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It is the middle of July and we have taken two weeks aside to spend a
little bit of time with a sermon from our founder. “The Almost Christian”
was a sermon preached in which a basic tenet of Methodism was
shared with Wesley’s followers. Two hundred eighty years from next
Sunday, this sermon was first shared at St. Mary’s Church in Oxford,
England. Two hundred eighty years later, the message shared by John
Wesley is just as relevant today. Although the language may be
challenging for us to read and share, the core of Wesley’s beliefs still
hold true.

I grew up in the suburbs of Buffalo and I came into my faith as a
teenager. I accepted Jesus Christ into my life at fifteen years of age
after a number of difficult years. As a teenager, the result of my
accepting faith was that I went from feeling unlovable to loved. I still
struggled with self-confidence, but had a slowly growing sense of
identity founded in love instead of brokenness.

It took me a few years to connect with the passage we just read in
Deuteronomy 30. Deuteronomy was not a book that was at the top of
my reading list as a teenager. When I did come across Deuteronomy, I
quickly found myself caught up in the beauty of the words. When I read
the first few verses of Deuteronomy 30, I saw a reflection of my own
experience. Consider the first few verses: (Deut 30:1-3)

When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and
the curses that I have set before you, if you call them to mind
among all the nations where the Lord your God has driven you,



and return to the Lord your God, and you and your children obey
him with all your heart and with all your soul, just as I am
commanding you today, then the Lord your God will restore your
fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you again from
all the peoples among whom the Lord your God has scattered
you.

If you have not had the opportunity to hear my testimony, my own
experience as a child was marked by some very difficult
circumstances. I lost my mother at a young age, endured physical and
mental abuse, and grew to a point where I was suicidal. As a survivor
of a number of traumas, there were definitely moments when I looked
in the mirror and saw someone who often felt like they had been exiled
from the good life. I connected with the words that I read in
Deuteronomy deeply. Coming to faith felt like God was restoring me
from a place of isolation and brokenness.

Looking back, when I accepted God into my life it was one of the first
times that I consciously decided to accept love into my life after years
of sorrow and pain. As a result of the relief and joy I felt deep in my
heart, I fell deeply in love with the God who loved me. I read my Bible,
prayed, and sought to figure out how I should live my life. I connected
with the same idea that John Wesley taught in “The Almost Christian.” I
responded to God’s love by reciprocating that love and paying attention
to the call to love my neighbor. When Jesus taught us to love God with
all of our being and to love our neighbor as ourselves, I felt a deep call
in my life. To paraphrase 1 John 2:6, if I wanted to live in Christ then I
needed to walk in Christ’s footsteps.

In Deuteronomy 30, we see a similar call to faithful living. Deuteronomy
is sometimes referred to as the “gospel of the Old Testament,” and one
of the reasons for that designation is passages like this passage.



Deuteronomy 30 lays a path before believers. In our reading we are
told that there will be blessings and curses including very difficult
circumstances. Although Deuteronomy is written in a prophetic way, we
can probably assume that most of us have faced challenging moments
in life. Looking back, I know that when I look over my own story, I can
find moments that connect with feeling exiled, lost, and confused.

Deuteronomy teaches that there is hope in those moments. If we stop
to remember God’s blessings and recall the way of life we are invited
to live, then we can return to God. In our brokenness, we can return to
God and obey God with all of our heart and soul. What’s more God will
circumcise our hearts and enable us to do these things. We can come
to love God with all of our heart and soul. We can come to a place
where we truly live.

Consider for a moment that there are three promises here. First, we
can come to a place where we listen to God’s instructions. Second,
God will work in our heart and enable us to live. Third, we can come to
love God with all of our heart and soul. Can you guess what Wesley
believed were the three parts of going from being an almost Christian
to being altogether Christian?

Wesley taught in his sermon that the three things that mark the
movement from being almost to altogether Christian were as follows:
First, love the Lord our God with all of our heart, soul, mind, and
strength. Second, love our neighbor as ourselves. Third, we must
come to believe in Jesus Christ. Wesley taught:

There is yet one thing more that may be separately considered,
though it cannot actually be separate from the preceding, which is
implied in the being altogether a Christian; and that is the ground
of all, even faith. Very excellent things are spoken of this



throughout the oracles of God. "Every one, saith the beloved
disciple, "that believeth is born of God." "To as many as received
him, gave he power to become the sons of God. even to them
that believe on his name." And "this is the victory that overcometh
the world, even our faith." Yea, our Lord himself declares, "He that
believeth in the Son hath everlasting life; and cometh not into
condemnation, but is passed from death unto life."

Before any of us ignore Wesley’s words as being words that should be
ignored or seen as relics of the kind of faith that some might dismiss
out of hand, I invite you to take a moment to think about Wesley’s
perspective. Deuteronomy presents a set of promises that are
predicated on following God’s commandments, loving God, and having
God enable further obedience and love through a change of heart.
Jesus Christ taught that all of those commandments referred to in
Deuteronomy can be summed up as follows. In Matthew 22:37-40,
Jesus said:

‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all
your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the greatest and first
commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your
neighbor as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the
law and the prophets.”

Connecting Deuteronomy’s teaching with this passage, we find
ourselves with a promise. If we love the Lord our God with all of
ourselves and then love our neighbors as ourselves, then we can
expect that God will help us by changing our hearts. We will be
empowered to love God and neighbor even more fully through the love
and work of God.



How can we claim such promises if we do not believe the person who
delivers those promises? Wesley taught that we must come to a place
where we choose to believe in Jesus Christ. The Christian faith is
predicated on the fact that Jesus taught the truth to His disciples and
that those disciples passed the words on faithfully generation after
generation. Many of us are aware that the church has not always lived
up to the ideals taught by Christ, but our faith is predicated on the fact
that Christ is trustworthy even if the church has had significant
struggles over the years.

If anything, those struggles enable us to more fully lean into the
promises of Deuteronomy 30. We may look at the church and see a
group of people that have struggled over the years, but God’s call still
falls upon us to live faithful lives. We may struggle with the fact that the
church has had difficulties over the years, but God still calls us.
Deuteronomy 30:11-14 tells us this is not beyond our grasp:

Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not
too hard for you, nor is it too far away. It is not in heaven, that you
should say, “Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so
that we may hear it and observe it?” Neither is it beyond the sea,
that you should say, “Who will cross to the other side of the sea
for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?”
No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your
heart for you to observe.

Two hundred and eighty years ago from next Sunday, Wesley taught
that we could become altogether Christian if we love God, love our
neighbor, and come to trust in Christ. These three things are difficult,
but are they impossible? By ourselves, perhaps they are beyond our
reach. With God’s help, they are possible.



Friends, I invite you into a place of faith. While altar calls are a part of
our overall tradition, I have never been overly comfortable with asking
people to walk forward in the middle of a worship service. Consider my
reticence as a result of the fact that my own faith was born out of a life
marked by shyness, fear, and isolation.

I do invite you to come and talk with me if this kind of lifestyle strikes a
cord in your heart. I will happily pray with you, invite you to take next
steps in faith, and connect you with others that might be a blessing to
you. I am telling you that such conversations are normal and that
nobody will laugh at you for wanting to talk through these things.

In the meantime, I encourage you all to join me in prayer...


