
1 John 4:1-6  

This week we’re continuing our journey through the First Letter of John. From today’s 

passage we see that the community were struggling with something we often struggle 

with – one group in the church disagreed with the other and both claimed they had 

monopoly on truth. Their way was the one and only way. Nothing new under the sun. 

Because it’s this point of view that we received as part of Holy Scriptures and not any 

other, we would like to believe that the Holy Spirit was leading his Church to a fuller 

understanding that Jesus was truly born in the human flesh. This has further ramifications 

– if Jesus was born in the flesh, this means that God’s realm encompasses both the 

spiritual and the physical. There is no divide between them. God is in all and loves both 

together. Sex, messiness of the flesh or bodily functions cannot be obstacles to spiritual 

purity. They are part of a wholesome life. God loved the world so much that he gave his 

one and only Son. God loved the world so much that his Son was born into this world, 

right in the messy midst of it. 

Now I’d like to pause and question (the way I always do!) the validity of our belief that if 

we understand this or that, the Holy Spirit led us to do so.  

There are so many competing and contradictory beliefs in Christianity. More than that – 

there are so many competing and contradictory beliefs in one manifestation of it which is 

the Church of Scotland! I remember a few years ago being at the General Assembly 

which is the highest court of the Church. We debated and eventually voted on admission 

and ordination of ministers in same sex relationships. Alongside two straightforward 

motions – to ordain or not to ordain – the Very Reverend Albert Bogle suggested a third 

way – how about we ordain practicing homosexual ministers in principle but leave each 

congregation to decide for itself whether it would welcome such ministers or not. That’s 

the option that got most votes in the end and is law in the Church today. 

As part of that debate though someone from the Western Isles where the Presbytery 

didn’t let the female Moderator of the General Assembly the year before preach in its 

churches stood up and said: Is it going to be the same as with ordination of women for 

ministers? You as the Church of Scotland agreed that 50 years ago, saying the same thing 

– that not every congregation needs to accept female ministers. During this very 

Assembly you chastised us for not welcoming female ministers. Is that your version of 

freedom of belief? A point very well made. 

That man clearly believes that the decision to ordain female ministers was not God-led, 

while I do. He doesn’t believe the decision to ordain ministers in same sex relationships 

is God-led, while I do. Which one of us is right? Can both of us be right? None of us?  

These are of course just two of an array of contentious issues in the Church today. On 

every side of the debate we all believe that we are from God – otherwise we wouldn’t be 

in the Church and part of the debate in the first place. We just happen to understand God 

in very different ways. Deep down I do believe God will make everything plain at the end 



of times and it will turn out that we were asking the wrong questions all along. I believe 

God’s truth is deeper than anything we can imagine and we’ll be amazed at how profound 

it is.  

For the time being all we can do is to try and discern the best way forward, God’s will for 

any situation. How do we do it? 

In ‘Toward a Sane Faith’ blog we read: ‘In the tabernacle and temple periods of Jewish 

history, the high priest would seek God’s leading through the use of the Urim and 

Thummim. As best we can determine, these were a black stone and a white stone whose 

random selection indicated whether a decision was affirmed or negated. When the 

disciples were faced with filling the position vacated by Judas Iscariot, they cast lots in 

order to determine whom to select. Both examples display a desire to do God’s will and a 

need to verify that the decision, which was made, was truly “of the Lord.”’
1
 

Individually we’ve got our God-given gut feeling, prayer, Scripture reading and 

conversations with others to help us determine what is the will of God and what isn’t.  

There’s something special happening when we come together as a Church though to take 

decisions. Jennifer Brownell writes in her United Church of Christ Daily Devotional from 

the 28
th

 May 2018: ‘Curtis J. Preston and Quinn G. Caldwell make a distinction between 

the voting we do in a civic setting and the voting we do in a congregationally led church. 

Both kinds of voting may look the same. Names are presented on a ballot and a vote is 

taken, although in my context (and I'm guessing in yours), it looks more like raising 

hands or checking boxes on a piece of paper than the exotic-sounding casting of lots. 

 

But although the process looks the same, the intent is very different. Unlike in our civic 

voting, we vote in a congregational setting because we trust that the Holy Spirit's work 

can better be discerned in community than in the individual. In the congregational setting, 

our votes are not just an afterthought to our prayers, they are an expression of our 

prayers.’
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With very different backgrounds, understandings, beliefs, principles and ways of 

working, when we come together to truly listen to the Word of God spoken in the midst 

of our contemporary struggles, we pray that the Holy Spirit is at work in his Church in a 

special manner. We entrust to Him our decisions, our past, our present and our future.  

Maybe the fact though that the world thinks the Church is judgmental, exclusive and out 

of touch with reality rather than the Church known for the love it has for God and her 

neighbour should be an indication to us that sometimes we do get it wrong. Maybe 

instead of insisting that we are right and someone else is wrong, we need to embrace a 

better way – the good old way of love, of grace, of forgiveness. We’re going to speak 

about it next week more as we focus on the last passage from our First Letter of John 

series. For now we just need to remind ourselves that maybe as we try to discern what 
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God’s way is, we recognise and follow the God of love who loved the world so much that 

he sent his one and only Son that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have 

eternal life. Amen.  


