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Today is not much of a day for growing things, at least not outside. But if you would imagine, if you 
could picture a time when you might be thinking about planting something, it helps to know what it is 
that you're taking care of. Different types of flowers and vegetables, and crops, all require different 
types of care, different amounts of water. Sometimes, too much or too little can cause the plant not to 
thrive, not to grow like that you'd hope that it would. The same thing is true for our faith. It's helpful to 
know something about our faith, where we've come from and where we might be going, so that we can 
grow as Christians, and here in this place as United Methodist Christians. Today, we begin a new series, 
that the movement continues, in which we're looking at some of the things that are distinct about being 
United Methodist Christians, examining our life together.

One of the tools that we have for you is a United Methodist handbook. These are free for us and they 
are free for you. They're on the welcome table, I hope they go pick one up, take it home with you. 
There's a lot of good information about the life of our denomination, and I hope you'll take it and read a 
little bit more about who we are as United Methodist Christians. It gives you some taste about our 
family tree, and you know about family trees, they can teach you a lot about who you are. If you know 
someone's parents, or their grandparents, it can give you some insight into who this person is. Again, it's 
the same for us, as people that follow Jesus as United Methodists. As United Methodist Christians, there 
are two people who are at the base at the roots of our family tree. John and Charles Wesley. There are 
several other denominations that would find at their roots these same brothers. The Nazarenes, the 
Salvation Army, all versions of Methodists. A number of them still exist today.

So I want you to know a little bit more about who they are, their experience with God, and what we can 
learn from their experience for our lives today. John Wesley was born in England in 1703. His brother, 
Charles, a few years later in 1707. Their father was a priest in the Church of England. They were 
preacher's kids. They both attended Oxford, studying divinity there, and while they were there, they 
started a small group with other students to hold each other accountable to practicing their life of faith. 
Not just learning about it in school, but to actually living it out. They were so methodical in their practice 
that others gave them the nickname Methodists, and that name stuck. They had a method for how to 
live out their life of faith.

Perhaps encouraged by his time in school, both John and Charles went as missionaries to, at that time, 
the colony of Georgia. They arrived in March of 1736 with a vision of converting hundreds of people, 
especially those that were native to the land. They were terrible at this job. They had a disastrous 
experience in Georgia, and would say that John even got ran out of town by trying to date the 
governor's daughter. In any case, they both returned to England, Charles in 1736, and John in February 
of 1738. He was at a very low point in his life of faith. He was disillusioned, discouraged. The vision of 
what he thought might be was not to be, and he was trying to make sense of how do I live my life of 
faith in this season? It was during that season that John would have an experience that would change his 
life. He describes it in his journal in this way, from May 24th, 1738.

In the evening, I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther's 
preface to the Epistle to the Romans.  About a quarter to nine, while he was describing the change 
which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in 
Christ, Christ alone, for salvation, and an assurance was given me that He had taken away my sins, even 
mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.
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At that moment, on that night, John Wesley recognized that his spirit was growing because God had 
invited him. God's Holy Spirit was at work in his life, God had taken away his sins, even his. He knew it. 
He could feel it. He described this as assurance, and we can feel it today, we can know that our sins are 
forgiven. This experience was a catalyst for John and his brother, who would go on to lead a renewal 
movement in the Church of England, which swept across the country, spread to the colonies, which will 
later become the United States, and across the generations would become who we are as the United 
Methodist Church. From John's story, we remember that even during low seasons in our spiritual life, 
God can be at work bringing about transformation and new life. John experienced this, and we can 
experience it today.

But what was it exactly that John experienced there on Aldersgate Street? What was it that helped 
warm his heart? It was God's grace. God is freely giving the love that we don't do anything to earn, but 
we receive and say yes to, and our understanding of grace is one of the ways that, as United Methodists, 
is distinct from some other Christian denominations, so I want to share it with you today. First, we 
recognize that all of us have issues. We have problematic aspects in our lives that need to be addressed. 
In the church, we talk about that as sin. We make mistakes, we break down relationships, and we need 
to be made right. This is true for everyone of us. In response to this reality, God loves us and is trying to 
heal us. We don't deserve that love, it's a gift that flows from God's very nature as our loving creator. 
God's very existence is love.

Now, God shares God's love with us throughout our lives, but we're in different places, and so we 
experience it in different ways. The way that we talk about that is in three ways, as prevenient grace, as 
justifying grace, and as sanctifying grace. I want you to imagine a picture that you might hold in your 
head, is you might imagine a house, and this house has a wide front porch. Maybe your house is 
something like this, a wide front porch. Then we'll use this image as we consider different 
understandings of grace. The first is prevenient grace. In the dictionary of theological terms, Donald 
McKim defines prevenient grace in this way. Prevenient grace comes before any human response to 
God. God offers grace and love to all people.

In our image of the house, you might imagine that this is the porch. Everybody is welcome on the porch 
of God's house. There's no preconditions, anybody can come up and have a seat. In our understanding 
of this view of God's grace, God's grace and love is extended for all people, and it's our choice as 
humans to decide to respond to God's grace or not. To believe in Jesus or not to believe in Jesus. To seek 
to live a faithful life or to not live faithful lives. God doesn't force anyone to make the journey of faith. 
God created humanity in God's own image, and part of that creation is that we have the chance to 
choose, we have free will. God didn't make us as robots which are programmed to obedience. Instead, 
we all have the ability to obey or to disobey, to say yes to God or to say no to God.

In the same way, God's healing power doesn't overwhelm us. God loves us enough to allow us to turn 
away. God's grace can be resisted, and yet when we accept that grace and allow God to shape our 
hearts and minds and our lives, amazing things can happen. When we say yes to God's love, when we 
recognize that God's grace is for us, then we experience God's love as justified, as being made right, as 
being justified. Justifying grace is when we are made right with God through Jesus Christ. God accepts 
you by grace through faith. When you say, yes, I want to follow Jesus, please forgive me and my sins, it's 
like you're at the porch, standing on the porch and you've stepped across the threshold. You've entered 
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into God's house. This is a milestone, it's a significant moment where you say, yes God, I want to follow 
you. I know I've made mistakes and I need your forgiveness.

This experience of grace is what is most often meant when someone asks, “Are you saved?” Do you 
remember the date that you were saved? Perhaps you know that date, and for others, it may not be so 
clear. Perhaps you've grown up in a church and you've just always known God's presence in your life. 
We see this experience described in the scripture from Ephesians. You are saved by God's grace because 
of your faith. This salvation is God's gift. We step across the threshold into the household of God. Those 
who receive the gift of God's love and forgiveness are saved from our sins. We're saved from a life of 
self-centeredness, from a life of focusing on only on ourselves. We're saved from the power of sin and 
death. But not only are we saved from something, we're saved for something. We're saved for perfect 
love of God and neighbor. We're saved for a life as children of God, the experience of being made right, 
but not only that, growing in God throughout our lives. As we continue to grow in God, we experience 
God's love and grace as sanctifying.

God's sanctifying grace enables us to move toward perfect love of God and neighbor. We can become 
like Jesus by grace through faith. We grow in Holiness throughout our life, and in this image of the 
house, you not only stepped across the threshold inside God's house, but now, you begin to explore the 
wonders and all the rooms that there are. Now, the goal of our Christian faith is this idea of Christian 
perfection and sanctifying grace. It's a little bit, when we talk about being perfect, it can seem a little, I 
don't know, pretentious, perhaps, or maybe even impossible. There's all kinds of ways that you can think 
about being perfect, and so I want to be clear about what Christian perfection is, the way that John 
Wesley understood it and how we understand it as United Methodist Christians.

Christian perfection is not never making a mistake. Indeed, Wesley wrote this. I expect not to be free 
from actual mistakes till this mortal life puts on immortality. Christian perfection is also not freedom 
from weakness or temptation. The apostle Paul himself prayed that he might be delivered from an 
infirmity. He described it as a thorn in the flesh, and God's answer back to him was, my grace is enough 
for you because power is made perfect in weakness. Weakness is not the opposite of perfection, it's a 
condition for it. We have to recognize that by our own power, we're not able to love God the way that 
we might. We're not able to reach out to all of our neighbors in the way that God might desire it, unless 
we allow God to work through us. So what is perfection? What are we hoping, what are we striving for? 
What does John talk about when he talks about sanctifying grace?

In Matthew 5:48, Jesus says this. Be perfect therefore as your heavenly Father is perfect. Another 
translation reads the command in this way. Therefore, just as your heavenly Father is complete in 
showing love to everyone, so also you must be complete. Complete in showing love to everyone. 
Practically, for Wesley, as for Jesus I believe, perfection looks like living out the great commandment. To 
love God with all our hearts, soul, mind and strength. And to love our neighbor as ourself. This is the 
goal of the Christian life, this is Christian perfection. It means being made perfect in love. It means 
removing the barriers that separate us from God and keep others out. It means moving us to forget 
ourselves and offering ourself in self-giving acts of service. The miraculous thing is that flawed and 
fallible people, just like you and me, are the only ones that are qualified to move on to perfection. We're 
the ones who can experience God's grace.
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This is what Wesley taught throughout his life, and believe that perhaps this is the reason that there are 
Methodists in the world, that this particular teaching is understanding this calling to move towards 
perfect love of God and neighbor, what's part of the good news we might have to offer from our part of 
the Christianity's family tree. Wesley was fully convinced that God's desire for Christians to experience a 
fully perfect life as a fruit of following after God. He was just as convinced that God has the power to 
bring this about. So if we denied, perhaps, the idea that we might be made perfect in this life, perhaps 
we might be denying the power of God's grace to transform us and to transform the world.

To put it in another way, as we think about our Christian life, if we're not moving towards perfect love of 
God and neighbor, what are we moving towards? What are you expecting in your life of faith? The good 
news is that God's Holy Spirit is at work in our lives, and before we recognize it, we are saved by God's 
grace being through our faith and belong to God's household, and our journey as United Methodist 
Christians doesn't end there. It's a journey that moves on throughout our lives as we continue to grow 
towards perfect love of God and neighbor. No matter where you are in God's household, whether you 
find yourself still wondering about whether you're ready to say yes, or you've just stepped inside the 
house, or you've been exploring rooms for many years, no matter where you are, you can take the next 
step of your journey in prayer.

I would like to invite you to take that next step wherever you are today. I'm going to invite you to pray 
with me here in just a few moments, and wherever you are, you might just ask God to help you take the 
next step. Maybe it's accepting God's gift of grace and saying, yes, Jesus, I want to follow you. Maybe it's 
saying, yes, Jesus, after years of being away, or maybe it's continuing to say yes again today. So I'd like to 
invite you to join with me in prayer, and you might just echo it in your heart or under your breath if 
you'd like. Will you pray with me?

Oh God, I'm sorry for all the things that I've done wrong. And if anything comes to mind, just offer it to 
God. Thank you for your love for me. Thank you for your son, Jesus. Please fill me with your Holy Spirit. 
Help me to live as one of your children. Holy Spirit, help me to live the life that really is life. In Jesus 
name I pray, Amen.

https://www.rev.com/

