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THANK GOD I'M A METHODIST

“1t's About Grace”

Jeff Clinger

Ephesians 2:8-10

®For by grace you have been saved through faith, and thisis not your own doing; it isthe
gift of God— "not the result of works, so that no one may boast. “’For we are what he has
made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand to be
our way of life.

We are currently in the middle of athree week sermon seriesthat I’ ve designed to
be ateaching series. In new member classes and during other studies over the last few
years | have been asked alot of questions about being a United Methodist, and how that’s
different than being a Lutheran or a Presbyterian or a Catholic. Theintent of these three
weeksisto talk alittle bit about United Methodism and what it means to be a United
Methodist. My hope isthat whether you've cometo Ridge Church from a different
denomination or whether you’ vegrown up in aUnited Methodist Church, you'll learn
something from these sermons and come to better appreciate what it means to be a United
Methodist.

Last week | began the series by talking about our Method as M ethodists — the four
pronged approach to thinking through decisionsin faith and life that we call the
Quadrilateral. Those four thingsthat we use to make decisions and to discern how God is
at work in the world are scripture, tradition, experience, and reason — and while Scripture
isto be the primary informer of faith, all four of those pieces of life should be kept in
bal ance and weighed together as we learn and grow in the faith.

Thismorning we're going to talk about one of those church words that is often

thrown around, and often misunderstood. It isaword that we hear frequently in prayers

and songs and sermons, but aword that ishard for many to define. Itisaword that is



extremely important as we talk about God and God’ s work in our lives and in the world,
but it'saword that I'm afraid is often misunderstood, or at |east taken for granted by
good hearted Christians. Thisweek we're going to talk about God' s Grace.

One of the primary reasons that | think people today have such a hard time
understanding the concept of Graceis that our world functions almost completely counter
to the concept of Grace. In general the world works something like this—if you work
hard, you'll get rewarded for your hard work. Take for instance, an example from the
corporate world. Employees of the Ford Motor Company are all graded on ascale of 1-
27. Clerks and Secretaries in the company areworth 1 point. The chairman of the board
isworth 27 points. Everybody who isin between these two extremes is jockeying for
position and rank. Once you score a9 in the company you are granted an outside parking
place. Someone at Grade 13 receives the perks of an office with awindow, plants, and an
intercom system. Once a person scores a 16 on the scale they get an office equipped with
aprivate bathroom. As people move up through the system their perceived worth
increases as do the level of perks.

Professional sportswork inasimilar way. If you complete passes, throw strikes,
or make baskets you will be rewarded, if you cease doing those things well the franchise
has no use for you.

And in our own everyday liveswe are faced with similar systems for determining
worth. The youth seeit in avariety of ways — if they work hard and study hard they will
get into good schools, they will be rewarded by scholarships they will be liked more by
teachers and looked up to by their peers. Much of our livesare tracked on scales: GPA,

saary, win-loss records, etc. And even in unofficial ways we deal with these issues of



being ranked and scored — do we have the right clothes, the right car, the right thingsin
the world to be good enough. We are constantly bombarded with the idea that the harder
we work the morewe are worth and the more we will receive. Theideaof Grace, is
exactly the opposite of all of this. Infact, God’s grace as it was reveaed to us in Jesus
Christ is quite different than many of the ways in which we live our lives today.

Dictionary.com offers the following definitions for grace, “A Favor rendered by
one who need not do so; indulgence.” And “a. Divine love and protection bestowed freely
on people, b. The state of being protected or sanctified by the favor of God, ¢c. An
excellence or power granted by God. Grace is God's unconditional love and forgiveness
for us as human beings. Graceisagift, that we don’t earn and don’t have to deserve, it is
offered freely by God.

Ephesians 2:8-10 reads, “ *For by grace you have been saved through faith, and
thisis not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of works, so that no one
may boast. *°For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works,
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life. Graceis agift offered to us, not
because of who we are, or because of the things that we do to earn it. Grace, God's
unconditional love and forgiveness, is offered to us because of who God is.

John Wesley, the Andlican Priest who helped start the Methodist Movement, took
conversation about Grace to an even deeper level by differentiating between three
different types of Grace, or three different ways in which God' s grace was at work in the
world. These three different types of Grace— Prevenient, Justifying, and Sanctifying
Grace— are an important part of our United Methodist understanding of God’swork in

theworld. Let’stake a minute and break down each of these big words and talk about the



core of what they mean. Aswedo so I'll be sharing a brief description of each of the
types of Grace from the United Methodist Book of Discipling’ s section “Daoctrinal
Standards and our Theological Task.” It soundsreally big and intimidating | know. But,
the Book of Disdplineis essentially the rule and guidebook for our denominational
structure and the section on “Doctrinal Standards and our Theological Task” is the place
to find basic descriptions of those things that we believe as United Methodists.

First of all, let’stalk about the idea of Prevenient Grace. Thisisthe grace that
comes before us, or that isworking in our lives before we' re even able to acknowledge or
realize what is going on. The theological description of this type of gracein our Book of
Disciplineis, “the divine love that surrounds all humanity and precedes any and all of our
consciousimpulses.” This Prevenient Grace is the spark inside of each of usthat gives us
adesire to do good for others or for the world. This desire comes from the Grace of God
given freely to us as agift. All people are surrounded by this grace whether or not they
realizeit or acknowledge it for themselves. When we baptize infants in the United
Methodist tradition it is an acknowledgement and celebration of God' s Prevenient Grace
at work in the life of that infant.

The second type of Grace that Wesley talked about was Justifying Grace. Thisis
the grace of forgiveness that justifies us and puts us into relationship with God when we
acknowledge God'’ s action in our lives and covenant to be in relationship with God. The
process of accepting God’ s Justifying Grace is often called new birth or conversion. The
change can be either sudden, but more often than nat, it is a gradual process of growth.
Justifying Grace marks a new beginning, but it is also part of an ongoing process. In our

Christian journey as United Methodists thisis the stage of grace that is celebrated and



marked when youth go through confirmation. They acknowledge God’ s work in their
lives and enter into that relationship with God of their own choosing.

Finally, as United Methodists we talk about Sanctifying Grace. Thisisthe grace
that sustains us, and challenges us to continue growing after our initial conversion and
our initial covenant making with God. Sanctifying Grace is the gift of God that is given
through the Holy Spirit and through which “we are enabled to increase in the knowledge
and love of God and in love for our neighbor.” Sanctifying Grace is alifelong Gift of
God that continues to sustain us and journeys with us through all of our days. Itisthe
grace that we as Christians experience as we grow and learn and watch others encounter
God' s Prevenient Grace and respond to it by engaging God' s Justifying Grace.

In anutshell, our three distinct types of grace then arethis. Prevenient Graceis
the Grace that is given to all human beings and that is active in our lives before we even
acknowledge it. Justifying Grace is a grace experienced during a moment of conversion
when a person acknowledges God' s work in their lives and makes promises of their own
to God. And finally, God’s Sanctifying Grace is the grace that goes with us through all
of our lives as we seek to continually become more like the people that God would want
usto be.

Grace, isagift that isgiven to usfreely. | can’t emphasize that enough. We
don’'t have to earn God’s love or Grace. We don’t have to go to church, we don’t have to
be nice to other people, and we don’t have to support other people in the world who are
in need of help. We can be selfish, mean, cranky, and stubborn, you name it —and God
still lovesus. God still surrounds us with love and grace— even if we live our entire lives

and never acknowledgeit. God loves usjust the way we are... but here’ sthe



kicker...God doesn’t want us to stay that way. God loves usjust the way we are, as, at
their best, parents always love their children. However those of you who are parents
know that you always want the best for your children. And those of you who arechildren
know how much parents can nag at you to change and grow. God loves us just the way
we are, but God doesn’t want us to stay that way. God wants us to continually grow in
relationship with God and in relationship with others.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, was a German L utheran Pastor and Theol ogian who was just
coming into his own as Hitler was rising to power in the 1930’s. One of Bonhoeffer’'s
most widely read books was his 1937 work called, “The Cost of Discipleship.” Inthis
book Bonhoeffer argues against what he sees to be a huge problem in the church — cheap
grace. Thischeap grace in Bonhoeffer’s mind is grace that is offered without requiring
anything of the person who receivesit. The problem in Bonhoeffer’s mind wasthat
people encountered God’ s grace and forgiveness and would continue living lives of sin.

Bonhoeffer’ s resistance to “ Cheap Grace” led him to devel op a concept he called
“Costly Grace.” In“The Cost of Discipleship” he described it in the following way.

“ Quch graceis costly because it calls usto follow, and it is grace because it calls us to
follow Jesus Christ. It iscostly because it costs a man hislife, and it is grace because it
gives aman the only true life. It is costly because it condemns sin, and grace because it
justifiesthe sinner.... Costly grace confronts us as a gracious call to follow Jesus, it
comes as a word of forgiveness to the broken spirit and the contrite heart. Graceis
costly because it compels a man to submit to the yoke of Christ and to follow him....”

For Bonhoeffer Grace was a gift offered freely to human beings, but it was one

that could not be accepted without response. The gift of Grace and forgiveness offered



by God is one that by design should change us and begin to shape us into new beings.
The gift of God's grace is given to us freely, but to fully grow in God’ s grace requires
that we begin to let go of our old ways of living and respond to the Grace that has been
given.

With the gift of Grace comes responsibility for action. It isthe old admonition
found in the Gospel of Luke, “to whom much is given, much isrequired.” Randy
Maddox, a John Wesley scholar and professor at Duke Divinity school, has written a text
that addresses this reality called “Responsible Grace.” In his book Maddox argues that a
large part of Wesley’ s work was geared around preserving, “avital tension between two
truths that he viewed as co-definitive of Christianity: without God’ s grace, we cannot be
saved; while without our (grace empowered, but uncoerced) partidpation, God' s grace
will not save.” Simply put, we cannot save ourselves, and God cannot save us without
our willingness to participate in God’ s work.

Thisisthe good news of Jesus Chrigt, that God’ s Prevenient Grace is offered
freely and that when we respond to this grace our lives can be transformed by God's
Justifying Grace It will mean changesin our routines, it will mean stretching ourselves
and seeking growth in sometimes difficult and painful ways, but it also meansthat God’s
Sanctifying Grace will be with us always, empowering us as we move through life.

God has given us and continues to give to us God’ s grace, but it is not for our own
sake, it isfor the sake of aworld that so desperately needs healing, love, and
reconciliation. Injoyful responseto al that God has given us we are called to offer these

things to the world, to be agents of God’ s grace to a broken world.



