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A Theology of 
Inspiration
W. Brian Shelton

Dr. Brian Shelton is professor 
of Theology and department 
chair of Christian Studies & 
Philosophy at Asbury Uni-
versity. He holds a Ph.D. in 
historical theology centered 
in early Christianity.

THE ADVENT SEASON is rich with theol-
ogy that is sometimes simple and some-
times complex. On one hand, the central 
moment is the simplicity of a baby born in 
a Bethlehem stable. Like the baby, a singu-
lar hope is born after generations of long-
ing for the promise from God’s Word. A 
simple star in the Bethlehem sky embodies 
the stillness of the moment. On the other 
hand, this event is a pinnacle on a land-
scape of intricate and complex themes in 
biblical history. Logistics and dynamics of 
the Trinity providentially manage an epic 
moment in the wonderful plan of a loving 
God. Promises and signs from as early as 
the Garden of Eden pointed to this inau-
gural moment of a new covenant with 
fallen humanity.

The season commemorates the occa-
sion in which “the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). It real-
izes why God came to his creation: “I came 
that they may have life” (John 10:10). 
During Advent, Word and life converge in a 
way that surprisingly informs our doctrine 
of scripture. In fact, one may be surprised 
to learn that there is a powerful corollary 

between Christ’s revelation in the Incarna-
tion and his revelation in the inspiration of 
scripture. Noticing this corollary between 
the Word made flesh and the inspiration 
of scripture as God’s Word can help us 
appreciate the powerful revelation that 
the season commemorates.

Before the Gospel of John called Jesus 
“the Word,” Israel was familiar with the 
notion of the Word of God as an expres-
sion of his life-giving character and 
authority. Throughout biblical history, 
God spoke his Word as a form of revelation 
to his creation. These words teach, guide, 
declare, remind, and caution his people. 
From God’s first declaration, “Let there 
be light” (Gen. 1:3) when there was sud-
denly light, to the last declaration, “Yes, 
I am coming soon” (Rev. 22:20) when he 
pledged Christ’s return, divine speech 
reveals to the world an authoritative and 
awesome God who orders the cosmos and 
engages his created order. Other signifi-
cant words of God remind us of the mag-
nitude of his Word:

• “Let us make man in our image” 
(Gen. 1:26).

• “In the day you eat of it, you will 
surely die” (Gen. 2:17).

• “You shall tell Israel I AM sent you” 
(Ex. 3:14).

• “This is my beloved Son” 
(Matt. 3:17).

• “You will receive power when 
the Holy Spirit comes upon you” 
(Acts 1:8).

These words of God come with divine 
imperative and commitment, so that 

The Word Became Flesh and Dwelt Among Us

EACH YEAR IN the season of Advent, 
we celebrate how the “Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). 
Yet it is important that we do not 
forget the significance of that event 
in the midst of its familiarity. In this 
issue of the High Calling, we explore 
the theology behind the Incarnation 
“in the fullness of time” (Gal. 4:4) 
and its ongoing significance in our 
lives today.

Brian Shelton helps us understand 
how Jesus is the Word, who spoke 
our world into being and inspired the 
Scripture writers, as well as the Incar-
nation, “God with us” (Matt. 1:23). 
Chris Bounds explains how Jesus 

could save us only by being simulta-
neously fully human and fully divine. 
Bill Kierce reminds us that Jesus is our 
hope for peace, light, and help and 
that he is worthy of our adoration 
and obedience. Finally, Vic Reasoner 
exhorts us to follow Jesus’ example 
of perfect love in our daily lives, 
being transformed into holy people 
through the power and influence of 
the Holy Spirit.

We pray you find this issue to 
be informative and instructional—
even inspirational—in this season 
as we worship the One who cre-
ated us, saved us, and walks with us 
eternally. 

PLEASE NOTE: 
Starting in 2024, the 

Francis Asbury Society will 
publish issues of the High 

Calling on a quarterly basis.
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the words bring a guarantee from the 
mightiest God.

Jesus knew this authority of the Word 
when tempted in the wilderness, respond-
ing to Satan: “Man shall not live by bread 
alone, but by every word that proceeds 
from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4). The 
Word of God is not a vain expression or 
a hallow rhetoric, but an authoritative 
expression of divine character and will. 
Thus, the prophet Isaiah could declare on 
behalf of the Lord, “So shall my word be 
that goes out from my mouth; it shall not 
return to me empty, but it shall accomplish 
that which I purpose, and shall succeed in 
the thing for which I sent it” (55:11).

Meanwhile, God is also the source of 
life, evidenced in biblical markers related 
to breath, spirit, and wind. In the begin-
ning, when creation was first getting life, 
the Spirit was already interfacing with it 
on the face of the waters (Gen. 1:2). God 
breathed into Adam so that he became 
a “living spirit” (Gen. 2:7). On the other 
hand, Job insists that if God took back his 
spirit, we would return to dust (Job 34:14). 
The prophet Ezekiel anticipated a day 

when God would put a new spirit within 
his people (Ezek. 36:26). When Jesus dia-
logued with Nicodemus, he declared that 
being born of the Spirit is as mysterious as 
the predictability of the wind (John 3:8). 
Before the Spirit comes at Pentecost to 
give new life to the church, Jesus breathes 
on his disciples, “Receive the Holy Spirit” 
(John 20:22). Spirit, wind, and breath are 
the inspiration for life, including new life 
in Christ whose advent is in Bethlehem.

This advent was to offset another 
advent, as Dennis Kinlaw claims in Let’s 
Start with Jesus: “Since God is the source 
of life and good, separation from him 
meant the advent of sin and death” (43). 
So, it should come as no surprise that just 
as the Word is made flesh to bring life this 
season, a correlation can be found in the 
inspiration of the Scripture—the Word 
of God. A marvelous word comes to us 
in 2 Timothy 3:16 to describe how God’s 
Word, the scriptures, is inspired. There, 
theopneustos means “God-breathed” 
to describe all scripture. The Word of 

God is inspired, just as creation, Adam, a 
reborn soul, and the coming of the Spirit 
illustrate new life with the metaphor of 
breath. Because of this breathing of life, 
scripture is “profitable for reproof, for cor-
rection, for teaching, that the people of 
God may be fully equipped for every good 
work” (2 Tim. 3:16–17). Often overlooked 
is verse 15, “You have been acquainted 
with the sacred writings, which are able to 
make you wise for salvation through faith 
in Christ Jesus.” The Word of God directs 
us towards salvation, its original divine 
breath providing the very life marking our 
rebirth in Christ.

Furthermore, it should come as no sur-
prise that Jesus remarks, “The words that 
I speak to you are spirit and they are life” 
(John 6:63). John Wesley recognized how 
life in Christ is a sort of spiritual breath-
ing for new life in his sermon, “The Great 
Privilege of Those That Are Born of God”:

By this new kind of spiritual respi-
ration, spiritual life is not only sus-
tained, but increased day by day, 
together with spiritual strength, 
and motion, and sensation; all the 
sense of the soul now being awake, 
and capable of discerning spiritual 
good and evil.

The Word of God reinforces our salvation, 
providing the very life marking our rebirth 
in Christ.

Such is the wonder of God’s revela-
tion to his people through the ages! Con-
tained in the Word itself was a hope that 
the scriptures were telling the truth about 
God’s promise of a solution for a fallen and 
hopeless world. When the Word comes 
in flesh, the Word had anticipated it, so 
that Jesus’ person, mission, and teach-
ing was not only continuous with God’s 
plan but also a culmination of it. In Jesus, 
inspiration and incarnation intersect in a 
profound way. This is most evident when 
he is called the “Word of life” (1 John 1:1). 
From this Word in this season, we hear the 
words of Jesus teaching about the salva-
tion delivered by his journey from Beth-
lehem to Jerusalem: “Now this is eternal 
life: that they know you, the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom you have 
sent” (John 17:3).

May this Advent season find you capti-
vated by both the simplicity and complex-
ity of the season. May “the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly” (Col. 3:16), even as the 
Word of life dwelt among us ages ago. 

A Wesleyan Theology 
of Incarnation
Christopher T. Bounds

Dr. Chris Bounds is professor 
of Theology at Asbury Theo-
logical Seminary. He previ-
ously served as the dean of 
the School of Theology & 
Ministry and professor of 
Systematic Theology at Indi-
ana Wesleyan University. 

Chris is also chair of the Francis Asbury Society 
Board of Directors and an FAS evangelist.

THE FATHER SAVES us from the full dev-
astation of sin by the incarnation of his 
eternal Son through the Holy Spirit. In “the 
fullness of time” (Gal. 4:4), the Son of God 
assumed a human body—soul, mind, and 
will—through the virgin Mary, uniting in 
his person full divine and human natures 
without diminishment or change of either 
nature. He became fully human without 
ceasing to be entirely God. Thus, salvation 
comes through the incarnate Son.

As the theandric (literally “God-man”) 
one, the eternal Son is given the name 
“Jesus” (Matt. 1:21) and the title “Christ” 
(Matt. 16:16). His name points to his 
identity as Lord as well as to his mission—
“Jesus” means “the Lord saves” and “he 
will save his people from their sins.” His 
title points to his office as messiah, the 
one who ushers in “the last days” of “the 
Spirit poured out on all flesh” (Joel 2:28), 
thereby restoring humanity’s fortunes, 
lost by our first parents in the Garden.

Jesus Christ is Fully Divine
Jesus saves us through his deity. First, 

as fully divine, Jesus has the power to 
refashion humanity. Only God can create; 
therefore, only God can recreate. Our 
redemption requires both spiritual and 
physical resurrection, a reconstitution of 
humanity so powerful, it is equal to the 
act of creation itself (2 Cor. 5:17). If Jesus 
is not God, then he is unable to do what is 
necessary to make us fully alive again:1 He 
must revive and restore the image of God 
in humanity and raise our mortal bodies 
from death to incorruptibility. He must 
overcome every consequence of sin. No 
human or creature, regardless of good-
ness, resources, or gifts, has such power. 
Because Jesus is God, we can be confident 
of his power to transform us in nature 
and person.

1 Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the 
Word, 8.4–9.3.

Spirit, wind, and 
breath are the 
inspiration for life, 
including new life in 
Christ whose advent 
is in Bethlehem.
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Second, Jesus makes the radical 
claim to have authority to forgive sins 
(Luke 5:24). This can only be true if he is 
God. Not only does Christ forgive human-
ity for the ways we have broken our rela-
tionship with God but also he extends 
forgiveness for the sins we commit against 
each other. Jesus’ absolution of sin is so 
sweeping, so comprehensive, it demands 
authority only God exercises. As theolo-
gian T. F. Torrence states:

If you cut the bond of being 
between Jesus Christ and God, then 
you relegate Jesus Christ entirely to 
the sphere of creaturely being, in 
which case his word of forgiveness 
is merely the word of one creature 
to another, which may express a 
kindly sentiment but actually does 
nothing. . . . But if Jesus Christ 
really is the Son of God incarnate, 
if he is one with the very Being of 
God, then his word of forgiveness 
on earth is the very Word of God 
Almighty, a word with ultimate 
validity, backed up by the power 
and being of God himself.”2

Finally, as truly God, Jesus makes his 
atoning sacrifice on the cross efficacious 
for all (John 3:16; 1 John 2:2). Without his 
deity to energize atonement, the gift of 
his sinless humanity on the cross has lim-
ited benefit, if any. His spotless humanity 
alone is not able to expiate for all sin and 
for every sinner. Because the one cruci-
fied is the eternal Son of God, the second 
Person of the Trinity, the sacrifice made 
covers all.3 We can live in assurance of 
the full benefits of Christ’s atoning work, 
regardless of who we are or what we have 
done in life.

Jesus Christ is Fully human
Jesus’ divine nature is not enough to 

save us from sin. He must also be fully 
human. It was a human being, Adam, 
who led us into the present state of sin 

2 Thomas Forsyth Torrance, The Mediation of 
Christ, 58.

3 Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 1.5, 25; 2.6–7.

and only another human can lead us out 
(Rom. 5:12–20). First, through full assump-
tion of human nature, Christ makes pos-
sible the restoration and healing of our 
embodied souls. The Apostle Paul teaches 
that the ultimate redemption of our physi-
cal bodies is made possible through Jesus 
taking his human body through death and 
resurrection. His physical body redeems 
our bodies from death. We will be bodily 
resurrected and made incorruptible, 
because Jesus experienced an incorrupt-
ible bodily resurrection (1 Cor. 15:12–22).

Our greatest problem, however, is not 
with our bodies, but with our soul: our 
fallen human desires, mind, and will. This 
is what led to the original sin in the Garden 
and what plagues the heirs of Adam and 
Eve. The soul must be healed of its corrup-
tion. Christ, therefore, assumed a human 
soul to redeem every aspect of humanity. 
Through assumption of a human heart and 
mind, Christ redeems our human desires 
and will. He restores the image of God in 
us, enabling us to experience once again 
rightly ordered love for God, neighbor, and 
creation. Our souls are redeemed through 
his human soul so that in this life we can 
experience the transformation of desire 
and the empowerment of will to walk in 
loving obedience with God.4

Second, as fully human, Jesus became 
the second Adam (Rom. 5:14; 1 Cor. 15:45, 
47), living a life of obedience and submis-
sion to the Father, succeeding where the 
first Adam failed. Christ lived a life of per-
fect faith and confidence in God as he 
grew and developed as a human being, 
culminating in the surrender of his life in 
crucifixion. The entirety of his human life 
was salvific, not just his work in death and 
resurrection. His human life paves the way 
for us to live like him.5

Because of the fall of humanity’s first 
parents, we are born into Adam, with its 
deleterious consequences. We come into 
life with a bent or propensity to rebellion, 
disobedience, and sin. Through regenera-
tion and entire sanctification, the hold of 
the first Adam is broken, and we are united 
with the second Adam with his saluta-
tory benefits. We can walk in obedience 
to God, a life defined by the love of God 
and neighbor, through union with Christ 
in his humanity. Because Jesus walked by 
“faith, hope, and love” (1 Cor. 13:13) as 
the second Adam, we can as well in him.

Finally, and intimately related to the 
last point: John teaches that Christ in his 

4 Gregory Nazianzus, Epistle 101.
5 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.18.1; 

4.6.2; 5.21.1.

humanity has given us a pattern of how 
to live (1 John 2:6). Too often, we think 
that we sin because we are human. Jesus, 
however, reminds us of what it is to be 
fully human, what it is to be in the image 
of God in the created order: free from sin 
and filled with perfect love. We sin, not 
because we are human, but because we 
are less than human. It is because Jesus 
is fully human that we have the perfect 
example of what it is to be fully human.

Jesus Christ imparts Knowl-
eDge anD Bestows glory

The incarnation of the eternal Son of 
God, the reality of the theandric One, 
points us to two last truths. First, Jesus 
Christ provides the fullest knowledge 
of God in this life (1 John 1:1–2). You 
want to know who God is and what God 
is like? Look to the “Word made flesh” 
(John 1:14). Through the Incarnation, the 
eternal Son participates in the fullest and 
most effective form of human commu-
nication—embodied person-to-person 
communication.6 It was not enough for 
God to speak in an audible voice and be 
heard at different times in biblical his-
tory. It was not enough for God to give us 
a written word. God engaged with us in 
embodied person-to-person communica-
tion. As human beings, the highest form of 
communication takes place in the physi-
cal presence of another human being. In 
Jesus Christ, God incarnate, we have the 
highest revelation of God – the truest and 
most complete form of human commu-
nication. This is why we always read the 
Scripture and judge all Christian teaching 
according to the “Word made flesh.”

Second, the incarnate Son conveys fur-
ther glory upon humanity. The Scriptures 
make clear our dignity: humanity was cre-
ated to be like God (Gen. 1:26–27). The 
Psalmist teaches that God has “crowned” 
us with “glory and honor” (Ps. 8:5–6). 
Jesus affirms that as human beings we are 
“gods, sons of the Most High” (John 10:35). 
Humanity, as such, has dignity and value 
unlike any other part of creation. Human-
ity is given even greater glory through the 
Incarnation. Through Jesus Christ, human 
nature has been irrevocably joined with 
the divine. Even now, into eternity, the Son 
is fully human. He has therefore exalted 
and glorified that nature and shows the 
respect, love, and mercy that God has for 
humanity. No other created being can 
make this claim. As Christians we value 
all human life, not only as bearers of the 

6 Athanasius, On the Incarnation of the 
Word, 8.4–9.3.

We can live in 
assurance of the full 
benefits of Christ’s 
atoning work, 
regardless of who 
we are or what we 
have done in life
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divine image but also because human 
nature has been united with the divine.

ConClusion
The Church confesses that Jesus Christ 

is the incarnate, eternal Son of God. As 
the Second Person of the Trinity, he is fully 
God; as the son of Mary, he is fully human. 
Through both natures united in his divine 
person, we have full salvation, a full word 
from God in present life, and a full dignity 
unlike any other part of creation. Thanks 
be to God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

The Hope that 
Jesus Brings
Bill Kierce

Rev. Bill Kierce is president of 
the Francis Asbury Society. 
He is a passionate and per-
suasive communicator who 
is committed to the mes-
sage of Scriptural holiness, 
believing that a life fully sur-
rendered to Christ and filled 

with the Holy Spirit results in purity of heart and 
power for ministry.

ONE OF MY favorite Christmas carols is “I 
Heard the Bells on Christmas Day,” writ-
ten by poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 
In 1860, Longfellow was at the height of 
his success, but the nation was in a dark 
place. Abraham Lincoln had been elected 
president, and the Civil War had erupted. 
For the poet, it was even worse. His 
wife died in a tragic fire, and he was so 
severely burned that he could not attend 
her funeral. On his first Christmas without 
her he wrote, “How inexpressibly sad are 
the holidays.” The subsequent year, his 
son was wounded as a soldier in the Union 
army. He wrote in his journal, “A merry 
Christmas say the children, but that is no 
more for me.” 

Therefore, in 1863, Longfellow planned 
no entry in his journal. However, he awak-
ened on Christmas morn to the bells play-
ing outside his bedroom window. It stirred 
a longing deep within him to step out of 
the darkness of his soul; so, he wrote: “I 
heard the bells on Christmas day; their 
old, familiar, carols play. And wild and 
sweet their words repeat, of peace on 
earth, good will to men.”

When the first Christmas arrived “in 
the fullness of time,” as the Apostle Paul 
said in Galatians 4:4 (ESV), Israel was in a 
dark place. For hundreds of years, chaos 
had reigned. Amid this darkness and 
uncertainty, a pregnant teenage girl and 
her fiancé made a tortuous journey more 

than seventy miles from their hometown 
of Nazareth to the village of Bethlehem. 
They were without a place to stay when 
the time for her delivery came. But it 
wasn’t just her time. It was God’s time. It 
was Israel’s time. It was the world’s time. 
It was our time. It was the fullness of time, 
the fulfillment of a promise made seven 
hundred years earlier by the prophet 
Isaiah to a nation languishing in sin and 
idolatry yet longing for something more. 
“The Lord himself will give you a sign: 
The virgin will conceive and give birth to 
a son, and you will call him Immanuel” 
(Isa. 7:14 NIV). 

Isaiah’s prophecy is the earliest birth 
announcement ever made. For five hun-
dred years since the return of the Jews 
to their homeland and the rebuilding of 
their synagogues, this announcement 
was read nearly every Sabbath in antici-
pation of Messiah’s birth. To a people in 
despair, it brought hope. And looking back 
on that starlit night, when the time fully 
came—when angels heralded Jesus’ birth 
to shepherds in nearby fields, who made 
their way to bow their knee in a cave to a 
baby named Immanuel—it brought hope 
to a world still filled with despair. When 
we bow our knees to worship Jesus the 
Christ, he gives us hope, as well.

hope For peaCe in the 
Chaos oF liFe

Has anyone figured out why Christmas 
arrives at the most chaotic time each year? 
As much as we resolve each new year to 
simplify our lives, the calendar concludes 
in chaos. Yet we make it so. We can hear 
the voice of Jesus calling our own names 
in Luke 10:41–42, “You are worried about 
and upset about many things, but few 
things are needed—or indeed only one” 
(NIV). A psychologist friend told me once 
that therapists’ offices are filled in January 
due to the effects of Christmas more than 
any other reason. 

The Huffington Post recently pub-
lished an article about fear in America. It 
contrasted childhood and adults in illus-
trating the universality of fear at every 
age and stage of life. Children fear doc-
tors; adults fear doctor bills. Children 
fear bad dreams; adults fear unfulfilled 
dreams. Children fear people they don’t 
know; adults fear being known. The article 
states that 35 percent of Americans sleep 
less than what is required for physical and 
emotional well-being. And it is well docu-
mented that anxiety is an epidemic among 
America’s youth and young adults.

Isaiah’s promise of the Messiah in 
Isaiah 9:6 (NIV) and our experience of 

Jesus’ provision of full salvation brings 
peace to troubled lives: “For to us a child 
is born, to us a son is given . . . He will 
be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” 
There is indeed hope for peace in the 
chaos of life.

hope For light in our 
DarKest times

Darkness is one of our greatest fears. 
In 2016, I experienced a giant retinal tear 
after routine cataract surgery. I immedi-
ately lost sight in one eye. Multiple surger-
ies and a silicon oil bubble restored partial 
sight to the eye. Other surgeries have 
resulted in scar tissue over both of my 
retinas. I am one more significant event 
away from legal blindness. Yet, almost 
miraculously, my eyes have adjusted to 
darkness—and so have my fears. It does 
mean at times, however, that I cannot rec-
ognize people I know until they are close 
enough in proximity for distortion to give 
way to clarity.

The Apostle John proclaims hope in 
describing Jesus as “the light of all man-
kind” (John 1:4 NIV). Sadly, Jesus came to 
the world he created and by many he was 
not recognized (John 1:11). Today Jesus is 
often not recognized by a world too self-
absorbed and too busy attempting to find 
what only the Savior can provide.

Some years ago, a California family 
decided to push back the boredom of 
one Christmas afternoon by going carol-
ing. Randomly selecting a neighborhood 
not far away the family’s home, they went 
from house to house. Approaching one 
house they were greeted anxiously by a 
woman who announced she didn’t have 
time to listen: “The dishwasher and air 
conditioner are broken, and I have guests 
coming in two hours. If you really want to 
sing for me, please come back next year.” 
So, Bing Crosby and his kids moved on to 
the next house.

This year, may we all see the Light 
of the world and welcome him into our 
homes and into our lives.

Today Jesus is often 
not recognized by 

a world too self-
absorbed and too 

busy attempting to 
find what only the 

Savior can provide
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hope For help in a 
worlD oF iDols

In the world of the Old Testament 
and even today, idols are trinkets or talis-
mans made to honor self-appointed dei-
ties who can be manipulated by human 
ritual to perform on our behalf. Idolatry 
is the human solution to our need for 
significance and control. At the time of 
Jesus’ lowly birth, Caesar Augustus ruled 
the world and Herod was called The Great. 
Human flesh will always seek to become 
its own god. This inevitable tendency of 
fallen humanity was established in the 
Garden of Eden when Satan tempted 
Adam and his wife: “For God knows that 
when you eat of [the forbidden fruit], your 
eyes will be opened and you will be like 
God” (Gen. 3:5 NIV). 

The marvel of grace is that while flesh 
seeks to become God, “God became 
flesh and made his dwelling among us” 
(John 1:14 NIV). Eugene Peterson put 
it well in The Message paraphrase of 
John 1:14, God “moved into the neigh-
borhood.” This is Immanuel, which means 

“God with us” (Matt. 1:23). It is He who 
condescends to walk with us, live with us, 
suffer with us, and eat with us, providing 
his own body as our Communion Bread. 
Charles Wesley put transcendent words 
to the desire of our holy God to share the 
intimacy of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
with broken humanity: “Veiled in flesh 
the Godhead see, hail the incarnate deity; 
pleased as man with us to dwell, Jesus 
our Immanuel.”

In the nineteenth century, Søren 
Kierkegaard wrote a short story that beau-
tifully describes God’s desire for a rela-
tionship with humanity, one that is based 
upon responsive love. In The King and the 
Maiden, Kierkegaard introduces his read-
ers to a powerful king who ruled a vast 
domain. One knows not how or why, but 
the king falls deeply in love with a peas-
ant woman in a faraway village. Despite 
her squalid living conditions and tattered 
rags, he sees beauty in her and wants her 
to become his bride. Therefore, the king 
devises a plan to fulfill his desire for her. 

He will simply issue a decree that she 
become his wife. But as the king pon-
ders his plan, he realizes that love cannot 
be considered true if it is not offered by 
choice. He wants a bride who will love him 
and not simply obey him.

So, the king decides to bring her to the 
palace and shower her with gifts. Surely, 
she will count the ways that life in the 
king’s court is to be preferred over her 
current existence and she will voluntarily 
accept his proposal of marriage. But the 
king knows that he will always wonder, 
“Does she love me, or does she love what 
I can provide for her?”

Determined that no one but this 
woman can satisfy the deepest desires 
of his soul, the king makes an unthink-
able choice. He abdicates the throne and 
moves to the far reaches of his kingdom 
to win her love. The king replaces his 
royal robes with a peasant’s cloak and 
lives and works in the girl’s village. Risk-
ing her inattention and even rejection, he 
walks beside her and over time reveals his 
desire for a relationship with her. Eventu-
ally, she responds to his affection, and 
they are married.

As we sing “Hark, the Herald Angels 
Sing” this Christmastide, may we bow our 
knees in submission to a God who cannot 
be manipulated and who demands trust 
from us, recognizing him as the only 
dependable source of help or hope. He has 
demonstrated Holy Love by living among 
us and dying for us. Thus, he is worthy of 
our adoration and obedience. 

Incarnational 
Sanctification: Moving 
from Theory to Practice
Vic Reasoner

Dr. Vic Reasoner is director of 
the Francis Asbury Institute 
for the Francis Asbury Soci-
ety. A pastor for 44 years, 
Vic has led ministerial asso-
ciations, camp meetings, and 
college administration. He 
has been involved in writing, 

editing, and/or publishing more than 42 books.

THE INCARNATION WAS a unique historic 
event in which God became human. How-
ever, the Incarnation also serves as a useful 
model of the sanctified life. Discussions of 
holiness can become abstract and theo-
retical, and people wonder how they can 
know they are sanctified. In the incarnate 
Jesus, abstract theory becomes tangible.

Over the centuries, people have 
attempted many ways of measuring holi-

ness. To measure our holiness in terms 
of what we avoid invariably creates the 
distortion of legalism, a danger in which 
many have fallen. Others gauge their sanc-
tification in terms of commitment, but 
some of the most devoted people in the 
whole world are committed to their own 
advancement, even if that commitment 
is clothed in religious garb. For still other 
people, their testimony to a deeper life is 
a vague rationalization that was required 
to get a job in a holiness ministry. It is no 
wonder many sincere people become 
frustrated because they do not know how 
to translate theory to practice.

Jesus himself is our paradigm of holi-
ness. He fleshes out what the holy life 
looks like. However, we must avoid the 
danger of cherry-picking statements 
or actions of Jesus so that we can then 
use them to justify our own excesses. 
For example, some of us may find great 
encouragement in reading about when 
Jesus entered the temple and cleaned 
house. We are willing to enter the temple 
on a daily basis so long as we can bring 
our own whip. Yes, the holy Christ did 
enter the temple to upset the status quo 
at the beginning of his public ministry 
(John 2:13–16) and again at the close of 
his public ministry (Matt. 21:12–13). How-
ever, Jesus had great respect for the house 
of God. He grew up in the synagogue. He 
was dedicated in the temple at the age 
of twelve. As a man he also taught and 
healed in the temple.

On the other hand, the more sensi-
tive among us may struggle to process 
the righteous anger of Jesus, gravitating 
to a depiction of Jesus as “Milquetoast.” 
Perhaps these dear souls grew up under 
bombastic holiness preaching. J. B. Phillips 
wrote that some people who were forced 
to be “loving” were never free to love. He 
concluded that Jesus was love in action.

Mildred Wynkoop was such a person. 
She grew up in a second-generation 1930s 
Nazarene context, where Christian experi-
ence had been replaced by a predictable 
theological formula. Mildred remembered 
seekers at the altar being surrounded by 
people shouting “pray loud,” “lift your 
head,” and “are you willing to be a mis-
sionary?” She wrote, “If I could count the 
number of times I have poured tears on 
some worn altar rail seeking for holiness, I 
would be ashamed of it.” Yet she observed 
that no one ever followed up with her to 
find out how she was doing spiritually.

For several years she continued to go 
forward, each time seeking that which she 
already professed. She had a page in her 
Bible on which she entered the dates and 
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places that she went to the altar to seek 
entire sanctification. She wanted to be 
able to testify the day she was sanctified, 
but she had so many entries that she could 
never decide which one of them to use at 
any given time. She had forty entries in her 
Bible when she finally tore that page out.

During this struggle, she contracted 
tuberculosis, which broke her health. 
Forced to relocate for treatment of her 
infirmity, Mildred began to attend a 
church with a different faith tradition, one 
which discipled her and helped her regain 
her faith.

At the age of 44, she went back to 
school for graduate studies, culminat-
ing with a doctorate of theology in 1955. 
Her life’s work was an attempt to answer 
the practical problems arising from the 
tension between the doctrine and life of 
holiness. The result of that process is A 
Theology of Love, published in 1972. Her 
interpretation of John Wesley’s doctrine 
of holiness has come under fierce criti-
cism from some critics who saw her as a 
corrupting influence within the holiness 
tradition. However, in this seminal work, 
Mildred Wynkoop explains how to put 
abstract theory into everyday practice.

Mildred is neither the first nor will 
she be the last Christian to struggle with 
holy living. Even after we have been born 
again, every Christian is still out of align-
ment with God’s purpose for our lives. 
Imitation, even of Christ, is not enough; 
we must be transformed, which is the 
work of the Holy Spirit. One tempera-
ment needs to be more serious, while the 
opposite personality needs to lighten up 
and trust God. While the one tempera-
ment needs to release control, growing 
in patience, kindness, and gentleness, the 
opposite temperament needs more faith-

fulness and self-control. The holy life is 
more than resignation, but it is also more 
than confrontation.

In each case, the Holy Spirit brings bal-
ance to life. Without changing who we 
are, God will help us reach his full poten-
tial for us through the transforming power 
of his Holy Spirit. The Spirit does not work 
the same way in each case, but deals with 
us as individuals. Wesley explained:

God’s usual method is one thing, but 
his sovereign pleasure is another. 
He has wise reasons both for has-
tening and retarding his work. 
Sometimes he comes suddenly and 
unexpected; and sometimes, not 
till we have looked for him.

However, we tend to present a one-size-
fits-all description of holiness that is often 
based on ourselves as the norm.

Early in the ministry of D. L. Moody, 
he was told, “It remains to be seen what 
God will do with a man who gives himself 
up wholly to Him.” Moody said in reply, 
“Well, I will be that man.” However, there 
are hundreds of thousands of individuals 
who have wholly given themselves over to 
God, as Moody did. So, it does not remain 
to be seen what God can do with a person 
wholly devoted to God. Still, these dedi-
cated people do not all have the same gifts 
and abilities.

It is falsely implied that if we did what 
Moody did, God would give us the evan-
gelistic success he gave Moody. It does 
not follow that God wants to make all who 
are sanctified like Moody. Part of seek-
ing after a pure heart may involve dying 
to the desire to be as successful as was 
Moody. We must determine to serve God 

wholly, whether or not we ever become a 
great evangelist.

Samuel Chadwick warned, “God does 
not make every Spirit-filled man a Moody.” 
Not all who are entirely sanctified will look 
like Moody, and the world has repeatedly 
seen individuals who were wholly given up 
to God and his kingdom. Yet, according to 
John Wesley, such people may exhibit a 
thousand nameless defects. They are not 
absolutely perfect, yet they love God with 
their whole heart and their neighbor as 
themselves. Their lives exemplify holiness.

Harold William Perkins wrote that this 
full development and full assurance comes 
to different people in a variety of religious 
experiences and in some measure accord-
ing to their temperaments. Writing in 
1892, Charles W. Rishell explained that

there is not a fixed, definite stan-
dard, no one line which all must 
cross alike in order to the experi-
ence of perfect love. Since perfect 
love is consistent with many mis-
takes and imperfections, and since 
these are not identical in any two 
individuals, there is no absolute 
standard. The ideal of one may be 
far higher than that of another.

[Yet] Both are conscious of hating 
sin and loving righteousness. Both 
are conscious of having entirely 
consecrated themselves to God. 
Both are conscious of having been 
set free from the bondage of sin. 
Both are conscious of a blessed-
ness and purity never before expe-
rienced. Both will have perfect 
confidence toward God as long as 
they remain in this state.

Rather than live in bondage by com-
paring ourselves to others or even excus-
ing ourselves by contrasting ourselves 
with others, there is freedom in seeking 
to become like Christ. His life provides 
the perfect demonstration of holiness. 
His atonement provides the only deliver-
ance from our sinful nature. His Spirit pro-
vides the only power to live a holy life. We 
cannot go wrong so long as we are seeking 
to become more like him in obedience to 
his Holy Spirit. 

We tend to present 
a one-size-fits-all 

description of holiness 
that is often based on 
ourselves as the norm

The Asbury Outpouring 2023 Bundle
Outpouring and Taken by Surprise 

$32.35 (10% off full retail price)

In his recent book Taken by Surprise: The Asbury Revival of 2023, 
Mark R. Elliott dives into the what, when, and how behind the 
revival that took place at Asbury University in February 2023, a 
revival that may very well be the first of its kind in our digital era.

Outpouring explores religious revivals and awakenings, 
reflecting on God’s pursuit of human persons in light of Scripture 
and classical Christian doctrine. Inspired by their participation 

in the Asbury Outpouring, the authors bear witness to the ancient conviction that 
theology, prayer, and praise belong together.

Together, these books provide a framework in which to understand how and 
why God sometimes enters our world in a way that powerfully transforms our lives.

https://store.francisasburysociety.com/product/asbury-outpouring-bundle/
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High Calling
Teaching Them to Obey Everything
Charlie Fiskeaux

Go… make disciples… baptizing… teaching them to 
obey everything I have commanded you.  
(Matthew 28:18–20 NIV)

JESUS’ COMMISSION TO his followers included commands 
not only to go, make disciples, and baptize but also to teach. 
Sometimes, we focus on going and baptizing because these 
efforts can produce results more rapidly but fail to follow 
through with teaching, which is often a lengthier process 
in making disciples.

Several ministries of the Francis Asbury Society directly 
relate to “teaching them to obey everything” (e.g., Bible 
studies, conferences, and evangelism). All these efforts are 
centered around the biblical message of perfect love, which 
is the central thrust of Scriptural holiness.

Your support empowers this ministry to continue teach-
ing and proclaiming the full gospel that transforms persons 
to love as God loves. In this season of Thanksgiving, thank 
you for supporting the Francis Asbury Society through your 
prayers and gifts. Your support makes a difference and 
empowers our ministries. Details for various methods of 
giving to the ministries of the Francis Asbury Society are 
available on our website: www.francisasburysociety.com/
support. 

To Africa with Love (color reprint)
James Foulkes

$29.95 (Paperback; 279 pages)

Working in a hospital far from modern con-
veniences, Foulkes provided medical care for 
thousands of Africans and mission families in 
Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia). From his 
miraculous escape from a herd of stampeding 
elephants to winning souls for Christ, the bush 

doc affirms that God is faithful and good. Written with long-
time friend Joe Lacy, To Africa with Love delightfully captures 
the enduring love affair of a man with a country and the Lord 
who makes all things possible. (Available on Amazon)

When Morning Gilds the Skies
John N. Oswalt

$24.95 (Paperback; 404 pages)

Dr. Oswalt provides a daily look into the Scrip-
tures—sometimes from the Old Testament, 
sometimes from the New Testament. Each day, 
he applies the truth of that passage to our daily 
lives, and he cuts right to the heart of the issue. 
Read this book each day, and you will find 365 

nuggets of biblical truth that bring the Scripture passages to 
life in our culture and our daily activities. —Mark D. Taylor, 
Chairman of the Board, Tyndale House Ministries

https://www.amazon.com/Africa-Love-Bush-Docs-Story/dp/B0CJDDLNW6/ref=sr_1_1?crid=UF5F5NSTXI8A&keywords=to+africa+with+love+foulkes&qid=1698842287&sprefix=to+africa+with+love+foulkes%2Caps%2C97&sr=8-1
https://store.francisasburysociety.com/product/when-morning-gilds-the-skies/



