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INTRODUCTION 

John Wesley and George Whitefield are two names synonymous with Christian 

revival both in England and across the Atlanta in the then fledgling British colonies.  One 

cannot discuss the American theological development without intensively studying these 

spiritual giants.  Yet over the years the portrayal of both has become increasingly 

distorted.  Disciples and proponents of each tend to exalt their respective heroes to 

heights that likely would have made both cringe.  By contrast, they also tend to somewhat 

vilify the other.  The gaping rift that now exists between the two began with a 

controversy which eventually resulted in a temporary friendship break.  The subject of 

predestination proved to be the issue which led to a split over irreconcilable theological 

differences.  This paper will exam the theological differences and commonalities between 

the two concerning the issue of predestination.  Due to the brevity of space, the paper will 

specifically analyze Wesley’s views in light of Whitefield’s Calvinist stance.   

Thesis Statement 

John Wesley’s and George Whitefield’s respective views of predestination and 

grace arose from fundamental differences in their understandings of the total depravity of 

mankind.   
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The two front runners of the transatlantic revival could not have been more 

different.  They came from different circumstances, different family composures, 

different religious exposures, and different means.  Yet, the thing which would bind them 

closely together was their common faith in God.  Ironically, it would also be a dispute 

over defining the particulars of having faith in God that would eventually lead them to go 

separate directions.  In the end, it would be their common faith and united desire to see 

all men given the opportunity to respond to the gospel that would also reunite them.  

John Wesley – Dynamic Leader 

If there is one thing about John Wesley that critics agree upon, it is that he was a 

born leader.  He was not the dynamic speaker that Whitefield was, but his energetic 

passion compensated for his average sermon delivery.  Wesley was first to direct a 

spiritual movement and he was never more in his natural form then when at the helm. 

John Wesley was born nearly 11 years prior to George Whitefield.  His parents 

were deeply convinced of the need to rear their children to love and follow the Bible.
1
  It 

is somewhat surprising to see the strong spiritual influence John’s mother, Susanna, had 

on him.  Yet, historians recognize that his mother was the one who primarily reared the 

children not only physically, but also spiritually.
2
  One reason for this was the oft absence 

                                                 

1 Ian J. Maddock, Men of One Book: A Comparison of Two Methodist Preachers, 

John Wesley and George Whitefield (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2011), 2. 

2 Mark A. Noll, The Rise of Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and 

the Wesleys (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2003), 66-68. 
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of Samuel Wesley.  The elder Wesley was heavily involved in church societal work; a 

task that John eventually helped him undertake for a period of time.
3
 

Wesley’s exposure to the idea of Christian gatherings and small groups likely had 

a tremendous influence on how John would later shape the structure of Methodism.  In 

addition to societal volunteer involvement, both his parents and he were heavily 

influenced by the bevy of literature promoting a lifestyle of purity within social groups.
4
  

Eventually this led John’s younger brother, Charles, to begin gathering together with a 

few other likeminded men on the campus of Oxford.  When John rejoined the college 

after a slight absence, the natural leader within led him to assume control of the dubbed 

“Holy Club”.
5
 

John Wesley’s rapid assumption of leadership within the Oxford Holy Club aptly 

illustrates his personality.  He had a heart for and a natural talent to lead.  In the later 

years, it would be Whitefield who launched field preaching.  Wesley was slower to jump 

upon this bandwagon.  Yet, Whitefield, more of a wandering soul, was the first to hand 

over leadership to Wesley on route to America.
6
  His penchant for organization and 

leadership is also reflected in the structure of Methodism as well as in Wesley’s 

conviction toward discipleship.
7
               

                                                 

3 The particular society of choice was the Society for Promoting Christian 

Knowledge (SPCK).  Noll, 67 & 81. 

4 Noll, 67-68. 

5 Noll, 68. 

6 Thomas S. Kidd, George Whitefield: America's Spiritual Founding Father 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 70-71. 

7 Maddock, 81-82. 
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George Whitefield – Gifted Orator 

The strengths of George Whitefield were undeniably different from those of John 

Wesley.  Like Wesley, his upbringing heavily contributed.  Whitefield largely grew up in 

a single parent household.  His father died while George was an infant and his stepfather 

was largely absent.
8
  From a relatively early age, Whitefield took a keen interest in the 

theater.  His experience in drama would later shape his abilities as a gifted speaker.
9
  

Whitefield grew up in a very different social level than Wesley.  Instead of 

coming from a comfortable living environment, George spent many years under the 

impression that a university degree was out of the question financially.  In the end, he 

was only able to attend Oxford through a student work program.
10

  Yet, the decision to 

attend Oxford brought him in contact with Charles Wesley, the Holy Club, and 

eventually with John Wesley.  This also would be the period of his life when Whitefield 

would come to a saving knowledge of Christ.  While George Whitefield would begin his 

spiritual journey under the tutorage of John Wesley, in a twist of roles, the student would 

eventually become the teacher.  It was Whitefield that first experienced rebirth spiritually 

and it was he who would launch into the revival scene first.
11

     

The oratory skills of George Whitefield extended beyond the religious 

community.  His long term friendship with Benjamin Franklin is well documented 

despite Franklin never moving any closer to Christianity than deism.  Crowd estimates 

                                                 

8 Kidd, 10-12. 

9 Kidd, 14-15. 

10 Kidd, 18-19. 

11 Noll, 86-87 & 95-96. 
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were often cited to be in the tens of thousands.  In a day and time when speaking was 

done without the help of technology, this is a very remarkable feature.  Biographer 

Joseph Belcher comments that even from the very early stages of Whitefield’s ministry, 

his preaching “excited an unusual degree of attention among persons of all ranks.”
12

 

The difference in the skill sets of the two men is also reflected in their ministry 

styles.  There is no question that both were fully committed to preaching the Word of 

God.  However, Whitefield saw his specific calling to be more on the evangelist end of 

the spiritual spectrum.  As already noted, Wesley saw discipleship to also be a critical 

component of his ministry.  Certainly both would have agreed that evangelism and 

discipleship are essential.  However, their particular emphasis was slightly different 

which likely is a reflection of their skill sets. 

EXAMINATION OF PREDESTINATION THEOLOGIES 

Having considered some of the background for both men, this paper will turn its 

attention on the theological similarities and differences between the two men.  John 

Wesley broke with the status quo of his time by throwing his weight in with the rising 

Arminian camp.  George Whitefield stayed true to the Calvinistic tendency of the local 

church.  Hence, much of the analysis will actually focus on the difference between 

Wesleyan and Calvinistic theology.  There are two reasons.  First, as mentioned 

                                                 

12 Joseph Belcher, George Whitefield (New York: American Tract Society, 

1923), 42. Reprinted in its original form by ULAN Press. 
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Whitefield did not stray far from nor go contrary to Calvinistic beliefs of the day.  

Secondly, no author is able to create a truly unbiased report.  Everyone comes with their 

personal convictions.  In no sense will I pretend to be different nor does this paper afford 

the necessary space to attempt to do so.  Hence, Wesley’s claims will be scrutinized in 

light of Calvinism. 

Free Grace Implies Free Choice 

Relatively early on in his ministry career John Wesley theologically parted ways 

with the Calvinistic bent of the Anglican Church.  The initial Methodist movement was 

always a subset of the larger church and history indicates the Wesley did not desire to 

create a new denomination, but rather to reform from within.
13

  Methodist professor 

Kenneth Collins notes that where Calvinism and Catholicism drew strong lines, Wesley 

often posturized a middle, “synergistic” understanding of Christian doctrine.
14

  

Consequently, Wesley could not agree fully with the doctrine of predestination, 

often seen as the bastion of Calvinism.  Yet interestingly enough, it is not the concept of 

election itself that Wesley cannot allow to exist.  He comments that “I allow, God may 

possibly, at some times, work irresistibly in some souls.  I believe he does.”
15

  Hence, the 

mere existence of irresistible grace being poured out upon the elect was not the issue.  

Rather, Wesley plainly admits that he finds the doctrine of reprobation unacceptable.   

                                                 

13 Don Thorsen, Calvin vs Wesley: Bringing Belief in Line with Practice 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), XVIII. 

14 Kenneth J. Collins, The Theology of John Wesley: Holy Love and the Shape of 

Grace (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 12. 

15 John Wesley, Predestination Calmly Considered, 4th ed (Bristol: William 

Pine, 1773), 64. 
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But unconditional election I cannot believe, not only because I cannot find it in 

Scripture, but also (to wave all other considerations) because it necessarily implies 

unconditional reprobation.  Find out any election which does not imply reprobation, 

and I will gladly agree to it.  But reprobation I can never agree to, while I believe 

the Scripture to be of God as being utterly irreconcilable to the whole scope and 

tenour both of the old and the new testament.
16

         

Prior to this statement, Wesley makes a strong convincing case that reprobation is 

an essential implication of the doctrine of unconditional election.  In short, if certain 

individuals are selected, that also indicates that certain individuals are deselected.  By 

passing over someone, you are also necessarily saying no to them. 

Hence, Wesley instead advocates for a cooperative means of salvation.
17

  One that 

is entirely dependent upon grace, yet entirely dependent upon man’s response at the same 

time.  As previously noted, it is in this sense that Wesley attempts to create a middle 

avenue to the polarizing opposites presented by Calvinistic and Catholic theologians.  It 

is also important to recognize that John Wesley in no way advocates any form of works 

based salvation.   

If then you say, “we attribute to God alone, the whole glory of our salvation” I 

answer, so do we too.  If you add, “Nay, but we affirm that God alone does the 

whole work, without man’s working at all,” in one sense we allow this also.  We 

allow, it is the work of God alone, to justify, to sanctify, and to glorify, which three 

comprehend the whole of salvation.  Yet we cannot allow, that man can only 

receive, and not in any wise work together with God or, that God is so the whole 

worker of our salvation, as to exclude man’s working at all.
18

  

Hence, Wesley holds strongly to the conviction of salvation apart from man’s merit.  Yet, 

at the same time, he maintains there is a sense in which this work is shared between God 

and man.  Collins notes that Wesley intentionally takes the central road by employing 

                                                 

16 Wesley, 11. 

17 Collins, 13-15. 

18 Wesley, 35.  Italics in the original. 
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terms such as “not in the same sense” and “not in the same degree” to describe the 

necessity of repentance and works to salvation.
19

       

 The climactic lynchpin which appears to hold Wesley’s delicate balancing act 

together is his understanding of grace.  For Wesley, God’s grace must be understood in a 

prevenient sense.  Hence, God’s grace is His unmerited favor whereby He graciously 

allows all men to have the opportunity to respond to the call of salvation of their own free 

will.
20

  Apart from this grace, man would not be in a position to respond to the call of 

God because of his original sin nature.  Thus, most Wesleyans view God as voluntarily 

limiting His divine sovereignty in order to not impose upon the free will of mankind.  

This limitation is not seen as a contradiction of His sovereignty.  Rather it is a means of 

allowing for both sovereignty and free will simultaneously.
21

  

 Wesley’s view of grace and election caused him to reject most of the five points 

of Calvinism.  He had issues with all but the doctrine of total depravity.  Multiple 

scholars have noted that in terms of total depravity, Wesley falls in line with John Calvin, 

Saint Augustine, Martin Luther, and other reformed theologians.
22

  However, Wesley 

cannot hold to election as being predetermined solely by the will of God (rather than His 

foreknowledge of man’s future decisions), grace as being irresistible, limited atonement, 

or the full preservation of the saints.  The major disconnect between Wesley and Calvin 

occurs between the doctrine of total depravity and the other tenants of Calvinism.   

                                                 

19 Collins, 159. 

20 Thorsen, 56. 

21 Thorsen, 49. 

22 Collins, 72. 
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Sovereignty Implies God’s Complete Control 

George Whitefield has oft been described a staunch Calvinist.
23

  In his era, this 

was not unusual since the theology of the Reformation heavily impacted England.  Prior 

to Whitefield’s birth, England underwent a series of political rebellions with spiritual 

undertones.  In particular, the battle for England falling into a Catholic nation category or 

a Reformed nation category instigated much fervor and even violence.
24

  

George Whitefield lined up theologically with John Calvin although at times he 

may have held less passionately to these doctrines.  Yet, his writings demonstrate that he 

was indeed a Calvinist preacher.  Responding very strongly to Wesley’s stance, 

Whitefield stated, “I believe in the doctrine of reprobation, that God intends to give 

saving grace through Jesus Christ, only to a certain number, and that the rest of mankind, 

after the fall of Adam, being justly left of God to continue in sin, will at last suffer that 

eternal death, which is its proper wages.”
25

  Hence we will examine Calvin’s view to 

better understand Whitefield’s.     

What is typically coined as the five points of Calvinism came about after the 

death of John Calvin.  However, none would argue that each concept can be found within 

Calvin’s Institutes.  Much of the debate surrounding the validity centers instead on the 

emphasis Calvin placed on each item.  The helpful acronym TULIP was developed in 

order to bring to mind the five points which are: Total depravity, Unconditional election, 

Limited atonement, Irresistible grace, and Perseverance of the saints. 

                                                 

23 Maddock, 9-10. 

24 Justo L. González, The Story of Christianity Volume 2: The Reformation to the 

Present Day (New York: Harper One, 2010), 193-209. 

25 Kidd, 145. 
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Total depravity refers to the state of original sin existing in every person as a 

consequence of the fall.
26

  Unconditional election is the decree from eternity past of those 

who would be selected for salvation entirely apart from any merit of their own and solely 

based upon the good pleasure of God.
27

  As already noted, reprobation is a causal effect 

of unconditional election.  Limited atonement is the doctrine that Christ’s sacrifice was 

restricted to those who are the elect.
28

  Irresistible grace describes how mankind will 

unquestionably respond to the salvific call of God.  Those who are called will be 

redeemed and none can turn down the work of God’s grace in their life.
29

  The final 

piece, the perseverance of the saints, describes how those who are justified will also be 

glorified.  None will be lost and none who are elected will perish.
30

 

Certainly multiple volumes could be, and have been, devoted to the study of each 

component of Calvin’s distinctives.  Yet, what should be emphasized is the very first 

among the list.  Properly understood, all the remaining points flow out of the doctrine of 

total depravity.  It is the state of mankind, as utterly fallen and beyond hope, that makes 

them incapable of responding in any way, shape, or form to the call of God.  Prominent 

Princeton theologian, Charles Hodge describes total depravity as something which 

“renders the soul spiritually dead, so that the natural, or unrenewed man, is entirely 

                                                 

26 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge 

(Bellingham: Logos Bible Software, 1997), II.i.5-6. 

27 Ibid, III.xxi. 

28 Ibid, III.xxi.7. 

29 Ibid, II.ii.6.  Note, for Calvin it was always termed effectual grace not 

irresistible grace.   

30 Ibid, II.iii.7-12. 
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unable of himself to do anything good in the sight of God.”
31

  This inability requires a 

transformation from an outside source as it is impossible to generate from within.  Hence, 

of his own accord man would never choose anything other than enmity toward God.  

Thus, elevating free will is nonsensical since it fails to address the real issue: a totally 

depraved will.  On the flipside, if the will is not understood to be totally depraved, then 

the subsequent doctrines will appear harsh and irreconcilable with a God of love. 

Fundamental Misconception 

In the very brief analysis of John Wesley’s views on predestination and grace in 

comparison with George Whitefield’s, it is apparent some fundamental misconceptions 

arise.  Interestingly enough, one of these Wesley soundly condemns and yet commits 

himself.  Wesley proclaims, in a tirade against those who over exult the sovereignty of 

God, “Scripture no where speaks of this single attribute [sovereignty], as separate from 

the rest.”
32

  There is no question that the Bible never depicts God as one dimensional 

with all of his characteristics flowing from a central, primary character trait.  Yet, 

ironically Wesley commits the same error in his theology by uplifting God’s love and 

grace. 

God is not a God solely or even primarily of love and grace.  He is also a holy 

God and One who sovereignly controls all things.  Wesley’s attempt to reconcile 

reprobation with logic is nothing more than fashioning a God who fits his own making.  

There is no question that Wesley was a man deeply in love with the Scripture.  But by 

                                                 

31 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (Oak Harbor: Logos Research Systems, 

Inc., 1997), 230. 

32 Wesley, 22. 
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attempting to soften the doctrine of election and redefining grace, he inevitably reads into 

Scripture rather than gleaning from it.  This is not an attempt to vindicate Calvinists or 

even Calvin himself.  Wesley is quite right to proclaim that God is never described as one 

quality, but rather the perfect consummation of all His characteristics simultaneously. 

Scripture nowhere indicates that God voluntarily limits His own sovereignty in 

order to grant man free will.  However, it does give instances of God’s ultimate control 

throughout the course of Biblical history.  The two obvious examples are the case of 

Moses and that of Esau.  The apostle Paul uses both of these as his proof for the divine 

sovereignty of God in Romans 9.  Interestingly enough, Paul brings up Wesley’s same 

concern when the apostle queries, “What shall we say then?  Is there injustice on God’s 

part?” and again “You will say to me, then, ‘Why does He still find fault?  For who can 

resist His will?’”.
33

  Merely in different phraseology Wesley echoes, “How is God good 

or loving to a reprobate, or one that is not elected?”
34

  And again, “Justice can have no 

place in rewarding or punishing mere machines, driven to and fro by an external force.”
35

  

The similarities to Paul’s arguments are striking.  Paul answers by declaring in Romans 

9:21, “Has the potter no right over the clay, to make out of the same lump one vessel for 

honorable use and another for dishonorable use?”  

Wesley attempts to level the argument that unconditional election and a non-

prevenient, or irresistible, grace is akin to attempting to punish a cannonball for falling 

                                                 

33 Romans 9:14, 19.  Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are taken 

from The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 

2001). 

34 Wesley, 31. 

35 Ibid, 27. 
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out of the sky when it cannot help but do so.
36

  The problem with this illustration is that it 

represents a fundamental misunderstanding of total depravity.  In the example, the 

cannonball is a neutral figure.  It is neither good nor bad in its essence.  The cannonball 

simply exists.  However, mankind is not in such a situation.  As already noted, Wesley 

himself agreed that man is depraved.  If such is the case, then the picture is not of 

innocence being unjustly punished, but rather of an object with is corrupted to its core 

receiving what its merits deserve.  No soul which ends up in hell is there unjustly, 

whether or not they were predestined to be reprobate.  God does not cause any man to sin 

nor is He in any man’s debt. 

The fundamental error is looking at salvation from man’s perspective.  From the 

vantage point of humanity, man might not be good, but he is certainly not the worst 

individual around.  It hardly seems fair to condemn him to hell especially without giving 

him a chance to right the wrong.  Yet, from God’s perspective, there is no such thing as a 

good man.  Additionally, all men had their chance in the feudal representation of Adam 

and all men sinned through the fall.
37

  The opportunity was had and rejected.  Hence, the 

truly incomprehensible concept is not that anyone is foreordained to be reprobate, but 

rather that anyone is predestined to be elected!  This is a point which Whitefield 

understood and it led him to eventually declare that “he could no longer preach the gospel 

without referring to predestination and election.”
38

  

                                                 

36 Ibid. 

37 Both Whitefield and Calvin advocated for a feudal representation of both the 

first man (Adam) and Jesus.   

38 Kidd, 143. 
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Additionally, prevenient grace struggles against passages such as John 10:11-18 

and 10:26-30 which indicate that those who Jesus calls will come and will be saved.
39

  

This concept of grace turns God into nothing more than a grand tinker rapidly reacting to 

the whims of mankind.  Grace is cheapened as it is only slightly successful in 

accomplishing its purpose.  Furthermore, if mankind, living in paradise (perfect 

conditions) and in a sinless state chose sin over redemption (via following God’s 

commands), what makes Wesley think anything would be different given the choice 

again in unideal circumstances?  

CONCLUSION 

Even amongst spiritual giants, division and contention can occur.  Unfortunately 

this is true of George Whitefield and John Wesley.  The disagreement over the means of 

grace and the exact method of election lead to a breach which was only very slowly 

healed.  One cannot help but wonder, how impactful the two might have been apart from 

this clash of theologies?   

Both Whitefield and Wesley were brilliantly gifted men of God.  Undoubtedly 

much more space, effort, research, and time would be necessary to fully hash out all of 

their theological nuances.  Many questions were likely left unanswered and many sub-

                                                 

39 It should be noted that Wesley makes extensive usage of Scripture to defend 

his case.  Many of his passages such as John 3:16, 2 Peter 3:9-10, and others are serious 

objections to irresistible grace and unconditional election and must not be discounted.  

Hence the author refers the reader to Loraine Boettner's The Reformed Doctrine of 

Predestination. 
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points not brought up for discussion.  In order to simplify the analysis, Whitefield was 

subsumed under the Calvinistic position.  This is a very valid step since he fell in line 

with John Calvin concerning predestination.  However, undoubtedly there were some 

minor differences between the two that could not be considered in the space allotted.   

Despite both men holding to total depravity, their slightly differing 

understandings of this term radically shaped both men’s understanding of predestination 

and grace.  This is evidenced by many current Methodist scholars refusal to admit that 

man is totally depraved and instead opting for describing man as simply sinful.  Yet, a 

failure to truly grasp the depths of our depravity also results in a failure to grasp the 

divine depths of God’s grace and love.  It turns predestination and reprobation into a 

reprehensible doctrine.  In light of the tremendously despicable state we are born into, the 

real wonder is why God elects any and doesn’t justly condemn all.  His irresistible grace 

is both magnificent and utterly undeserved.     

In spite of any theological differences that Christians might hold to today, it is 

very important not to create bastions out of concepts that God has not fully revealed.  

Correct doctrine is critical, but dimly revealed truth should not be proclaimed to be 

obviously clear.  To this end, the author will conclude by strongly advocating the words 

of John Wesley in the close of his work on Predestination Calmly Considered.  

Of whatever opinion or denomination we are, we must serve either God or the 

devil.  If we serve God, our agreement is far greater than our difference.  Therefore, 

as far as may be, setting aside that difference, let us unite in destroying the works 

of the devil, in bringing all we can, from the power of darkness into the kingdom of 

God’s dear Son.  And let us assist each other to value more and more the glorious 

grace whereby we stand and daily to grow in that grace and in the knowledge of our 

Lord Jesus Christ.
40

  

                                                 

40 Wesley, 70-71. 
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