Evangelism
A Methodist Understanding

Good news for everybody!

Good news has to be shared! Whether it be the birth
of a grandchild, a win at football, or passing an exam;
people want their friends to know about it so much
that sometimes we describe them as ‘bursting to
speak’.

And what has ‘good news’ to do with evangelism?
Well, that’s literally what the original Greek word,
which we translate as “gospel”, means. Mark’s Gospel
begins: “The beginning of the good news (gospel) of
Jesus Christ, the Son of God”. Methodists who have
encountered the risen Lord Jesus in their lives have
not wanted to keep him to themselves. They've
wanted to share their good news.

They’ve found that when the Bible speaks of Jesus
dying for the sins of the world, this only really makes
sense when we can say “Christ died for my sins —
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even mine”. When Jesus prays for people to be
forgiven, speaks of God’s kingdom coming on earth, or
talks of heaven as so valuable that nothing else
matters — then this means good news for everybody,
not just a chosen few.

God is reaching out to all creation. Methodists believe
that God’s mission is the reason the Church exists,
and that evangelism is at the heart of God’s mission.

The Church exists to make more followers of Jesus
Christ

The Church exists to increase awareness of God’s
presence and to celebrate God’s love. It exists to help
people to grow and learn as Christians, through
mutual support and care. It exists to be a good
neighbour to people in need and to challenge
injustice. But it can only do so in the long term by
fulfilling the other part of its calling: the Church exists
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to make more followers of Jesus Christ. (Our Calling,
adopted by the Methodist Conference in 2000).

The first Methodists were a group of men at Oxford
University in a ‘religious society’ who wanted to get
closer to God as part of the eighteenth-century
‘Evangelical Revival’'. They wanted to follow Jesus by
studying and obeying his teachings. They shared the
Lord’s Supper — bread and wine — every week
because Jesus said, “Do this in remembrance of

me” (1 Corinthians 12:24). Matthew’s Gospel told
them the final words of Jesus to his followers: ‘As you
go, disciple the nations, teaching them to obey every
single thing | told you’ (Mathew 28:19-20). So they set
up other societies (which women also joined and led).
There were soon a number of ‘United Societies’ all
trying this ‘method’ of serving God.

These first Methodists found a renewed faith which
knew that:

e Jesus is alive;

e faith in Jesus saves people from a future of sinful
separation from God;

e Dbeing a Christian is about the whole of life (and
not just being spiritual on Sundays);

e being a follower of Jesus means teaching (and
learning from) others in their discipleship;

e worshipping God with others changes our
relationship with God.

And so they reasoned that they absolutely had to
share this faith with others.

Jesus told his disciples about God’s love, and then
said “Follow me” (Mark 1:17). And so when
Methodists share good news with people, they also
explain what Jesus expects from those who hear this
good news. You cannot separate what you do from
what you believe.

This is especially important in today’s world where we
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can pick-and-mix the things we buy, where the sense
of community has broken down in favour of
individualism, and where often religion is seen as a
private thing which should be kept to yourself. But
faith isn’t for our own private use, because Jesus said
a lot of things about how our faith affects what we do
with one another.

The reason for evangelism is not to recruit individuals
for the Methodist Church, but to invite people to follow
Jesus. (Methodists are really happy when people do
join the Methodist Church, but which church they
worship God in isn’'t that important. What’s most
important is that they know the call of the Holy Spirit
to become disciples of Jesus.)

The Church’s message for everybody

Early Methodists spoke of the need “to spread
scriptural holiness through the land” (Deed of Union).
Today we might put it differently:

God loves everybody and is at work everywhere.
If we love God, God calls us to love other people.
We prove our faith by living a life of ever-growing
love for God and other people. (If your life
doesn’t show it, then you probably don’t know it.)

Disciples don’t just follow Jesus. Jesus also asks us to
help people to be changed by faith in him, and to
change the world by our words and deeds. John
Wesley went hundreds of miles by horse in Britain and
America to tell ordinary people about God. Methodists
today also want to go to people everywhere to let
them hear the good news.

Everybody needs to tell the good news

The job of telling the good news belongs to every
ordinary believer — not just to the super-spiritual or
those with the particular gift of evangelism.

Throughout Methodist history, most evangelism hasn’t
depended on professional clergymen. It's the ‘ordinary
person in the pew’ who’s shared the gospel most
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effectively, because people are more likely to listen to
listen to satisfied customers than to professional
sales reps! Here are some historical examples:

e Mary Bosanquet was a Methodist lay preacher
and evangelist. In 1763, at the age of 24, she ran
a house in London which was a school, orphanage
and hospital all in one.

e When Thomas Coke went to America as a
missionary to establish new work in 1786, a
forced landing in Antigua led him to a thriving
Methodist society meeting — already started by a
local preacher.

e The first British missionary to Sierra Leone in
1812 found a 200-member Methodist society
already organised there by former slaves from
America.

e Christoph Muller, a butcher in America, took his
faith back home to Germany in 1830, and so
began German Methodism.

e Methodist soldiers from Britain established the
Church in Gibraltar in 1769 and Belgium in 1816
by organising meetings of Methodists and inviting
their friends along.

Most Christians think of lay people rather than
ministers who have helped them to come to faith!
British Methodism is encouraging ministers to think of
themselves not as in pastoral charge of a church, but
as in missional charge, so that they encourage every
member of that church to be involved in mission and
evangelism.

Evangelism, sermons and talking about God

In 1744, John Wesley said that the best method of
preaching was to invite, to convince, to offer Christ, to
build up disciples, and to do this in every sermon. The
message of these sermons was that all people need
to be saved, all can be saved, all can know they are
saved, and all can be saved to the uttermost. (These

D ®

Learning and Caring

Worship

phrases weren’t coined by Wesley, but are a useful
summary of Methodist teaching.) These sermons took
place where all would hear them — in the open-air.
Wesley would sing a psalm, or hymns of his brother
Charles, to attract people’s attention. He preached in
a way people could understand, and that made sense
to everyday lives.

Evangelism isn’t spouting the Bible at people, nor is it
standing in a football stadium addressing a vast
crowd. It's speaking about God in a way that makes
sense to people — whether in the pub, or over the
kitchen table, as much as in ‘religious’ settings such
as Sunday worship. It's about every Christian having
the confidence to talk about God and what a
difference their faith in God makes to their lives. It’s
about helping people to see why Christian faith and
the reign of God matter in their own lives today. This
usually takes time — it's a process, not a one-off
event.

Often, the most effective evangelism happens in small
groups of people gathering to talk together about faith
in God and what it means to them. Faith is also more
caught than taught, as relationships between
Christians encourage a deeper relationship with God.
The habitual behaviour of Christians says more about
what they believe than anything they say. (This
includes the way they live ecologically, in caring for
God’s world.)

Sometimes, the good news is discovered by people
visiting church services. Those leading worship should
expect people to be at different stages of faith.

People might not even be sure about what they
believe. So Methodists have always tried to teach their
faith in hymns. Some individual churches intentionally
link their worship, small groups and pastoral care with
evangelism. Sometimes worship might involve prayer
and meditation engaged in through all the senses, or
Messy Church, in order to help people find God in a
way that is comfortable for them. It’s also important in
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our globalised society that people can find God in a
way that makes sense to their non-Western cultural
background. (There is likely to be a Methodist
community near you which worships in a language
other than English.)

Generally Methodists have an ‘open table’ at Holy
Communion so that everyone who loves the Lord
Jesus might receive him in bread and wine. You don’t
have to be a believer before you receive the bread and
wine. It's simply enough to feel your need of Jesus —
even if you aren’t sure what you believe. Methodists
see this special meal as a ‘converting ordinance’ —
people have become Christians by sharing in the
Lord’s Supper. Sometimes actions speak louder than
words.

Evangelism and action

For Methodists, the call to evangelism means
believing that “the best of all — God is with us”. (These
were recorded as being John Wesley’s dying words.)
Faith isn’t just about a personal reservation in heaven.

It's also about being part of a community that helps
people see God’s presence and action here on earth.
Methodists call this ‘social holiness’ because we meet
together as Christians to help one another to love God
better, and we work together for a better world in
order to help other people to know God’s love.

This means Methodists get involved. They run toddler
groups for young parents, and lunch clubs for the
elderly. They are partners in credit unions and invite

prostitutes to meet in safe places. They work with the
homeless and the jobless. Their alcohol-free buildings
are safe places for many vulnerable people. They
volunteer in charity shops and as school governors,
and visit hospitals and prisons. This is because
Methodists have always believed that we are saved by
Jesus for a life of love.

We are saved by God’s grace through faith, so that the
image of God (the Bible says “God is love” 1 John 4:8)
might be restored in the lives of those of us who
believe. Coming to faith begins the process of growth
into a life of ever-increasing love for God and for
others. The means (faith) gets us to the goal (love). It’s
our relationship with God which holds faith and love
together: a love which is self-giving and always puts
others first. That’s the example of Jesus which we are
called to follow.

It’s not enough to know that we are saved. We also
need to know why we are saved. We can never
separate our message from our lives. We are all called
to be messengers who bring good news. Good news,
after all, needs to be shared!
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