
Lesson 5: The UMC and John Wesley  
  

LESSON FOCUS: To better understand the organization and importance of the United 

Methodist Church and the importance John Welsey played in faith throughout history. 
  
Objective:  
"You worship John Wesley?” No! But as United Methodist we are connected through so many 
ways. We have so many opportunities and so many things that bind us together as Christ-
followers and as Methodists. This week we hope that our Confirmands come to understand not 
only the history of the church but the importance of it and Wesley’s influence on so many people 
throughout history. 

  
Greetings / Announcements (5 min) 

• Please start each meeting by letting the Confirmands know what is going on with RSM 
and how they can be connected. It is vital to their faith journey to stay connected to the 
youth group and the church once Confirmation is finished.  
The more opportunities they have, the better chance they have of staying connected later.  

• Your announcement sheet will be in your Tribe Box.  

• Ask everyone how their week has been. Limit the discussion because it is very easy to 
spend too much time here and not be able to finish the lesson.  

   
“The Church” (10 min) 

 
Activity- Get everyone (including leaders) to line up in order of how long you have been 
attending RUMC. Time yourselves. See how long it takes you to figure it out! 
 
Where did it all begin? 

The Early Church- The book of Acts tells the story of the early church. The early 
church was simply the people who believed in Jesus after he ascended into heaven. It was not a 
formal organized church the way we think of church today. Most of the early believers were 
Jewish. Many people in the early church had seen and heard Jesus before his death and 
resurrection while others believed in Him because of the preaching of the disciples (who were 
now called apostles) and other preachers. The early church grew quickly. After Peter preached to 
a large crowd on Pentecost, some 3,000 people decided to repent and be baptized in one day.  

The Roman Church- The early church grew geographically as well as in members. 
Many Gentiles (people who were not Jewish) became believers. For nearly a thousand years 
there was only one church, which became centered in the city of Rome. This church still exists 
today as the Roman Catholic Church. 

The Eastern Orthodox Church- In 1054 the part of the church governed by the bishop 
of Constantinople (modern day Istanbul, Turkey) split from the Roman Catholic Church an 
became known as the Eastern Orthodox Church. The Eastern Orthodox Church still exists and is 
the second largest Christian communion in the world after the Roman Catholic Church. Its 
members are found all over the world, although the largest concentration of members is in 
Russia, Eastern Europe and Greece. 

The Protestant Reformation- Meanwhile leadership in the Roman church became 
corrupt. Priests began selling indulgences. That means they were making people pay money to 



have their sins forgiven, and the church emphasized working for salvation instead of putting faith 
in God for salvation. In other words, the church claimed to control the process of salvation. 
 
One priest was especially upset. Martin Luther made a list of 95 grievances with church 
 structure. Because he and his friends protested a number of church practices, they got the 
 name “Protestant.” Some of Luther’s great contributions to the church were encouraging 
 common people to read and hear the Scriptures in their own languages (not just Latin) 
 and teaching that people are saved by grace alone through faith. 
 

• Why is it important to trust Jesus Christ for our salvation instead of depending 
upon our own good works? 

 
 

“The Big J Dub” (15 Min) 
 

History (5 min) 
 
In 1703 John Wesley was born in the parsonage of an Anglican church in a poor farming area. 
His father was a pastor, and his mother Suzanna taught all the children in her large family at 
home. 
At age 25 John was a self-righteous man who thought God would be pleased by his good works. 
While attending Oxford University, John, his brother Charles and their like-minded friends were 
so strict about keeping rules and following formal methods of worship and daily life that other 
students nicknamed them “Methodists.” Then John and Charles felt the call from God to be 
missionaries in Georgia. However, a discouraged John left the American colony two years later 
because he had little success in spreading the Gospel and he felt no joy in serving Christ. 

• Does God want Christians to have joy in their lives? Yes, it is mentioned all 
throughout the scriptures. Read John 16:24. 

• Does this mean if we are depressed we really aren’t Christians? Not at all. We all go 
through tough times, even believers. Think about David when he was hiding from Saul or 
Elijah in the desert. Just as Nehemiah said to the Israelites, “The joy of the Lord is our 
strength,” through faith believers have access to the true source of joy.  

 
A Heart-Warming Story- (10 min) 
 

After John Wesley returned home to England, he continued to pray that God would use him to 
spread the Gospel. He prayed and prayed for God to reveal Himself to John. Then, one night 
John Wesley encountered God in a new way. Wesley's description of his experience at 
Aldersgate Street on May 24, 1738, explains the meaning of justifying grace: "About a quarter 
before nine, while he [the leader] 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." 

• Have you ever heard of someone have that kind of experience? Have you ever felt 
that way? 

• Does anyone know the Apostle Paul’s story when he was on the Road to Damascus? 
(Let them answer. Below are the verses if you need them and a summary of the story.) 



 
Acts 9:1–9; Acts 22:6–11; and Acts 26:9–20 

 
 Paul, who went by the name of Saul at that time, was on his way to Damascus with a letter from 
the high priest of the temple in Jerusalem giving him authority to arrest any who belonged to 
“the Way,” meaning those who followed Christ. He was so intent on “opposing the name of 
Jesus of Nazareth” (Acts 26:9) that in “raging fury,” he breathed “threats and murder against 
the disciples of the Lord.” Here was a man who truly hated Jesus and all who were associated 
with Him. 
 
Suddenly a bright light shone on Saul, causing his entire party to fall to the ground. Then Jesus 
spoke to Saul, asking him, “Why are you persecuting me?” in a voice understood only by him. 
Saul recognized that this was a deity of some sort because he called Him “Lord” and asked who 
He was. When Jesus identified Himself as the very One Saul had been persecuting, one can only 
imagine the terror that filled Saul’s heart. Saul was speechless, no doubt thinking to himself, 
“I’m a dead man.” 
 
Saul was blinded for 3 days, surrendered his Life to Jesus Christ and changed his name to Paul. 
 
Saul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus was the beginning of an incredible journey. 
And while not all conversions are as startling as Saul’s, each of us is commissioned by Jesus to 
live in obedience to Him (John 14:15), love one another in His name (1 John 2:23), “know Christ 
and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death,” (Philippians 3:10), and tell the world of the wonderful riches in Christ. 
 

“The UMC” (20 Min) 

History (5 min) 
 
Methodism began because of John Wesley, his brother Charles, and others’ desire to grow as 
disciples of Jesus Christ. Together they pursued “holiness of heart and life,” which Wesley 
described as “universal love filling the heart, and governing the life.” John Welsey believed true 
discipleship required both of these things- a strong faith and a life lived in it. 
 
Because of Wesley’s conversion and new fund faithfulness, thousands of people found new life 
in Christ. And they began to put their faith into action. Orphanages, hospitals, and schools were 
built. Prison reform and laws to prohibit child labor were passed because of the influence of 
Methodists. The first Methodist missionaries came to America in the 1760s. 
 
Welsey began having the people meet in classes and societies. They also met in bands, what we 
would call small groups or CRUs.  

• How did John Wesley’s early church look similar to our church today? How did it 
look different? 

 
The church would continue to grow over the next 200 years spreading all throughout the United 
States and the world. In 1946, the Evangelical Church and the United Brethern Church joined to 
form the Evangelical United Brethern Church. Then, about 20 years later in 1968, it combined 
with the Methodist Church to form what we know today as the United Methodist Church. At the 
time of the merger, the membership of the UMC was about 11 million. In 2004, the UMC 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%209.1%E2%80%939
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2022.6%E2%80%9311
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2026.9%E2%80%9320
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2026.9%E2%80%9320
https://www.gotquestions.org/Saul-of-Tarsus.html
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Acts%2026.9
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/John%2014.15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20John%202.23
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Phil%203.10


membership had dropped down to 8 million worldwide. Today the total membership of the UMC 
around the world is just over 12.6 million.     
 
The Mission of the UMC (3 min) 

 
Our pursuit of holiness of heart and life is something we are expected to do together. For John 

Wesley there was such thing as “solitary religion.” He wrote, “The gospel of Christ knows of no 

religion, but social; no holiness but social holiness.” In other words, our faith is not private. It is 

to be lived and shared. 

Early Methodists lived into this understanding of faith by opening schools, feeding the hungry, 

healing those who could not afford to see a doctor, speaking out against slavery, and so much 

more. Today, United Methodist remain connected not only to the people in their small groups 

and congregations, but also to a church of millions around the world. Together we tell people 

about Jesus, protect people’s health, assist victims of disaster, stand up for those and cannot take 

care of themselves, and watch over one another in love. 

 

The Book of Discipline (12 min) 
 
The Book of Discipline is a set of rules, laws and direction that govern the system and process of 
the church and it helps guide the congregations and pastors to keep the same focus and vision 
among all the local churches.  
 
The first BoD was published in 1784 and has been published every 4 years since then. General 
Conference, where every Annual Conference (all the UM churches in your area) are represented 
and new policies are vote on, adds any new changes to the BoD when it occurs every four years. 
The most recent General Conference was in 2016. The 2020 General Conference was postponed 
due to COVID and has not been made up yet. 
 
The Book of Discipline lists all kinds of rules and regulations from how pastors are selected to 
how the church is to be run. It helps lead and guide all local churches so they will all be 
governed by the same authority. 
 
The BoD also contains what we refer to as The Social Principles. This is a list of things that we, 
as Christians and as United Methodists, believe are how we are to act, behave and conduct 
ourselves as followers of Jesus Christ. The Social Principles provide a detailed blueprint, 
relevant to our time and context, for restoring right relationships with each other and all creation. 
 
 
 
Here is an excerpt from the Book of Resolution that explains why we have the Social Principles: 
“The United Methodist Church believes God's love for the world is an active and engaged love, 
a love seeking justice and liberty. We cannot just be observers. So, we care enough about 
people's lives to risk interpreting God's love, to take a stand, to call each of us into a response, 
no matter how controversial or complex. The church helps us think and act out a faith 
perspective, not just responding to all the other 'mind-makers-up' that exist in our society." 
 

http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/the-method-of-methodism-expands-societies-and-the-new-room
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/leadership-resources/evangelism
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/leadership-resources/evangelism
https://umcabundanthealth.org/
https://www.umcor.org/
https://www.umcjustice.org/
http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/the-method-of-united-methodism-today-covenant-discipleship
http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/the-method-of-united-methodism-today-covenant-discipleship


Here are parts of the Social Principles from the Book of Discipline: 
(for a full list:https://www.umc.org/en/what-we-believe/basics-of-our-faith/our-social-positions) 

Women and Men 

We affirm with Scripture the common humanity of male and female, both having equal worth in 

the eyes of God. We reject the erroneous notion that one gender is superior to another, that one 

gender must strive against another, and that members of one gender may receive love, power, 

and esteem only at the expense of another. 

Culture and Identity 

We believe that our primary identity is as children of God. With that identity comes societal and 

cultural constructions that have both positive and negative impacts on humanity and the Church. 

Rights of Young People 

Our society is characterized by a large population of young people who frequently find full 

participation in society difficult. Therefore, we urge development of policies that encourage 

inclusion of young people in decision-making processes and that eliminate discrimination and 

exploitation. 

Marriage 

We affirm the sanctity of the marriage covenant that is expressed in love, mutual support, 

personal commitment, and shared fidelity between a man and a woman. 

Human Sexuality 

The United Methodist Church does not condone the practice of homosexuality and considers this 

practice incompatible with Christian teaching. We affirm that God’s grace is available to all. We 

will seek to live together in Christian community, welcoming, forgiving, and loving one another, 

as Christ has loved and accepted us. 

 

The World Community 

God’s world is one world. We pledge ourselves to seek the meaning of the gospel in all issues 

that divide people and threaten the growth of world community. 

 

Rights of Immigrants         

 We recognize, embrace, and affirm all persons, regardless of country of origin, as 

members of the family of God. We affirm the right of all persons to equal opportunities for 

employment, access to housing, health care, education, and freedom from social discrimination. 

• Are there any Social Principles that you disagree with? Why? 

• Did you know the UMC believed this way regarding these topics? 

 

Please Note: Whether you agree or disagree on these or other Social Principles, we are to always 

remember that they are simply a guide as to how we are to live and the Book of Discipline is a 

living document that changes every so often. They are not the Word of God or the authority of 

scripture. They are simply the church’s interpretation on how to interpret that scripture in today’s 

world. 

https://www.umc.org/en/what-we-believe/basics-of-our-faith/our-social-positions)
https://www.umc.org/en/content/social-principles-the-world-community


 
 (The last couple of minutes should be used to MAKE SURE that every Confirmand, at the very 
least, understands the following very general concepts.)  
  

Wrap Up (4 min) 
 

• The church began because a few people (Jesus’ disciples) passionately preached the 
Good News of Jesus coming to earth to save us from sin and death. That message began 
to spread all across the world because of their faithfulness. 

• Through the years, the church has had some issues because we are humans trying to do 
what we think is right in order to honor God. Sometimes, we make mistakes and 
sometimes we deliberately do things for our own gain instead of God’s purpose for the 
church. 

• John Wesley was one of those people who thought his good deeds were honoring to God 
but it wasn’t until he put all his faith (not just some) in Jesus that God transformed his 
heart and made him a new creation. 

• Because of Wesley’s faithfulness, the United Methodist Church has transformed millions 
of lives and helped millions more by acting out our faith in the world. 

• If you have any questions, jot them on an index card and give them to your mentor. They 
will send them to the Big Question box and get an answer for you!  

  

 
Joys and Concerns (6 min)  

  
(Without a doubt, this is the part of the class that will always take the longest. In order to curb 
the long chatter, we put this part at the end of class. To make it easier, go around the circle and 
ask each person, including leaders, what is their ONE Joy and their ONE Concern for the 
week. Each person gets less than 30 seconds.)  
  

• Joys and Concerns (or Popsicles and Poopsicles)  
• Have a mentor or Ex-Con write them down in your Prayer Journal so you will 
have them and they can text them to the group.  
• Mentors and Ex-Cons take turns praying each week until everyone has prayed. 
Only one prayer at the end each week. After 4-5 weeks, each leader should have 
prayed once. Then, begin asking for volunteers from the Confirmands to pray. These 
prayers should be short, less than one minute to give the Confirmands an example of 
how to pray.  
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