GRACE METHODIST OF CONWAY DOCTRINAL

STANDARDS

OUR DOCTRINAL HERITAGE

Methodists profess the historic Christian faith in God, incarnate in Jesus Christ for
our salvation and ever at work in human history in the Holy Spirit. Living in a
covenant of grace under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, we participate in the first
fruits of God’s coming reign and pray in hope for its full realization on earth as in
heaven.

Our heritage in doctrine and our present theological task focus upon a renewed
grasp of the sovereignty of God and of God’s love in Christ amid the continuing
crises of human existence.

Our forebears in the faith reaffirmed the ancient Christian message as found in the
apostolic witness even as they applied it anew in their own circumstances.

Their preaching and teaching were grounded in Scripture, informed by Christian
tradition, enlivened in experience, and tested by reason.

Their labors inspire and inform our attempts to convey the saving gospel to our
world with its needs and aspirations.

Our Common Heritage as Christians
Methodists share a common heritage with Christians of every age and nation. This
heritage is grounded in the apostolic witness to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord,

which is the source and measure of all valid Christian teaching.

Faced with diverse interpretations of the apostolic message, leaders of the early



church sought to specify the core of Christian belief in order to ensure the
soundness of Christian teaching.

The determination of the canon of Christian Scripture and the adoption of
ecumenical creeds such as the formulations of Nicaea and Chalcedon were of
central importance to this consensual process. Such creeds helped preserve the
integrity of the church’s witness, set boundaries for acceptable Christian doctrine,
and proclaimed the basic elements of the enduring Christian message. These
statements of faith, along with the Apostles” Creed, contain the most prominent
features of our ecumenical heritage.

The Protestant reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries devised new
confessional statements that reiterated classical Christian teaching in an attempt to
recover the authentic biblical witness. These documents affirmed the primacy of
Scripture and provided formal doctrinal standards through their statements of
essential beliefs on matters such as the way of salvation, the Christian life, and the
nature of the church.

Many distinctively Protestant teachings were transmitted into Methodist
understandings through doctrinal formulations which were drawn from scripture
and other protestant articles of religion and reformed traditions.

Various doctrinal statements in the form of creeds, confessions of belief, and
articles of faith were officially adopted by churches as standards of Christian
teaching.

Notwithstanding their importance, these formal doctrinal standards by no means
exhausted authoritative Christian teaching.

The standards themselves initially emerged from a much wider body of Christian
thought and practice, and their fuller significance unfolded in the writings of the
church’s teachers. Some writings have proved simply to be dated benchmarks in

the story of the church’s continuing maturation.

By contrast, some sermons, treatises, liturgies, and hymns have gained
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considerable practical authority in the life and thought of the church by virtue of
their wide and continuing acceptance as faithful expositions of Christian teaching.
Nonetheless, the basic measure of authenticity in doctrinal standards, whether
formally established or received by tradition, has been their fidelity to the apostolic
faith grounded in Scripture and evidenced in the life of the church through the
centuries.

Basic Christian Affirmations

With Christians of other communions we confess belief in the triune God —Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. This confession embraces the biblical witness to God’s
activity in creation, encompasses God’s gracious self-involvement in the dramas of
history, and anticipates the consummation of God’s reign.

The created order is designed for the well-being of all creatures and as the place of
human dwelling in covenant with God. As sinful creatures, however, we have
broken that covenant, become estranged from God, wounded ourselves and one
another, and wreaked havoc throughout the natural order. We stand in need of
redemption.

We hold in common with all Christians a faith in the mystery of salvation in and
through Jesus Christ. At the heart of the gospel of salvation is God’s incarnation in
Jesus of Nazareth. Scripture witnesses to the redeeming love of God in Jesus’ life
and teachings, his atoning death, his resurrection, his sovereign presence in history,
his triumph over the powers of evil and death, and his promised return.

Because God truly loves us in spite of our willful sin, God judges us, summons us
to repentance, pardons us, receives us by that grace given to us in Jesus Christ, and
gives us hope of life eternal.

We share the Christian belief that God’s redemptive love is realized in human
life by the activity of the Holy Spirit, both in personal experience and in the
community of believers. This community is the church, which the Spirit has
brought into existence for the healing of the nations.
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Through faith in Jesus Christ we are forgiven, reconciled to God, and transformed
as people of the new covenant.

“Life in the Spirit” involves diligent use of the means of grace such as praying,
fasting, attending upon the sacraments, and inward searching in solitude. It also
encompasses the communal life of the church in worship, mission, evangelism,
service, and social witness.

We understand ourselves to be part of Christ’s universal church when by
adoration, proclamation, and service we become conformed to Christ. We are
initiated and incorporated into this community of faith by baptism, receiving the
promise of the Spirit that re-creates and transforms us. Through the regular
celebration of Holy Communion, we participate in the risen presence of Jesus
Christ and are thereby nourished for faithful discipleship.

We pray and work for the coming of God’s realm and reign to the world and
rejoice in the promise of everlasting life that overcomes death and the forces of evil.

With other Christians we recognize that the reign of God is both a present and
future reality. The church is called to be that place where the first signs of the reign
of God are identified and acknowledged in the world. Wherever persons are being
made new creatures in Christ, wherever the insights and resources of the gospel
are brought to bear on the life of the world, God’s reign is already effective in its
healing and renewing power.

We also look to the end time in which God’s work will be fulfilled. This prospect
gives us hope in our present actions as individuals and as the Church. This
expectation saves us from resignation and motivates our continuing witness and
service.

We share with many Christian communions a recognition of the authority of
Scripture in matters of faith, the confession that our justification as sinners is by
grace through faith, and the sober realization that the church is in need of
continual reformation and renewal.
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We affirm the general ministry of all baptized Christians who share responsibility
for building up the church and reaching out in mission and service to the world.

With other Christians, we declare the essential oneness of the church in Christ
Jesus. This rich heritage of shared Christian belief finds expression in our hymnody
and liturgies. Our unity is affirmed in the historic creeds as we confess one holy,
catholic, and apostolic church. It is also experienced in joint ventures of ministry
and in various forms of ecumenical cooperation.

If we are to offer our best gifts to the common Christian treasury, we must make a
deliberate effort as a church to strive for critical self-understanding. It is as
Christians involved in ecumenical partnership that we embrace and examine our
distinctive heritage.

Our Distinctive Heritage as Methodists

The underlying energy of the Wesleyan theological heritage stems from an
emphasis upon practical divinity, the implementation of genuine Christianity in
the lives of believers.

Methodism did not arise in response to a specific doctrinal dispute, though there
was no lack of theological controversy. Early Methodists claimed to preach the
scriptural doctrines of the Church of England as contained in the Articles of
Religion, the Homilies, and the Book of Common Prayer.

Their task was not to reformulate doctrine. Their tasks were to summon people to
experience the justifying and sanctifying grace of God and encourage people to
grow in the knowledge and love of God through the personal and corporate
disciplines of the Christian life.

The thrust of the Wesleyan movement is “to reform the nation, particularly the
Church, and to spread scriptural holiness over the land.”

Wesley’s orientation toward the practical is evident in his focus upon the “scripture
way of salvation.” He considered doctrinal matters primarily in terms of their
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significance for Christian discipleship.

The Wesleyan emphasis upon the Christian life—faith and love put into practice—
has been the hallmark of those traditions now incorporated into The United
Methodist Church. The distinctive shape of the Wesleyan theological heritage can
be seen in a constellation of doctrinal emphases that display the creating,
redeeming, and sanctifying activity of God.

Distinctive Wesleyan Emphases

Although Wesley shared with many other Christians a belief in grace, justification,
assurance, and sanctification, he combined them in a powerful manner to create
distinctive emphases for living the full Christian life.

Grace pervades our understanding of Christian faith and life. By grace we mean
the undeserved, unmerited, and loving action of God in human existence through
the ever-present Holy Spirit. While the grace of God is undivided, it precedes
salvation as “prevenient grace,” continues in “justifying grace,” and is brought to
fruition in “sanctifying grace.”

We assert that God’s grace is manifest in all creation even though suffering,
violence, and evil are everywhere present. The goodness of creation is fulfilled in
human beings, who are called to covenant partnership with God. God has
endowed us with dignity and freedom and has summoned us to responsibility for
our lives and the life of the world.

In God'’s self-revelation, Jesus Christ, we see the splendor of our true humanity.
Even our sin, with its destructive consequences for all creation, does not alter God’s
intention for us—holiness and happiness of heart. Nor does it diminish our
accountability for the way we live.

Despite our brokenness, we remain creatures brought into being by a just and

merciful God. The restoration of God’s image in our lives requires divine grace to
renew our fallen nature.
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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 hold that the wonder of God’s acceptance and
pardon does not end God’s saving work, which continues to nurture our growth in
grace. Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we are enabled to increase in the
knowledge and love of God and in love for our neighbor.

New birth is the first step in this process of sanctification. 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
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Christ and walking as he walked.”

This gracious gift of God’s power and love, the hope and expectation of the
faithful, is neither warranted by our efforts nor limited by our frailties.

Faith and Good Works —We see God’s grace and human activity working together
in the relationship of faith and good works. God’s grace calls forth human response
and discipline.

Faith is the only response essential for salvation. However, we are the reminded
that salvation evidences itself in good works. For Wesley, even repentance should
be accompanied by “fruits meet for repentance,” or works of piety and mercy.

Both faith and good works belong within an all-encompassing theology of grace,
since they stem from God’s gracious love “shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy
Spirit.”

Mission and Service —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.
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.

Nurture and Mission of the Church—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.
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The common outreach of the church springs from the working of the Spirit. As
Methodists, we respond to that working through our polity based upon mutual
responsiveness and accountability. Our common faith in Jesus Christ binds 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.

Doctrine and Discipline in the Christian Life

No motif in the Wesleyan tradition has been more constant than the link between
Christian doctrine and Christian living. Methodists have always been strictly
enjoined to maintain the unity of faith and good works through the means of grace,
as seen in John Wesley’s Nature, Design, and General Rules of the United Societies
(1743). The coherence of faith with ministries of love forms the discipline of
Wesleyan spirituality and Christian discipleship.

Wesley’s General Rules were originally designed for members of Methodist
societies who participated in the sacramental life of the Church of England. The
terms of membership in these societies were simple: “a desire to flee from the
wrath to come and to be saved from their sins.”

Wesley insisted, however, that evangelical faith should manifest itself in
evangelical living. He spelled out this expectation in the three-part formula of the
Rules:

“It is therefore expected of all who continue therein that they should continue to
evidence their desire of salvation,

“First: By doing no harm, by avoiding evil of every kind . . . ;
“Secondly: By ... doing good of every possible sort, and, as far as possible, to all ...
“Thirdly: By attending upon all the ordinances of God” (see 104).

Wesley’s illustrative cases under each of these three rules show how the Christian
conscience might move from general principles to specific actions. Their explicit
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combination highlights the spiritual spring of moral action.

Wesley rejected undue reliance upon these rules. Discipline was not church law; it
was a way of discipleship. Wesley insisted that true religion is “the knowledge of
God in Christ Jesus,” “the life which is hid with Christ in God,” and “the
righteousness that [the true believer] thirsts after.”

General Rules and Social Principles

Upon such evangelical premises, Methodists in every age have sought to exercise
their responsibility for the moral and spiritual quality of society. In asserting the
connection between doctrine and ethics, the Methodist General Rules provide an
early signal of Methodist social consciousness.

Our struggles for human dignity and social reform have been a response to God’s
demand for love, mercy, and justice in the light of the Kingdom. We proclaim no
personal gospel that fails to express itself in relevant social concerns; we proclaim
no social gospel that does not include the personal transformation of sinners.

It is our conviction that the good news of the Kingdom must judge, redeem, and
reform the sinful social structures of our time.

Grace Methodist Bylaws convey the expectation of discipline within the experience
of individuals and the life of the Church. Such discipline assumes accountability to
the community of faith by those who claim that community’s support.

Support without accountability promotes moral weakness; accountability without
support is a form of cruelty.

A church that rushes to punishment is not open to God’s mercy, but a church
lacking the courage to act decisively on personal and social issues loses its claim to
moral authority. The church exercises its discipline as a community through which
God continues to “reconcile the world to himself.”
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Doctrinal Standards in American Methodism

As long as the American colonies were primarily under British control, the
Methodists could continue as part of the sacramental community of the Church of
England. The early conferences, under the leadership of British preachers, declared
their allegiance to the Wesleyan principles of organization and doctrine. They
stipulated that the Minutes of the British and American conferences, along with the
Sermons and Notes of Wesley, contained their basic doctrine and discipline.

After the formal recognition of American independence in 1783, Wesley realized
that the Methodists in America were free of English control, religious as well as
civil, and should become an independent Methodist church. Wesley then furnished
the American Methodists with a liturgy (The Sunday Service of the Methodists in
North America) and a doctrinal statement (The Articles of Religion). The Sunday
Service was Wesley’s abridgment of the Book of Common Prayer; the Articles of
Religion were his revision of the Thirty-Nine Articles.

The American Methodist preachers, gathered at Baltimore in December 1784,
adopted the Sunday Service and the Articles of Religion as part of their actions in
forming the new Methodist Episcopal Church. This “Christmas Conference” also
accepted a hymnbook that Wesley had prepared (1784) and adopted a slightly
modified version of the General Rules as a statement of the Church’s nature and
discipline. The conference spent most of its time adapting the British “Large
Minutes” to American conditions. Subsequent editions of this document came to be
known as the Doctrines and Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church (the
Book of Discipline).

The shift from “movement” to “church” had changed the function of doctrinal
norms within American Methodism. Rather than prescribing doctrinal emphases
for preaching within a movement, the Articles outlined basic norms for Christian
belief within a church, following the traditional Anglican fashion.

The preface to the first separate publication of the Articles states, “These are the
doctrines taught among the people called Methodists. Nor is there any doctrine
whatever, generally received among that people, contrary to the articles now
before you.”
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American Methodists were not required to subscribe to the Articles after the
Anglican manner, but they were accountable (under threat of trial) for keeping
their proclamation of the gospel within the boundaries outlined therein. For
generations, the Doctrines and Discipline cited only the Articles as the basis for
testing correct doctrine in the newly formed church: The charge of doctrinal
irregularity against preachers or members was for “disseminating doctrines
contrary to our Articles of Religion.” In this manner, the church protected its
doctrinal integrity against the heresies that were prevalent at the

time —Socinianism, Arianism, and Pelagianism (see Articles I, II, and IX).

The Articles of Religion, however, did not guarantee adequate Methodist
preaching; they lacked several Wesleyan emphases, such as assurance and
Christian perfection. Wesley’s Sermons and Notes, therefore, continued to function
as the traditional standard exposition of distinctive Methodist teaching.

The General Conference of 1808, which provided the first Constitution of The
Methodist Episcopal Church, established the Articles of Religion as the Church’s
explicit doctrinal standards. The first Restrictive Rule of the Constitution
prohibited any change, alteration, or addition to the Articles themselves, and it
stipulated that no new standards or rules of doctrine could be adopted that were
contrary to the “present existing and established standards of doctrine.”

Within the Wesleyan tradition, then as now, the Sermons and Notes furnished
models of doctrinal exposition. Other documents have also served American
Methodism as vital expressions of Methodist teaching and preaching. Lists of
recommended doctrinal resources vary from generation to generation but generally
acknowledge the importance of the hymnbook, the ecumenical creeds, and the
General Rules.

Lists of such writings in the early nineteenth century usually included John
Fletcher’s Checks Against Antinomianism and Richard Watson’s Theological

Institutes.

The doctrinal emphases of these statements were carried forward by the weight of
tradition rather than the force of law. They became part of the heritage of American
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Methodism to the degree that they remained useful to continuing generations.
During the great frontier revivals of the nineteenth century, the influence of
European theological traditions waned in America. Preaching focused on
“Christian experience,” understood chiefly as “saving faith in Christ.” Among the
Methodists there was a consistent stress on free will, infant baptism, and informal
worship, which led to protracted controversies with the Presbyterians, Baptists,
and Episcopalians, respectively.

Methodist interest in formal doctrinal standards remained secondary to
evangelism, nurture, and mission. The Wesleyan hymnody served in practice as the
most important single means of communicating and preserving the doctrinal
substance of the gospel.

By the end of the nineteenth century, Methodist theology in America had become
decidedly eclectic, with less specific attention paid to its Wesleyan sources.

The force of the Articles of Religion underwent several shifts. For a time, the first
Restrictive Rule was exempted from the process of constitutional amendment, thus
allowing no consideration of change in doctrinal standards. Mention of the Articles

of Religion was included in the membership vows of The Methodist Episcopal
Church, South.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, the waning force of doctrinal
discipline and the decreasing influence of the Wesleyan theological heritage among
the American Methodists, along with minor but significant changes in the wording
of the Book of Discipline regarding doctrinal standards, led to a steady dilution of
the force of the Articles of Religion as the Church’s constitutional standards of
doctrine.

During this same period, theologians and church leaders began to explore ways of
expressing the gospel that were in keeping with developing intellectual currents.
These leaders also began to rethink the historical social compassion of the
Wesleyan tradition in the midst of the emerging industrial, urban civilization. They
deepened our awareness of the systemic nature of evil and the urgency to proclaim
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the gospel promise of social redemption. Consequently, theologies supportive of
the social gospel found fertile soil within the Methodist traditions.

These years were times of theological and ethical controversy within Methodism as
new patterns of thought clashed with the more familiar themes and styles of the
previous two centuries.

OUR DOCTRINAL STANDARDS AND GENERAL RULES
The Articles of Religion of the Methodist Church

[Bibliographical Note: The Articles of Religion are here reprinted from the
Discipline of 1808 (when the first Restrictive Rule took effect), collated against
Wesley’s original text in The Sunday Service of the Methodists (1784). To these are
added two Articles: “Of Sanctification” and “Of the Duty of Christians to the Civil
Authority,” which are legislative enactments and not integral parts of the
document as protected by the Constitution.

Article I—Of Faith in the Holy Trinity

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.

Article II—Of the Word, or Son of God, Who Was Made Very Man

The Son, who is the Word of the Father, the very and eternal God, of one substance
with the Father, took man’s nature in the womb of the blessed Virgin; so that two
whole and perfect natures, that is to say, the Godhead and Manhood, were joined
together in one person, never to be divided; whereof is one Christ, very God and
very Man, who truly suffered, was crucified, dead, and buried, to reconcile his
Father to us, and to be a sacrifice, not only for original guilt, but also for actual sins
of men.
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Article III — Of the Resurrection of Christ

Christ did truly rise again from the dead, and took again his body, with all things
appertaining to the perfection of man’s nature, wherewith he ascended into
heaven, and there sitteth until he return to judge all men at the last day.

Article IV—Of the Holy Ghost

The Holy Ghost, proceeding from the Father and the Son, is of one substance,
majesty, and glory with the Father and the Son, very and eternal God.

Article V—Of the Sufficiency of the Holy Scriptures for Salvation

The Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation; so that whatsoever
is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man
that it should be believed as an article of faith, or be thought requisite or necessary
to salvation. In the name of the Holy Scripture we do understand those canonical
books of the Old and New Testament of whose authority was never any doubt in
the church. The names of the canonical books are:

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, The
First Book of Samuel, The Second Book of Samuel, The First Book of Kings, The
Second Book of Kings, The First Book of Chronicles, The Second Book of
Chronicles, The Book of Ezra, The Book of Nehemiah, The Book of Esther, The
Book of Job, The Psalms, The Proverbs, Ecclesiastes or the Preacher, Cantica or
Songs of Solomon, Four Prophets the Greater, Twelve Prophets the Less.

All the books of the New Testament, as they are commonly received, we do receive
and account canonical.
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Article VI—Of the Old Testament

The Old Testament is not contrary to the New; for both in the Old and New
Testament everlasting life is offered to mankind by Christ, who is the only
Mediator between God and man, being both God and Man. Wherefore they are not
to be heard who feign that the old fathers did look only for transitory promises.
Although the law given from God by Moses as touching ceremonies and rites doth
not bind Christians, nor ought the civil precepts thereof of necessity to be received
in any commonwealth; yet notwithstanding, no Christian whatsoever is free from
the obedience of the commandments which are called moral.

Article VII—Of Original or Birth Sin

Original sin standeth not in the following of Adam (as the Pelagians do vainly
talk), but it is the corruption of the nature of every man, that naturally is
engendered of the offspring of Adam, whereby man is very far gone from original
righteousness, and of his own nature inclined to evil, and that continually.

Article VIII — Of Free Will

The condition of man after the fall of Adam is such that he cannot turn and prepare
himself, by his own natural strength and works, to faith, and calling upon God;
wherefore we have no power to do good works, pleasant and acceptable to God,
without the grace of God by Christ preventing us, that we may have a good will,
and working with us, when we have that good will.

Article IX—Of the Justification of Man

We are accounted righteous before God only for the merit of our Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ, by faith, and not for our own works or deservings. Wherefore, that we
are justified by faith, only, is a most wholesome doctrine, and very full of comfort.
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Article X—Of Good Works

Although good works, which are the fruits of faith, and follow after justification,
cannot put away our sins, and endure the severity of God’s judgment; yet are they
pleasing and acceptable to God in Christ, and spring out of a true and lively faith,
insomuch that by them a lively faith may be as evidently known as a tree is
discerned by its fruit.

Article XI—Of Works of Supererogation

Voluntary works—besides, over and above God’s commandments—which they
call works of supererogation, cannot be taught without arrogancy and impiety. For
by them men do declare that they do not only render unto God as much as they are
bound to do, but that they do more for his sake than of bounden duty is required;
whereas Christ saith plainly: When you have done all that is commanded you, say,
We are unprofitable servants.

Article XII—Of Sin After Justification

Not every sin willingly committed after justification is the sin against the Holy
Ghost, and unpardonable. Wherefore, the grant of repentance is not to be denied to
such as fall into sin after justification. After we have received the Holy Ghost, we
may depart from grace given, and fall into sin, and, by the grace of God, rise again
and amend our lives. And therefore they are to be condemned who say they can no
more sin as long as they live here; or deny the place of forgiveness to such as truly
repent.

Article XIII — Of the Church

The visible church of Christ is a congregation of faithful men in which the pure
Word of God is preached, and the Sacraments duly administered according to
Christ’s ordinance, in all those things that of necessity are requisite to the same.
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Article XIV — Of Purgatory

The Romish doctrine concerning purgatory, pardon, worshiping, and adoration, as
well of images as of relics, and also invocation of saints, is a fond thing, vainly
invented, and grounded upon no warrant of Scripture, but repugnant to the Word
of God.

Article XV —Of Speaking in the Congregation in Such a Tongue as
the People Understand

It is a thing plainly repugnant to the Word of God, and the custom of the primitive
church, to have public prayer in the church, or to minister the Sacraments, in a
tongue not understood by the people.

Article XVI—Of 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.
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Article XVII—Of Baptism

Baptism is not only a sign of profession and mark of difference whereby Christians
are distinguished from others that are not baptized; but it is also a sign of
regeneration or the new birth. The Baptism of young children is to be retained in
the Church.

Article XVIII—Of the Lord’s Supper

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.

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, over-throweth 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 means 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.

Article XIX—Of Both Kinds

The cup of the Lord is not to be denied to the lay people; for both the parts of the
Lord’s Supper, by Christ’s ordinance and commandment, ought to be administered
to all Christians alike.
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Article XX—Of the One Oblation of Christ, Finished upon the
Cross

The offering of Christ, once made, is that perfect redemption, propitiation, and
satisfaction for all the sins of the whole world, both original and actual; and there is
none other satisfaction for sin but that alone. Wherefore the sacrifice of masses, in
which it is commonly said that the priest doth offer Christ for the quick and the
dead, to have remission of pain or guilt, is a blasphemous fable and dangerous
deceit.

Article XXI—Of the Marriage of Ministers

The ministers of Christ are not commanded by God’s law either to vow the estate
of single life, or to abstain from marriage; therefore it is lawful for them, as for all
other Christians, to marry at their own discretion, as they shall judge the same to
serve best to godliness.

Article XXII—Of the Rites and Ceremonies of Churches

It is not necessary that rites and ceremonies should in all places be the same, or
exactly alike; for they have been always different, and may be changed according
to the diversity of countries, times, and men’s manners, so that nothing be
ordained against God’s Word. Whosoever, through his private judgment, willingly
and purposely doth openly break the rites and ceremonies of the church to which
he belongs, which are not repugnant to the Word of God, and are ordained and
approved by common authority, ought to be rebuked openly, that others may fear
to do the like, as one that offended against the common order of the church, and
wounded the consciences of weak brethren.

Every particular church may ordain, change, or abolish rites and ceremonies, so
that all things may be done to edification.
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Article XXIII — Of the Rulers of the United States of America

The President, the Congress, the general assemblies, the governors, and the
councils of state, as the delegates of the people, are the rulers of the United States of
America, according to the division of power made to them by the Constitution of
the United States and by the constitutions of their respective states. And the said
states are a sovereign and independent nation, and ought not to be subject to any
foreign jurisdiction.

Article XXIV —Of Christian Men’s Goods

The riches and goods of Christians are not common as touching the right, title, and
possession of the same, as some do falsely boast. Notwithstanding, every man
ought, of such things as he possesseth, liberally to give alms to the poor, according
to his ability.

Article XXV —Of a Christian Man’s Oath

As we confess that vain and rash swearing is forbidden Christian men by our Lord
Jesus Christ and James his apostle, so we judge that the Christian religion doth not
prohibit, but that a man may swear when the magistrate requireth, in a cause of
faith and charity, so it be done according to the prophet’s teaching, in justice,
judgment, and truth.

[The following Article from the Methodist Protestant Discipline is placed here by

the Uniting Conference (1939). It was not one of the Articles of Religion voted upon
by the three churches.]

Of Sanctification

Sanctification is that renewal of our fallen nature by the Holy Ghost, received
through faith in Jesus Christ, whose blood of atonement cleanseth from all sin;
whereby we are not only delivered from the guilt of sin, but are washed from its
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pollution, saved from its power, and are enabled, through grace, to love God with
all our hearts and to walk in his holy commandments blameless.

[The following provision was adopted by the Uniting Conference (1939). This
statement seeks to interpret to our churches in foreign lands Article XXIII of the
Articles of Religion. It is a legislative enactment but is not a part of the
Constitution. (See Judicial Council Decisions 41, 176, and Decision 6, Interim
Judicial Council.)]

Of the Duty of Christians to the Civil Authority

It is the duty of all Christians, and especially of all Christian ministers, to observe
and obey the laws and commands of the governing or supreme authority of the
country of which they are citizens or subjects or in which they reside, and to use all
laudable means to encourage and enjoin obedience to the powers that be.

Article XXVI—Of Biblical Marriage

Biblical marriage consists of a union between one man and one woman. This is
evidenced by Genesis chapter 2 verse 24 NIV “That is why a man leaves his father
and mother and is united to his wife and they become one flesh.”

OUR THEOLOGICAL TASK

Theology is our effort to reflect upon God’s gracious action in our lives. In response
to the love of Christ, we desire to be drawn into a deeper relationship with “faith’s
pioneer and perfecter.” Our theological explorations seek to give expression to the
mysterious reality of God’s presence, peace, and power in the world. By so doing,

Page 22 of 32


http://www.umc.org/decisions/search
http://www.umc.org/decisions/search
http://www.umc.org/decisions/search

we attempt to articulate more clearly our understanding of the divine-human
encounter and are thereby more fully prepared to participate in God’s work in the
world.

The theological task, though related to the Church’s doctrinal expressions, serves a
different function. Our doctrinal affirmations assist us in the discernment of
Christian truth in ever-changing contexts. Our theological task includes the testing,
renewal, elaboration, and application of our doctrinal perspective in carrying out
our calling “to spread scriptural holiness over these lands.”

While the Church considers its doctrinal affirmations a central feature of its
identity and restricts official changes to a constitutional process, the Church
encourages serious reflection across the theological spectrum.

As Methodists, we are called to identify the needs both of individuals and of
society and to address those needs out of the resources of Christian faith in a way
that is clear, convincing, and effective. Theology serves the Church by interpreting
the world’s needs and challenges to the Church and by interpreting the gospel to
the world.

The Nature of Our Theological Task

Our theological task is both critical and constructive. It is critical in that we test
various expressions of faith by asking: Are they true? Appropriate? Clear? Cogent?
Credible? Are they based on love? Do they provide the Church and its members
with a witness that is faithful to the gospel as reflected in our living heritage and
that is authentic and convincing in the light of human experience and the present
state of human knowledge?

Our theological task is constructive in that every generation must appropriate
creatively the wisdom of the past and seek God in their midst in order to think
afresh about God, revelation, sin, redemption, worship, the church, freedom,
justice, moral responsibility, and other significant theological concerns. Our
summons is to understand and receive the gospel promises in our troubled and
uncertain times.
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Our theological task is both individual and communal. It is a feature in the
ministry of individual Christians. It requires the participation of all who are in our
Church, lay and ordained, because the mission of the Church is to be carried out by
everyone who is called to discipleship. To be persons of faith is to hunger to
understand the truth given to us in Jesus Christ.

Theological inquiry is by no means a casual undertaking. It requires sustained
disciplines of study, reflection, and prayer.

Yet the discernment of “plain truth for plain people” is not limited to theological
specialists. Scholars have their role to play in assisting the people of God to fulfill
this calling, but all Christians are called to theological reflection.

Our theological task is communal. It unfolds in conversations open to the
experiences, insights, and traditions of all constituencies that make up United
Methodism.

This dialogue belongs to the life of every congregation. It is fostered by laity and
clergy.

Conferences speak and act for Methodists in their official decisions at appropriate
levels. Our conciliar and representative forms of decision-making do not release
Methodists as individuals from the responsibility to develop sound theological
judgment.

Our theological task is contextual and incarnational. It is grounded upon God’s
supreme mode of self-revelation —the incarnation in Jesus Christ. God’s eternal
Word comes to us in flesh and blood in a given time and place, and in full
identification with humanity. Therefore, theological reflection is energized by our
incarnational involvement in the daily life of the Church and the world, as we
participate in God’s liberating and saving action.

Our theological task is essentially practical. It informs the individual’s daily
decisions and serves the Church’s life and work. While highly theoretical
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constructions of Christian thought make important contributions to theological
understanding, we finally measure the truth of such statements in relation to their
practical significance. Our interest is to incorporate the promises and demands of
the gospel into our daily lives.

Theological inquiry can clarify our thinking about what we are to say and do. It
presses us to pay attention to the world around us.

Realities of intense human suffering, threats to the survival of life, and challenges
to human dignity confront us afresh with fundamental theological issues: the
nature and purposes of God, the relations of human beings to one another, the
nature of human freedom and responsibility, and the care and proper use of all
creation.

Theological Guidelines: Sources and Criteria

As Methodists, we have an obligation to bear a faithful Christian witness to Jesus
Christ, the living reality at the center of the Church’s life and witness. To fulfill this
obligation, we reflect critically on our biblical and theological inheritance, striving
to express faithfully the witness we make in our own time.

Two considerations are central to this endeavor: the sources from which we derive
our theological affirmations and the criteria by which we assess the adequacy of
our understanding and witness.

Wesley believed that the living core of the Christian faith was revealed in Scripture,
illuminated by tradition, vivified in personal experience, and confirmed by reason.

Scripture is primary, revealing the Word of God “so far as it is necessary for our
salvation.” Therefore, our theological task, in both its critical and constructive
aspects, focuses on disciplined study of the Bible.

To aid his study of the Bible and deepen his understanding of faith, Wesley drew

on Christian tradition, in particular the Patristic writings, the ecumenical creeds,
the teachings of the Reformers, and the literature of contemporary spirituality.
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Thus, tradition provides both a source and a measure of authentic Christian
witness, though its authority derives from its faithfulness to the biblical message.

The Christian witness, even when grounded in Scripture and mediated by
tradition, is ineffectual unless understood and appropriated by the individual. To
become our witness, it must make sense in terms of our own reason and
experience.

For Wesley, a cogent account of the Christian faith required the use of reason, both
to understand Scripture and to relate the biblical message to wider fields of
knowledge. He looked for confirmations of the biblical witness in human
experience, especially the experiences of regeneration and sanctification, but also in
the “common sense” knowledge of everyday experience.

The interaction of these sources and criteria in Wesley’s own theology furnishes a
guide for our continuing theological task as Methodists. In that task Scripture, as
the constitutive witness to the wellsprings of our faith, occupies a place of primary
authority among these theological sources.

In practice, theological reflection may also find its point of departure in tradition,
experience, or rational analysis. What matters most is that all four guidelines be
brought to bear in faithful, serious, theological consideration. Insights arising from
serious study of the Scriptures and tradition enrich contemporary experience.
Imaginative and critical thought enables us to understand better the Bible and our
common Christian history.

Scripture

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. The
biblical authors, illumined by the Holy Spirit, bear witness that in Christ the world
is reconciled to God. The Bible bears authentic testimony to God’s self-disclosure in
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the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ as well as in God’s work of creation,
in the pilgrimage of Israel, and in the Holy Spirit’s ongoing activity in human
history.

As we open our minds and hearts to the Word of God through the words of human
beings inspired by the Holy Spirit, faith is born and nourished, our understanding
is deepened, and the possibilities for transforming the world become apparent to
us.

The Bible is sacred canon for Christian people, formally acknowledged as such by
historic ecumenical councils of the church. Our doctrinal standards identify as
canonical thirty-nine books of the Old Testament and the twenty-seven books of
the New Testament.

Our standards affirm the Bible as the source of all that is “necessary” and
“sufficient” unto salvation (Articles of Religion) and “is to be received through the
Holy Spirit as the true rule and guide for faith and practice” (Confession of Faith).

We properly read Scripture within the believing community, informed by the
tradition of that community.

We interpret individual texts in light of their place in the Bible as a whole.

We are aided by scholarly inquiry and personal insight, under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit. As we work with each text, we take into account what we have been
able to learn about the original context and intention of that text. In this
understanding we draw upon the careful historical, literary, and textual studies of
recent years, which have enriched our understanding of the Bible.

Through this faithful reading of Scripture, we may come to know the truth of the
biblical message in its bearing on our own lives and the life of the world. Thus, the
Bible serves both as a source of our faith and as the basic criterion by which the

truth and fidelity of any interpretation of faith is measured.

While we acknowledge the primacy of Scripture in theological reflection, our
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attempts to grasp its meaning always involve tradition, experience, and reason.
Like Scripture, these may become creative vehicles of the Holy Spirit as they
function within the Church. They quicken our faith, open our eyes to the wonder of
God’s love, and clarify our understanding.

The Wesleyan heritage, reflecting its origins in the catholic and reformed ethos of
English Christianity, directs us to a self-conscious use of these three sources in
interpreting Scripture and in formulating faith statements based on the biblical
witness. These sources are, along with Scripture, indispensable to our theological
task.

The close relationship of tradition, experience, and reason appears in the Bible
itself. Scripture witnesses to a variety of diverse traditions, some of which reflect
tensions in interpretation within the early Judeo-Christian heritage. However, these
traditions are woven together in the Bible in a manner that expresses the
fundamental unity of God’s revelation as received and experienced by people in
the diversity of their own lives.

The developing communities of faith judged them, therefore, to be an authoritative
witness to that revelation. In recognizing the interrelationship and inseparability of
the four basic resources for theological understanding, we are following a model
that is present in the biblical text itself.

Tradition

The theological task does not start anew in each age or each person. Christianity
does not leap from New Testament times to the present as though nothing were to
be learned from that great cloud of witnesses in between. For centuries Christians
have sought to interpret the truth of the gospel for their time.

In these attempts, tradition, understood both in terms of process and form, has
played an important role. The passing on and receiving of the gospel among
persons, regions, and generations constitutes a dynamic element of Christian
history. The formulations and practices that grew out of specific circumstances
constitute the legacy of the corporate experience of earlier Christian communities.
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These traditions are found in many cultures around the globe. But the history of
Christianity includes a mixture of ignorance, misguided zeal, and sin. Scripture
remains the norm by which all traditions are judged.

Tradition acts as a measure of validity and propriety for a community’s faith
insofar as it represents a consensus of faith. The various traditions that presently
make claims upon us may contain conflicting images and insights of truth and
validity. We examine such conflicts in light of Scripture, reflecting critically upon
the doctrinal stance of our Church.

We continue to draw on the broader Christian tradition as an expression of the
history of divine grace within which Christians are able to recognize and welcome
one another in love.

Experience

In our theological task, we follow Wesley’s practice of examining experience, both
individual and corporate, for confirmations of the realities of God’s grace attested
in Scripture.

Our experience interacts with Scripture. We read Scripture in light of the conditions
and events that help shape who we are, and we interpret our experience in terms of
Scripture.

All religious experience affects all human experience; all human experience affects
our understanding of religious experience.

On the personal level, experience is to the individual as tradition is to the church: It
is the personal appropriation of God’s forgiving and empowering grace.
Experience authenticates in our own lives the truths revealed in Scripture and
illumined in tradition, enabling us to claim the Christian witness as our own.

Wesley described faith and its assurance as “a sure trust and confidence” in the

mercy of God through our Lord Jesus Christ, and a steadfast hope of all good
things to be received at God’s hand. Such assurance is God’s gracious gift through
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the witness of the Holy Spirit.

This “new life in Christ” is what we as Methodists mean when we speak of
“Christian experience.” Christian experience gives us new eyes to see the living
truth in Scripture. It confirms the biblical message for our present. It illumines our
understanding of God and creation and motivates us to make sensitive moral
judgments.

Although profoundly personal, Christian experience is also corporate; our
theological task is informed by the experience of the church and by the common
experiences of all humanity. In our attempts to understand the biblical message, we
recognize that God’s gift of liberating love embraces the whole of creation.

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.

As a source for theological reflection, experience, like tradition, is richly varied,
challenging our efforts to put into words the totality of the promises of the gospel.
We interpret experience in the light of scriptural norms, just as our experience
informs our reading of the biblical message. In this respect, Scripture remains
central in our efforts to be faithful in making our Christian witness.

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.
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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.

By reason we organize the understandings that compose our witness and render
them internally coherent.

By reason we test the congruence of our witness to the biblical testimony and to the
traditions that mediate that testimony to us.

By reason we relate our witness to the full range of human knowledge, experience,
and service.

Since all truth is from God, efforts to discern the connections between revelation
and reason, faith and science, grace and nature, are useful endeavors in developing
credible and communicable doctrine. We seek nothing less than a total view of
reality that is decisively informed by the promises and imperatives of the Christian
gospel, though we know well that such an attempt will always be marred by the
limits and distortions characteristic of human knowledge.

Nevertheless, by our quest for reasoned understandings of Christian faith we seek
to grasp, express, and live out the gospel in a way that will commend itself to
thoughtful persons who are seeking to know and follow God’s ways.

In theological reflection, the resources of tradition, experience, and reason are
integral to our study of Scripture without displacing Scripture’s primacy for faith
and practice. These four sources—each making distinctive contributions, yet all
finally working together —guide our quest as United Methodists for a vital and
appropriate Christian witness.

Ecumenical Commitment

Christian unity is founded on the theological understanding that through faith in
Jesus Christ we are made members-in-common of the one body of Christ. Christian
unity is not an option; it is a gift to be received and expressed.
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Methodists respond to the theological, biblical, and practical mandates for
Christian unity by firmly committing ourselves to the cause of Christian unity at
local, national, and world levels. We invest ourselves in many ways by which
mutual recognition of churches, of members, and of ministries may lead us to
sharing in Holy Communion with all of God’s people.

Knowing that denominational loyalty is always subsumed in our life in the church
of Jesus Christ, we welcome and celebrate the rich experience of Methodist
leadership in church councils and consultations, in multilateral and bilateral
dialogues, as well as in other forms of ecumenical convergence that have led to the
healing of churches and nations.

We see the Holy Spirit at work in making the unity among us more visible.

As people bound together on one planet, we see the need for a self-critical view of
our own tradition and accurate appreciation of other traditions. In these
encounters, our aim is not to reduce doctrinal differences to some lowest common
denominator of religious agreement, but to raise all such relationships to the
highest possible level of human fellowship and understanding.

We labor together with the help of God toward the salvation, health, and peace of
all people. In respectful conversations and in practical cooperation, we confess our
Christian faith and strive to display the manner in which Jesus Christ is the life and
hope of the world.
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