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    The Wesleyan Way Part 1 
    Sin and Repentance 
 

Our Methodist church shares with all other Christian churches faith in the One, 
True God - Father, Son, and Holy spirit – as stated in the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. 
With Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christians we share faith in Jesus Christ, God’s 
only begotten Son, who died on the cross for our sins. 

Nonetheless, the Methodist Church brings some distinct understandings to 
Christian life and belief with its Wesleyan theology.  Millions of people have come to 
faith in Christ and closer to the holiness of God through Wesleyan theology.  It is a 
theology shared by Christians worldwide: the various Methodist denominations and 
Wesleyan churches, the Church of the Nazarene, Assemblies of God, Salvation Army, 
Calvary Chapel, Pentecostal churches, many Baptist churches, and others.   
 Wesleyan theology, of course, derives its name from the preaching and teaching 
of John Wesley.  He led a great Christian revival in England that spread worldwide and 
was called methodism because of the methodical way in which the revival was 
organized.  [His many sermons, pamphlets, and magazine articles reflect his study of 
Scripture in the context of his own faith struggles and the great needs of people in 
England and beyond. He has often been called a “folk theologian” by the academics 
because he did not write a systematic theology … that is a complete, ordered, 
chronological explanation of God.]  Wesley’s goal was to proclaim the great Christian 
truths to ordinary people in a manner that made a difference in their lives.  That should 
be our aim today, as well.  I will try to encapsulate the Wesleyan way of knowing and 
serving God in a few, understandable messages, and answer the question: “What 
difference does it make?”  
 
The Big Question 
 Let’s start by asking a big question: Why are we here?  Do we have a purpose?  As 
with all Christian theologies Wesleyan theology believes that God created all that we 
know, including us; and for a purpose.  While most people think their purpose in life is to 
be happy, or be successful or wealthy, or to “be true to themselves,” John Wesley 
looked at life this way: “I have thought, I’m a creature of a day, passing through life as 
an arrow through the air.  I am a spirit come from God, and returning to God:  Just 
hovering over the great gulf; ‘til a few moments hence, I am no more seen; I drop into 
unchangeable eternity.  I want to know one thing – the way to heaven; how to land safe 
on that happy shore.”  
 In a word, he was looking for salvation. Once Wesley was assured of his own 
salvation, he set out to passionately share it with all who would listen.  “Light yourself 
on fire with passion and people will come from miles to watch you burn,” he said.  Let’s 
talk a minute about this salvation – Wesley’s passion. 
 
 



Salvation:  Who Needs It? 
 Along with Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christians, our Wesleyan way 
believes that all people need salvation.  Following the Bible, we believe that humanity 
has fallen from a state of perfection and union with God that prevailed at creation.  The 
first humans turned their backs on their Creator, choosing to do it “my way” instead of 
God’s way.  This is sin, and it has infected every human. The term “original sin” refers 
the first sin of the first humans and to the fact that each of us begins life with this flaw 
lurking in our souls.  Yet, in another sense there is nothing “original” about sin since it 
is universal.  As it says, For there is no distinction, since all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God, Romans 3:22-23.  Because of sin, everyone needs salvation. 
 
Salvation: Why? 

What do people need to be saved from?  All humans need to be saved from their 
state of sin.  Of course, there have always been and still are, people who dispute this.  
Much has been said and written about the goodness and nobility of humans.  This is 
attractive, for who isn’t persuaded to think favorably of himself?  Yet if you believe 
humans are basically good, why is there so much evil done in the world by humans?  
Experience has shown that more wealth, improved living conditions, better government, 
better education, better health, will not drive evil from the hearts of people.  That’s why 
all human attempts to produce the perfect society that are based on the goodness of 
man, will fail. 

Let’s get personal here.  Setting aside killing, stealing, and adultery, ask yourself 
this: 

Do I sometimes think more highly of myself than I ought? 
Is there anyone of whom I am jealous? 
Do I occasionally look at someone of the opposite sex and feel lust? 
Do I sometimes disparage people of other races or nations? 
Do I get anxious about the future because I feel I don’t have enough money? 
Do I judge others by what they  

have, their station in life, how cultured they are, their level of education, who they vote 
for?1 

If you honestly answer these questions, you’ll realize that even good people are 
prone to sin.   
 How bad is sin, really?  Like other Protestant Christians the Wesleyan says sin is 
really bad.  It’s so bad in fact that humans cannot even decide not to sin or refrain from 
sin because their whole character is infected and so even attempts at good are done for 
sinful reasons.  Sin is universal and total in humanity.  Wesley’s verse for his sermon on 
sin is this: The LORD saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on 
the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all 
the time, Gen. 6:5.  
 We shouldn’t be naïve about sin in our own lives.  During Wesley’s day in England, 
the Duchess of Buckingham complained to the Countess of Huntingdon about the 
radical doctrine of sin being preached by Methodist preachers.  The countess replied 
thusly, “I thank your Ladyship for the information concerning the Methodist preachers.  
Their doctrines are most repulsive and strongly tinctured with impertinence and 



disrespect toward their superiors, in perpetually endeavoring to level all ranks and do 
away will all distinctions.  It is monstrous to be told that you have a heart as sinful as 
the common wretches that crawl the earth.”2  
 Many profess faith in Christ without really weighing their own sinfulness.  Until we 
come to grips with the stark realism of the breadth and depth of sin in our lives, we will 
not be capable of receiving the salvation that God offers.  If sin is universal and deep…   
 
How Do We Get Salvation?  

To quote a student of theology: “Well, if we don’t have the power to decide to sin 
or decide not to sin, then all I’ve got to say is ‘God help us!’”3  That is the point of 
course; without God’s intervention we have no way out of our sin predicament.  In fact, 
we don’t get salvation; it is given. We are not saved by what we decide or do, but by 
trusting solely in God’s goodness and initiative to help us. For it is by grace you have 
been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God, not by 
works, so that no one can boast, Eph. 2:8-9.  This belief we share with all Protestant 
Christians. 

Yet it is just here that Wesleyan belief offers something unique. Just as sin is 
universal, so too is God’s grace.  His grace it is offered to all.  As St. Peter wrote: …not 
wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance, 2 Peter 3:9.   

Though sin is total, it has not totally obliterated the image of God in us.  That 
image can be restored and renewed.  Wesleyans are pessimistic about the human 
condition, but also very optimistic about God’s grace.  God’s salvation is intended for all 
people. This does not mean all will respond to God’s offer, but we do believe that God 
sends His Holy Spirit to draw people to repentance before they do anything.  We call 
this prevenient grace, which leads us to realize our own sinfulness and our need for 
help.  Hymn #341, in our UMC hymnal says it. The first stanza goes like this: 

“I sought the Lord, and afterward I knew he moved my soul to seek him, seeking 
me.  It was not I that found, O Savior true; no, I was found of thee.” 
 
Repentance 
 The infection of our nature is such that we invent all sorts of theories about 
ourselves to hide the truth from sight.4 We are blinded to the devastating effects of sin.  
We like to think of ourselves as free, generous, upstanding moral agents; we like to 
congratulate ourselves on our wisdom and goodness.  If we are educated, we think of 
ourselves as reasonable, sophisticated, and untouched by vulgarity and prejudice; we 
pride ourselves on rising above superstition, prejudice, and credulity.  In reality we are 
blind to the truth about God, the world, and ourselves.5  We’re like the alcoholic who 
feels free to choose either, vodka, or rum, or whiskey, or wine, or beer, but does not 
know he is in bondage to his need for alcohol. 
 This is where prevenient grace comes in.  This is the initial help God gives to 
everyone to see how grim things really are, and to form the first intention to get help.  
Wesley believed and taught that this grace is given to all people, regardless of status.  
At the right time, this work of the Holy Spirit, this grace of God, stirs a person to 
awareness of his/her plight and prompts them to turn to God.  It’s like the alcoholic 
finally reaching rock bottom and realizing he has a problem and can’t solve it himself.  



This is repentance.  In some sense repentance is self-knowledge as the Holy Spirit 
reveals to us our true self, our true situation, and true need.  Because of His divine love, 
God opens the door of salvation for us.  So, despite the grim picture of human 
sinfulness, there remains hope … hope in God. 
 
What Difference Does It Make? 
 The Wesleyan belief about the depth of human evil is crucially relevant because it 
challenges the modern and post-modern reluctance to come to grips with human evil in 
its pervasive intensity.  This view of sin challenges all efforts to blame human evil on 
social or political causes.  Wesleyan belief calls into question our tendency to opt for 
generic, pious platitudes about the love of God that accepts us as we are.  
Paradoxically, Wesley’s view of sin has exposed the riches of God’s love and mercy.6 As 
we realize the depths of sin in our lives and in humanity, we begin to understand the full 
depths of God’s grace and generosity toward us.  You see, at just the right time, when 
we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly, Romans 5:6. 
 Because of our doctrine of sin and God’s grace, we can say that all need to be 
saved, all may be saved, all may know they are saved, all may be saved to the 
uttermost.  It doesn’t mean all will be saved – for God has given freedom to refuse - but 
God’s offer of salvation is for all.  Because of our doctrine of “prevenient grace” we can 
confidently and continually pray for others to come to Christ.  The Holy Spirit reaches 
out to people before they know their need. There are no people so wretched or 
depraved that they are beyond God’s grace.  Keep praying.  
 So now, through God’s grace to seek us and bring us to repentance, we have 
reached the front porch of God’s house.  How do we get into that house?  That is for 
next week’s message when I talk about justification, pardon, and assurance. 
 Just remember though The Lord sees that every inclination of the thoughts of the 
human heart was only evil all the time, (Gen. 6:5), God is …not wanting anyone to 
perish, but everyone to come to repentance, 2 Peter 3:9. 
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