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Life Beyond Belief: Beyond Appearances    Sunday, 1/28/18 

1 We’re continuing our worship series this morning, “Life Beyond Belief,” with a 

look at the life of John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist Movement in England in the 

18th century. He’s not much to look at, is he? We used to have this portrait hanging in our 

church library in Coon Rapids, and I always wondered if it ever scared away any of our 

prospective members! John Wesley wasn’t remembered for his good looks. Aside from his 

preaching and church work, it was his spiritual journey that was recorded so precisely and 

honestly in his journals that Wesley is most remembered for. John Wesley’s journals give us 

a remarkable view beyond his outward appearances and actions and into his heart. Consider 

this account of what we now call “Aldersgate Day,” the day that Wesley finally accepted 

that he couldn’t earn his way into heaven by doing enough good deeds” 

John Wesley was almost in despair. He did not have the faith to continue to preach. 

When death stared him in the face, he was fearful and found little comfort in his religion. To 

Peter Böhler, a Moravian friend, he confessed his growing misery and decision to give up 

the ministry…[H]e felt dull within and little motivated even to pray for his own salvation.  

On…May 24th, 1738 he opened his Bible at about five in the morning and came 

across these words, "There are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises, even 

that ye should partakers of the divine nature." He read similar words in other places. 

That evening he reluctantly attended a meeting in Aldersgate. Someone read from 

Luther's Preface to the Epistle to Romans. About 8:45 p.m. "while he was describing the 

change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely 

warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given 

me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin and 

death."1 

It’s kind of astonishing, isn’t it, that the founder of the Methodist movement, without 

which our church wouldn’t exist, lived an early life filled with mistakes and doubts about his 

faith and calling? What Wesley needed was exactly what we need: a life beyond belief that’s 

marked by an inner transformation, an assurance of God’s love and forgiveness and a zeal to 
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share that with other people in words and actions. 

2 People have always been concerned about their outward appearances, but the advent 

of Facebook and the cell phone selfie have taken that to new levels. You know a fad has 

come to maturity when even your parents are doing it! Our preoccupation with our 

appearances has lead cell phone makers to produce better front-facing cameras and even 

software that automatically organizes your selfies apart from your other pictures. Jesus 

didn’t have to cope with selfie sticks, but he did have a thing or two to say about our 

preoccupation with outward appearances. We’re continuing in the eleventh chapter of Luke, 

picking up with verse 37 today in the New Living Translation. 

{Read Luke 11:37-41, NLT}. 

3 So what’s with Jewish handwashing? Washing your hands is a good idea, especially 

during the flu season, but what has compelled Jews to wash their hands after taking a nap, 

after leaving a cemetery, or before eating a meal where bread is served? The roots appear go 

back all the way to Exodus 17, where the first priests, Aaron and his descendants, were told 

to wash their hands and feet before approaching God in the tent so that wouldn’t die.2 These 

washing rituals had much less to do with killing bacteria and everything to do with being set 

apart for God, holy. These kinds of rituals were always intended to be outward signs of an 

inward preparation to encounter God. The problem that Jesus had with the Pharisees was 

that they were fastidiously performing the rituals, but they had forgotten the reason they 

were doing them. I suppose it would be roughly the same as putting a check in the offering 

plate or coming forward to receive communion without seeing each act as an encounter with 

the living God. 

4 In a way, John Wesley was trying to wash his way into heaven. While studying at 

Oxford University, Wesley formed an accountability group dedicated to growing in holiness. 

Here’s how one author described it: 

 The group met daily from six until nine for prayer, psalms, and reading of the Greek 

New Testament. They prayed every waking hour for several minutes and each day for a 

special virtue. While the church's prescribed attendance was only three times a year, they 
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took Communion every Sunday. They fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays until three o'clock 

as was commonly observed in the ancient church. In 1730, the group began the practice of 

visiting prisoners in jail. They preached, educated, and relieved jailed debtors whenever 

possible, and cared for the sick. Given the low ebb of spirituality in Oxford at that time, it 

was not surprising that Wesley's group provoked a negative reaction. They were considered 

to be religious "enthusiasts", which in the context of the time meant religious fanatics. 

University wits styled them the "Holy Club", a title of derision.3   

5 Incidentally, the rigorous way in which Wesley’s “Holy Club” approached their 

piety and good works is what earned them the mocking title, “Methodists.” Was the Holy 

Club a bad idea? No, not really. The life of prayer, Bible reading, caring for the sick, and 

other works of social justice that the Holy Club practiced are still practiced by Methodists 

and other Christians today. The problem for Wesley was that until his Aldersgate 

experience, until his heart was “strangely warmed,” he was just going through the motions. 

Until then, he was living a life of belief, but he couldn’t move beyond that. 

I wonder how many of us are going through the motions. Maybe there was a time in 

your life when you felt close to God, your heart was “strangely warmed” with an assurance 

of the presence of God’s spirit and a certainty of your salvation, but lately you just don’t feel 

anything, and the presence of God seems only a distant memory. Maybe you’ve been 

seeking God and you’re still looking, still seeking have your heart strangely warmed for the 

first time. Maybe nobody’s ever told you that there’s more to following Jesus than showing 

up for worship, putting money if the basket, and occasionally serving coffee. Those are all 

good things to do, but Jesus promises so much more. Jesus promises a transformed heart and 

a transformed life! 

6 So how do we go about creating an Aldersgate experience for ourselves? We can’t. 

That’s a gift of the Holy Spirit, who speaks to whom and when and how the Spirit will. For 

most of us, reading Luther’s commentary on the book of Romans won’t be the ticket. For 

many, spiritual retreats help to foster a special closeness with God. There’s a women’s 

retreat coming up this spring, and also some Unidos en Christo and Walk to Emmaus retreats 

                                                
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Wesley 
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throughout the year.  For others, sharing in a small group Bible study and sharing and caring 

group makes Jesus real to them.  

We’ll be forming small groups for an all-church study of this little book during the 

season of Lent: Surprise the World. It’s a small paperback that you can pick up in the lobby 

for just five bucks, and if you can’t afford that, just take one. You can be a part of a group 

that will meet for 45 minutes on Wednesday evenings after dinner and worship, or one of the 

groups meeting at another time during the week. Maybe you want to form your own group. 

I’m especially excited by this study because it’s so basic, describing five simple habits of 

sharing Jesus that we can all put into practice in our weekly routines. Sometimes it really is 

practicing the holy behaviors that leads to a heart-warming experience. This saying 

attributed to Wesley’s friend, Peter Bohler, can be helpful advice: “Preach faith until you 

have it.” We might reword that to say, “Act faith until you have it.”  

7 Jesus invites each one of us to experience a heart “strangely warmed.” Acting out 

our faith without ever experiencing the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit is exhausting 

work that can only take us so far. But when we’re aware of and surrendered to God’s Spirit, 

not just going through the motions, amazing things can happen. They certainly did for John 

Wesley, as described in this account: As time went on, John Wesley was mightily used of the 

Lord to reform England. His Methodists became a national force. [He] rode thousands of 

miles (as many as 20,000 a year) preaching as only a man filled with the Holy Spirit can 

preach, telling the gospel to all who would listen.4 

John Wesley’s dying words, after 87 years, were these: "The best of all is, God is with 

us."5 He knew that, not just through the eyes of a hopeful faith, but by experience. How 

about you? Do you want more than just showing up and going through the motions? Do you 

want a heart that’s on fire for serving and sharing Jesus? I sure do! And Jesus wants that for 

us as well. Every faith-stretching journey toward a transformed life begins with one small 

step. Your challenge this week is to take a step beyond appearances by reflecting on the 

specific religious behaviors you practice (and the ones you don’t) and honestly assessing 

why you do or don’t do them. Then share your thoughts with someone else. 

                                                
4 https://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/1701-1800/john-wesleys-heart-strangely-warmed-11630227.html 
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