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PREPARING
THE WAY
INTRODUCTION
Advent begins with us acknowledging our need and desire for
God. God calls John the Baptist to announce the impending arrival of
Jesus – the one who will heal the separation felt between humanity and
God because of sin. Throughout the Bible we read of God’s desire to be
in relationship with us – Advent could be described as the climax of this
journey. Jesus, fully divine and fully human, will be born into the world to
bring about God’s reign and redeem all creation from those forces that
separate us from God. So, in Advent we are participating in God’s
salvation story, which requires a response from us. Through Jesus Christ
we experience God’s love, which we respond to by sharing that love with
God and others. At the beginning of Advent, we are caused to reflect on
God’s love and grace in Jesus Christ and begin or begin again to receive
and share God’s grace.
Read Luke 3:1-8
How did John the Baptist prepare the way of Jesus?
What did he call people to do, and why?
Why do you think it is important for us to recognise Advent as the
climax of the story of God’s desire to redeem all of creation from the
power of sin and death?
Love can be expressed, according to john Wesley, by cultivating
‘fruits meet for repentance’ through good works. Do you see any
correlation between this idea and John the Baptist’s words in John 3:8a?
Why or why not?

GOD’S GRACE
So, how do we understand grace?
One major misunderstanding is that each person receives a finite
amount of grace. Grace is not finite, but infinite. It is not a commodity –
it is about relationship with God, which is experienced in abundance by
all creation.
Read Psalm 51
What stands out more for you, human sinfulness or God’s grace?
Why do you think we are inclined to focus more on sin –
comparing degrees of sinfulness and competing for worldly favour and
accomplishments – than on God’s grace?
How might we become more ‘grace-centred’ in relation to God
and our neighbour?
One of the dangers we often can be faulted for is focussing too
much on ourselves rather than the vastness of God’s grace and love.
Psalm 51 is a penitential psalm. Augustine said that although
contemplation on one’s sinfulness is an important practice, if one begins
and ends with self, one can miss the wider context of the psalm. God’s
character is the focus – in particular, God’s goodness.
This is not a search for God, but an illustration of one who is in
relationship with God – not of one hoping God is somewhere out there.
Sometimes sin is looked at in a relative way – in that they look at
others and say, “Well I haven’t sinned as much as X or Y.” That is to miss
the point completely and shows the misconception of focussing on self
and not on God’s grace.
What we are called to focus on is the abundance of God’s grace
for everyone.

JOHN WESLEY AND GRACE
Grace, for John Wesley, is God’s presence and power to save and
transform individuals and communities and the whole of creation. He
sees grace operating in different ways at different stages in people’s
awareness of God.

How are these types of groups similar or different from our own
faith community?
What types of small group might be beneficial for our faith
community?
WORKS OF PIETY

Prevenient Grace – the work of God that goes before human
effort or response. It has been described as being the work of grace that
is universally present that prompts, woos, convicts and prepares people
to accept God’s invitation into a relationship with God.

Prayer, confession, the Lord’s Supper, studying the Bible,
meditation, fasting, praise and worship.

Justifying Grace – the experience of God’s presence to forgive,
save and reconcile us to God and each other. Persons are confirmed in
their identity as beloved and forgiven with worth and dignity.

Selfless service, such as feeding the hungry, clothing the naked,
being hospitable toward the stranger, visiting the sick, afflicted and
imprisoned, evangelism, discipleship, etc.

Sanctifying Grace – the experience of God’s presence and power
through the Holy Spirit to continue to shape persons in the image of
Christ. It is about ‘going on to perfection’ – the growth of the Christian by
God cultivating works of grace and mercy in each person.

Wesley felt that works of mercy are more difficult to practise than
works of piety. Do you agree/disagree? Why or why not?

How do these understandings of grace help us avoid works
righteousness (earning our right to stand with God through good works)?
ACCOUNTABILITY
The vitality of growing churches has been attributed in large part
to small group gatherings. John Wesley believed that authentic spiritual
formation was not possible “without society, without living and
conversing with others.” In early Methodism, for example, there were two
kinds of group:

WORKS OF MERCY

What are the advantages of belonging to a small group?
mercy?

How might small groups incorporate works of piety and works of

Practising the means of grace is similar to tending a garden. The
soil has been prepared and watered, the seeds are planted, they
germinate, grow and bear fruit. However, the gardener does not have the
power to create the seed, sunlight or water, or to cause it to grow and
produce fruit . . . . the miracle of growth from seed to fruit comes from
God.

Classes – participants were organised on a geographical basis.
(Today we might call them community groups).

How might you complete this gardening analogy in terms of what
happens when we read or study the Bible, pray, worship and serve
together?

Bands – participants were organised around a common
experience. (Today we might call them affinity groups.)

Why is Advent an appropriate time to begin or renew practices of
the means of grace?

