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Notes from Lesson 4 – March 31, 2019 
 

United Methodist Beliefs 
 
What Is the Bible? 
The Bible is a collection of sixty-six books, thirty-nine in the Old Testament 
(or Hebrew Bible) and twenty-seven in the New Testament. These books 
were written over a one-thousand-year period in three languages: Hebrew, 
Aramaic (the language Jesus spoke), and Greek. 
 
The books are of different lengths and different literary styles. In the 
Hebrew Bible we find legends, histories, liturgies for community worship, 
songs, proverbs, sermons, even a poetic drama (Job). In the New 
Testament are Gospels, a history, many letters, and an apocalypse 
(Revelation). Yet through it all the Bible is the story of the one God, who 
stands in a covenant relationship with the people of God. 
 
In early times and over many generations, the sixty-six books were 
thoughtfully used by faithful people. In the process their merits were 
weighed, and the community of believers finally gave them special 
authority. Tested by faith, proven by experience, these books have become 
sacred; they’ve become our rule for faith and practice. 
 
In Israel, the Book of Deuteronomy was adopted as the Word of God about 
621 B.C. The Torah, or Law (the first five books of the Hebrew Bible), 
assumed authority around 400 B.C.; the Prophets about 200 B.C.; and the 
Writings about 100 B.C.  
 
After a struggle the Christians determined that the Hebrew Bible was 
Scripture for them as well. The New Testament as we know it was formed 
and adopted by church councils between A.D. 200 and A.D. 400. 
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We say that God speaks to us through the Bible. This authority derives 
from three sources: 

• We hold that the writers of the Bible were inspired, that they were 
filled with God’s Spirit as they wrote the truth to the best of their 
knowledge. 

• We hold that God was at work in the process of canonization, during 
which only the most faithful and useful books were adopted as 
Scripture. 

• We hold that the Holy Spirit works today in our thoughtful study of 
the Scriptures, especially as we study them together, seeking to 
relate the old words to life’s present realities. 

 
The Bible’s authority is, therefore, nothing magical. For example, we do not 
open the text at random to discover God’s will. The authority of Scripture 
derives from the movement of God’s Spirit in times past and in our reading 
of it today. 
 
How to Read the Bible 

1. What did this passage mean to its original hearers?  
2. What part does it play in the Bible’s total witness?  
3. What does God seem to be saying to my life, my community, my 

world, through this passage?   
4. What changes should I consider making because of my study? 
 

Sacraments 
Baptism & Holy Communion are the only 2 practices that Jesus specifically 
commands in the Gospels.  

• Baptism is our welcome into the family of Christ 
• Holy Communion sustains and nourishes us on 

       our journey of faith. 
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Grace 
John Wesley described God’s grace as threefold: 

1. prevenient grace 
2. justifying grace 
3. sanctifying grace 

Grace is the love and mercy given to us by God because God wants us to 
have it, not because of anything we have done to earn it.  
 
Wesleyan Quadrilateral  
There are four definitive doctrinal guidelines by which United Methodists 
establish and reflect on beliefs. These four guidelines are scripture, 
tradition, experience, and reason. These have together become known as 
the Wesleyan Quadrilateral.   
 
The phrase describes the principal factors that John Wesley believed 
illuminate the core of the Christian faith for the believer. Wesley did not 
formulate the succinct statement now commonly referred to as the Wesley 
Quadrilateral. Building on the Anglican theological tradition, Wesley added 
a fourth emphasis, experience.  
 
The resulting four components or “sides” of the quadrilateral are (1) 
Scripture, (2) tradition, (3) reason, and (4) experience. Though the name 
indicates they are all equal, they are not. 
 

1. Scripture is considered the primary source and standard for Christian 
doctrine.  

2. Tradition is the witness of development and growth of the faith 
through the past centuries and in many nations and cultures.  

3. Reason in the individual Christian brings to bear on the Christian faith 
discerning and cogent thought.  

4. Experience is the individual’s understanding and appropriating of the 
faith in the light of his or her own life, (context). 

 
These four elements taken together bring the individual Christian to a 
mature and fulfilling understanding of the Christian faith and the required 
response of worship and service. 
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Assurance of Salvation 
By this Wesley meant that when someone is justified by the grace of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ, then she or he will experience an inner 
assurance in her or his heart that she or he is saved.  It was a very 
controversial teaching. This added emphasis upon receiving an inner 
assurance of salvation Wesley’s message seem dangerous to many in The 
Church of England.  
 
John Wesley wrote, “By the testimony of the Spirit I mean an inward 
impression on the soul, whereby the Spirit of God immediately and directly 
witnesses to my spirit, that I am a child of God; that Jesus Christ hath 
loved me, and given Himself for me; that all my sins are blotted out, and I, 
even I, am reconciled to God.”  
 
Christian Perfection 
The best-known doctrine of United Methodism is our emphasis on the 
pursuit of “holiness” and the possibility of achieving final Christ-like 
“perfection” in this life.   
 
Sanctifying grace draws us toward the gift of Christian perfection, which 
Wesley described as a heart “habitually filled with the love of God and 
neighbor” and as “having the mind of Christ and walking as he walked.” 
Through God’s sanctifying grace, we grow and mature in our ability to live 
as Jesus lived. As we pray, study the Scriptures, fast, worship, and share in 
fellowship with other Christians, we deepen our knowledge of and love for 
God.  
 
As we respond with compassion to human need and work for justice in our 
communities, we strengthen our capacity to love neighbor. Our inner 
thoughts and motives, as well as our outer actions and behavior, are 
aligned with God’s will and testify to our union with God. We’re to press 
on, with God’s help, in the path of sanctification toward perfection. By 
perfection, Wesley did not mean that we would not make mistakes or have 
weaknesses. Rather, he understood it to be a continual process of being 
made perfect in our love of God and each other and of removing our desire 
to sin. Although the accomplishment of Christian perfection is extremely 
rare, the belief that it is possible is of critical importance. 
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Social Consciousness 
Taking an active stance in society is nothing new for followers of John 
Wesley. He set the example for us to combine personal and social piety. 
Ever since predecessor churches to United Methodism flourished in the 
United States, we have been known as a denomination involved with 
people’s lives, with political and social struggles, having local to 
international mission implications. Such involvement is an expression of the 
personal change we experience in our baptism and conversion. 
 
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.” 
 
For United Methodists, social consciousness has always gone hand in hand 
with faith. Taking an active stance in society is nothing new for United 
Methodists.  John Wesley set the example for us to combine personal and 
social piety.  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.  
 
The church helps us think and act out of a faith perspective and not just 
react to all the other “voices and noises” that exist in our society.  The 
United Methodist Church has created statements to guide us in our efforts 
to bring about a world of justice. “Our Social Creed” is a basic statement of 
our convictions about the fundamental relationships between God, God’s 
creation and humanity. This basic statement is expanded in a lengthier 
statement called the “Social Principles.” 
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Itineracy 
Methodism began with a group of traveling preachers, who went from 
place to place preaching, baptizing, and presiding over church affairs. That 
heritage has continued in today’s itinerant system for the appointment of 
elders.  
 
Before they are ordained, clergy in The United Methodist Church agree to 
serve where their bishop appoints them. Appointments are for one year at 
a time.  
 
Each year the bishop of an area “fixes the appointments” of the itinerant 
clergy in the episcopal area, as well as the appointments of the deacons 
and local pastors, who are non-itinerant clergy.  
 
In addition, the bishop may also appoint clergy to an “extension ministry,” 
which is an appointment other than to a local church, such as elders and 
deacons who work in general agencies, as chaplains, seminary professors, 
conference staff, and so on. 
 
“Itinerancy” refers specifically to the commitment by pastors to serve 
wherever their bishop sends them. “Appointment” is the action taken by 
bishops.  
 
For elders and local pastors, particularly, the goal is to match the gifts and 
graces of the particular pastor with the ministry needs of a particular 
congregation.  
 
Through a commitment to open itinerancy, the connectional system of The 
United Methodist Church is apparent. Open itinerancy means that 
appointment decisions are related to gifts and needs, rather than to race, 
ethnic origin, gender, color, ability or disability, marital status, or age. 
 
 
 


