PHOEBE PALMER

AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF PENTECOSTAL PNEUMATOLOGY
by Charles Edward White

Note: Do not be confused. Neither Palmer nor Wesley were ever baptized in the Spirit as we are. This
phenomenon did not re-emerge until Azusa Street in 1910, but Palmer used the same words to refer
to a rare work of grace that they did both enjoy: entire sanctification.

More than one hundred million of the world's one billion Christians call themselves "Pentecostals" or
"charismatics."t Most of them share the belief that believers should experience a work of grace subsequent to
justification in which they receive a baptism of the Holy Spirit similar to the experience of the first Christians on the
day of Pentecost. This Spirit baptism cleanses their hearts from sin and empowers them to witness2 Although many
Pentecostals feel that their pneumatology arose simply from an unbiased reading of the Bible, others see a more
complex combination of causes. Historians of doctrine generally agree that the origin of modern Pentecostal
teaching about the Holy Spirit lies in the thinking of John Wesley, but they do not agree on the process by which his
thought was transformed into it.3 One universally neglected area is the influence of Phoebe Palmer, a Methodist
laywoman. Mrs. Palmer' s speaking and writing played a decisive role in that transformation and thus make her
arguably the most influential female theologian in Christian history.

Phoebe Palmer was born in New York City in 1807 and died there in 1874. Besides her contributions as a
theologian, she also significantly influenced the course of American religion as a revivalist, feminist, and
humanitarian.4 As a theologian she provided the link between John Wesley and the Pentecostals by modifying (ie:
twisting into a dysfunctional shape) his theology of Christian perfection.

Phoebe Palmer simplified and popularized John Wesley's doctrine of entire sanctification, modifying it in six
different ways.

- First, she followed John Fletcher in his identification of entire sanctification with the baptism of the Holy Spirit.
+ Second, she developed Adam Clarke's suggestion and linked holiness with power.
- Third, like Clarke, she stressed the instantaneous elements of sanctification to the exclusion of the gradual.

- Fourth, again following Clarke, she taught that entire sanctification is not really the goal of the Christian life, but
rather its beginning.

- Fifth, through her "altar theology" she reduced the attainment of sanctification to a simple three-stage process of
entire consecration, faith, and testimony.

« Sixth, she held that one needed no evidence other than the Biblical text to be assured of entire sanctification.

Each of these changes was later incorporated into the pneumatology of the Pentecostal movement.

The How Her Ideas Were Popularized

Although Phoebe Palmer did not think of herself as a theologian, the eighteen books she published and the “Guide
to Holiness”, which she edited from 1864 to 1874, constantly expounded her theological ideas. Some male
Methodist leaders refused to take her seriously as a theologian, but to the bishops, professors, and editors who came
to weekly meetings in her home, to the thirty-seven thousand who subscribed to her magazine, and to the hundreds
of thousands who read her books, she was an important teacher of theological truth.s

Like John Wesley, Phoebe Palmer taught that entire sanctification is a second distinct work of grace in which God
cleanses the believer's heart of sin, and fills it wholly with His love. Such heart holiness is a requirement for entry
into heaven. Because God commands it, He must also supply the ability to attain it, and He gives that ability in
response to the Christian's faith.s



John Fletcher, Wesley's lieutenant, was the first theologian to erronecously equate the experience of entire
sanctification with the baptism of the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost.7 Phoebe Palmer adopted this identification and
in her first theological book compared the instantaneous sanctification of a friend to the events of Pentecost, and
added "many others were baptized as suddenly at the same time [as he was]."s This confusing idea continued to
occur in her other early works, and received fuller explanation in “Promise of the Father”, published one year after
the revival of 1857-58.9 Even before the revival, Phoebe Palmer urged her hearers at a camp meeting to receive the
"Pentecostal baptism."10 With the coming of the revival, the frequency of Mrs. Palmer's use of Pentecostal language
began to increase. During a four-year trip to promote the revival in England, (during which time she encouraged a
certain young lady towards ministry -Mrs. Catherine Booth) Mrs. Palmer and her husband developed an order of
service based on Pentecost which later became their standard pattern. They would start by leading a hymn about
Pentecost, then have Dr. Palmer read and comment upon Acts 2. Next Mrs. Palmer would exhort those present to be
baptized with "an inward baptism of pure fire." Those wishing to receive the blessing would then come forward for
a prayer service around the altar, after which they would be urged to bear testimony about what the Lord had done
for them. 1

Not only did Mrs. Palmer begin to preach more about Pentecost after the beginning of the revival of 1857-58, but
she also began to report the results of her meetings in Pentecostal terms. She reported the results of her first week in
Hamilton, Ontario not by listing the number of saved and sanctified, but by saying "twenty-one souls were blessed
with pardon, and several others, I trust with the full baptism of the Holy Ghost." She went on to equate the revival
with Pentecost itself: "It is that which was foretold by the prophet Joel, and of which the apostle Peter spoke, . . .
furnishing a marked demonstration that the same power still continues in the church that was in the apostolic
church...."12 Her use of Pentecostal language characterized her reports from England, and continued after she
returned to America.13

Donald Dayton has pointed out that the revival of 1857-58 led to an increased interest in Pentecost in the whole
Evangelical movement; Mrs. Palmer's increasing use of Pentecostal language was paralleled by the practice of
Baptists, Congregationalists, Presbyterians, and other Methodists.i4 He attributes the shift to a variety of cultural
and theological factors. Most persuasive of his cultural arguments is his observation that the culture of the late
1850s was not as optimistic as the culture of the late 1830s had been. Immigration, urbanization, and
industrialization made American society more complex, and the powers of evil, especially that of slavery, seemed
more deeply entrenched than ever. Perfectionistic language (from Wesley) was optimistic and future-oriented. It
looked forward to the day when humans, by obeying God perfectly, would usher in the new age. It seemed
appropriate in the heyday of Jacksonian democracy, when everyone was founding a utopia. With the dissolution of
the cultural supports for the language of Christian perfection, those who held the doctrine were open to a new way
to express their belief. Unlike the forward-looking perfectionist language, Pentecostal language looked back. It
called to mind a time when God had miraculously intervened to give His followers purity and power, and then
enabled them to turn the world upside down. Such restorationist language was more suited to a time when people
felt powerless in the face of complex social problems and institutionalized evil.is

Besides this cultural reason for a shift to Pentecostal imagery, Dayton has also suggested a theological reason. As an
interest in holiness spread beyond the Methodists, it became easier to present the doctrine in Pentecostal terms than
in perfectionistic. Perfectionistic language had always been subject to misunderstanding: John Wesley himself felt
constrained to spend almost as much time explaining what Christian perfection was not as he did explaining what it
was.16

This confusion that Wesley faced is still here today. People still want the blamelessness souls find in His
Rest to equate with “absolute perfection”, when it cannot. The man God calls blameless will always have
things he needs to learn. He is still human, even though he stays far from further sin! Earnest Seeker

Perfectionism was particularly distasteful to those in the Reformed tradition because Luther and Calvin had
explicitly taught that no one achieves perfection in this life. Thus when speaking among their spiritual heirs, it was
helpful to adopt another vocabulary. In addition to this longstanding aversion to speaking of perfection, recent
American events had placed the word in even worse odor. In 1848 John Humphrey Noyes moved his “community”
to Oneida, New York. Its well-publicized activities in the name of perfectionism caused the word to stand for
heterodoxy, communism, and adultery. In order to avoid confusion, another term was expedient.17



It is possible that there was another factor in Phoebe Palmer's increasing use of Pentecostal language. In 1856 an
English Methodist, William Arthur, published a book in New York called “The Tongue of Fire”; or “The True
Power of Christianity”. In this immensely popular book, Arthur hints at the equation of entire sanctification with the
Pentecost experience, and states that if Christians would allow themselves to be baptized in the Holy Ghost the
whole world could be won for Christ.is Because this latter idea appears in Mrs. Palmer's writings after 1856, it is
possible she was influenced by Arthur's work.19

The Idea Develops

An even more likely cause of Phoebe Palmer's increasing use of Pentecostal language was her study of Acts 2 in
preparation for her book on women in the church. In December of 1856 she realized that the baptism of the Spirit
given at Pentecost empowered and impelled its recipients to speak for Christ. Realizing that the Spirit was poured
out on women as well as men, she came to see that women had the power and obligation to testify about the Lord.
Over the next two years she developed this insight into a four-hundred-page book. These were the years of the
revival, and the years in which she began to speak more frequently about Pentecost. Evidently her own study of
Scripture combined with the external influences to lead her to a greater use of Pentecostal terminology 20

Closely tied to Pentecostal imagery is the linkage of entire sanctification with divine power. The Scriptural account
of the events previous to Pentecost equates "power from on high" with the baptism of the Holy Ghost. John Fletcher
noticed this connection, but did not develop its significance. In listing nine benefits of entire sanctification, he never
mentioned a greater influx of God's power.21 Adam Clarke devoted one sentence to the idea, but Phoebe Palmer
made it a central element of her teaching.22

Even prior to her increasing use of Pentecostal language, Mrs. Palmer had understood the connection between entire
sanctification and energy in the Lord's service. Those who have been sanctified need not worry about their internal
state, but may give themselves wholly to the Lord's service.

This is true. Not only have the inward parts been made to be entirely in harmony with one another, but
also in supernatural harmony with their always active Maker. Now no more prayers need to be spent on
your own inward state. Earnest Seeker

This message became more explicit after Mrs. Palmer adopted Pentecostal imagery; she often declared, "Holiness
is power."23 She went on to say that entire sanctification was "the promised ordination of power" and that "heart
holiness and the gift of power should ever be regarded as identical."24 She told ministers that holiness was exactly
the power needed "to raise low churches," and blamed their failures on a lack of sanctification. What Peter
accomplished for the Lord in five hours after Pentecost would probably have taken him five years without the
baptism, she averred.2s

I would debate the above paragraph, since it is not consistent with the previous one. His Rest certainly
fits us to easily obtain and to steward His power as a worthy servant. But being capable is not
synonymous with being endued. The servant must still ask -and not all sanctified souls know to ask for
power; and after the asking He still must do the enduing! The “gift of power” is often linked with His
Rest, but it is not “identical”. That would be incorrect. Earnest Seeker

Once again historical events and cultural factors may have played a role in Phoebe Palmer's increasing emphasis
on the connection between holiness and power. The event was the revival. Mrs. Palmer believed that God had
released His Pentecostal power in the revival because Christians had been seeking holiness: wherever she went
preaching holiness she saw the power (of souls transformed by entire sanctification) poured out.26

Conversely, the cultural factor was the declining influence of Evangelicals in the second half of the century. Despite
the revival of the late 1850s, the nation was torn by war, the immigrants kept coming, and the cities grew. Even
worse, many of those who thought the end of slavery would bring on "The Marriage Supper of the Lamb" lived to
see that event turned into "The Great Barbecue" with most Americans left out27 The cultural pessimism of the late
1850s became despair in the next decades. Perhaps this sense of powerlessness made people especially hungry for



Mrs. Palmer's explanation of how to get power. Thus she was eager to preach about power because she had found
it, while her listeners were eager to hear about power because they had lost it.28

The third change Phoebe Palmer made in the Wesley's doctrine of entire sanctification was to disrupt the balance
between the instantaneous and the gradual elements. In Wesley's doctrine of Christian perfection there is a tension
between sanctification as a gradual process and sanctification as an instantaneous blessing. Repeatedly Wesley said
that entire sanctification comes as the result of a gradual process and an instantaneous crisis. More specifically, he
taught that a gradual process of growth both precedes and follows the instantaneous crisis29

Phoebe Palmer uncoupled this tension between gradual and instantaneous sanctification in Wesley's thought,
placing all her emphasis on the instantaneous. As with the idea of holiness and power, she again developed a brief
comment of Adam Clarke into a fundamental doctrine3o The thesis of her first theological book is that there is a
shorter way to holiness; "long waiting and struggling with the powers of darkness is not necessary" because
"THERE IS A SHORTER WAY!" In fact, the shorter way is the only waysi She reiterated this idea in all her
works, arguing for its truth from her own experience and from the Scripture. She told how she had lingered just shy
of holiness, waiting for deeper convictions which would enable her to ask for this grace confidently, only to find
that she had been wasting her time. God did not require her to wait for the blessing. In fact, He had commanded her
to possess it.32

In addition to citing her own experience, Mrs. Palmer strengthened her case by quoting Scripture. She used the
analogy of the Exodus, pointing out that just as the Jews could have made the trip to Canaan in forty days instead of
forty years, so the Christian need not wander aimlessly for years outside the promised land of holiness33 She quoted
Matthew 11:12 about the kingdom of heaven being taken by violence, urging her readers to be bold in their quest
for sanctification.34 Most often she cited 2 Corinthians 6:2, "Now is the day of salvation" to prove her point.3s

I agree with her lofty sentiments, but not her facts. The shorter way still would have taken forty days! In
that shorter time there is still a process of coming to grips with any slippery inward things of double-
mindedness and laying them all in His Hand before being enabled to make that bold claim in faith. The step
of completing your consecration fully cannot be omitted, even though it can be very brief if you are in the
right place.

With this idea Palmer caused innumerable souls great loss. A believer cannot just “name and claim His
Rest” any more than a sinner can just come and claim his salvation without first repenting! Not even
nearly. One must first be wholly qualified. He will only touch the wholly prepared soul. Is salvation not a
mere mockery without repentance?

And is not a completed sanctification an empty mockery if the believer has not bothered to separate himself
from his prior evil ways?

Away with it! This is cold soup without meat, vegetables or broth!!!

The work of the Holy Spirit is not to repent or consecrate for us. It is to fix and accept our prior repentance
or consecration so that it is made real and lasting before Him. It is our work to prepare our hearts before
Him, while it is His work to save!!!

This was Palmer's most destructive error. This muddle-mindedness created scores who claimed to enjoy
entire sanctification while they did not even know what it was -filling the “Holiness Associations” with
pretenders rather than substance — a Cuckoo bird filling the nests of other birds with her eggs. These
unwitting fifth columnists helped destroy these essential associations from within. Earnest Seeker

The fourth modification Phoebe Palmer made in the doctrine of Christian perfection was to shift the place of
entire sanctification in the chronology of the Christian life. Because entire sanctification is available to every
believer at this very instant, and because each Christian ought to receive all the blessing that God wants to bestow,
no believer should tarry long at the point of justification, but should quickly move on to entire sanctification. John
Wesley believed the same thing, but his emphasis was different. As early as 1739 John Wesley came to believe that
Christian perfection was not the unreachable goal of the Christian life, but a present possibility. He admitted that
there was no reason why one may not be sanctified soon after justification, and urged his hearers to expect it
immediately.3s Nevertheless, in his later writings sanctification was often presented as the goal of the Christian
life.37 Wesley wrote of sanctification as a gift usually given shortly before death as preparation for heavenss In
addition, Wesley asked his preachers not, "Are you perfect?" but, "Are you going on to perfection?" despite his



insistence that God could sanctify the believer this instant as easily as He could in the next thousand years.39

Wesley's views (both early and late) are entirely consistent with reality as we find it. The lost receive the same
treatment. Salvation is available to all -this instant! But always it is only a minority who will avail themselves
of this opportunity -unless there is a remarkable revival in progress where God Himself reaches down to
convict the soul that is afar off. But short of that we and the Holy Spirit just keep quietly witnessing before
their blank faces. It is the same with believers and His Rest. Many believers did not obtain a healthy
conversion experience in the first place, and so go through their lives only halfhearted in their faith. They
may give verbal assent to holiness, but in fact, they would rather they were just left alone.

Entire sanctification is whole-hearted religion. Not everybody wants to purify their heart. Most want their

heaven to be earthly and now -like a big Lottery win with minimal outlay for unending rewards. Wesley's

hymns wisely woo that majority -as they ought. Earnest Seeker
Exemplary are the verses of the hymns John Wesley prints to illustrate his teaching on sanctification. All of them
speak of aspiring after holiness, but none of them speaks of having attained it. They long for the benefits of full
salvation, but do not testify of having received them yet4o Thus while John Wesley believed that sanctification
could occur early in a believer's Christian life, in most of his writings and his brother's hymns sanctification is
presented as something not yet attained, giving the impression that it is the goal of the Christian life. Perhaps the
clearest example of change in emphasis from sanctification as the goal of the Christian life to sanctification as its
beginning can be seen in the differences between the hymns John Wesley directed the Methodists to use and those
Phoebe Palmer wrote. John Wesley published this hymn written by his brother Charles. It is typical of those the
Methodists sang about entire sanctification:

Jesus, at Thy feet we wait Till Thou shalt bid us rise Restored to our unsinning state, To love's sweet paradise.

Savior from sin we thee receive, From all indwelling sin Thy blood, we steadfastly believe, Shall make us thoroughly clean.

Since Thou wouldst have us free from sin And pure as those above Make haste to bring Thy nature in, And perfect us in love.

The counsel of they love fulfil, Come quickly, gracious Lord! Be it according to Thy will, According to Thy word.

According to our faith in Thee Let it to us be done O that we all Thy face might see, And know as we are known!

O that the perfect grace were given, The love diffused abroad! O that our hearts were all a heaven Forever filled with God41
Note Wesley's use of the future tense, the confession that the singers are waiting to be sanctified, and the prayer that

God would finish the work. In this and most other of Wesley's hymns, sanctification is a goal that the singers are
still seeking, not a present attainment. Compare Wesley's hymn to the most famous of Phoebe Palmer's songs:

O now I see the crimson wave, The fountain deep and wide; Jesus, my Lord, mighty to save, Point to His wounded side.

Refrain: The cleansing stream I see, I see! I plunge, and O it cleanseth me; O praise the Lord, it cleanseth me, It cleanseth me,
yes, cleanseth me.

I see the new creation rise I hear the speaking blood; It speaks! polluted nature die, sink 'neath the crimson flood.
Refrain

I rise to walk in heav'n's own light, Above the world and sin, With heart made pure and garments white, And Christ enthroned
within.

Refrain

Amazing grace! 'tis heav'n below, To feel the blood applied, And Jesus, only Jesus know, My Jesus crucified.

Refrain42

Here there is no prayer for cleansing, and no waiting for holiness. There is no future tense in the song; everything is
past or present. Now the cleansing stream is available, and now the singer is plunging and being cleansed. By the
third verse sanctification is an accomplished fact. The believer can testify to a pure heart and a sinless walk.

This light treatment encourages presumption and the multiplication of souls who claim this costly blessing, but
who do not quite have it. They may live excellent and clean lives, but their inward heart is the same heart they
were born with. Their peace is their own, not His greater supernatural peace. Conventional evangelists often
make this same error. In their misguided attempt to convert all they dilute the requirement of a whole-hearted
repentance with their pleas (while the soft music plays) of “do I see a hand?”. Such converts are usually ersatz
converts that go on to fill a pew -but little else. Earnest Seeker

Melvin Dieter argues that Mrs. Palmer's change in Wesley's doctrine shows the application of "all that was America



in the nineteenth century" to the preaching of the eighteenth-century divine. He points out that her upsetting of the
Wesleyan balance between the gradual and the instantaneous, and her shifting of sanctification from the goal of the
Christian life to its beginning exactly parallel the transformations Jonathan Edwards and others effected in the
Puritan doctrine of conversion.43 While John Cotton and other early American Puritans preached as if regeneration
were the goal of the believer's life and minutely described the stages in the conversion process, Edwards preached
that one had an "immediate duty" to repent, and Finney telescoped the stages of conversion into a single event.44

As correct as Dieter is to see the influence of American optimism and impatience in Phoebe Palmer's treatment of
Wesleyan doctrines, there may be another explanation of the data. Not only was Phoebe Palmer applying "all that
was America in the nineteenth century" to Wesley, but she was also carrying Wesleyan doctrines to their natural
conclusion; she was working out their inner logic. If it is true that all Christians will eventually be sanctified, and if
it is true that it is better to be sanctified than merely justified, and if it is true that God can sanctify the believer now
just as easily as a thousand years from now, and if it is true that God gives sanctification in response to the
believer's faith, then every Christian should be sanctified now. Wesley preached each of the protases, and he
admitted the truth of the apodoses, but, as he said of others, Non persuadebis, etiamsi persuaseris (You will not
persuade me even though you do persuade me): he was not confident of the conclusion, no matter how logical it
seemed.4s "Plain matter of fact" had convinced him that people could not merely believe and be sanctified whenever
they wanted, yet the logic of his theology told him that all could be sanctified if they wanted to. He expressed the
problem this way: "That every man may believe if he will earnestly maintain, and yet that he can believe when he
will I totally deny." Not knowing how to resolve the dilemma, in the end Wesley remained content to leave it a
paradox: "But there will be always something in the matter which we cannot well comprehend or explain.'"ss

Phoebe Palmer's experience was different from Wesley's. Leading up to her own experience of entire sanctification
she followed his reasoning to its logical conclusion, and then found the blessing she had been seeking. "Plain matter
of fact," that is, her own experience, had convinced her that people could be sanctified not only if they willed but
when they willed. That conviction was strengthened when she preached holiness to others and saw them find full
salvation before they left the meeting. Thus both Phoebe Palmer and John Wesley agreed on two sides of the
Wesleyan quadrilateral: both Scripture and reason led them to expect instantaneous entire sanctification not long
after the beginning of the Christian life. But they disagreed about the third side, experience. Wesley's experience led
him to pull back from the logic of his conclusions; Palmer's led her to preach Wesley's logical conclusions
vigorously.

Yes, but in both instances these souls are required to be whole-hearted converts already. Many are those who

profess that they are so when they are not. Many claim to be seeking entire sanctification when they are

actually seeking something else, like vast spiritual power while retaining the existing self-centered heart that

can enjoy the prestige that goes with it. Both Wesley and Palmer were laboring under doctrines of

sanctification that were yet poorly understood. So also was the depth of the double-mindedness in the regular
believer which later theologians expounded in great detail. (These sources fill my materials) Earnest Seeker

The fifth change Mrs. Palmer made in Wesley's theology was to systematize the way to seek sanctification. Once
again she unhitched two contradictory elements in Wesley's thought, putting all her emphasis on the simpler,
quicker element. John Wesley urged his hearers to expect instantaneous entire sanctification by faith: "Look for it
then every day, every hour, every moment! Why not this hour, this moment? Certainly you may look for it now, if
you believe it is by faith."47 He had also, however, advised those seeking sanctification to "wait" for God's action in
vigorous, universal obedience, in a zealous keeping of all the commandments, in watchfulness and painfulness, in
denying ourselves, and taking up our cross daily; as well as in earnest prayer and fasting, and a close attendance
upon all the ordinances of God. And if a man dream of attaining it any other way (yea, or of keeping it when it is
attained, . . . ), he deceiveth his own soul. It is true, we receive it by simple faith; but God does not, will not, give
that faith unless we seek it with all diligence, in the way which He hath ordained.4s

In other words, by living the normal life of a Methodist. In place of believing in instantaneous entire sanctification,
and waiting for it by practicing Wesley's generalized Christian discipline, Phoebe Palmer substituted a "shorter
way" to holiness. All one needed to do was follow this simple three-step process for being sanctified: (1) entire
consecration, (2) faith, and (3) testimony.49

The first step to entire sanctification is entire consecration, "a perfect and entire yielding up of all to Christ, an
entire trust in Christ, and a continuous reliance on Christ, for all needed grace under every diversity of circumstance



or experience."so It is a once-and-for-all surrender of "body, soul, and spirit; time, talents, and influence; and also of
the dearest ties of nature, . . ." which must be reaffirmed daily.s1 It is a determination that "we give ourselves at once
wholly and for ever away to [God's] service, in order that we may be unto him a peculiar people, zealous of good
works, not living to ourselves. . ."s2

The second step to entire sanctification is to exercise faith. According to Mrs. Palmer, in 2 Corinthians 6:16-7:1
God promises to receive the offering of those who separate themselves from all evil through entire consecration s3 If
believers entirely consecrate themselves to the Lord, they have God's word that He sanctifies them. Whether or not
one feels any different after devoting every area of one's life to the Lord, one must not question whether God has
sanctified the heart. To doubt that one is entirely sanctified is to doubt God's word.s4 One must not trust feelings;
one must trust the written word of God.ss

Here Palmer makes another huge error. It was bad enough to expect believers to merely "name it and claim

it” -but now that error is compounded by asking those same naive believers to just presume they are

sanctified afterwards! This may work for some honest souls in the short term, but regrettably most us us are
only too glad to deceive ourselves.

The fact is that in a minority initial signs of the new heart may be muted, but over time a vast sea change is
noticed by these souls also. But if there is no sea change that comes after a few days -well -obviously there is
no new heart yet and the time of believing must continue until He supplies it! Earnest Seeker

The third step in the sanctification process is testimony. The work has already occurred, but it must be ratified as
believers publicly bears witness to what, on the basis of the Scripture, they know God has done in the heart. While
John Wesley had opined that those who received the blessing should tell other believers, Phoebe Palmer asserted
the "binding nature of the obligation to profess the blessing.se Mrs. Palmer taught that Romans 10:9-10, which
speaks of believing in the heart and confessing with the mouth, requires public profession as well as heart faith for
God's work to be effective. Not to tell others is to withhold the honor due to Christ; in addition, simple gratitude
requires the Christian to acknowledge what the Lord has done in the heart.s7

So important is this third step that Mrs. Palmer warns those who do not confess the blessing that they will not retain
it.ss Citing the case of John Fletcher who lost holiness five times because he refused to testify to it, and quoting
John Wesley's words she told those who were unwilling to profess entire sanctification publicly that they would not
be able to keep the blessing.s9

Well! This just takes the cake! Now those who are not sure whether they have something new or not are asked
to testify about what they hope they have. Hmmm!?! Do you smell something fishy here?

So they are faced with a catch-22. They either profess the heart-change before they are sure they have it -or
they will lose it for sure (if they had it). And if they find they are wrong afterwards, they will have to lose face
and eat humble pie before those they professed it to. Most who find they still have an unchanged and impure
heart, will instead feel forced to gild the lily and do the best they can with what they have -and not let on. And
why should they do anything else? To their knowledge they have fulfilled all of God's requirements to the
letter, and so it logically stands that they must have what she is proclaiming! Besides all that consecrating
makes one feel somewhat closer to God, so why quibble?? What a jungle. It takes a thousand lies to cover a
lie...

Mrs. Palmer developed her three-step plan for achieving entire sanctification in conjunction with her "altar
theology." She was seeking for some Scriptural basis for applying 2 Corinthians 6:17, "I will receive you," to
herself. She found this assurance by arguing from a list of passages containing sacrificial imagery. In Romans 12:1-
2 she read that Christians are commanded to offer themselves as sacrifices to God, in Matthew 23:19 that the altar
sanctifies the gift, in Exodus 29:37 that whatever touches the altar is holy, and in Hebrews 13:10 that Christians
have an altar which is more sacred than the one in the tabernacle. Following Adam Clarke, she believed that this
greater altar is Christ Himself.s0 From these passages Mrs. Palmer deduced that Christians who entirely consecrate
themselves to Christ are presenting their bodies as living sacrifices. Christ Himself is the altar upon which the
offering is made and so as long as believers rest themselves entirely on Him, their all is on the altar. Because
whatever touches the altar is holy, the believers themselves are holy. Thus entire consecration guarantees entire
sanctification.s1
There is still no guarantee at this point because a completed consecration (if it is indeed complete) is only the

end of what man can do. There still remains the larger and more problematic matter of actually trusting Him
(with a completed trust) to do the saving. Earnest Seeker



Phoebe Palmer's sixth change in the Wesleyan doctrine of entire sanctification was to insist that the witness of the
Spirit, giving assurance of full salvation, was not some subjective experience, but was the objective word of
Scripture. In the Plain Account of Christian Perfection Wesley had said that believers ought not to consider
themselves sanctified until they had the unmistakable inner witness of the Spirit: "None therefore ought to believe
that the work is done, till there is added the testimony of the Spirit, witnessing his entire sanctification, as clearly as
his justification."s2 In the same work, however, he said that "the witness of sanctification is not always clear at
first," that it is "sometimes stronger and sometimes fainter," and that one needs no inner witness if he has no
doubt.s3

In contrast to Wesley's equivocal view was Phoebe Palmer's teaching about the evidence of sanctification. She
believed that to demand the inner witness is to question God. The Lord has said "I will receive you" to all who offer
everything to Him. Those who refuse to believe His plain word dishonor God. They cannot be sanctified, and are
rightly sent to hell if they persist in their unbelief.s4 Mrs. Palmer based her argument on the reasoning which led to
her own sanctification. When she sought assurance that she was sanctified she remembered the Scripture, "I will
receive you." When she wondered if she should believe it without any other evidence, she realized that if she had
heard a voice from heaven speaking to her she would believe it. How much more then should she believe the
Bible!ss

Can you believe that this circus of the absurd continued? Now it has gone beyond just “name it and claim
it” to arrive at “read it and you have it”’! One thing you have to say about Palmer: she was sure gung-ho!

That Phoebe Palmer shaped the pneumatology of the holiness movement is generally agreed. The changes she made
in Wesley's theology were institutionalized by the establishment of the National Camp Meeting Association for the
Promotion of Holiness in 1867, and by the founding of the holiness denominations in the next three decades. These
holiness groups, many of which later merged to form the Church of the Nazarene in 1907 and 1908, adopted all six
of her changes in the Wesleyan idea of Christian perfection. Her three steps to sanctification became one of the
main ways to receive the second blessing, and her altar imagery helped to shape their preaching and singing.ss

And so they sang their way to virtual oblivion....

Although most historians trace the pneumatology of the holiness movement back to Phoebe Palmer, the connection
between her and the Holiness Movement has been overlooked. Most often the credit for the reshaping of Wesley's
theology has gone to Charles Finney, and to his colleagues at Oberlin, Asa Mahan and John Morgans7 While it is
true that the Oberlin theologians identified entire sanctification with the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and said it could
be received in an instant, the center of attention of their teaching was that a person could receive the power to will
what was right. This right willing, or perfect submission to the will of God, was available as a free gift from the
Lord. The gift did not guarantee perfect obedience, but it did secure consistent right intentionss Missing from their
doctrine 1s the strong emphasis on power, the initiatory nature of sanctification, and the simple three-step process
for attaining sanctification. All these elements later became important parts of Pentecostal pneumatology 9

The authour here is getting us pretty confused. Does he mean the Pentecostal Movement as we know it today?

No, that was many years in the future yet. This supposition would be inconsistent with all the sanctification

language he uses about it. And yet he is talking about tongues.... for sure the Great Awakening was a time

when many different streams of belief on the topic of sanctification were available to choose from. Did your
forebears choose a nickel or a wooden nickel?

Today Mrs. Palmer's influence on the Holiness Movement is seen most clearly in the three steps commonly taught
as a means of receiving the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Seekers for full sanctification in the Holiness Movement are
usually told: (1) be converted, (2) obey God fully, and (3) believe. The first step, conversion, is implicit in the
teaching of Phoebe Palmer. The second step, obey, is a renunciation of all sinful practices and attitudes, and
promise future commitment. It is exactly what Mrs. Palmer meant by entire consecration. Faith, the third step,
means believing that God will fulfill His promise Pentecostals teach that when faith is sufficient, God sends the
baptism. Similarly, Phoebe Palmer said that God sanctifies the believer when the gift is apprehended by faith. Many
Pentecostals do not explicitly mention Mrs. Palmer's third step, testimony, but the public speaking in tongues that
occurs in the "tarrying meeting" serves the same function.7o

A major difference between Mrs. Palmer and most modern Pentecostals that they differ about assurance. Many
scorn the idea that one could receive the baptism and not feel any different. For them glossolalia and strong
emotions give the assurance; without them one has not yet received the baptism71 Nevertheless, there are some



Pentecostal teachers who tell their incompletely consecrated hearers that God has baptized them, even if they do not
feel any different. These newly-baptized people are then told to express their faith in what God has done by
beginning to make glossolalic sounds. In response to their naked faith shown by their obedience, God will give the
sign of tongues.72 The affinities of this doctrine with Mrs. Palmer's are clear.

The make-believe continues!!! If there are no mighty signs and wonders, fake them!! (But tell nobody -not even yourself.)

While it is unlikely that many in the Pentecostal movement today know about Phoebe Palmer, the situation of their
theological forebears was different. They were only a generation removed from Mrs. Palmer herself, and her ideas
were still being publicized through her books, through various Tuesday Meetings, and through the “Guide to
Holiness” which for three years at the turn of the century bore the title, “Guide to Holiness and Pentecostal Life”.
Even if they had no direct contact with Phoebe Palmer, they certainly could have imbibed her ideas from the
preaching and singing of the Holiness Movement.

Thus Phoebe Palmer prepared the way for the modern Pentecostal movement (as well as modern confusion and
backslidings) by modifying John Wesley's doctrine of Christian perfection in six ways. In the next generation
people who accepted her pneumatology added the expectation that the sanctified would evidence the fact by
speaking in tongues. When that expectation was fulfilled, the Pentecostal Movement was born. Although Phoebe
Palmer was not really the mother of the movement, she may lay claim to the title of grandmother. As such today she
has one hundred million spiritual descendants and may thus be the most influential female theologian the Church
has yet produced.

She also may lay claim to be the mother or grandmother of quite a heritage of confusion ... Let me speak clearly: one may

be both a Pentecostal who speaks in tongues, as well as entirely sanctified. This is my case. In practice, they are quite
different things that are obtained quite differently. This is discussed elsewhere. Earnest Seeker
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