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The Spirit of Methodism: A Thankful Heart

Rev. Thomas Lau Sie Ngiu

Introduction: Methodist versus real Christian?

In December last year, | was invited by pastor Alan Lau to speak to the newly elected
youth leaders of CMCA in Melbourne. That night, in the fellowship room of Camberwell
Methodist Church, | told the energetic leaders that the Methodist Holiness Revival
Movement in the 18" century was started by none other than a group of young people
like them! It took place in the University of Oxford in England in 1729. Under the
leadership of John and Charles Wesley as well as George Whitefield, this group of
“Oxford Methodists” seriously devoted themselves to works of piety and mercy, such as
prayer, reading the Scriptures, receiving the Lord’s Supper, keeping the fasts, visiting
prisons and working among the poor. At that time, they were also referred to as “The
Holy Club,” “Godly Club,” “Bible Moths,” and “Supererogation Men.”

During the Question and Answer time, one of the youth leaders asked why had
CMCA emphasized so much on “being Methodist” in recent years? “Why don’t we just
say that we must be real Christian?” I was so happy to hear this concern and pointed out
to him that two hundred years ago, to be a “Methodist” in a society with low spiritual ebb
was exactly about being a “real Christian” whose inward as well as outward lives were
both transformed by the holy love and grace of God, and hence rose to renew the church
and impact the nation! As John Wesley remarks, in his article “Advice to the people
called Methodists” (1745):

By Methodist | mean, a people who profess to pursue (in whatsoever measure
they have attained) holiness of heart and life, inward and outward conformity in
all things to the revealed will of God; who place religion in an uniform
resemblance of the great object of it; in a steady imitation of Him they worship, in
all his imitable perfections; more particularly, in justice, mercy, and truth, or
universal love filling the heart, and governing the life.

Even in 1784, the elderly Wesley still wrote something in his sermon “In What Sense We
Are to Leave the World” that reflected his deep concern for real Christianity:

When it pleased God to give me a settled resolution to be not a nominal but a real
Christian (being then about two and twenty years of age) my acquaintance were
as ignorant of God as myself. But there was this difference: | knew my ignorance;
they did not know theirs [emphasis mine].



The major concern of the Methodist movement is, therefore, none other but holiness,
that is, “real change” in Christ and restoration of the image of God in human whose life
purpose should be “Christian Perfection” or Christlikeness (Matt. 22:37-40; Phil. 2:5).

Real Christianity---Christian Perfection---Thanksgiving

In light of Scripture, John Wesley painstakingly expounded “Christian perfection”
many times throughout his lifetime. One of the definitions could be found in his
explanatory notes on the first epistle of Paul to the Thessalonians:

5:16: Rejoice evermore - In uninterrupted happiness in God. Pray without ceasing
- Which is the fruit of always rejoicing in the Lord. In everything give thanks -
Which is the fruit of both the former. This is Christian perfection. Farther than
this we cannot go; and we need not stop short of it. Our Lord has purchased joy,
as well as righteousness, for us. It is the very design of the gospel that, being
saved from guilt, we should be happy in the love of Christ. Prayer may be said to
be the breath of our spiritual life. He that lives cannot possibly cease breathing. So
much as we really enjoy of the presence of God, so much prayer and praise do we
offer up without ceasing; else our rejoicing is but delusion. Thanksgiving is
inseparable from true prayer: it is almost essentially connected with it. He that
always prays is ever giving praise, whether in ease or pain, both for prosperity and
for the greatest adversity. He blesses God for all things, looks on them as coming
from him, and receives them only for his sake; not choosing nor refusing, liking
nor disliking, anything, but only as it is agreeable or disagreeable to his perfect
will. [Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, 1755]

Apparently, for Wesley, thanksgiving, with constant rejoicing and praying, are
important and practical demonstrations of “Christian perfection.” He accentuated, in his
article “The Character of a Methodist” (1742), that one of the marks of being a Methodist
is that he or she “in everything giveth thanks”:

[H]e cheerfully receives all, saying, “Good is the will of the Lord;” and whether
the Lord giveth or taketh away, equally “blessing the name of the Lord.” For he
hath “learned, in whatsoever state he is, therewith to be content.” He knoweth
“both how to be abased and how to abound. Everywhere and in all things he is
instructed both to be full and to be hungry, both to abound and suffer need.”
Whether in ease or pain, whether in sickness or health, whether in life or death, he
giveth thanks from the ground of his heart to Him who orders it for good;
knowing that as “every good gift cometh from above,” so none but good can
come from the Father of Lights, into whose hand he has wholly committed his
body and soul, as into the hands of a faithful Creator. He is therefore “careful”
(anxiously or uneasily) “for nothing;” as having “cast all his care on Him that



careth for him,” and “in all things” resting on him, after “making his request
known to him with thanksgiving.”

Charles Wesley, in his hymn “Rejoice, the Lord is King” (1746, The United
Methodist Hymnal #715), also describes vividly how our knowledge and conviction of
Christ as triumphant King, redeeming Savior, sovereign Ruler, and righteous Judge,
would spur us to rejoice, give thanks, and sing!

In short, John and Charles Wesley regard thanksgiving as significant spiritual and
moral exercise of a real Christian who pursues Christlikeness. It is the “fruit” of rejoicing
in God’s goodness, consistent communion with the Trinity in prayer, and strong faith in
the Lord Jesus as victorious King and Coming Judge. May the Methodists nowadays
continue to live out Spirit-filled life of “thanks” and “giving” through which we spread
Scriptural Holiness over the land and transform the broken world.

Further readings:

John  Wesley, “The  Character of a  Methodist,” available  from:
http://www.umcmission.org/Find-Resources/John-Wesley-Sermons/The-Wesleys-and-
Their-Times/The-Character-of-a-Methodist

John Wesley, Explanatory Notes Upon the New Testament, available from:
http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/john-wesleys-notes-on-the-bible/

Collins, Kenneth J. A Real Christian: The Life of John Wesley. Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1999. Note especially pages 24, 28, 37, 41.
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