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Call to Worship:
O come, let us sing to the Lord;
let us make a joyful noise to the rock of our salvation.
Let us come into his presence with thanksgiving:
let us make a joyful noise to him with songs of praise.

Prayer/Meditation:
We have come today to offer worship.; to seek God in this place of worship; to focus our minds
at this time of worship on the things of God; to play our part in the witness of the Christian
community; and to share our faith with one another and with Christians throughout the world.
Our worship today, as every week, is part of our response to our experience of God in our lives
and in the world around us. We approach worship with a mixture of feelings: feelings of
wonder at the complexity of the world with its natural beauty, its amazing variety, its constant
surprises, and its opportunities for relationships of love and caring which sustain us; feelings of
thankfulness that we live in the time and place we do, that our material needs are met so
abundantly, and that we are surrounded by family, friends, and brothers and sisters in Christ
who nurture and sustain us through times of joy and times of tragedy; feelings of passion for the
gospel of Christ because we believe that it is in the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth that we
come closest to seeing the nature of God, and that it is in his words and his actions and his
promise that his spirit lives with us and among us that our spiritual needs are met and our lives
enriched and fulfilled; feelings of doubt and confusion because we seem unable to comprehend
the ultimate truths of the world, because we feel that we are floundering is a spiritual sea of
uncertainty, because we sometimes think that as Christians and church members it is required of
us to know all the answers, because we so often doubt our own faith and our own commitment
to the kingdom of God; feelings of comfort and security because this is a place familiar to us
where we can hear well-known words of comfort, sing favourite songs and meet with friends;
feelings of determination to continue changing and growing in faith as we are challenged again
with the call to serve God and contribute to the mission of the church, and feelings of
inadequacy as we realise hgow great the task and how small our resources.
Whatever our own particular feelings at this time, may we find meaning in this time of worship,
that we may go from here changed and more committed than ever to serve the kingdom of God.
Loving God, we praise you for your love shown to us in Jesus – love that goes on seeking us out;
caring, guiding, protecting, forgiving, despite our lack of love and our failure to live as Jesus’
disciples.

Loving God, forgive our feeble faith. Forgive us for caring so little about what the gospel means
for us, so little about others, and so much for ourselves. Forgive us for turning the Christian
faith into something we receive rather than something we share.
Loving God, may we live more truly as people of God. May we have a due sense of responsibility
towards others – the poor, the hungry, the sick, the homeless, the oppressed, the lonely, the
weak, the sorrowful.
May we recognise our responsibility towards God and the whole created world that we have been
given, so that in everything we think and say and do, we may live for the Kingdom. And may we
respond to God’s love by loving God and by loving others, in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy Kingdom come; thy will be done
on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses
as we forgive those who trespass against us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us
from evil. For thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory for ever. Amen
Reading: Galatians 1:6-24
Hymn 647:
In Christ there is no East or West,
in him no South or North,
but one great fellowship of love
throughout the whole wide earth.
In him shall true hearts everywhere
their high communion find,
his service is the golden cord
close-binding humankind.
Join hands, then, all the human race,
whate'er your nation be;
all who my Father's image bear
are surely kin to me.
In Christ now meet both East and West,
in him meet South and North,
all Christlike souls are one in him,
throughout the whole wide earth.
Reading: 1 Corinthians 13:1-7
Reflection:
Most of us will have a time in our lives we look back upon as being ‘the good old days’, a time
when, it seems to us, that life was easier, safer, less complicated. Many of my parents’
generation, for example, still lives in the mid nineteen-fifties. They cannot see the point of cars
with more than four gears or of cable television or of home computers, the internet or smart
phones.

To me, the nineteen fifties seem a drab and depressing time, when the country was still
feeling battered by the war and money was tight – but to others it was a time of optimism and
hope and is the time to be remembered fondness. For me, you can’t beat the nineteen
seventies, when everything was colourful and exciting and the technological revolution was just
taking off.
The church sometimes looks back to a golden age, too. For some people it is the
Victorian age when churches were full and Christianity had followed the British Empire and
established itself in every corner of the world – and the ‘mother churches’ in Britain were
thriving. But for many, the only Golden Age of the Christian Church was the very earliest days,
when Peter, Paul and the other apostles had established a community founded upon pure faith
in a Jesus some of them could actually remember. A church that had not had the time to
become tainted and corrupted by too much human influence, unburdened by administrative
structures and unspoilt by doctrinal divisions. The church as described by Luke in the book of
the Acts of the apostles, in fact.
Even to this day, a newly founded church will often try to base itself upon Luke’s
description in Acts, on the assumption that the earliest description of the church will represent
its purest form, and will therefore be closest to the intentions of Jesus.
But of course Luke’s story in Acts is not the earliest description of the church, and we
find a rather different picture of the church in Paul’s letters to the Galatians and the
Corinthians, both written about forty years before Acts. There we find a picture of a church so
divided that it is almost two churches; a church based partly in Jerusalem and led by Peter, and
partly in Ephesus and Corinth and led by Paul.
Since there are no surviving writings of Peter himself (the two letters in the New
Testament bearing his name being his in name only), we have to rely on Paul for an outline of
both his own understanding of the Christian faith and that of the Jerusalem Christians, led by
Peter. This is easier that it may sound, because of course Paul was writing letters, not doctrinal
statements for the use of the whole church. His letters were for particular churches in specific
situations; they addressed questions that were important at the time and place.
It is perhaps surprising to see that Paul began his ministry without any consultation
whatsoever with the church. After his conversion experience, he tells the Galatians, he spent
three years in his ministry before even going to meet Peter, and seems to have been something
of a loose cannon in the Christian church up until the time of the Jerusalem conference fourteen
years after he was converted, a conference at which it was finally agreed that Paul would be
responsible for the church’s ministry to the Gentile world, and Peter would be responsible for
ministry to the Jews who had become Christian. For that was the debate that had led, and
continued to lead to ill-feeling between Peter and Paul. There was indeed a basic failure to
agree on this fundamental question: Was the church to become a new religion altogether, or
was it to grow within the faith and culture of Judaism? Peter and James, the Jerusalem church
leaders, were keen to preserve the Jewish roots of the church, while Paul, the traveller among
the gentiles, was equally keen that new Christians from Corinth and Ephesus should not be
burdened with the Jewish Law and ritual.
Paul was convinced that his version of Christianity was as valid as that of the Jerusalem
church, because he believed that it had come to him by revelation from the risen Christ himself.
He says to the Galatians: ‘the gospel that was proclaimed by me was not of human origin; for I
did not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a

revelation of Jesus Christ.’ Paul seems at pains to point out to the Galatians that the fact he
had had little contact with the church’s headquarters in Jerusalem, that he hadn’t gone to them
to be trained in apostleship was actually an advantage, because his gospel came direct from
Jesus.
Throughout his career, it seems that Paul was plagued by interference from Jerusalem.
Peter, it would appear, just would not leave Paul alone to get on with his ministry to the
Gentiles. Deputations would arrive periodically from Jerusalem to check up on him, often
preaching a version of the gospel with which he violently disagreed. So he says to the Galatians,
‘I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you in the grace of Christ
and are turning to a different gospel… if anyone proclaims to you a gospel contrary to what you
received, let that one be accursed!’ Paul could be quite blunt about his rivals.
The 1st letter to the Corinthians was written around the same time as that to the
Galatians, and again there are hints that the Jerusalem church was trying to influence the
church there, or, as Paul would have seen it, to distort the gospel with false teaching.
In 1st Corinthians 13, Paul lists some of the most important beliefs and practices of the
Jerusalem church and dismisses them one by one: If I speak in the tongues of men and angels…
speaking in tongues was practiced by the Jerusalem church; if I have prophetic powers and
understand all mysteries… the Jerusalem Christians set great store by revealed knowledge and
prophecy; if I have all faith, so as to move mountains… the Jerusalem church honoured those
whose faith could produce miracles; if I give away all my possessions, and if I hand over my body
so that I may boast… Paul seems to have little time for the self-sacrifice of some people, here
he’s having a vitriolic dig at those who give themselves completely to the church only so that
they can boast of their self-sacrifice.
If I practice all these things, these beliefs and actions so beloved of Peter and James and
their church in Jerusalem, but have no love, then they are all useless. For Paul. the ministry at
Jerusalem was often incomplete and sometimes dangerous. For Peter, Paul was not a real
apostle at all, Paul had to respond with a strenuous defence of his apostolic credentials.
Although Peter and Paul agreed on the significance of Jesus, they disagreed on almost
everything else.
With Peter anf Paul, we discover that the Christian Church had no ‘good old days’ when
all was unity and agreement, but rather that its history is one of debate through which the
doctrines and beliefs of Christianity came to be formulated. Paul’s understanding, and his
churches, became dominant until the Jerusalem Christianity of Peter and James faded away and
disappeared. If there is any example we can take from the very early Christian Church it is that
the Spirit of God moves and works through very human argument and emotion. The anger of
Paul towards Peter may seem uncharitable, even unChristian; the interference by Peter in Paul’s
work may seem arrogant and overbearing; but it was through such clashes of belief and
personality that the church worked out its faith and doctrine. There is maybe a lesson for the
Church today, as worldwide it wrestles with issues of inter-faith relations, just war, human
sexuality and, in some churches at least, leadership of women in the church.
It may be that the inevitable tension that accompanies such debates is also the inevitable
sign of the Spirit working in hearts and minds as the Church is drawn kicking and screaming a
step closer to the Kingdom of God.

Hymn 318:
Not far beyond the sea, nor high
above the heavens, but very nigh
your voice, O God, is heard.
For each new step of faith we take
you have more truth and light to break
forth from your holy word.
The babes in Christ your scriptures feed
with milk sufficient for their need,
the nurture of the Lord.
Beneath life's burden and its heat
the fully grown find stronger meat
in your unfailing word.
Rooted and grounded in your love,
with saints on earth and saints above
we join in full accord
to grasp the breadth, length, depth and height,
the crucified and risen might of Christ,
the incarnate Word.
Help us to press toward that mark,
and, though our vision now is dark,
to live by what we see;
so, when we see you face to face,
your truth and light our dwelling-place
for evermore shall be.
Prayer:
For the faith which draws us to worship week by week, joined as a family of God’s people, we
give thanks.
For the words of God we find in scripture, giving challenge and inspiration, we give thanks.
For the example of Jesus in relationships and responses to others, we give thanks.
For the opportunity to live as disciples, learning, following and proclaiming, we give thanks.
For the love that fills our lives, surrounding us and encouraging us when times are difficult, we
give thanks.
For the call to worship and serve, and the responsibility of nurturing and caring for others, we
give thanks.
We offer our prayers for those who are new to faith, who are filled with the excitement and
enthusiasm of a new way of life, who are inspired and motivated to proclaim the good news of
the kingdom; and for those whose faith is long-standing and may have lost the edge of
excitement they once had, who are Christians by habit rather than conviction.

We offer our prayers for those whose faith sustains and encourages them, who gain from their
faith the strength to cope with the trials and troubles of life; and for those who are filled with
doubt and uncertainty, who seek the assurance that they are loved.
We offer our prayers for those who give of their time and skills to help others grow in faith, for
those who preach the gospel and those who offer pastoral care and companionship; and for
those who would like to share their faith but feel inhibited by their lack of knowledge or worried
by the possibility of rejection or ridicule.
We offer our prayers for all people in any kind of need, thinking especially of those known to us
who are in any kind of trouble or distress.
We offer our prayers for the church throughout the world, for its ministry and mission, for its
worship and service to communities.
May our prayers be but a starting-point for our own deeper commitment to the life and work of
the church, may the thoughts and feelings we express here be worked out every day in our
dealings with other people, in our willingness to help where help is needed, to welcome the
rejected and isolated, to care for the young and the immature in faith. And through our prayer,
worship and service, may others come to grow in faith and commit themselves to discipleship.
I invite you now to spend a few moments with your own prayer, in words or in silence; or simply
in reflecting upon the stories we have read and the words we have heard in our worship today.
Hear our prayer, which we offer in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen
Hymn 329:
There's a spirit in the air,
telling Christians everywhere:
'Praise the love that Christ revealed,
living, working in our world.'
Lose your shyness, find your tongue,
tell the world what God has done:
God in Christ has come to stay.
Live tomorrow's life today.
When believers break the bread,
when a hungry child is fed,
praise the love that Christ revealed,
living, working in our world.
Still the Spirit gives us light,
seeing wrong and setting right:
God in Christ has come to stay.
Live tomorrow's life today.
When a stranger's not alone,
where the homeless find a home,
praise the love that Christ revealed,
living, working in our world.

May the Spirit fill our praise,
guide our thoughts and change our ways:
God in Christ has come to stay.
Live tomorrow's life today.
There's a Spirit in the air,
calling people everywhere:
'Praise the love that Christ revealed,
living, working in our world.'
Benediction:
When fear and uncertainty circle around,
May we encounter the calming presence of Jesus.
When we feel isolated and alone,
May we encounter Immanuel, God-With-Us
When we feel frustration and boredom,
May we encounter the energising presence of the Spirit.
And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit
be with each one of us and with all those love, today and for ever more. Amen

