
James 2:14-26  14 What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but does not 
have works?  Surely that faith cannot save, can it? 15 If a brother or sister is naked and lacks daily food 
16 and one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and eat your fill,” and yet you do not supply 
their bodily needs, what is the good of that? 17 So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead. 18 But 
someone will say, “You have faith, and I have works.”  Show me your faith apart from works, and I by 
my works will show you faith. 19 You believe that God is one; you do well.  Even the demons believe—
and shudder. 20 Do you want to be shown, you senseless person, that faith apart from works is 
worthless? 21 Was not our ancestor Abraham justified by works when he offered his son Isaac on the 
altar? 22 You see that faith was active along with his works, and by works faith was brought to 
completion. 23 Thus the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned 
to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God. 24 You see that a person is justified by 
works and not by faith alone. 25 Likewise, was not Rahab the prostitute also justified by works when 
she welcomed the messengers and sent them out by another road? 26 For just as the body without the 
spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead. 
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There’s a stupid old joke out there about how many Christians it takes to screw in a lightbulb.  
You’ve probably heard some version of this joke.  For example:  How many Charismatics does it take to 
screw in a lightbulb?  Only 1; their hands are already in the air.  But it takes 10 Pentecostals – one to 
change the bulb, and nine to pray against the spirit of darkness.  Presbyterians don’t bother because 
the lightbulb will go on and off at predestined times.  And Roman Catholics don’t bother because they 
only use candles.  They say it takes at least 15 Baptists – one to change the light bulb, and three 
committees to approve the change and decide who brings the potato salad and fried chicken.  It only 
takes 2 Lutherans – one to call the electrician and one to talk about how much better the old one was.  
Episcopalians do not approve of change.  The United Church of Christ is a little dubious, but released a 
statement that if, in your own journey you have found that light bulbs work for you, you are invited to 
write a poem or compose a modern dance about your light bulb for the next Sunday service, in which 
they’ll explore a number of light bulb traditions, including incandescent, fluorescent, 3-way, long-life 
and tinted, all of which are equally valid paths to luminescence.  As to how many Methodists it takes, 
that is undetermined.  According to Methodist polity, whether your light is bright, dull, or completely 
out, you are loved. You can be a light bulb, turnip bulb, or tulip bulb. Bring a bulb of your choice to the 
Sunday lighting service and a covered dish to pass, and we’ll celebrate our varied bulbs, and close the 
service with “Hymn of Promise” (In the bulb, there is a flower…) 

So, now that I’ve managed to offend just about every Christian denomination I can think of, we 
find ourselves in the 2nd week of a sermon series on Questions You Always Wanted to Ask, but Never 
had the Nerve.  This week, the question submitted to me was this:  what is the biggest difference in 
theology and belief between Methodists and Lutherans and Methodists and Catholics?  That question 
is more loaded than it appears on the surface.  Moreover, I have a bit of a problem is that I’m not 
deeply educated in Lutheranism or Catholicism.  However, having served on the Board of Ordained 
Ministry, which assesses candidates for ordination in the United Methodist Church, my knowledge of 
Methodism is pretty solid, so here’s what I’m going to do:  I’m going to answer that question as best I 



can, but because I, in fact, have deep and abiding respect for my Lutheran and Catholic siblings and I 
don’t want to do them disservice, I’m going to focus on what’s unique about Methodists more so than 
on Lutheranism or Catholicism.   

Let’s start with our own history.  England.  Early 1700s.  A little boy is born in the country 
parsonage of the Anglican priest.  He spends his days doing chores at the parsonage, studying 
scripture, mathematics, reading, and language, and running about through the fields and forests of 
rural England, all under the watchful eye of his very devout mother.  It’s not a bad childhood.  But alas, 
he becomes a young man, and Mother and Father send him off to Oxford as the Industrial Revolution is 
gearing up.  And what does this young country boy see?  He’s at the university, studying the greats of 
science and literature and religion – all the glories of the enlightenment, all the advances in science 
and technology and medicine and democratic theory.  Francis Bacon, Rene DesCartes, Isaac Newton, 
John Locke, Galileo, Voltaire, Martin Luther – what an incredible time to be at University!  But what 
else does he see?  Tenement housing.  Debtors prison.  Men and women and even children working 15 
hour days for pennies.  Poverty.  Sickness.  Over-crowding.  Smoke and dirt and despair.  And being a 
good Christian boy from a good Christian home, John Wesley knew he’s got some kind of responsibility 
to the world around him, but what?   

And so he began to talk to friends and fellow students, and they began to get together to pray 
and study scripture.  They came up with questions to answer to hold themselves and one another 
accountable for growing in faith.  They went to the hospitals and the prisons and the soup kitchens and 
the whore houses and the bars like clockwork, and they tried to make a difference.  Some of their 
classmates thought they were nuts.  They’d make fun of them by calling them “Methodists”, but the 
group claimed the insult as their power.  They gave of themselves and their money.  But it’s hard to 
feel like you’re making a dent.  John got ordained and sent to a church, and nobody seemed to share 
the burdens he felt for the world around him.  So he decided to go on a missionary journey to the 
Georgia colony.  Maybe that would help, but it didn’t.  It was an unmitigated disaster from beginning to 
end, save for the fact that he met some Moravians who approached faith very differently.  When he 
finally fled Georgia in shame and disgrace after a couple of years, he retreated to Herrnhut, Germany, 
where he found refuge in a Moravian community.  And there, in that quiet little respite from the world, 
he studied, he worshiped, He learned to pray, he healed within.  But eventually, John Wesley came to 
the realization that he couldn’t stay there.  He couldn’t stay in his head.  He couldn’t retreat from the 
world.  But wouldn’t it be meaningful if he could bring just a little piece of this haven, this respite, this 
grace, and plant it among the smokestacks of London?  Wouldn’t it be meaningful if he could help 
people find the haven, the respite, the grace within their own spirit?  And John Wesley found his 
calling.  He returned to London, he bought a factory building that had failed in business called “the 
Foundry” and offered simple worship for common workers every morning at 5 am along with 
breakfast.  He opened a school for children, a job training program for women, and a health clinic.   

Now, you may well wonder where I am going with this, so here it is:  John Wesley believed that 
no one was a lost cause.  In all the poverty, all the bleakness, all the brokenness of the world, he had 
come to believe whole-heartedly in the promised of scripture from Ephesians 2:8-9  “For by grace you 
have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— not the result of 
works, so that no one may boast.”  Gr 

Wesley talked about three different kinds of grace, all of which may be in effect in our lives at 
the same time.  He called them prevenient grace, justifying grace, and sanctifying grace.  To many, 
these terms are portentous, but don’t be turned off by them because they’re really very easy to 
explain.  If Wesley was good at anything, it was pragmatism.  He had an uncanny ability to explain 
theological concepts to average people, which is at least partly why he was so successful. 



Throughout our childhood, into our adulthood, and throughout our lives, God works in our 
hearts, our minds, our circumstances, our friends and family.  God will use whatever God can to lay the 
groundwork for faith.  Wesley called this prevenient grace. 

Now, that ought to sound familiar to you, because you see that term every month in the 
bulletin when we celebrate communion.  “By the prevenient grace of God, even children and others 
unable to understand the full nature of a faith commitment are welcome to come and receive.”  Why?  
Because a child doesn’t have to understand it in order for God to use it.  Grace, remember, is about 
what God does.  It is not dependent on us in any way.  Methodists differ from Catholics in that belief.  
That is the major difference in today’s world between Methodists and Catholics.  Everyone is welcome 
at the table.  I’m a servant, not a bouncer. 

Now, hopefully, the prevenient grace of God will lead us to a place where the light bulb goes on 
in our heads, where our hearts are strangely warmed, and we say to ourselves, “Oh, I get it!  I am a 
sinful being.  Christ died to save me from sin.  I believe in Jesus Christ, and I want the new life that 
Christ can give.”  When we repent our sin and make a commitment to Christ, the justifying grace of 
God is now at work.  Simply defined, justifying grace is the act of God whereby we are made or 
accounted just, or free from guilt or penalty of sin.  When we recognize just how deeply we are loved 
and just how often God wipes the slate clean in forgiveness, justifying grace has touched our lives.  It 
may take two hours or two years—every one of us is different—but God’s grace is in that process. 

Once we make that commitment to Christ and embrace his love and forgiveness, then we have 
before us the task of living it out the rest of our lives.  Here’s where it’s crucial that we understand 
what Wesley is saying.  For him, the life of faith is not some kind of static thing.  We don’t ‘get saved’, 
and then we’re done.  The life of faith is a process of continually growing in our understanding, our 
commitment, our love, and our service.  That process is overseen by God through the gift of sanctifying 
grace. 

Again, that sounds intimidating, but it’s really not that complicated.  Wesley believed that when 
it came to the deliberate decision to live our faith, the grace of God had to be equal to the task, or 
we’d be up a creek without a paddle.  Like the others, sanctifying grace is free, undeserved, and 
initiated by God.  However, if it’s going to enable the life of faith, then sanctifying grace must also 
come with the power to live it—the power of the Holy Spirit.  To phrase it another way, we might say 
that if God is going to ask something of us, then God is also going to provide the means of fulfilling it—
sanctifying grace. 

Now, as I said earlier, grace is God’s gift.  There is nothing you or I can “do” to “earn” our way 
into heaven, to earn God’s love and grace.  We already have it.  Methodist and Lutherans share a 
commitment to salvation by faith alone.  But if you want to know what’s different, it’s that Methodists 
can’t stop there.  If God’s sanctifying grace is at work in you, then the natural, gut-level, heart-felt thing 
to do is respond.   

Steven Manskar explains Wesley’s understanding like this:  “God is always present, always 
faithful, and always patient with us.  God’s grace is always available to us.  We, however, are not 
always faithful, patient, or available to God.  

“This is why God has provided for us a set of basic practices where God promises always to 
meet us.  These basic practices, the means of grace, are gifts from God.  Their purpose is to help us 
make time and space for God in our lives.  They are where we can regularly make ourselves available to 
God and to the power of grace.  

“…. Attending to our relationship with God through the means of grace does not…come 
naturally. We need to learn how to do these basic practices of discipleship in the same way that a 
newly married couple must learn how to live together and love each other.  In other words, loving is a 



discipline that must be learned.  It is learned over time through discipline and practice with 
experienced practitioners.  (3 ¶s adapted slightly from Steven Manskar, Opening Ourselves to Grace: 
The Basics of Christian Discipleship, 
http://www.gbod.org/site/apps/nlnet/content3.aspx?c=nhLRJ2PMKsG&b=5503321&ct=7922219.) 

The means of grace are simply explained:  they are works of piety and works of mercy.  They 
ask us to engage in both a discipline of inward reflection, prayer, study, and worship paired with a 
discipline of service to humanity and to the cause of justice.  Neither, by itself, is complete.  They are 
two halves of one whole.  We are saved by faith alone, but faith is a living thing.  If we fail to nourish it, 
exercise it, use it, it will die.  The whole of Christendom for years set up this contest between Paul and 
James.  One must be right, and one must be wrong.  Wesley rejected that contest.  Paul is talking about 
how one enters into a relationship with God.  James is talking about how one lives out that 
relationship. 

Now, all this is important stuff, but how do you help people remember it?  That’s always the 
rub, isn’t it.  So let me offer two final distinctions I think worth noting – things that marks our unique 
identity as Methodists.  First, from John:  In his lifetime, John Wesley rode 290,000 miles on horseback.  
Most days he preached 3 or 4 times.  He was an organization genius that connected the People called 
Methodist in a web of interrelated interests.  Today, that connection defines us.  I belong to it, and I go 
where it sends me.  That connection is what enables mission in 270 countries around the world.  That 
connection is why there was our national headquarters sent a missionary to Flint in the middle of the 
water crisis, and why, at present, there are 101 colleges or universities in the US alone that were 
founded by Methodists and at least 69 hospitals and 276 nursing homes or retirement communities.  
We belong to one another.  But while Wesley was the organization genius, his brother Charles was the 
poet.  How do you help people remember God’s grace?  How do you teach it?  How do you spread it?  
Easy.  You sing it.   

This is where John’s brother comes in.  Charles Wesley was, without question, the most prolific 
hymn writer of the 18th century, and quite possibly, of the entire millennium.  He wrote more than 
6500 hymns, and some say as many as 9000.  To give you some idea of his impact, consider this.  There 
are 51 hymns written by Charles Wesley in our current hymnal—51 hymns out of 734.  Approximately 
15% of our hymnal comes from one man—Charles Wesley.  That leaves the other 85% of the hymns 
(683 of them) to the other some 300 contributing authors.  Compared to other famous authors and 
composers, and you’ll find in our hymnal 7 hymns by the Gaithers, 7 by Fanny Crosby, 15 from Isaac 
Watts, 22 from Ralph Vaugn Williams, and 44 from Carlton Young (who just so happens to be our 
current hymnal’s editor…)  It is impossible to overstate the impact Charles Wesley has had and 
continues to have on the way Methodists live and think in the world.  He put it all into song. 

To illustrate what I’m talking about, I want everyone to pull out a hymnal.  You may have to 
share, but it’s important to be able to look at some of the hymns I want us to explore.  Ready? 

 
O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing #57 (opens every hymnal since 1780) 
Come Sinners, to the Gospel Feast #339 (prevenient grace) 
And Can It Be #363 (justifying grace) 
Love divine, All Loves Excelling #384 (sanctifying and perfecting grace) 
O For a Heart to Praise My God #417 (personal holiness) 
Forth in thy Name, O Lord, I go #438 (social holiness) 
All Praise to Our Redeeming Lord #554 (church unity/fellowship) 
 



Music is powerful.  Not only does it teach us to think, it affects the way we think.  But even 
more, it affects the way we feel.  In June of 1779, John Wesley published a little pamphlet entitled 
“Thoughts on the Power of Music”, in which he put forth ten simple statements.  His first one was this:  
the purpose of music is to incite feelings.  Methodists have never been content to stay in our heads.  
We use them, to be sure.  But hearts strangely warmed is what Wesley was after – hearts that know 
God’s grace – that live that love and grace in the world – that sense the connection with one another, 
with the saints, with the church yet to be, with the divine – that pray for a thousand tongues to sing 
our Great Redeemer’s praise.  I don’t know how many Methodists it takes to change a lightbulb, but it 
only takes one grounded in grace, abundant in love, united in mission and song to brighten the world.  
Let your light shine.  Amen. 


