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The title of this message is 2020 vision and I have to confess to you that I have anything but perfect 

vision. In fact, if I were not wearing my contacts I would not be able to see a single person or thing 

here today. I am quite lost, visually, without the correction of glasses or contacts. As we end one 

year and go into the next, we are all a bit like this - we may be looking, but we can’t really see 

without some aid. The aid we often use when trying to look at the future is the ability we have to 

reflect on our past. You’ve certainly heard the saying “hindsight is 20/20”? That is most definitely 

the case for many of us. We look back and think of how we could have reacted, or should have 

acted. We learn from our past, both the successes and the mistakes. Yet, we cannot change the 

past. However, if we use our experiences, our traditions, our own reasoning, and the Scriptures to 

shape our future, we will be better off for it.  

John Wesley had way of exploring and even answering questions of faith and life.  The word 

quadrilateral was coined by a United Methodist scholar named Albert Outler.  After studying John 

Wesley’s writings, Outler concluded that for Wesley there are four resources that help us make 

good decisions in life.  He named those four resources the “Wesleyan quadrilateral”.  They are: 

scripture, tradition, reason, and experience.   

These are four God given resources made available to us for decision making.  Think about it, if 

you are faced with a hard decision, we often ponder: What does scripture say?  What does tradition, 

or the past say and what can I learn from it?  What does my brain tell me, what’s logical?  What 

does my experience tell me, what does the Holy Spirit living inside me tell me?   

Let’s look at each one of these resources.  It is important to note that Wesley did not feel that these 

four resources were of equal value. Scripture was to be the primary resource in our lives.. Albert 

Outler said before he died that he wished he had not used 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 better understanding of the quadrilateral as Wesley saw it, saying "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 when we look at the circumstances that Joseph and Mary found themselves in, they had personal 

experience to rely on - an angel had come to them to tell of Jesus’ birth, and an angel had come to 

them telling them to flee to Egypt. They also had scripture to use as a guide in their lives, Proverbs 

3:5 says “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding” this 

would have likely been a scripture they knew well. So they knew from past experiences and from 

scripture that God is to be trusted and God had big plans for them.            

Let’s talk about tradition. Tradition is about history.  It’s about what has happened in the past.  

Both good and bad.  We learn from the bad and we celebrate the good.  Within the Methodist 

church itself there is some bad.  The early Methodist church supported the separation of whites 



and blacks even within the church itself.  That’s something the Methodist church is not proud of 

and it’s how the African Methodist Episcopal church or AME church began.  African American 

people justifyingly weren’t happy, so they started their own church.  I don’t blame them.  The 

methodist church did always ordain women, however they did support women in church 

leadership. It is interesting to note that the first ordained minister of any Methodist denomination 

was a woman, Helenor Davidson, who was a circuit rider for the Methodist Protestant Church in 

Jasper County, Indiana!  But, it was not until 1956 that women were allowed to be fully ordained 

clergy in our denomination. I am so happy that we as a denomination now feel strongly about equal 

rights for women in leadership in the church. However, it took several years after the Methodist 

Church began before it would ordain women. We are facing similar issues now with LGBTQ rights 

in the church, and once again the church is facing difficult decisions, possibly even a split within 

the denomination. That is not to say all tradition is bad. The Methodist Church has a wonderful 

tradition of placing a high importance on Christian Education, and on social justice. 

In our Methodist tradition, John Wesley believed in personal holiness and in social justice.  He 

believed that if you were a holy person, you would naturally be involved in making the world a 

better place.  He is known for saying the rules of life that as clergy in the Methodist Church, 

Howard and I agreed to uphold: to do no harm, to do all the good you can, and to stay in love with 

God, also referred to as attending to the ordinances of God.  Which essentially means to practice 

the spiritual disciplines of Bible reading, prayer, fasting, communion, and attending worship 

services on a regular basis.  When Wesley talked about the importance of tradition, he was talking 

about those things we can learn from and those things we should celebrate.   

Now, let’s talk about reason.  Wesley declared “It is by reason that God enables us in some measure 

to comprehend his method of dealing with the children of men; the nature of his various 

dispensations, of the old and new covenant, of the law and the gospel.”  What Wesley is saying is 

that God gave us a brain, and we ought to use it.  Paul says the same thing in Romans 12:1-2.  He 

talked about the people of Israel being saved and all people being invited to be a part of the 

Kingdom of God. 

Paul says if you want to know God’s good and perfect will for you, you need to be transformed 

not by your heart, not by your feelings, not by your faith, but by your mind.  What does your mind 

do? It reasons. It uses logic.  It thinks. 

Sometimes our brains disagree with each other.  Sometimes the way I reason things and the way 

my husband reasons things are very different.  Therefore, reason itself does not lead to truth.  But 

it is a resource for us to use in line with scripture that helps us make good decisions and helps us 

to know God. 

Last but not least is experience.  Now, when we think of experience we think of what has happened 

to us in the past and what we have learned through it.  And that is good. However, that is not what 

Wesley meant by experience.  Wesley was very specific in what he meant by the word experience 

when it came to knowing God.  And Albert Outler, remember, the guy who coined the phrase 

quadrilateral, tried to convey this specific meaning but people have taken to mean whatever they 

want it to mean. 



Kevin M. Watson is the Assistant Professor of Wesleyan Studies at Seattle Pacific Seminary and 

he says this: “Outler’s understanding of the role of experience in Wesley’s theology is not any 

experience that a person has, it is the distinctively Christian experience of assurance of the 

forgiveness of one’s sins. It is the experience of the witness of the Spirit. Wesley was quite fond 

of citing Romans 8:16 to illustrate this: “it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that 

we are children of God.” 

Let me rephrase that - for Wesley, the kind of experience he’s talking about is the experience of 

conversion.  The experience of being saved.  The experience of giving your life to Christ to live 

on this earth and to have the hope of an eternal future. For Wesley the idea of conversion, the idea 

of knowing we are forgiven for our sins, was something we should do daily, even hourly.  When 

is the last time you experienced God?  When is the last time you felt the assurance of the 

forgiveness of sins?  This morning I want to give you an opportunity to have that experience.  You 

are welcome to come forward and pray when we have communion, or you can do it in your own 

pew. But know this, God loves you more than you can fathom. There is nothing that you have done 

or will do that can separate you from God. We are all forgiven. Period. We simply need to accept 

that love. We need to put God at the center of our lives.  

So, I would ask you, what are you looking forward to in 2020? And more importantly, are you 

presenting it to God and asking for a blessing, or are you forging ahead on your own and leaving 

God out of our plans? What if Joseph and Mary had done this? What if they had ignored the 

warning from the angel, and had not fled to Egypt? What if they had ignored the experiences they 

had in knowing that when God speaks to them, that amazing things are about to happen? What if 

they had not used their reasoning abilities to know that the angel was there to save them, to save 

the Savior of the world?  

 

In order to fully understand events in the passage we read, I believe it will be helpful to discover 

who this Herod was that is named in our text. This Herod is Herod the Great, who reigned from 

37 to 4 B.C. This Herod was one of the cruellest rulers of all history. He did not hesitate to murder 

members of his own family when he believed them to be a threat to his rule. He was an effective 

administrator who made the area what it was in the first Christian century. Thus, he has gone down 

in history as “the Great.”  

 

Also, it is important to note that he ruthlessly slaughtered some of his male children and even 

killed his wife. Herod’s rationale for doing this was to ensure that no legal claimant to his throne 

would remain. Near the end of Herod’s life, an intense struggle for succession to his throne 

emerged within his family. His ten marriages and fifteen children guaranteed there would be such 

a struggle. This is the man who reigned when Jesus was born! This is the king that the people were 

accustomed to. Imagine hearing about the birth of the King of kings. In a stable, in lowly 

Bethlehem. Jesus was not what they were expecting, to be sure. The Prince of Peace was so 

opposite the king they feared in Herod. 

 

In light of Herod’s willingness to kill his own sons, it is easy to believe that he could issue an order 

to slaughter children two years of age and under in one Judean town in order to protect his 

continued reign.  

 



When an angel of the Lord warned Joseph in a dream to take the child and flee to Egypt, there 

appears to have been no delay; the text implies that it was that very night. How Joseph provided 

for his family in Egypt, we do not know. What is important is that God had prophesied that the 

Christ, the Savior, would come out of Egypt. Since He was to be born in Bethlehem, it was 

impossible to see how He would come from Egypt. In all this, God worked to fulfil prophecy. 

So, now you know the backstory. Before Jesus could bring God’s peace here on earth, his family 

had to flee to Egypt to escape Herod’s soldiers. Before we can be instruments of Christ’s peace, 

what do we need to flee from? We can offer each other strength and encouragement. God wants 

us to help each other to succeed, as well help each other to grow. God gave us gifts of tradition, 

our experiences, our salvation, our minds to reason, and the scriptures to help us discern right from 

wrong and help us to make decisions that honor God. So, as we look forward, we can do so with 

a bit closer to 20/20 vision - or at least have some tools to help us see a bit more clearly which 

decisions are good decisions. If you are the type who makes new year's resolutions, I encourage 

you to use the Wesleyan Quadrilateral to help you decide what resolutions to make, and to keep 

God at the center of all you do. Amen. 

 


