WESLEY ON IMPUTATION: A TRULY
RECKONED REALITY OR ANTINOMIAN
POLEMICAL WRECKAGE?

WooDrRow W. WHIDDEN

THE REFORMED REACTION

Protestants have long been uncomfortable with Wesley's understanding of justifi-
cation by faith. The usual suspicions surface with whispers of “pelagianism,” “syner-
gism,” "Romanist moralism,” and “legalism.” In his own time he was under close
scrutiny from the Calvinistic wing of the Evangelical Revival. Such scrutiny erupted
into a storm of protest with the publication of the infamous “1770 Minutes.” These
“Minutes” have received most of the attention of Wesleyan scholars as they have
sought to assess the genuineness of Wesley's Protestant credentials.!

A SEEMINGLY ANOMALOUS STATEMENT

What is somewhat surprising is the almost total lack of attention given to
Wesley's negative, delimiting comments on “faith alone” in the “first fully positive
exposition of his ‘new’ sotenology”>—his sermon entitled “Justification by Faith.”
After plainly stating that justification “is not being made actually just and righteous,”
Wesley gives this troubling, anomalous qualifier:

Least of all does justification imply that God is deceived in those whom he jus-
tifies; that he thinks them to be what in fact they are not, that he accounts
them to be otherwise than they are. It does by no means imply that God
judges concerning us contrary to the real nature of things, that he esteems us
better than we really are, or believes us righteous when we are unrighteous.
Surely no. The judgment of the allwise God is always according to truth.
Neither can it ever consist with his unetring wisdom to think that I am inno-
cent, to judge that I am nghteous or holy, because another is so. He can no
more in this manner confound me with Christ than with David or Abraham.
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Let any man to whom Cod hath given understanding weigh this without prejudice,
and he cannot but perceive that such a notion of justification is neither reconcilable
to reason nor Scripture.’

This statement seems to imply that “justification” does make the believer “actually just
and righteous” As if the point is not made forcibly enough, later in this same sermon
(while dealing directly with justification as accounted or imputed righteousness) Wesley
reiterates the above point:

... the very moment that God giveth faith (for ‘it is the gift of God) to the ‘ungod-
ly, ‘that worketh not, that ‘faith is counted to him for righteousness. He hath no
righteousness at all antecedent to this, not so much as negative righteousness or
innocence. But ‘faith is imputed to him for righteousness’ the very moment that he
believeth. Not that God (as was observed before) thinketh him to be what he is not
(emphasis supplied). But as ‘he made Christ to be sin for us’ (that is, treated him as
a sinner, punished him for our sins), so he counteth us righteous from the time we
believe in him (that is, he doth not punish us for our sins, yea, treats us as though
we were guiltless and righteous).®

In other literary settings, Wesley had some similar cautions about imputation:

Do not dispute for that particular phrase “the imputed righteousness of Christ.” 1t is
not scnptural” it is not necessary.... It has done immense hurt. | have had abundant
proof that the frequent use of this unnecessary phrase, instead of “furthering men's
progress in vital holiness ” has made them satisfied without any holiness at all.®

After his initial qualifiers, cited above from the Sermon “Justification by Faith” Wesley
proceeds {in the next paragraph) to give a rather deceptively brief and simple definition of
justification: “The plain scriptural notion of justification is pardon, the forgiveness of sins. "
What then is to be made of Wesley's understanding of imputed, or reckoned righteous:
ness in the setting of his teachirig on justification?

WESLEY'S SOTERIOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

First of all it needs to be understood that Wesley had not confined his thinking on sal-
vation to the Westem, or Latin “juridical’ Tradition, but had drawn on the “therapeutic”
themes so common to the Eastern Tradition. For Wesley, God is not only interested in
legal pardon, but healing participation'® and many (especially those in the Calvinist wing
of the Evangelical Revival) had a hard time dealing with what appeared to them to be jus-
tification by infused righteousness (they smelled the odious scent of Rome and Trent).

Furthermore, Wesley was not thinking of the experience of salvation so much in terms
of an ordo salutis but much more as a via salufis,. Maddox has succinctly summed up this
perspective: “Justification is not a stage that we leave behind to enter sanctification, it is a
facet of God's saving grace permeating the entire Way of Salvation.”"" In other words, the
experience of salvation is conceived more as a continuous, related process than as an
order of discrete events. This inter-dependent process certainly involves legal standing and
forensic reckoning, but such standing is always the baseline that enables sanctifying partici-
pation in the righteousness of God.

Bad bl
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A PosITIvE DERINITION OF JUSTIFICATION

Before we begin an interpretation of Wesley's polemic against “imputation” (especially
as given in the above cited passages from the sermon “Justification by Faith”), a brief
review of his positive understanding of Justification is needed.

As has already been mentioned, Wesley's most simple and straightforward definition
of justification is “pardon.” It is pardon for penitent sinners who exercise “trusting” faith in
the merits of Christ’s death. Such pardon “covers,”” or remits not only the sins of the past,
but also the sin which ‘remains” in believers after justification takes place concurrent with
the “New Birth."

Furthermore, God's justifying merit and pardoning righteousness are also needed to
effectually deal with the sins “improper” of those who have been perfected in love. In
other words, there 1§ never a time on the via salusis that the redeemed are without the
need for pardon and the “imputation” of nighteousness granted in justification.'

So what drives Wesley in his polemic against “imputation”? If even those perfected in
love still need justification, he certainly cannot be understood to be teaching some
Tridentine version of justification—salvation by infused righteouness.” But taken at face
value, one can certainly see why the forensic, juridically oriented Calvinists would so
stoutly oppose Wesley.

IMPORTANT EXPLANATORY CLUES

The major explanatory clues to Wesley's chary view of “imputed righteousness” reveal
themselves in his suspicions concerning the antinomian or quietistic directions taken by
many who advocated such “righteousness.” Every major interpreter of Wesley has point-
ed this out.* As Wesley himself noted, “the frequent use of this unnecessary phrase,
instead of ‘furthering men’s progress in vital holiness, has made them satisfied without
any holiness at all.”"?

When Wesley speaks of imputation, he always seems to sense the ominous specter of
quietistic Moravianism or hyper-Calvinism lurking about; the inevitable outcome was
thought to be the ruination of sanctificationist aspirations.”® Such doctrinal or practical
antinomianism receives far greater polemical attention from Wesley than the scholastic
cadences of Trent.

Even if quietistic and antinomian threats are conceded, Wesley's troubling qualifiers in
regard to “imputed righteousness” certainly make it appear that he was headed back to
Rome. But if it was not a beckoning Trent that Wesley was touting, what was he attempt-
ing to convey in these anomalous qualifiers?

First of all it is obvious that Wesley was speaking of the believer’s life of active partici-
pation in God's righteousness. Here he clearly wanted to distinguish justification from
sanctification—in opposition to the English Moravians. Neither can he be charged with
confusing these two as Trent did (in traditional Augustinian fashion).” So when Wesley
says that justification does not “imply that God is deceived in those whom he justifies” or
that He “judges concerning us contrary to the real nature of things ... or believes us nght-
eous when we are unrighteous,” he has primary reference to those who are converted
and enjoying sanctifying grace ®® He is not referring to the pre-conversion sins of the
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regenerate. What he is saying is that the believer does not have the option of any reality
which gives carte blanche to presumptuous sin.

Certainly God has to reckon penitent sinners condemned by their history of past sins
to be “righteous when” they were “unrighteous.” The very nature of forgiveness involves a
covering, a reckoning, or crediting which is “contrary to the real nature of things” and that
God "believes us righteous” when we were “unrighteous.” Wesley was simply too logical
to deny such a view of imputation or pardon for sins that are past: the past is reckoned to
be something other than sinful!

Some have objected to this understanding of Wesley on imputation by suggesting
Wesley did deny that peritent sinners are “reckoned” or "accounted” to be something
they in reality are not. It is claimed that such justified sinners are only seen as forgiven.

WESLEY ON ATONEMENT AND IMPUTATION

1 would suggest that one key to understanding Wesley on imputation lies in his view of
the Atonement Among Wesleyan interpreters, there seems to be general agreement that
he did see the death of Christ as providing “satisfaction” to the justice of God There is gen-
eral agreement (at least in the use of substitutionary termirology) that the death of Christ
was a substitute for the sinners just deserts. Not all are agreed, however, that such “satisfac-
tion” enables God to “substitute” the “life” {active righteousness) of Christ for the occasional
or incidental failings of the penitent. The argument seems to be that “satisfaction” only sug-
gests that Christ has sufficiertly satisfied divine justice to the extent that God can forgive
and pardon sinners. Such pardon, however, does not require “substitution” of Christ's
“active righteousness” in order for God to be seen as “just” in justifying the ungodly.

Perhaps the issue could be clarified this way: in the substitutionary model of imputa-
tion (which includes Christ's “active righteousness”), penitent sinners who trust the merits
of Christ are constantly reckoned as perfect (both in their past and present lives) and the
only way for them to lose such constant reckoning is to persistently break faith with
Christ. Using the “satisfaction,” pardon model, imputation would look like this: forgiveness
for sins (both of nature and acts) is constantly available, but must somehow be constantty
applied for by penitent ones experiencing salvation. Granted, God does not immediately
consign those with sins) to damnation, but they must consciously apply for pardon or
face the loss of their salvation.

Possibly the differences can be illustrated this way: struggling believers could be likened
to high wire or trapeze artists; they have the option of performing with or without a safety
net undemeath. For the substitutionary model, the safety net is always undemeath the
faithful and one has to consciously move out of faith relationship with Christ to have such
a net removed; but for the “satisfaction,” pardon model, the incidentally falling performers
must somehow appeal for the safety net to be put in place before they crash (through sin).

1 would suggest, that outside of the deterministic contexts of the Reformed views, both
models could be appropriate for Wesley, even though the “satisfaction,” pardon model
seems to fit better in Wesley's polemical contexts.

ANOMALOUS STATEMENTS INTERPRETED
So what does he mean when he says that it can never “consist with (God's) unerring
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wisdom to think that I am innocent, to judge that [ am righteous or holy, because another
is 50”72

What he seemed to be getting at was that those with justifying, regenerating faith are
really just and holy in the sense that they have an obedient attitude, a sincere initention to
do the right thing (though Wesley does not imply that such attitudes are in any sense
meritorious—only evidential of the pardon received). Furthermore, ot only do they have
good intentions, they also have a qualified “holiness”—good actions and growth in charac-
ter as the normal fruit of genuine faith.”

Such a righteous reality (including both intentions and fruitful obedience) stands in
clear contrast to the attitude of the presumptuously “saved” antinomian who uses the
concept of the constant imputation of Christ’s righteousness as a pretext for excusing siri.?*
It was this view of imputation, which seemed more often than not to wear the colors of
Calvinistic determinism, that Wesley usuaily had in his sights.

BACKGROUND OF THE WESTERN DEBATE

A brief explanation of the background of the soteriological debates in Western
Christianity should help illuminate the meaning and function of imputation as it was
understood by these warring Evangelicals with their differing interpretations of the role of
imputed righteousness.

Briefly stated, the polemics wert like this:*> the Reformed Scholastic Tradition viewed
the death of Christ as the “formal” cause of justification, whereas Wesley (with Trent and
the Anglican Tradition) saw the death of Christ as the “meritorious” cause. If the death of
Christ is the “formal” cause (understood in scholastic terms as the actual immediate, or
formative cause of some desired effect), then there are only two alternatives: particular
election (hence the double predestination of Calvin and the Reformed Tradition) or uni-
versalism (inimical to both Arminian and Reformed Evangelicals).

Since Wesley sought a middle way between Trent's infused righteousness (Trent’s for-
mal cause of justification) and Reformed Scholasticism’s predestinarian determinism, he
opted for the view that the death of Christ was the meritorious cause of justification and
the formal cause was declared to be the universally offered grace of God which pardons
us by virtue of the merits of Christ. Thereby (Wesley) could insist that we never “eam” or
“deserve” God's pardoning favor, without calling into question our responsibility to respond
to God's gracious acceptarice.”®

In other words, “the real nature of things” which God sees is human responsiveness to
grace, not only justifying, but also sanictifying grace. And if one is only responding with a
nor-participatory species of faith, God is not “deceived” by such a presumptuous species
of unreality.

IMPUTATION AND THE SINS OF THE PAST

Furthermore, given Wesley’s more Anglican view that the formal cause of justification
is freely offered grace, it could well be that Wesley conceived of imputation (in the on-
going expenence of faithful, responsive participation) as always dealing only with the “sins”
of the past” Here Wesley has in mind both the sins of the believer's pre-conversion past
and the immediate “past” incidental sins of the partictpating faithful (both the justified and
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the perfected). In other words, Christ’s justifying merits are always seen as available to
those participating in the covenant; but they are never feckoned in the sense of being a
faikproof, ittemissible state of imputation. Such a failproof experience is simply contrary
to real spiritual reality,

Although Wesley never addresses this issue directly, it does seem clear that he would
not take the position that the moment a true believer sins (properly or improperly), that
moment the believer is out of saving relationship with Christ. Such a “yo-yo” version of
salvation seems contrary to Wesley's deeply relational vision of Christian experience. Such
a behavioristic conception of the life of faith (one moment you are in and one moment
you are out—depending on your latest failure or success in the battle with sin) just does
not seem to resonate with Wesley's grace saturated vision of the via sajutis.”®

But make no mistake about it, what Wesley wants t0 negatively convey by these seem-
ingly anomalous polemics over imputation (especially in his sermon on “Justification by
Faith”) is that a willful, habitual indulgence in sin of any type will sooner or later cause the
loss of salvation—both for the newly justified and those with fullness of faith. The positive
message seems to be that Jesus’ offer of forgiveness and pardon, through His priestly inter-
cession, is constantly available—but only to those who are patticipating in such a way that
leaves them open to the expetience of on-going penitence and dynamic growth in grace.
Anything else is a perversion of imputation and is not in the realm of saving veality.

CONCLUSION

For Wesley, the reality of imputation dealt mainly with the sins of the past: sinners are
reckoned to be something which in reality they are not, ie, in Christ they are counted
sinless, though their records testify otherwise. Thus imputation is a reckoned reality; but
imputation is not a reality that may be viewed as a cover for attitudes and dispositions
that would tolerate sin in any form. Thus Wesley's polemics, far from wrecking his urider-
standing of objectively reckoned justification, seeks to point to a truer reality: cheap grace
and true justification cannot really co-exist on the via salutis where the nature of saving
grace is always participatory, not just detached mental assent. Is pardon constantly avail-
able to believers travelling this way? Of course it is, but only to those who are truly
eschewing the sin which necessitates such pardon.
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