
At the heart of Wesleyan/Methodist theology and practice is a 

profound understanding and vital experience of grace. While John and 

Charles Wesley shared an understanding of grace deeply rooted in 

Christian teaching and tradition, they provided distinctive emphases, 

which came to characterize Methodist teaching and preaching. Grace, 

as understood, experienced and proclaimed by the United Methodists 

and others in the Wesleyan tradition, remains as relevant and 

transformative in the 21st century as in the 18th century. 

GRACE: GOD'S PRESENCE AND POWER 
John Wesley defined grace as God's "bounty, or favour: his free, undeserved favour, ... man having 
no claim to the least of his mercies. It was free grace that ‘formed man of the dust of the ground, 

and breathed into him a living soul,' and stamped on that soul the image of God, and ‘put all things 
under his feet.' ... For there is nothing we are, or have, or do, which can deserve the least thing at 
God's hand." 
  
In his sermon "The Scripture Way of Salvation," John Wesley describes three movements or 
expressions of grace to create distinctive emphases for living fully in response to God's creating, 
healing, reconciling and transforming activity. 

 
PREVENIENT GRACE: GRACE THAT GOES BEFORE 
One dynamic or expression of God's grace is prevenience or "preventing" grace. While taking the 
seriousness of human sin and brokenness seriously, Wesley believed that God's grace prevents the 
total destruction of the divine image in us. 
 
Wesley described prevenient grace as the porch on a house. It is where we prepare to enter the 

house. Grace may also be compared to a journey. The desire to embark on the trip, the road or 
trail, the vehicle in which the journey is to be made and the map to be followed are all givens or 
gifts. The beauty of the landscape, the mind and eyes that conceived the journey and perceive its 
beauty, even the explorer who blazed the trail are all unmerited gifts — grace! 
 
But, there is more to a house than the porch! There is more to a journey than the desire to travel! 
We must enter the house or begin the journey. 
 
JUSTIFYING/SAVING GRACE: DOORWAY INTO NEW IDENTITY, NEW CREATION 
Prevenient grace prepares us for justifying grace. Justifying grace is the assurance of forgiveness 
that comes from repentance, from turning toward God's gracious gift of new life. It is being 
reconciled and realigned with God and the acceptance of God's atoning act in Jesus Christ. 
 
Wesley considered justification, or justifying grace, as the doorway into the house of God's 

salvation. God reconciles us to Godself, adopts us into the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, bestows upon us our identity as beloved sons and daughters and incorporates us into the 
body of Christ, the church. 
 
Continuing the analogy of the house, justifying grace is the doorway and the process of walking 
through it. The door is open with a welcome sign on it. If grace is compared to a journey, there 
comes a time when the traveler packs the bags, joins the guide and sets out toward the 
destination. That is justifying grace, turning toward a new future. 
 
SANCTIFYING GRACE: GRACE PERFECTING US 
Wesley's understanding of grace moves beyond forgiveness and acceptance of our identity as 
beloved children of God. God's goal for humanity is the complete restoration of the divine image 
and the conformity of all creation to the image of Jesus Christ. Sanctification (from sanctus, holy) 
denotes the process by which the believer is made holy and whole in response to justification. 

http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/the-sermons-of-john-wesley-1872-edition/sermon-43-the-scripture-way-of-salvation/


Wesley affirmed that God's grace seeks nothing less than a new creation in the likeness of Jesus 
Christ. Sanctifying grace is God's freely given presence and power to restore the fullness of God's 
image in which we are created. Wesley talked about sanctification in terms of Christian perfection 
by which he means entire "holiness of heart and life." 
 
GROWING IN GRACE 
Grace involves both gift and response. Our identity as sons and daughters of God is God's gift to 
us. Living in the world as redeemed children of God is our gift to God. Justifying grace reconciles us 
to God, incorporates us into the body of Christ and sets us on the journey toward wholeness. 
Sanctifying grace continuously forms us in the likeness of Christ and sheds the love of God abroad 
in our hearts, our actions and our relationships. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The fullness of the Wesleyan understanding and experience of grace is expressed beautifully in the 
beloved hymn of Charles Wesley, "Love Divine, All Loves Excelling." 
 

Source:  https://www.resourceumc.org/en/content/a-wesleyan-understanding-of-grace 

 

THE WESLEYAN QUADRILATERAL 

 

The phrase which has relatively recently come into use to describe the principal factors that John Wesley 

believed illuminate the core of the Christian faith for the believer. Wesley did not formulate the succinct 

statement now commonly referred to as the Wesley Quadrilateral. Building on the Anglican theological 

tradition, Wesley added a fourth emphasis, experience. The resulting four components or "sides" of the 

quadrilateral are (1) Scripture, (2) tradition, (3) reason, and (4) experience. For United Methodists, Scripture 

is considered the primary source and standard for Christian doctrine. Tradition is experience and the witness 

of development and growth of the faith through the past centuries and in many nations and cultures. 

Experience is the individual's understanding and appropriating of the faith in the light of his or her own life. 

Through reason the individual Christian brings to bear on the Christian faith discerning and cogent thought. 

These four elements taken together bring the individual Christian to a mature and fulfilling understanding of 

the Christian faith and the required response of worship and service. 

Source:  http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/wesleyan-quadrilateral 

 

From Wikipedia:  In United Methodist understanding, both laypeople and clergy alike share in “our 

theological task.” The theological task is the ongoing effort to live as Christians in the midst of the 

complexities of a secular world. Wesley's Quadrilateral is referred to in Methodism as "our theological 

guidelines” and is taught to its pastors in seminary as the primary approach to interpreting the scriptures and 

gaining guidance for moral questions and dilemmas faced in daily living.[11] 

[11]  The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church—2008, pp. 76-83. 
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