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Call to Worship: 

Give glory to God, you powers of heaven! 

Give Glory!  Honour God’s might! 

Honour the glorious name of God; 

worship in splendour and holiness. 

Enthroned above the flood waters, 

God reigns over all and for ever. 

Give strength to your people, Almighty God, 

and give them the blessing of your peace. 

 

In a world crying out for peace, 

Where conflicts seem hardened into steel 

Where war and poverty uproot families and homes, 

And those seeking refuge are treated as criminals: 

God, who made the world to be one, 

give us the power of your Spirit to struggle for 

justice, and to work with you towards a new creation. 

 

Prayer/Meditation: 

We don’t always find our faith very easy.  Sometimes we come to worship for comfort and 

reassurance; sometimes we come for guidance; sometimes we come to be challenged and 

inspired; sometimes we come just because it’s what we do on a Sunday morning. 

But whatever the reason we’re here, we know it’s not just for our own benefit; it’s not just 

because we enjoy the music or the familiar Bible stories; it’s not just because we feel accepted 

and loved by this community of which we are a part; it’s not just because we have been brought 

up to believe that going to church is a good and right thing to do; it’s not just because we want 

to establish and maintain a relationship with God; it’s not just because we want to learn more of 

who Jesus was and what he taught.  All these things may be some part of the reason we are 

here, but it is above all because we feel called to participate in God’s kingdom. 

We may be unsure of the part we are called to play; we may be unsure of what is being asked of 

us, we may be unsure of what life in the kingdom is actually like, we may be unsure of our 

ability to serve God, but we are here in faith, seeking forgiveness for past weaknesses and 

failures, and looking for ways in which we can play our part. 

For we are here to participate, to offer ourselves, and to engage in Christ’s mission in the world; 

to seek new ways of using the gifts and talents that God has given us; to listen carefully for the 

Holy Spirit speaking through our worship and fellowship and through the words we hear and the 

people we meet and the service we offer today. 

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 how 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. 

May our worship today be sign, not of our religious zeal, but of our firm commitment to the 

Kingdom of God, and through it, may each of move towards a fuller understanding of God’s 

kingdom and of our place in it. 

  

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:  Romans 5:1-11 

Hymn 473: 

Here in Christ we gather, love of Christ our calling. 

Christ, our love, is with us, gladness be his greeting. 

Let us love and serve him, God of all the ages. 

Let us love sincerely, seeing Christ in others. 

 

Chorus 

God is love, 

and where true love is, 

God himself is there. 

 

When we Christians gather, members of his Body, 

Christ, our Head, is with us, loving and beloved. 

Here is sent the Spirit, one with Son and Father, 

fire of love's indwelling, bond of peace among us. 

Chorus 

 

Grant us love's fulfilment, joy with all the blessed, 



when we see your glory, risen Lord and Saviour. 

Bathe us in your splendour, Light of all creation, 

be our bliss for ever as we sing your praises. 

Chorus 

 

Reading: I John 4:7-21 

Reflection:  

I was recently looking through some old books that I’d been given a number of years ago 

by a retired minister who was clearing his bookshelves.  In one of them, a commentary on the 

letters of St Paul, I found a scribbled note outlining this particular minister’s view that the 

Christian gospel has at its heart a very simple message and that Paul’s letters, for all their value 

to the church, were often an unnecessary complication to what is essentially a very basic truth – 

that God is love. 

It is easy to see what that means if you read through the letter of Paul to the Romans, 

from which we read this morning, and in which Paul outlines his theology.  There are fifteen 

chapters of difficult and not always very logical argument about God’s relationship with the 

human family and how that relationship has been affected by the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus.  It is upon the writings of Paul in general, and perhaps the letter to the Romans in 

particular, that many of the beliefs which we take to be fundamental to our Christian faith 

originate.  The notion that in his death, Jesus took upon himself a punishment that he didn’t 

deserve as a kind of sacrificial scapegoat for the sins of the world, comes from Paul.  Phrases – 

which sometimes trip off the lips of Christians without much apparent thought – like ‘Christ died 

for our sins’; ‘he died that we might be set free’; ‘he died that we might be forgiven’ are part of 

Paul’s contribution to Christianity 

But in today’s world there are many who struggle to see the logic in a God who loved the 

world so much that instead of punishing it, he punished his own son as a substitute, and who had 

to inflict that punishment because he is a God of justice. 

Yet, according to Paul, that is how God ‘puts us right’with him, and it is having been ‘put 

right’ with God that we then learn from the later chapters of Romans, what kind of lifestyle that 

‘rightness’ produces, when Paul goes on to talk about life in God’s service: about using our gifts 

in God’s service, about giving generously, about encouraging other, about loving those who hate 

us, and so on. 

All this good living is for Paul, our response to what God has done in Christ, ad would be 

impossible had in not been for the action of God in making us right with him; for – according to 

Paul – we, as weak and sinful mortals, have no strength of our own to live in a good and Godly 

way.  Here is the beginning of an emphasis which has continued to this day in churches of the 

Reformed tradition; it was an aspect of belief which the reformers believed the Church was 

losing, and which they emphasised strongly; the ‘total depravity of man’ as Calvin called it; the 

inability for humans to achieve anything positive apart from the grace of God.  All this 

originating with Paul. 

Contrast that with the simple mantra of the first letter of John – ‘God is love’.  True, it is 

elaborated a little:  ‘God is love, and whoever lives in love lives in union with God and God lives 

in union with them.’  For any Christian, or potential Christian, who is confused and maybe 

somewhat daunted by the sometimes convoluted theological arguments of Paul, and who finds it 

hard to face the difficult writings of theologians who have tried to clarify and make sense of 



what Paul was trying to convey, this single sentence from an obscure part of the Bible comes as 

a breath of fresh air.  ‘God is love, and whoever lives in love lives in God, and God lives in 

them.’  How liberating it is to discover that, after all, it may not be necessary to understand the 

meaning of Jesus’ death: to be able to explain just what kind of sacrifice it was and to know 

exactly what was achieved by it.  Here seems to be the simple heart of the gospel. ‘God is love, 

and whoever lives in love, lives in God and God lives in them’.  Wonderful! 

There’s only one problem, and that is that, as Christians – disciples of Christ – we have to 

wonder what Jesus himself understood by all this.  Neither of these two approaches – contrasting 

but not necessarily conflicting – came from the mouth of Jesus himself.  He did not say that he 

was being punished for the sins of the world, so that the world might be forgiven; nor did he say 

in so many words, ‘God is love’. 

 How can we be sure, if we somehow relegate Paul to a back seat and concentrate of ‘God 

is love’, that we are actually doing the right thing – the thing that Jesus would approve of? 

 It helps to take a brief look at some of the things Jesus did say, and some of the things he 

did.  Jesus broke the Sabbath Law by healing on the Sabbath; he did so because his love of 

someone who needed his help was greater than his respect or love for the law;  Jesus associated 

with all sorts of disreputable characters, thieves and prostitutes, the outcasts of society, 

because his love was indiscriminate and stronger than his respect for the moral codes of the 

society in which he lived;  Jesus told stories about people looking for lost things and who 

rejoiced when they found them; he told a story about a man who helped the victim of a 

mugging, even though he didn’t know that man and even though they were from different, 

mutually hostile, cultural backgrounds; he told a story about a man who went out to welcome 

his son home after the son had abused the family and gone completely off the rails; he talked 

often about what he called the Kingdom of God, which he seems to have regarded not as 

another place but another way of living life, a way that was based above all on love – 

unconditional, totally forgiving love. 

What is harder to glean from the gospel records is what Jesus thought about his own 

death.  He evidently saw it coming, for he talked about it to his disciples, he may have seen 

death as the inevitable conclusion to his ministry, perhaps the triumphant conclusion.  But it is 

far from certain that Jesus saw his death as the apeasement of a God who justly demanded 

punishment for sins.  If we were to call Jesus as an expert witness in the comparison between 

Paul and the writer of I John, he would surely come down firmly on the side of John and agree 

that ‘God is love and whoever lives in love lives in God and God lives in them.’ 

Can it really be that simple?  Well, as a kind of rule of thumb, as a kind of rough guide to 

everyday Chrstian life, as a kind of ‘Christianity for Dummies’, yes it can.  And it can because 

our Christian faith is not primarily about what we believe but about how we live.  Jesus suggests 

that we live – or we strive to live – in the Kingdom of God.  I John suggests that God is love.  

What kind of kingdom would our world be like if it were a kingdom of love?  How would we 

understand the power and glory of God if we spoke of the power and the glory of love?  How 

would we be helped to discern the will of God in our worship and in our church meetings and in 

our individual lives if we thought of it as the will of love?  Would new be more certain of our 

understanding of God if we thought of the love that fills our lives, surrounds us and upholds us?  

And when we see the suffering and poverty of the developing world; and when we see the 

conflict and death on the Middle East, does it make it any easier to understand when we think of 

love as being the one thing that can change these situations and rescue the poor people caught 



up in them, and conversely that it is the absence of love that causes them and allows them to 

continue? 

 Certainly to merely substitute the word ‘love’ for the word ‘God’ is simplistic and 

probably a terrible heresy, but it does bring home to us in a very real and vivid way the 

centrality of love to our faith and to the life of the Kingdom of God – and thus to our own lives 

and relationships of every day. 

‘God is love, and those who live in love live in God, and God lives in them.’ 

On the scribbled note inside the retired minister’s book was a paraphrase of a well-

known piece of Christian literature, a prayer which had sustained him during his ministry and 

which is the prayer of every Christian for whom the right way of living is more important than 

the right way of believing: 

‘Love be in my head and in my understanding; 

Love be in my eyes and in my looking; 

Love be in my mouth and in my speaking; 

Love be in my heart and in my thinking; 

Love be at my end and at my departing.’ 

 

Hymn 107:   

The love of God comes close 

where stands an open door 

to let the stranger in, 

to mingle rich and poor. 

The love of God is here to stay; 

embracing those who walk his way, 

the love of God is here to stay. 

 

The peace of God comes close 

to those caught in the storm, 

forgoing lives of ease 

to case the lives forlorn. 

The peace of God is here to stay; 

embracing those who walk his way, 

the peace of God is here to stay. 

 

The joy of God comes close 

where faith encounters fears, 

where heights and depths of life 

are found through smiles and tears. 

The joy of God is here to stay; 

embracing those who walk his way, 

the joy of God is here to stay. 

 

The grace of God comes close 

to those whose grace is spent, 

when hearts are tired or sore 

and hope is bruised and bent. 

The grace of God is here to stay; 



embracing those who walk his way, 

the grace of God is here to stay. 

 

The Son of God comes close 

where people praise his name, 

where bread and wine are blest 

and shared as when he came. 

The Son of God is here to stay; 

embracing those who walk his way, 

the Son of God is here to stay. 

 

Prayer: 

In Jesus we see what God is like – that’s why we call him Lord.  We see him giving of himself 

without counting the cost, offering his own life for others. 

So now we pray for all those who seek to offer love, however hesitant, partial or imperfect their 

love may be.  May they be inspired by the love of God. 

We pray for those new in their faith, still learning about Jesus, still uncertain of their 

commitment, still discovering what love is.  May their love always grow. 

We pray for those established in their faith, facing the daily risk of growing complacent, stale, 

settled into a comfortable routine.  May their love be ever fresh. 

We pray for those whose faith has crumbled, no longer holding the trust they once held, no 

longer able to feel God present in their world, no longer seeking to serve and follow Jesus.  May 

their love be renewed. 

We pray for those who have never had faith, those consistently unmoved by the message of the 

gospel, those who resist its challenge and who wilfully turn away from anything that smacks of 

religion.  May love be born in their hearts. 

We pray for those whose faith is costly, those who sacrifice money, time, energy, security, 

health and even life itself in the service of others.  May their love shine out to others. 

And we pray for those who need something to put their faith in – the poor, the hungry, and the 

homeless, the sick, the suffering and the bereaved, all those broken by the tragedies and crises 

of human life.  May they experience the love of God in the love of others. 

The love of Jesus was for all people, whoever they may have been – that’s why we call him Lord.  

May love reach out into every heart in every place, and may we be part of that, learning to love 

as he did, learning to love as we are loved, learning to recognise and respond to the love of God, 

the love we see in Jesus, who we call Lord.  

 

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 prayers. loving God, which we offer in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen 

 

Hymn 663:   

Love divine, all loves excelling, 



joy of heaven, to earth come down, 

fix in us thy humble dwelling, 

all thy faithful mercies crown. 

Jesus, thou art all compassion, 

pure, unbounded love thou art; 

visit us with thy salvation, 

enter every trembling heart. 

 

Come, almighty to deliver, 

let us all thy life receive; 

suddenly return, and never, 

never more thy temples leave. 

Thee we would be always blessing, 

serve thee as thy hosts above, 

pray, and praise thee without ceasing, 

glory in thy perfect love. 

 

Finish then thy new creation, 

pure and spotless let us be; 

let us see thy great salvation, 

perfectly restored in thee; 

changed from glory into glory, 

till in heaven we take our place, 

till we cast our crowns before thee, 

lost in wonder, love and praise. 

 

Benediction 

As our worship closes, let us remember words of Jesus: 

 

Blessed are the poor in spirit 

the pure in heart 

the peacemakers. 

 

Don’t worry about tomorrow 

today has enough worries for today. 

Life is about more than possessions, 

your body more than clothes. 

 

Love your enemies. 

 

Ask, 

seek, 

knock. 

 

Do for others 

as you would have them do for you. 

 

And whatever you do 

even for the least of these 



you do for me. 

 

And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with us, and with all those we love, today and always, Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


