cation. Watson’s book on recovering the doctrine and 
experience of entire sanctifi cation is exactly what is needed for the church 
at this very moment.

—Douglas M. Strong, PhD, Dean of the School of Theology
Seattle Pacifi c University, Seattle, Washington

Kevin Watson’s profound, practical, and passionate appeal to reclaim the 
formative elements of John Wesley’s movement is powerfully informa-
tive and inspiring. As a part of the global Methodist family, I found myself 
convicted, challenged, and ultimately convinced of the importance of this 
call to return to our mission to “spread scriptural holiness.” May we expect, 
and, yes, experience, perfect love.

—Bishop W. Darin Moore, The African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, 
Mid-Atlantic District and Immediate Past Chair of the National Council of 

Churches, USA, Largo, Maryland

Watson’s book is a timely gift for the church universal. He reintroduces 
the “grand depositum” of early Methodism—the audacious and optimistic 
teaching that Christian faith is more than forgiveness of past sins and pardon. 
Here we are taken back to the rich doctrine of full salvation; that is, empow-
erment for holy living and freedom from the clutches of sin in the here and 
now. This is, indeed, the reason God raised up a people called Methodist. John 
Wesley himself would be well-pleased with Watson’s book, which sounds much 
like Father John himself, who consistently calls us to go higher into God’s love. 

—Bill T. Arnold, PhD, Professor of Old Testament Interpretation
Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky

With passion, clarity, and focus Kevin Watson yearns for the broad Methodist 
movement to experience, preach, and claim an infusion of perfect love—holi-
ness. Watson’s scholarly grounding and pastoral focus remind me of salvationist 
Samuel L. Brengle. I will be recommending Perfect Love for the rest of my life. 

—Captain Dr. Andy Miller III, Area Commander and Pastor
The Salvation Army, Tampa, Florida



We commend Kevin Watson’s latest book, Perfect Love, to anyone who is a 
serious follower of Jesus Christ and especially to those of us who are heirs of 
the holiness movement. But be warned, this is not a book for the faint of heart! 
It is hard for us to imagine anyone reading Watson’s unvarnished unpacking 
of Wesley’s doctrine of entire sanctifi cation and its vital role in fueling our 
movement without a profound awareness of how far we have drifted from the 
moorings of this key distinctive of Methodism. We are reminded of Wesley’s 
prediction that if future Methodists were ever to stray from the doctrine, 
spirit, and disciplines of the pursuit of holiness, we would become a dead 
sect. May the Lord of the church use this book to revive us again!

—Bishops Linda Adams, Keith Cowart, and Matt Whitehead 
Free Methodist Church USA

Some of us have had to answer these questions: Are you going on to perfec-
tion? Do you expect to be made perfect in love in this lifetime? More of us 
have prayed multiple times to the God from whom no secrets are hidden 
that his Holy Spirit would “cleanse the thoughts of our hearts so that we 
might perfectly love.” All of us ought to read Kevin Watson’s fi ne, accessible 
treatment on what it means to answer these questions, off er this prayer, and 
attend to the historical core of Wesleyanism.

—Lester Ruth, PhD, Research Professor of Christian Worship
Duke Divinity School, Durham, North Carolina

As I read Perfect Love my heart leapt within me. My imagination cannot 
grasp the enormous outpouring God would do in this generation and those 
to come if we recover entire sanctifi cation. May it be so Lord! 

—Dr. JoAnne Lyon, General Superintendent Emerita
The Wesleyan Church, Fishers, Indiana

This book lit a fi re in me that I hope never goes out. Kevin Watson reminded 
me of the unique nature of the Methodist movement and why it captivated 
my heart so many years ago. The book will change the way I preach and 
teach. It gives me hope for the future! If you are pastor, this will be the most 
important book you will read this year. 

—Rev. Jacob Armstrong, Founding Pastor 
Providence Church, Mt. Juliet, Tennessee 

Here is a book that could redirect and change Methodism. Methodists 
should not be satisfi ed with lukewarm Christianity. Kevin Watson urges 
that we recommit to our historic message of entire sanctifi cation; live our 
General Rules and transform the world.
—Riley Case, Associate Director of the Confessing Movement, Kokomo, Indiana

This is a fi ne book. In many ways it fi lls a need for a contemporary statement 
of Wesley’s theme in A Plain Account of Christian Perfection. In winsome, and 
yet direction language, Watson makes the case the Christian life is not about 



going to heaven, but experiencing the love of God in all its fullness. This is 
a book for every Methodist.

—John N. Oswalt, PhD, Visiting Distinguished Professor of Old Testament
Asbury Theological Seminary, Wilmore, Kentucky

Perfect Love is a book that has been needed for a long time. What John 
Wesley gave the original Methodists in A Plain Account of Christian Perfection 
Kevin has refreshed for our generation and future generations.

—Maxie D. Dunnam, Executive Director, Christ Church Global
Christ United Methodist Church, Memphis, Tennessee

As a people called Methodist, it appears segments of our movement are 
waking up from decades-long theological amnesia. Our understanding of 
grace, and the way it was embedded in the preaching and practices of the 
early days of our movement, have often been adulterated or lost in recent 
memory. That is why I thank God for scholars like Dr. Kevin Watson. Writing 
in clear language and a winsome spirit, he invites us to rediscover, preach, 
and put perfect love (sanctifying grace) into practice. This book will help 
the reader to understand the reality of the truth of this doctrine, and inspire 
them to pursue it for themselves and others.

—Rev. Jeff rey E. Greenway, DMin, Senior Pastor, 
Reynoldsburg United Methodist Church, Reynoldsburg, Ohio

Kevin Watson’s Perfect Love portrays the Wesleyan doctrine of entire sancti-
fi cation for what it is—the promise that we can be changed. Rather than a 
set of rules or a restrictive leash, Watson describes the concept of Christian 
perfection as God’s gracious invitation to a future that is hopeful, transfor-
mative, and the deepest desire of every believer’s heart.

—Rob Renfroe, President, Good News, The Woodlands, Texas

From the fi rst word to the last, the Holy Spirit was stirring my soul to desire 
more of God’s sanctifying work in our lives and through the people called 
Methodist. The words leapt off  the page as I said out loud many times 
“Yes! Yes!” Dr. Watson captures the pathway to a vibrant and vital future 
Wesleyan Methodist movement that desires nothing but humble holiness 
and changed lives. I’m convinced this book—and more importantly the 
move of the Holy Spirit for which it yearns—can and will empower a new 
generation of Methodists that are wholly sanctifi ed to God’s glory! 

—Rev. Steven Taylor, Lead Pastor
Panama United Methodist Church, Panama, New York 

Kevin Watson has already established himself as a leading Methodist scholar 
of his generation. Here he reminds us that all his labors, scholarly or other-
wise, are for the church. Perfect Love expands Watson’s seminal work on the 



class and band meetings by orienting Methodism’s peculiar practices to their 
goal: the radical indwelling of divine love in the heart of the faithful. With 
historical and theological sensitivity, Watson makes a compelling case for a 
doctrinally vivifi ed Methodism, and invites us to embark on it here and now.

—Justus H. Hunter, PhD, Assistant Professor of Church History
United Theological Seminary, Dayton, Ohio

There is more to the Christian life than so many of us have experienced 
or ever expected, as Kevin Watson shows us here. This resource provides a 
clear and compelling call for the spiritual heirs of John Wesley to remember 
who we are—and whose we are—and to share the message of God’s perfect 
love with the world. Come, Holy Spirit!

—Ken Loyer, PhD, Senior Pastor, Spry Church, York, Pennsylvania

Perfect Love hits the sanctifi cation bull’s-eye! Kevin Watson does a dynamic 
job of dissecting the misunderstood and under-appreciated secret to a life 
fi lled with the power and love of the Holy Spirit. He takes us into doctrine 
and discipline to understand entire sanctifi cation, and then calls us to 
preach it and experience it as John Wesley expected early Methodists to do. 
This is the DNA strand that Methodism needs to recover!

—Rev. Tim Johnson, Senior Pastor 
Pfrimmer’s Chapel United Methodist Church, Corydon, Indiana

Dr. Kevin Watson’s Perfect Love gives an excellent contemporary practical 
overview of entire sanctifi cation, the grand depositum, a core doctrine of the 
Wesleyan/Methodist stream. At this critical time in the United Methodist 
Church in particular, the various future parts of the church need to consider 
carefully how this core doctrine will be fl eshed out in their new families.

—Rev. Frank Billman, DMin, Mentor for the Doctor of Ministry 
in Supernatural Ministry, United Theological Seminary, Dayton Ohio

Kevin Watson believes and knows that God can bring change in the inner 
heart and outward actions of a person. In a warm, personal, and conversa-
tional manner, Dr. Watson examines and explains John Wesley’s call to entire 
sanctifi cation and encourages readers to discover the blessed life that God has 
in store for them. It is well worth the journey to read and to listen to this book.

—Rev. Martin Nicholas, Senior Pastor
Sugar Land United Methodist Church, Sugar Land, Texas

In Perfect Love, Kevin Watson off ers an even plainer account of Christian 
perfection. Reengaging the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation under the 
power of the Spirit will be key for the new Methodism.

—Rev. Bob Kaylor, DMin, Lead Pastor
Tri-Lakes United Methodist Church, Monument, Colorado



It is not too controversial of a claim to say that John Wesley was diffi  cult to 
understand on the question of entire sanctifi cation or Christian perfection. 
And yet, the doctrine is central to Methodist identity. This combination of 
both ambiguity and centrality has left Wesley’s progeny with a choice: either 
ignore the doctrine or seek vigilantly to invigorate it time and time again. 
Watson’s latest book does the latter, and we should be grateful for it. The 
people called Methodist must live into the fullness of their theological heri-
tage in order that their identity mean something that can last. Perfect Love is 
a wonderful aide in this regard. I hope it will be a book that is widely read by 
serious and earnest members of the Wesleyan Methodist tradition. 

—Daniel Castelo, PhD, Professor of Theology and Methodist Studies 
Duke Divinity School, Durham, North Carolina

In Perfect Love, Kevin Watson calls the larger Wesleyan family to imagine the 
impact of a renewal of the Wesleyan doctrine of entire sanctifi cation. He 
reminds us of the promise of the full gospel, namely deliverance from sin 
and transformation of the aff ections. I join with the author in praying for a 
revival of holy love, and the fl ourishing of pure religion. 

—Cheryl Bridges Johns, PhD, Robert E. Fisher Professor of 
Spiritual Renewal and Christian Formation

Pentecostal Theological Seminary, Cleveland, Tennessee

This timely book is a gift to the entire Methodist family of our blessed heritage 
of biblical truth. It inspires believers to rediscover the what, why, and how for 
transformation in the image of God by the sanctifying power of the Holy Spirit. 
Kevin Watson, scripturally and historically, communicates the core belief of 
the doctrine and experience of entire sanctifi cation. This book should be on 
the shelf of every Wesleyan leader and every Bible study/small group leader.

—Dr. Nina Gunter, General Superintendent Emerita, Church of the Nazarene

Here is an excellent recovery of the vital doctrine in Wesleyanism. Kevin 
Watson has done us a great service in this important book. Scripture, history, 
doctrine, and the work of the sanctifying Holy Spirit as the way to renewal 
for all of us in the Methodist family. Read this book! It will enrich how you 
think and pray and minister as we move ahead in the spirit of John Wesley. 

—Steven Hoskins, PhD., Professor of Christian History, 
Trevecca Nazarene University, Nashville, Tennessee

Entire sanctifi cation is not only a hidden jewel of Wesleyanism, but also a 
cornerstone of our organization as Methodists and a key to our abandoned 
passion. Dr. Watson presents a cogent introduction to the Wesleyan concept of 
Christian perfection with contemporary interpretation and original sources. 
Those across the Methodist family desiring to reclaim our heritage in the 
pursuit of holiness will fi nd Perfect Love a useful resource and discussion guide. 

—Bishop Jeff rey N. Leath, 128th Bishop,
The African Methodist Episcopal Church (AME), Nashville, Tennessee



During the twentieth century there was a renaissance in Wesleyan studies. 
While the new attention to John Wesley’s career, writings, and thought was 
salutary for Methodists and also Christians in other communions, in the end 
a recovery of Wesley’s thought matters little if there is no appropriation of the 
Wesleyan way of salvation and of Christian living. The main value of Kevin 
Watson’s Perfect Love is not that he articulates so well the meaning of Wesley’s 
teaching about entire sanctifi cation, but that he inspires us and shows us how 
to appropriate this teaching for ourselves and for the church today. Methodism 
began and grew with a distinctive message about becoming holy by God’s 
grace through faith, and it is this message that is necessary for Methodists and 
all Christians today as the church lives in the era following Christendom when 
it must be equipped for its witness by serious teaching of the apostolic and 
universal faith and by the kind spiritual well-being described in Perfect Love.

—Timothy W. Whitaker, Bishop, retired, 
Southeastern Jurisdiction, The United Methodist Church

In Perfect Love, Watson ably argues that Methodism’s identity crisis is rooted 
in our neglect of teaching and preaching entire sanctifi cation. He combines 
his own small-group experience with John Wesley’s teaching to suggest that 
the future vitality of Methodism depends on recovering this most distinctive 
doctrine. His argument is persuasive and important for all Christians today.

—Bishop Scott Jones, Resident Bishop of the Texas Conference
Houston Episcopal Area, The United Methodist Church

For twenty-fi ve years I have regularly encountered the transformative power 
of the Holy Spirit, both in my own life and in the lives of others. Through 
the worldwide Methodist family and its commitment to a Wesleyan under-
standing of sanctifi cation, people from Nigeria to New Zealand and from Cuba 
to Congo, have experienced deep and abiding Holy Spirit–inspired change in 
their lives. I am deeply grateful to Kevin Watson for providing a clear and 
hopeful vision of the fullness of salvation, and pray that the North American 
part of our global family would be emboldened by his words to reclaim the 
power of the Holy Spirit DNA that lies at the heart of our movement.

—Kimberly D. Reisman, Executive Director, 
World Methodist Evangelism, West Lafayatte, Indiana

Perfect Love urges the people known as Methodists to reclaim the power 
of their faith—entire sanctifi cation or holiness. He grounds his premise in 
Scripture and uses the words of John Wesley to remind us of the divine 
calling God has placed on us to model Christian perfection. The gift of this 
book is that Watson ends with a strong note of hopefulness that we will 
return to this faith quest and provides some very simple ways for individuals 
and groups to begin the journey.

—Bishop Teresa Jeff erson-Snorton, Presiding Bishop, Fifth Episcopal District 
and Ecumenical Offi  cer, The Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (CME), 

Birmingham, Alabama



In this epic work, Kevin Watson expresses a clarion call for Methodist 
Christians to reclaim our understanding and experience of entire sanctifi ca-
tion. Too many descendents of Wesley live in a spiritual anemia rooted in a 
lack of comprehension of the grand depositum of the Methodist movement. 
Because of the deep brokenness we fi nd within the human condition in our 
time, much is at stake in understanding the truths contained in this work. 
Whether you are a pastor or layperson, God stands ready to empower you in 
overcoming the debilitating forces of sin and entering into the joyful libera-
tion of being perfected in love in this life. This book should not be ignored 
by anyone who desires to see the church restored as a city on a hill through 
seeking God in justifi cation and sanctifi cation and helping others do the same 

—Rev. Paul Lawler, Lead Pastor, Christ Church UMC Birmingham, Alabama

I sense that the Methodist movement is going through a season of doctrinal 
and theological renewal where truths that have been lost, forgotten or aban-
doned are reclaimed as God brings revival to His church. Kevin Watson has 
ensured that we will not suff er from theological amnesia with respect to 
one of God’s wonderful promises and our great hope to be realized in this 
life–God’s desire that we be sanctifi ed completely. The church owes Kevin 
Watson our deep gratitude for fanning the fl ames of renewal and revival 
with this book which clearly presents the doctrine of Christian perfection 
for our generation. May God use it to produce Perfect Love in our lives and 
witness for such a time as this.

—Rev. Keith Boyette, President, Wesleyan Covenant Association and
Chair, Transitional Leadership Council of the Global Methodist Church

This is place holding text. This is place holding text. This is place holding 
text. This is place holding text. This is place holding text. This is place 
holding text. This is place holding text. v This is place holding text. This is 
place holding text. This is place holding text. This is place holding text. This 
is place holding text. This is place holding text. This is place holding text. 
This is place holding text. This is place holding text.

—David Han, PhD, Dean, 
Pentecostal Theological Seminary, Cleveland, Tennessee
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Six months before his death, John Wesley wrote a letter
to an infl uential Methodist preacher concerning the supreme 
importance of the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation on the power 
of the Methodist movement:

I am glad brother D— has more light with regard to full 
 sanctifi cation. This doctrine is the grand depositum 

which God has lodged with the people called Methodists; 
and for the sake of propagating this chiefl y He appeared to 
have raised us up. 

—John Wesley 
Letter to Robert Carr Brackenbury, September 15, 17901

v
The following extract was found in handwritten manuscript
notes by Oswald Chambers for a book titled The Gospel Mystery of 
Sanctifi cation. Chambers died without the book being published. 
Oswald Chambers, the author of numerous books, is best known 
for his classic devotional My Utmost for His Highest.

There was one doctrine of John Wesley’s—the 
doctrine of perfect sanctifi cation—which ought to 

have led to a great and original ethical development; 
but the doctrine has not grown; it seems to remain just 
where John Wesley left it. There has been want of the 
genius or courage to attempt the solution of the immense 
practical questions which the doctrine suggests. The 
questions have not been raised—much less solved. To 
have raised them eff ectively, indeed, would have been 
to originate an ethical revolution which would have 
had a far deeper eff ect on the thought and life—fi rst of 
England, and then of the rest of Christendom—than was 
produced by the Reformation of the sixteenth century.

—R. W. Dale
The Evangelical Revival2
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Foreword

The phrase “entire sanctifi cation” was very 

common in my upbringing. Throughout 

my childhood growing up in an American Holiness–infl uenced 

denomination, sanctifi cation was part of regular preaching. It 

generally meant “two trips to the altar”—one to get saved and 

one to get sanctifi ed. 

Shortly after I graduated from college and married my 

husband, Wayne, we set out to lead our fi rst church. We both 

felt a strong calling and were eager to reach people for Jesus. We 

worked hard. I taught school to assist in the income, but my heart 

was in growing the church. It was not long before reality set in. I 

was no longer the preacher’s kid; I was the preacher. 

I had a constant gnawing in my spirit that there had to be 

something more. Even though it was diffi  cult to explain, I fi nally 

decided that the best way to get rid of this inner pain was to 

persuade Wayne to leave the ministry. Over dinner one night I 

said how wonderful it would be to have the capacity to give away 

a lot of money and help many people. Then I suggested that his 

leaving the ministry and selling insurance might be a good way to 

do this. I was not prepared for the immediate response. Looking 
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me straight in the eyes he slowly articulated, “Jo Anne, I don’t 

know what you are going to do, but God has called me to preach 

and that is what I have to do.” End of conversation. 

My restless spirit did not end. One day returning from school 

and washing my hands, I heard God say, “Jo Anne, you need to get 

your spiritual life in order.” 

I responded audibly, “I can’t right now. I have to get this 

Christmas program ready at church. Maybe in February I can 

think about it.” I really did not think this was anything spiritual. 

After all, I knew everything there was to know about all this stuff . 

Many Sundays I would wake up ill. I strongly disliked 

attending church and more and more disliked the people. A 

rather diffi  cult place to be when one is a pastor! It didn’t occur 

to me to connect the dots of a spiritual need because I had 

always followed all the rules. Yes, I knew about John Wesley’s 

heart-warming experience. I had heard it preached many 

times. But that did not apply to me in the way I had arranged 

my spirituality. 

One morning I woke up quite ill and it was not Sunday. 

Wayne scooped me up and took me to the emergency room. They 

put me in the ICU and said I would need immediate surgery on 

my stomach. Wayne had been wanting me to read Catherine 

Marshall’s book Beyond Ourselves, but I resisted. In my mind I 

thought, What can she teach me? She is Presbyterian and I know 
everything there is to know. But somehow in my desperation 

that day I asked him to bring me the book. My arrogance still 

in charge, I wanted to look at the chapters fi rst to see if it was 

even worthwhile. My eyes fell on the chapter, “Ego Slaying” and 

as I read, God began to speak to my heart. I began to confess 

my sins of pride, arrogance, self-promotion, greed, selfi shness, 
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self-suffi  ciency, and on and on. In fact, it felt to me as if God put 

a big screen in front of me and wrote them down. I was broken. 

I became so hungry for God that all I wanted was Him. I had 

never been this hungry for God. I had no label from my limited 

theology and didn’t care. 

Miraculously, I did not need surgery and after a few days was 

sent home. The hunger and openness to God continued though. 

I started reading Scripture. Not to check it off  my discipline list, 

but to know God. I began to read the Holiness classics. Frankly, 

I did not expect anything; I just simply knew I was hungry and 

seeking God and He would receive me. 

A month later I was leading the Wednesday night prayer 

meeting. In all honesty I did not like attending these meetings. 

They were frustrating to me. Everyone gave the same testimony 

and in addition I did not like the people. We began singing the 

old hymn “Satisfi ed” by Clara Teare Williams. Suddenly it was 

as if wave after wave of the Spirit of God came over me. I wept 

and began confessing to the people how I had not liked them and 

had not liked to come to church. I could not believe the words 

tumbling out of my mouth. The people were stunned. They had 

never had a pastor talk like this! But the greater thing is that God 

gave me love for the people that night that I could have never 

conjured up myself. I began to tell them how much I loved them. 

I saw them in a totally diff erent light. His love fi lled that little 

church that night and continued over the years in more ways 

than I have space to write. 

That night in that little church in Springfi eld, Missouri, in 

January of 1965 was the beginning of my journey of the sanctifi ed 

life. A new lens in seeing others and the world through the eyes 

of Jesus that continues to this day. 
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As I read Perfect Love my heart leapt within me. My imagina-

tion cannot grasp the enormous outpouring God would do in this 

generation and those to come if we recover entire sanctifi cation. 

May it be so Lord! 

Jo Anne Lyon,

General Superintendent Emeritas

The Wesleyan Church
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Prologue

I remember the fi rst time I heard someone give 

a detailed explanation of Methodism’s “grand 

depositum,” the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation. I was a semi-

nary student preparing to become a pastor. And after Dr. Doug 

Strong’s lecture was fi nished, I knew I now had the vocabulary to 

give voice to things I knew I believed but couldn’t express. 

The Methodist theological tradition gave me the framework 

I needed to express the hope, optimism, and possibility for deep 

transformation in Christ that I read about in Scripture.

This book is about a core belief that John Wesley was 

convinced was the reason the Holy Spirit breathed life in the 

people called Methodists. We were created to bring this belief to 

the church and plant it as deeply as we could in the souls of as 

many people’s lives as possible.

This belief is radical because it professes that radical change 

in this life is possible by the grace of God. 

Ever since that class more than a decade and a half ago, I 

have been hoping and praying to see a revival of entire sanctifi -

cation in the church. I want people to hear about this teaching. 

I want it to be taught across the church. But more than that, I 
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want to see a revival of the experience of freedom from the power 

of sin in the lives of Christ-followers that comes by the amazing 

grace of God. 

I want to see a generation of Christians experience all that 

God has for them.

In the pages that come, I am going to do everything I can 

to convince you that there is more to the Christian life than you 

may have experienced or even expected. 

I want to give you fair warning that there will be times I 

say things that may sound crazy or unbelievable to you. When 

this happens, I am doing the best that I can to be faithful to the 

teaching of Scripture and the Wesleyan theological heritage. I 

hope you will explore both for yourself and hold me accountable 

to them.

I am passionate about this book because I believe the 

Christian faith is much more than forgiveness of sins and 

pardon—though it is certainly that. And I do not by any means 

intend to suggest that justifi cation is trivial. 

I believe those who are in Christ are off ered full salvation—

a salvation that addresses past sin and off ers freedom from the 

power of sin in the present. 

And this is really Methodism’s big idea: salvation brings not 

only forgiveness and pardon but also empowerment and freedom 

to live a faithful and holy life entirely and right now. This is our 

grand depositum—the treasure that God has entrusted to the 

particular people called Methodists.

I have wanted to write a book like this for a long time. I don’t 

think I’ve ever been more excited to write something. I have also 

struggled with this book more than any other because this book 



xxvPrologue

gets at my deep hope and passion for Methodism’s theological 

heritage. Entire sanctifi cation is the beautiful treasure that God 

has entrusted to us.

I have done the very best I could to do justice to our grand 

depositum. But as I’ve written I’ve been deeply aware of my own 

shortcomings as a pastor, teacher, and author.

Because this book is about the doctrine and experience of 

entire sanctifi cation, I also need to be upfront with you that I 

am writing about a doctrine I believe in but have not yet expe-

rienced. Writing this book has increased my awareness of my 

desperate need for God and my hunger for God to do in me what 

I cannot do in myself.

I hope and pray it does the same for you. May God graciously 

give us faith and expectation to be fi lled to overfl owing with love 

for God and other people. I’d like to end with a powerful quote 

in which John Wesley expresses emphatically the unparalleled 

signifi cance of love in Methodist theology:

[One cause of ] a thousand mistakes is [this:] . . . not consid-

ering deeply enough that love is the highest gift of God; 

humble, gentle, patient love; that all visions, revelations, 

[or] manifestations whatever, are little things compared to 

love; and that all [other] gifts . . . are either the same with 

or infi nitely inferior to it.

[Y]ou should be thoroughly [aware] of this—the 

heaven of heavens is love. There is nothing higher in 

religion; there is, in eff ect, nothing else; if you look for 

anything but more love, you are looking wide of the mark, 

you are getting out of the royal way. And when you are 
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asking others, “Have you received this or that blessing?” 

if you mean anything but more love, you mean wrong; you 

are leading them out of the way, and putting them [on] 

a false scent. Settle it then in your heart, that from the 

moment God has saved you from all sin, you are to aim 

at nothing more but more of that love described in the 

thirteenth [chapter] of [First] Corinthians. You can go no 

higher than this, till you are carried into Abraham’s bosom.

—John Wesley 

from “A Plain Account of Christian Perfection”1
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1
A Crisis of Identity—We Have 

Forgotten Who We Are

Methodism is in the midst of an identity 

crisis. We have forgotten who we are. 

We have abandoned our theological heritage. In the pages that 

follow, I will make a simple argument: above all else, God raised 

up the people called Methodists to preach, teach, and experience 

one core doctrine. This doctrine is Methodism’s reason for exis-

tence. If we get this right, everything else will fall into place. If 

we get it wrong, we will miss the unique calling and purpose that 

God has for us.

Less than six months before he died, John Wesley wrote 

a letter to Robert Carr Brackenbury that referred to this core 

doctrine as “the grand depositum which God has lodged with the 

people called Methodists; and for the sake of propagating this 

chiefl y He appeared to have raised us up.”1
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That sounds important! But the previous quotation also 

contains a handful of words that we do not use much today. Let’s 

start with “grand depositum.” Wesley meant that God had depos-

ited or entrusted Methodism with something of great worth and 

importance. Propagating means to spread or pass on to others. 

So, Wesley was saying that God had entrusted Methodism with 

something specifi c of great worth and importance. And God 

raised up Methodism in order to spread what God has entrusted 

to us to as many other people as possible.

Wesley identifi ed the key thing that God gave to Methodists 

as a specifi c doctrine or teaching. So, what is this doctrine? Entire 

sanctifi cation or Christian perfection is the grand depositum that 

God has given to us. This book is an attempt to bring entire sanc-

tifi cation back to the forefront of Methodism. 

Entire sanctifi cation is the doctrine that defi nes Methodism’s auda-
cious optimism that the grace of God saves us entirely, to the uttermost.

I hope to convince you that this grand depositum is still the 

reason God raised up Methodists. Methodism exists in order to 

preach, teach, and proclaim the bold optimism that the grace of 

God is able to bring full salvation to everyone. Methodism sepa-

rated from this core teaching has no future. If Methodism focuses 

once again on this grand depositum, it will fi nd new life and fresh 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit in its midst. 

We have the opportunity to recover this powerful truth 

and again present it to a world desperate for hope and healing. 

How exciting!

Before we go any farther, let me say a word about what I 

mean by “Methodist” or “Methodism” in this book. This book 

is for everyone who at some point traces their spiritual lineage 

back to John Wesley, the founder of Methodism. It is probably 
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most obvious that this includes denominations that have the 

word Methodist in their names, such as the United Methodist 

Church2 or the African Methodist Episcopal Church. I also have 

members of the Holiness Movement in mind, like the Wesleyan 

Church, the Free Methodist Church, Church of God (Anderson), 

Church of the Nazarene, and the Salvation Army. But this is still 

not the full extent of the Methodist family. I am also thinking 

of members of the global Pentecostal movement whose under-

standing of a second work of grace and baptism of the Holy Spirit 

can be traced back to John Wesley and the doctrine of entire 

sanctifi cation. When Pentecostalism is taken into consideration, 

we are talking about well more than a billion (yes, billion with a 

“b”) Christians today who can trace their heritage back to Wesley 

and early Methodism.

Methodism’s signifi cance within the body of Christ is often 

underestimated or overlooked. But we are a powerful movement 

of the Holy Spirit that has brought not only forgiveness of sins 

through faith in Christ, but also freedom from the power of sin 

and an outpouring of holy love in countless lives over the past 

three centuries. Methodism has been the most Spirit-fi lled in our 

history when people have leaned into our grand depositum and 

wrestled with God to help people receive the blessing of entire 

sanctifi cation. When Methodists have lowered their expectations 

of what God can do in this life, spiritual and numeric decline 

have followed.

God did not raise us up to lower expectation for what is 

possible through the work of Jesus Christ. We have been brought 

to life to tell the world that “it is God’s will that you should be 

sanctifi ed” (1 Thess. 4:3a). And God is able to do what he wants 

to do in us!
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Why Are We Here? 

These are trying times for Wesley’s spiritual heirs. All who trace 

their spiritual lineage back to John Wesley are facing sustained 

challenges in a variety of ways. Despite these real and serious 

challenges, I feel excitement and a growing sense of anticipation. 

I have an expectation in my spirit that the living God is going to 

do an (old) new thing.

Unsettled and even chaotic times can provide an opportu-

nity for reevaluation. They can bring clarity. Diffi  cult seasons can 

bring renewed focus on the reason a group exists. This is a great 

time to seek clarity about a basic question: Why are we here?

I am convinced that there is one main reason we exist: to preach, 
teach, and help people receive the gift of entire sanctifi cation. This 

is the reason God fi rst breathed life into Methodism. And this is 

the reason I have hope God will breathe life into our churches 

once again.

Return3

Like many of you, I’ve been praying. I’ve been asking God to 

break through. I’ve been wrestling with what faithfulness looks 

like in this time and in this place. And I’ve been hearing the word 

return. The fi rst time I heard that word, my mind was going in so 

many diff erent directions I wasn’t sure what it meant. But as I’ve 

kept hearing return, the mist and confusion have been clearing 

away and one particular Scripture passage has stood out:

Thus says the Lord:

Stand at the crossroads, and look,

and ask for the ancient paths,
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where the good way lies; and walk in it,

and fi nd rest for your souls. 

But they said, “We will not walk in it.” (Jer. 6:16 NRSV) 

It is time for the people called Methodists and all of John 

Wesley’s spiritual heirs to return to the ancient path that Wesley 

referred to as the “grand depositum” of “the people called 

Methodists.” Lest we respond like those who heard Jeremiah: 

“But they said, ‘We will not walk in it.’” 

The grand depositum of Methodism was the doctrine of 

entire sanctifi cation, or Christian perfection. The mission of 

Methodism in Britain and in the United States was initially to 

“spread scriptural holiness.” Holiness, or sanctifi cation, was the 

core focus and purpose of the people called Methodists. Wesley 

understood holiness to be an ongoing process of becoming more 

and more like Jesus, loving God and neighbor to the exclu-

sion of sin. Entire sanctifi cation (which will also be referred to 

as Christian perfection or full salvation here) was the goal of 

ongoing growth in holiness. So, what exactly is entire sanctifi -

cation? In A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, Wesley gave a 

succinct defi nition:

(1) That Christian perfection is that love of God and our 

neighbor, which implies deliverance from all sin. (2) That 

this is received merely by faith. (3) That it is given instan-

taneously, in one moment. (4) That we are to expect it, not 

at death, but every moment; that now is the accepted time, 

now is the day of this salvation.4

The goal for Wesley and his followers was to actually live the 

kind of life that Scripture tells us is possible by the grace of God 

in Christ Jesus. This determination was expressed most boldly 
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in the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation. This teaching was the 

grand depositum that God gave to Wesley and those who went 

before us. 

It is time to return, to recommit to steward what has been 

entrusted to those who follow in the footsteps of Wesley and the 

fi rst Methodists.

The Stakes Are High

I am convinced that any form of Methodism that is not clearly 

connected to the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation has no future. 

Any new movements or expressions of Methodism must place 

our grand depositum at the center of our faith and practice. I am 

equally convinced that if we as a people recommit ourselves to 

this grand depositum, God will breathe new life into our move-

ment out of love for a desperate and hurting world.

Here is what I see as being at stake for us today: We live 

in a world where many are desperate for hope and healing. 

Many have a quiet desperation that comes from the numbness 

and pseudo connections that have developed from spending 

too much time connected to our screens and far too little time 

connecting in person in life-giving relationships. Many are 

desperate because they know that their lives are going in direc-

tions that are not going to end well, but they are not able to stop. 

Many are depressed, discouraged, and simply without hope. The 

list could go on.

In this reality, our calling is to preach the full gospel. We 

have the good news of Jesus Christ. The gospel of Jesus not 

only brings forgiveness and pardon; the gospel brings hope and 

healing. Through faith in the amazing grace of God, we can be 
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forgiven and reconciled to God. This is, indeed, good news. But 

there is more! God doesn’t want to just forgive us, he also wants 

to off er us power and freedom over the ways of sin and death. 

We need not limp through this life, defeated, merely surviving. 

No! “We are more than conquerors through him who loved us” 

(Rom. 8:37 NRSV)! 

We can be saved to the uttermost!

Jesus Is Able

There should not be a church in any of our communities that has 

a more audacious and bold optimism of what God’s grace can do 

in the lives of every single person than churches that trace their 

roots back to John Wesley. Entire sanctifi cation is not an abstract 

idea or merely a theory. 

Not at all! 

Entire sanctifi cation is the fruit that comes from knowing 

a person—Jesus, our risen Lord. Jesus saves. Jesus rescues. Jesus 

heals. He has done these things before and he will do them again!

There is still Living Water here. 

As we unplug the well of entire sanctifi cation and invite 

people to drink deeply from it, we will see fruit. We will see lives 

undone by the love of God that has been poured out over the 

world in Jesus Christ. We will see lives mended and made whole. 

We can unplug this well now and off er the Water that is already 

in it today to the people in our communities.

For those confused by my connection of Methodism to 

Pentecostalism, it may be helpful to realize that John Fletcher 

(1729–1785) was a key spokesperson for John Wesley during 

Wesley’s lifetime. (Fletcher actually died before Wesley, though 
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he was younger than him.) When Fletcher wrote about the 

possibilities of entire sanctifi cation or Christian perfection, he 

often referred to it as baptism in the Holy Spirit (or Holy Ghost). 

This language echoed through the generations until the second 

blessing of entire sanctifi cation was picked up in the beginnings 

of Pentecostalism and found new life and new development.

Once Pentecostalism became a major movement, baptism 

in the Holy Spirit quickly became associated, if not synony-

mous, with the Pentecostal emphasis on speaking in tongues. 

One way this is seen in Methodist history was when the Church 

of the Nazarene changed the fi rst part of their original name, 

Pentecostal Church of the Nazarene, once it became clear that 

“Pentecostal” was fi rmly connected to glossolalia in most people’s 

minds. Nazarenes did not embrace the Pentecostal emphasis on 

speaking in tongues as a sign of a second blessing of being fi lled 

with the Spirit. Despite this diff erent emphasis, the two tradi-

tions nevertheless have the same theological roots.

One of the foremost historians of the Holiness-Pentecostal 

tradition, Vinson Synan, has argued that, “Pentecostalism was 

basically a modifi ed ‘second blessing’ Methodist spirituality that 

was pioneered by John Wesley and passed down to his followers 

in the holiness movement, out of which came the modern 

Pentecostal movement.”5 

Before those of us who are not connected to Pentecostal 

churches are too quick to reject Pentecostalism as a part of our 

extended family, we would do well to remember that ecstatic 

experiences were common in early Methodism. Methodists 

would often experience things that looked nearly identical to 

what would today be described as falling out or being slain in 

the Spirit. The Holy Spirit often showed up in surprising and 
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unpredictable ways when Methodists gathered for worship! We 

will see multiple examples of this in the following pages.

One of the best-known examples occurred less than a year 

after John Wesley’s famous experience that happened on May 24, 

1738, at Aldersgate Street. 

Wesley and a variety of key leaders (including George 

Whitefi eld and Charles Wesley) in the beginning of the Methodist 

revival in England were meeting together at the Fetter Lane 

Society for a love feast on New Year’s Eve. A love feast was a time 

of sharing a light meal and testifying to how they had seen God 

at work in their lives. There were about sixty people who had 

gathered together to pray and testify to the goodness of God. And 

then the Holy Spirit came upon them in a powerful and unex-

pected way. Here is John Wesley’s account of what happened:

About three in the morning, as we were continuing instant 

in prayer, the power of God came mightily upon us, inso-

much that many cried out for exceeding joy, and many fell 

to the ground. As soon as we were recovered a little from 

that awe and amazement at the presence of his majesty, 

we broke out with one voice, “We praise thee, O God; we 

acknowledge thee to be the Lord.”6

This account sounds like what Pentecostals and charismatics 

would describe as “falling out” under the power of the Holy Spirit.

And many Wesleyans and Methodists who are desperate 

for God to do a new work in their lives are encountering God in 

powerful, supernatural, and life-changing ways today. I have seen 

this myself at Seedbed’s New Room Conference, which started 

meeting annually in September 2014. God has been present in 

powerful and life-changing ways at New Room, with powerful 
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manifestations of the Holy Spirit. A host of testimonies have 

come out of New Room of people who have experienced inner 

healing, physical healing, and freedom from addiction, as well 

as people being fi lled with the Holy Spirit. It has been a place of 

renewal, restoration, and healing.7 

It is not surprising that this conference started with a core 

commitment to lift up the full gospel.

The yearly Aldersgate Conference is another place where 

people hungry for more of God are being fi lled with God’s pres-

ence. It was at an Aldersgate Conference in Tulsa, Oklahoma, that 

a close friend of mine went to the event, by his own account, a bit 

of a skeptic. But the Lord met him there and delivered him from 

a long-term addiction to chewing tobacco. As of this writing, he 

has not used tobacco in well over a year.8

It is always risky to mention specifi c examples like these in a 

book like this. They tend to become dated quickly and then date 

the book itself. I share these here, despite that risk, to illustrate 

that people are hungry for encounters with the living God today, 

just as they were in eighteenth-century Methodism. And though 

these may soon be outdated, new expressions will doubtless arise 

to replace them.

A Road Map for the Rest of This Book

Okay, I hope I have your attention! My goal is straightforward: I 

want to convince you to boldly press into our grand depositum. 

The central importance of Christian perfection in the history 

of Methodism is not just a theoretical idea, it is a doctrine that many 

Methodists experienced and testifi ed to with joy and exultation. 



13A Cr is is  of  Ident i ty—We Have Forgotten Who We Are

The rest of this book is divided into two main parts. The fi rst 

part gives you a sense of the central place of the doctrine of entire 

sanctifi cation for John Wesley and the fi rst Methodists. You will 

encounter several testimonies of Christians who experienced full 

salvation. These demonstrate that this was a living word for those 

who have gone before us. I hope they will also awaken a desire 

in you to press in with God in prayer to seek all that God has for 

you. The decline of entire sanctifi cation in Methodist theology 

and experience will also be briefl y discussed in order to help us 

understand where we are. 

The second part is intended to deepen our understanding 

of what exactly it is that we are after. What is and is not meant 

by entire sanctifi cation? And how can we receive this precious 

gift today?

If you are satisfi ed with your life and content with where you 

are, then this book may not be for you. But if you have a sense 

that God has more for you, then this book is for you. If you know 

that part of your life is not the way that God intends for it to be 

and if you are hungry and thirsty for more of God, this book is for 
you. If you are desperate and ready to experience, as my friend 

J. D. Walt often says, the rest of the gospel—then this book is most 
defi nitely for you.

Now is always the time to boldly pursue all that God has for 

us. Methodists have left our theological heritage in a musty base-

ment or in a forgotten chest in the attic for far too long. It is 

time to retrieve and receive the grand depositum that God has so 

graciously given to us.

As I’ve written these pages, I’ve worried that I may seem 

negative or pessimistic about the future. Please know that I have 
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written this book with a deep hope and optimism for what is 

possible by the grace of God.

I am a Methodist because I believe, by the grace of God 

and the power of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, that we can 

experience complete freedom from sin and death now. I am a 

Methodist because I believe we have been entrusted with the 

most audacious, bold, and positive vision for the possibilities of 

transformation that are available on this side of Easter. 

I am a Methodist because I do not believe that the Christian 

life must be one of futility or frustration, where one does the best 

one can but is not able to completely give one’s life in obedience 

to Christ. By faith in Jesus, all who are created in the image of God 

can experience not only the joy of having our sin canceled, but 

the deeper joy of experiencing God break the power of canceled 

sin, as Charles Wesley so eloquently put it.

Teaching and preaching the possibility of being made perfect 

in love for God and neighbor, and seeking to actually become 

entirely sanctifi ed are the reasons Methodism was raised up.

May we remember who we are and why the Holy Spirit 

brought us to life!

Come, Holy Spirit, breathe life into your people once more.



15A Cr is is  of  Ident i ty—We Have Forgotten Who We Are

Small Group Discussion Guide

My hope is that this book will serve not only as an individual 

resource for greater understanding of the doctrine of entire sanc-

tifi cation and its central role in Methodist theology, but that it 

will also be used in small groups to study Methodism’s grand 

depositum. More important, I hope people will come together to 

support, encourage, and pray for one another, pressing into the 

heart of God for complete salvation.

In hopes of facilitating group discussion, a guide is included 

at the end of each chapter. There will be a handful of discus-

sion questions to help kickstart your conversation and to further 

explore the concepts in the book.

Throughout the history of Methodism, many denomina-

tions have asked a series of questions of those who are pursuing 

ordained ministry. Three of the fi rst four questions relate 

specifi cally to the doctrine of entire sanctifi cation, or Christian 

perfection. They are:

Are you going on to perfection?

Do you expect to be made perfect in love in this life?

Are you earnestly striving after perfection in love?9 

Since this book is intended to not merely be about an idea, 

but to encourage the pursuit of entire sanctifi cation, the fi nal 

question each week focuses on your own pursuit of entire sancti-

fi cation. This guide, then, will give each group member a chance 

to weigh in on the extent to which they have been earnestly 

striving after perfection in love. 

The point of this last question is not to try to outdo one 

another. It is to provide a place to tell the truth in hopes of 
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lovingly encouraging each other to take the next step in pursuing 

all that God has for us. I know in my own life there have been 

times when my honest answer to that question would have been: 

“No, I have not been earnestly striving after perfection in love.” If 

that is where you are, it is good to be honest. Progress starts with 

an honest and realistic assessment of where you are before you 

can move forward. The goal of this question is mutual support 

and encouragement to see God break through and to receive the 

gift of full salvation.

Open with a Prayer

Introductions (15 minutes) 
During this time, group members should introduce themselves 

to each other, as necessary. Begin by sharing what made each 

person interested in reading this book.

Questions for Discussion (30 minutes) 
1. What have your expectations been for your life as a follower of 

Jesus Christ? How did this chapter impact those expectations?

2. Do you fi nd that the particular part of the broad Methodist 

tradition that you are in is experiencing a crisis of identity? If 

not, how would you describe that identity? If so, what are the 

key convictions that are needed in order for your community 

to rediscover its identity in Christ?

3. What was most challenging to you about this chapter? Were 

you more energized or eager to learn and experience more in 

this chapter?
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Are you earnestly striving after perfection in love? 
(10 minutes) 
Each group member should be given an opportunity to answer 

this question each week. For the fi rst few weeks, it might be 

helpful to frame the question in this way: On a scale of 1–10, how 

earnest have you been in striving after perfection in love?

Close with a Prayer


