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Series: The Wesleyan Path
Sermon: Quadrilateral - Scripture

II Timothy 3:10-17
You, however, know all about my teaching, my way of life, my purpose, faith, patience, love, endurance, 11
persecutions, sufferings—what kinds of things happened to me in Antioch, Iconium and Lystra, the persecutions
I endured. Yet the Lord rescued me from all of them. 12 In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in
Christ Jesus will be persecuted, 13 while evildoers and impostors will go from bad to worse, deceiving and
being deceived. 14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because
you know those from whom you learned it, 15 and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures,
which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All Scripture is God-breathed
and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17 so that the servant of God may
be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

Sermon
We are starting a new series this morning about how Methodists do Theology.  Sounds exciting, I know.  How
we think about God, and try to perceive what God is doing in the world today.  It goes back to John Wesley, the
founder of the people called Methodists.  He was an Anglican priest in the early 1700’s and started doing things
that the church of England didn’t like…like going to the coal miners to preach.  The Church of England
believed people should come to them, Wesley believed the Church should bring the gospel to the people.  So
that’s what he did and the Church of England was not very happy.  Wesley never lost his credentials as an
Anglican priest but he did for all other purposes leave the Anglican Church and start a new movement of people
early on called Methodists.

You might be wondering what in the world this word found in the title of the sermon today is: “quadrilateral.” 
Let me ask you this: How do you know who God is and what God expects of you?  How do you know that God
exists?  How do you know that God loves you?  Even more practically, how do you know that murder is wrong? 
How do you know that lying and stealing is wrong?  How do you know that forgiveness is right?  The
quadrilateral was John Wesley’s way of exploring and even answering these questions.  The word itself
quadrilateral was coined by a United Methodist scholar named Albert Outler in the last century.  Wesley never
came up with it.  After spending an incredible amount of time reading John Wesley’s writings, Outler concluded
that for Wesley there are four resources that help us answer spiritual and practical questions.  Outler coined
those four resources the “quadrilateral.  They are: scripture, tradition, reason and experience.

Some of you might be thinking, how in the world does this apply to me and why should I care about two dead
guys who came up with the concept and word quadrilateral?  It’s a fair question and one I might be asking if I
was in your place this morning.  Look at it this way: if you have ever been faced with a hard decision this
applies to you.  Because these are four God given resources made available to Christians for decision making. 
Think about it, faced with a hard decision:  What does scripture say?  What does tradition, the past say and what
can I learn from it?  What does my brain tell me, what’s logical, that’s reason?  What does my experience tell
me, what does the Holy Spirit living inside me tell me?  So the quadrilateral is a set of four resources that helps
us know who God is and what God expects of us.

Scripture, Tradition, Experience, and Reason.  For Wesley, these four resources were not of equal value. 
Scripture was primary.  Scripture was the main one.  Albert Outler said before he died that he wished he had not
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coined the word quadrilateral because so many people took it to mean that each of the four resources are equal. 
And that’s not what he meant because that’s not what Wesley believed.  A statement found in the United
Methodist Book of Discipline offers a correct understanding of the quadrilateral: "Wesley believed that the
living core of the Christian faith was revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition, vivified in personal
experience, and confirmed by reason. Scripture [however] is primary, revealing the Word of God so far as it is
necessary for our salvation.'" 

So this month, we will explore each of these four walls of Methodist thought, and hopefully find a few practical
applications along the way.  Today, we look at scripture.  By and large, the Holy Bible is by far the most reliable
and celebrated source of the divine will and purpose.  Generation after generation, century after century, one-
third of the human race has looked to these short 66 books as inspirational, unquestionable, and infallible works
of literature that demand respect, reverence, command, and rule.  How did these 66 books?  In truth, there are
more books available, but these were the texts that were voted in by the church as being authoritative to the
community of believers.  The big word is canonize.  The early church canonized these books as being listed in
the Bible.  What this means is that the church basically authorized these certain books as being somehow
unique, special, sacred - compared to other books that they could have used.  There are many more scripture
books that the early church used, and at a council, or committee meeting if you will, voted on which ones that
should be included in the final draft of scripture.  To have some sense of unity and similar purpose.  There were
dozens of Gospels written, believe it or not, and only four of them were included that made the final cut.  There
were other Gospels such as the Gospel of Mary, the mother of Jesus, the Gospel of Thomas, The Gospel of
Phillip, and so on and so on.  With hundreds of texts out there being used, the church had to make a decision as
to which books were necessary and which books were good, but not good enough.  Even today, we have
religious traditions that use different scripture texts.  The Roman Catholics have dozens of books more than we
Protestants.  And we have one that they don’t have.  So when we talk about scripture giving authority over our
lives, over our religious formation, we must first realize that we, as a church, are the ones who decide which
texts and which writers we claim to have authority over us.  It is we who decide which group of writings we
read every Sunday.

With that said, there are religious groups that take very seriously and quite literally every word of scripture as
the ordained will of God.  So it shall be written, so it shall be done.  Every word of the Bible is utterly true, even
the parts that contradict themselves.  The totally perfect, not to be questioned word of God.  Somehow, the
divine word and guidance has come into the writers of these texts and has produced itself onto the printed page,
a blueprint for us to have forever.  This kind of thinking is very appealing.  Everything is already written out for
us, we don’t have to think about it.  You know those kind of people who believe that the Bible is a divine
invention.  You can hear it in the language, the “Word of God”, “Holy Bible”, implying that God himself has
etched each letter into the page for us to read.  If that is the case, then the authority of scripture is supreme,
nothing is to be elevated to a higher level than the 66 books, or whatever number they have.  They look back
into the good ol’ days of Biblical times and they have that nostalgic attitude of the way it was supposed to be. 
But they are trying to be faithful.  They are trying to be faithful.

Others take a more reflective approach to the Bible.  Some of it is to be taken with reverence, and other parts are
outdated and in a historical context that has outlived it’s time.  This is mostly where I am on the Bible.  There
are great truths to be discovered, the story and the history of a people of faith as they seek to love and to serve
Him.  In this kind of format, the Bible is a tool of Christian formation.  Christian formation.  Creating us to
become disciples and people of God.  We hear the stories of those who have gone before us, their trials, their
successes, their faith.  The Bible tells us two important truths: First, God IS.  God is.  There is a God out there
somewhere.  And secondly, and probably more importantly, God Cares and Participates.  God Cares and
Participates.  God is active in the human drama as we evolve into whatever it is we are evolving to.  God
participates in history just as we contribute our own story into history.  The Bible is a record of covenants, of

2



promises, of stories that shaped a people of faith as they grappled with real life as it was delivered to them.  God
was an active participant in their life and faithful people put down in writing the stories that they remembered as
a part of their history.  As people, they had their own insights, their own additions and their own failings.  The
Bible is a story of a faithful people, and of a faithful God.  Not perfect, but close.  The Bible is a story of a
people trying to be faithful to a faithful God.  And the Bible points to the Truth of God.  Even some of the books
are works of fiction.  Job, for instance, historically did not happen - he did not exist, but the story points to the
truth of God’s will.  Same with Jonah.  Many scholars believe that Jonah is it’s own fish story, never really
happened, but told to convey some truth.  Even Jesus told stories.  The prodigal son is a story, told to convey
meaning.  Same with the Good Samaritan, The good shepherd, The Pharasee and the Tax Collector.  These are
teaching stories.  All told to give flesh and bone to the truth of God.  Where the Bible is not historical truth, per
se, but gives direction and points to the truth of God. 

Still others might believe that the Bible is a work of people’s imagination or it tells of a hopeful one-day perfect
society that we call the Kingdom of God.  A fairy-tale sort of book.  As such, it is a quaint aniquated book with
no real power or authority.  Its all made up.  Just forget about it.  

These are generally the three main areas where we find people’s opinions on the Bible.  1) Totally perfect, not to
be questioned will of God.  2) Eternal truths written by faithful people mixed in with historical human context. 
3) Work of fiction and holds no authority for anybody.  So what do we do with scripture and what holds for us
authority?  Where does one stand, and how does one make that choice?  Most people would believe that the 10
commandments are eternal truths, but the Bible also shares that women aren’t suppose to speak in church.  Jesus
taught us the golden rule, yet the bible shares with us not to lend money with interest, not to have inter-racial
marriages, people with tatoos shouldn’t be in church.  Why is one section of the Bible very authoritative and the
will of God, and the other divine directives go by the wayside?  How do we choose which sections to ignore and
which sections to uplift and claim “The word of God”?   Some commands are divine, and others are historical
circumstances of a certain culture that change over time.  Which part of the Bible do we listen to and which do
we slide by?  This is wrestling with God with no easy answers.

This is how I answer that question.  We have an almost superstitious attitude to Bible reading as if it had some
magical efficacy.  We swear by it, we place our hands on it to symbolize the truth.  We treat it with reverence
and dignity.  But there is no magic in the Bible or in the mechanical reading of the Bible.  It is just pages and
text.  But, the written words in our Bibles point to the Living Word and it says to us, “Go to Jesus”.  Go to
Jesus.  If we do not go the Jesus to whom all of scripture points, then we miss the whole purpose of Bible
reading and using.  We do not worship the Bible and do everything that it says.  Is it helpful?  Yes.  Is it
instructional?  Yes.  Does it help us in our own faith journeys and spirituality, undoubtedly.  But we do not
worship the bible, we worship the Christ within the pages of the Holy Scriptures.  The Spirit of Christ is our
authority, our instruction, our guide in life.  The qualities of love, of peace, of justice, of mercy, of compassion. 
Those Christ-like attributes, of which the bible ultimately points to.  But the passages where the love of Christ
or the affirmation of life are denied, where there is lack of freedom or privileges, those passages hold no
authority because they go against the spirit of Christ.  Against the authority of Jesus.

In short, what I am trying to say is this: There are many things in this world that claim to have an authority over
us.  Our jobs, our nation, our families, our religious traditions (such as scripture), our own desires and
conscience.  They tell us how to act and to behave.  These are great things.  There is nothing wrong with these
things as an authority.  But the biggest authority that we need to rule our lives is the Spirit of Christ.  To have
that peace, love and other Christ-like characteristics be the rule of thumb of who we are.  To paraphrase Paul,
why should we care about the Holy Scriptures?  They make us wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so
that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.
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