Basic United Methodist Beliefs

A Triune God

There is but one living and true God, everlasting, without body or parts, of infinite power, wisdom, and
goodness; the maker and preserver of all things, both visible and invisible. And in unity of this Godhead
there are three persons, of one substance, power, and eternity--the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.

Prevenient Grace

We acknowledge God’s prevenient grace, the divine love that surrounds all humanity and precedes any
and all of our conscious impulses. This grace prompts our first wish to please God, our first glimmer of
understanding concerning God’s will, and our "first slight transient conviction" of having sinned against
God.

God’s grace also awakens in us an earnest longing for deliverance from sin and death and moves us
toward repentance and faith.

Justification and Assurance

We believe God reaches out to the repentant believer in justifying grace with accepting and pardoning
love. Wesleyan theology stresses that a decisive change in the human heart can and does occur under the
prompting of grace and the guidance of the Holy Spirit.

In justification we are, through faith, forgiven our sin and restored to God’s favor. This righting of
relationships by God through Christ calls forth our faith and trust as we experience regeneration, by which
we are made new creatures in Christ.

This process of justification and new birth is often referred to as conversion. Such a change may be
sudden and dramatic, or gradual and cumulative. It marks a new beginning, yet it is part of an ongoing
process. Christian experience as personal transformation always expresses itself as faith working by love.

Our Wesleyan theology also embraces the scriptural promise that we can expect to receive assurance
of our present salvation as the Spirit "bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God."

Sanctification and Perfection

We believe sanctification is the work of God's grace through the Word and the Spirit, by which those
who have been born again are cleansed from sin in their thoughts, words and acts, and are enabled to live
in accordance with God's will, and to strive for holiness without which no one will see the Lord

Faith and Good Works

We believe good works are the necessary fruits of faith and follow regeneration but they do not have
the virtue to remove our sins or to avert divine judgment. We believe good works, pleasing and acceptable
to God in Christ, spring from a true and living faith, for through and by them faith is made evident.

Nurture and Mission of the Church
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Finally, we emphasize the nurturing and serving function of Christian fellowship in the Church. The
personal experience of faith is nourished by the worshiping community.

For Wesley there is no religion but social religion, no holiness but social holiness. The communal forms
of faith in the Wesleyan tradition not only promote personal growth; they also equip and mobilize us for
mission and service to the world.

The outreach of the church springs from the working of the Spirit. As United Methodists, we respond
to that working through a connectional polity based upon mutual responsiveness and accountability.
Connectional ties bind us together in faith and service in our global witness, enabling faith to become
active in love and intensifying our desire for peace and justice in the world.

Service to the World

We insist that personal salvation always involves Christian mission and service to the world. By joining
heart and hand, we assert that personal religion, evangelical witness, and Christian social action are
reciprocal and mutually reinforcing.

Scriptural holiness entails more than personal piety; love of God is always linked with love of neighbor,
a passion for justice and renewal in the life of the world.

The General Rules represent one traditional expression of the intrinsic relationship between Christian
life and thought as understood within the Wesleyan tradition. Theology is the servant of piety, which in
turn is the ground of social conscience and the impetus for social action and global interaction, always in
the empowering context of the reign of God.

The Sacraments

Sacraments ordained of Christ are not only badges or tokens of Christian men’s profession, but
rather they are certain signs of grace, and God’s good will toward us, by which he doth work invisibly in
us, and doth not only quicken, but also strengthen and confirm, our faith in him. There are two
Sacraments ordained of Christ our Lord in the Gospel; that is to say, Baptism and the Supper of the Lord.

Those five commonly called sacraments, that is to say, confirmation, penance, orders, matrimony,
and extreme unction, are not to be counted for Sacraments of the Gospel; being such as have partly
grown out of the corrupt following of the apostles, and partly are states of life allowed in the Scriptures,
but yet have not the like nature of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, because they have not any visible sign
or ceremony ordained of God.

The Sacraments were not ordained of Christ to be gazed upon, or to be carried about; but that we
should duly use them. And in such only as worthily receive the same, they have a wholesome effect or
operation; but they that receive them unworthily, purchase to themselves condemnation, as St. Paul
saith.

Communion

The Supper of the Lord is not only a sign of the love that Christians ought to have among themselves
one to another, but rather is a sacrament of our redemption by Christ’s death; insomuch that, to such as
rightly, worthily, and with faith receive the same, the bread which we break is a partaking of the body of
Christ; and likewise the cup of blessing is a partaking of the blood of Christ.
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Transubstantiation, or the change of the substance of bread and wine in the Supper of our Lord,
cannot be proved by Holy Writ, but is repugnant to the plain words of Scripture, overthroweth the nature
of a sacrament, and hath given occasion to many superstitions. The body of Christ is given, taken, and
eaten in the Supper, only after a heavenly and spiritual manner. And the mean whereby the body of Christ
is received and eaten in the Supper is faith. The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was not by Christ’s
ordinance reserved, carried about, lifted up, or worshiped.

Baptism

John Wesley retained the sacramental theology which he received from his Anglican heritage. He
taught that in baptism a child was cleansed of the guilt of original sin, initiated into the covenant with God,
admitted into the Church, made an heir of the divine kingdom, and spiritually born anew. He said that while
baptism was neither essential to nor sufficient for salvation, it was the “ordinary means” that God
designated for applying the benefits of the work of Christ in human lives.

On the other hand, although he affirmed the regenerating grace of infant baptism, he also insisted
upon the necessity of adult conversion for those who have fallen from grace. A person who matures into
moral accountability must respond to God’s grace in repentance and faith. Without personal decision and
commitment to Christ, the baptismal gift is rendered ineffective.

Baptism for Wesley, therefore, was a part of the lifelong process of salvation. He saw spiritual rebirth
as a twofold experience in the normal process of Christian development—to be received through baptism
in infancy and through commitment to Christ later in life. Salvation included both God’s initiating activity of
grace and a willing human response.
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Development of United Methodist Theology

Scripture

United Methodists share with other Christians the conviction that Scripture is the primary source and
criterion for Christian doctrine. Through Scripture the living Christ meets us in the experience of redeeming
grace. We are convinced that Jesus Christ is the living Word of God in our midst whom we trust in life and
death.

Tradition

The story of the church reflects the most basic sense of tradition, the continuing activity of God's Spirit
transforming human life. Tradition is the history of that continuing environment of grace in and by which
all Christians live, God's self-giving love in Jesus Christ. As such, tradition transcends the story of particular
traditions.

Experience

Some facets of human experience tax our theological understanding. Many of God's people live in terror,
hunger, loneliness, and degradation. Everyday experiences of birth and death, of growth and life in the
created world, and an awareness of wider social relations also belong to serious theological reflection.

A new awareness of such experiences can inform our appropriation of scriptural truths and sharpen our
appreciation of the good news of the kingdom of God

Reason

Although we recognize that God’s revelation and our experiences of God’s grace continually surpass the
scope of human language and reason, we also believe that any disciplined theological work calls for the
careful use of reason. By reason we read and interpret Scripture. By reason we determine whether our
Christian witness is clear. By reason we ask questions of faith and seek to understand God’s action and will.
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