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Sermon Notes  
St Mark's Anglican Church  

South Hurstville 

4th Sunday after Epiphany 

29 January 2012 

Preacher 

Dr Douglas Golding 

Readings:  Deuteronomy 18.15-20; Psalm 111; 1 Corinthians 8.1-13; Mark 1.21-28 
 

Personal Knowledge 
 
Next month, I am due to take part in a Saturday seminar at St James’ Institute on what sociologists 
of religion are coming to call the Four Bs of religion – believing, belonging, behaving and 
becoming.   We shall consider:  what are the key beliefs of the major world religions?   Which of 
the four Bs is most important to each of these faiths?  How are the four Bs linked, in the Scriptures 
and the teachings of each faith?   Do all people of faith believe in the one God?   If not, is there 
more than one God?   Is belonging about belonging to God or to the community of faith, or both?   
How do these faith traditions expect their believers to behave -- what is commanded, what is 
allowed and what is forbidden?   And how do believers become changed people, spiritually and 
even bodily?   What do the Scriptures of the great faiths teach about the soul, about resurrection and 
reincarnation? 
 
These are big questions and we won’t come up with definitive answers in one day, but the four Bs 
do give us a framework for studying what these great faiths have in common and how each of them 
is unique. 
 
Today’s epistle reading is about Christian behaving.  In his letters to the Corinthians, Paul tells them 
again and again that their behaving is not in line with their believing.  In a later chapter of this first 
letter, in chapter 11, Paul scolds the Corinthian believers that, even when they come together for the 
eucharist, they reveal their worse nature, not their better nature.  Their unredeemed humanity is 
displayed in their factionalism, and in their disregard for the needs of the poor.  By their behaviour, 
they show contempt for the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing.    Strong words in 
chapter 11, verse 22. 
 
In today’s reading, Paul deals with an issue of conscience.  An issue which was mentioned in the 
epistle reading two weeks ago, from the 6th chapter of this same letter.  An issue which was of 
critical importance to a growing community which was being persecuted for refusing to honour the 
gods of the Roman empire.  For Christians, these gods were idols.  So could Christians eat meat 
which had been offered to these idols in their temples without compromising their faith?    
Today Christians face very different issues, but we can still learn from Paul’s teaching in this 
chapter of the epistle.  It gives us a lot to think about. 
 
[1]  The first lesson is that Christians are expected to live their faith, to behave in accordance with 
their beliefs.  Because our beliefs are different from the majority, so our behaviour may often be 
different from the majority, especially in relation to money, possessions, power and sex.   Because 
we stand out from the majority, what we say and what we do comes under notice.  Often critical 
notice.   In an article in Southern Cross last year, Bishop Robert Forsyth lamented that the greatest 
handicap to Christian witness is that the lifestyle of people who profess to be believers is almost 
indistinguishable from that of non-believers, except perhaps in relation to sexual behaviour, and 
even that difference is diminishing. 
 
Most of the stories about religion in our media today are about what reporters see as behaviour 
which is not consistent with religious teaching – so we have reports of paedophile priests, or fights 
in the Church of the Nativity or in Buddhist monasteries in South Korea, or about Muslim terrorism 
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or honour killings, or about persecution of untouchables in India.   Only during the so-called silly 
season, which we are just coming out of, the six weeks or so when hard news is scarce, do we get a 
few good news stories -- elderly nuns in St Arnaud making a difference in their local community, or 
the Wayside Chapel providing Christmas dinner to the homeless, or Israeli rabbis preaching 
reconciliation with the Arabs -- as if these were such rare events that they are newsworthy.   In fact, 
mainstream religion, in all the major faiths, is overwhelmingly about being good and doing good, 
but people seem to find evil much more interesting. 
 
[2]  The second lesson from the passage is that faith-full Christians may behave in different ways 
with the same integrity.  Paul does not condemn the Christians who ate meat offered to idols – the 
idols are not real gods, as Paul says, there is one God, the Father, from whom all things come and 
for whom we exist.  Nor does Paul condemn those who refused to eat meat offered to idols, 
believing that they should set a good example to others.  As Paul says, Food will not bring us close 
to God.  We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. 
 
This should be a warning to us that there may not be just one Christian response to current issues, 
like asylum seekers, or gay marriage, marriage equality as its proponents like to call it, or the 
ordination of women or of practising homosexuals, or Sunday observance, or the use of alcohol, or 
even the way we use the name of God.  Sometimes church leaders and religious bodies issue edicts 
which suggest that there is only one truly Christian response to particular moral issues;  sometimes 
they seem to be trying to browbeat us into accepting their ruling, against the leading of our own 
consciences and perhaps our greater knowledge of the issues involved.   
 
Years ago, when I was the PR officer for the National Council of Churches, the council was 
campaigning for Aboriginal people to be given the same status and benefits as all other Australians.  
The case seemed unanswerable.  Now, 45 years after the referendum which gave equal rights to 
indigenous Australians, Aboriginal leaders  like Noel Pearson and Lowitja O‘Donaghue are telling 
us that this referendum has condemned indigenous peoples to 45 years of welfare dependency – not 
because the advocates for change were wrong, but because the implications had not been thought 
through beforehand.   
 
This year, we may be asked to vote on indigenous  issues again, and already Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait islanders are reminding us that opposing opinions can be held in good faith.   As today’s first 
lesson warns us, it is sometimes hard to tell a false prophet from a true prophet. 
 
[3]    And there is a third lesson coming out of this passage, that Christians need to balance our 
freedom of conscience against our moral responsibility for our fellow believers.  The Greek text in 
verse 12 warns us against sinning against ’the brothers’ … in the New Revised Standard Version, 
this is translated as sinning against members of the family, that is, our family of fellow-believers.   
 
Our behaving must be shaped by our belonging -- we are not just individuals, but members of a 
family, of a community of believers.  We are responsible for each other.  So, for example, parishes 
need to be careful not to try to grow by offering only the parts of Christianity that make people feel 
good, ignoring the realities of sin, and of moral responsibility, and of obedience to the will of God.  
Our Gospel reading today tells of Jesus casting out unclean spirits, demons.  There are plenty of 
unclean spirits in our own society today, and rampant individualism is one of the most powerful of 
them. Believers need to work at casting these demons out, or rendering them powerless. 
 
Paul’s key message is that we are free to do whatever we please, or what we believe pleases God, 
but, and it is a big but, we are not free to behave in any way which wounds the conscience of other 
believers.  To quote again from our reading two weeks ago  All things are lawful for me, but not all 
things are beneficial. 
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Paul’s example is:  you may not eat meat offered to idols in the temple if that sends a message to 
other people that these idols are real gods.  Likewise we may decide not to drink alcohol when we 
are with people who abstain or have a weakness for alcohol;  we may not shop on Sundays if that 
sends a message to other believers that Sunday is just like any other day of the week;  we may not 
boast about our new house or our fine car if that sends a message that Christians are not really 
accountable to God for how they use their money.  But we must never condemn other people who 
make different decisions from ours. 
 
So how do we know how we should behave, generally, or in any given situation?  Again Paul tells 
us.  Knowledge puffs up but love builds up…  anyone who loves God is known by him.   In relating 
both to God and to our neighbor we need both knowledge and love.   We need what the modern 
Hungarian philosopher Michael Polanyi calls personal knowledge, knowledge which is validated by 
personal experience, not just verified intellectually.    A key passage from Polanyi’s most important 
book is printed in today’s. Connections.  It repays careful reading.  Many Christian theologians 
have explored Polanyi’s insights, showing us that Christian love comes from personal involvement, 
demands personal involvement. 
 
Love without knowledge can lead to misguided compassion;  knowledge without love can lead to a 
denial of compassion.  If we truly love God with all our heart and soul and mind and strength, if we 
truly love others as ourselves, God will show us how to behave in any given situation.   But, if we 
get it wrong, God will not condemn us.  Nor should anyone else. 
 
Earlier we sang a hymn which suggests how Christian belief translates into Christian behaviour.   
Hymn 609.   The fourth verse is the key to the message in today’s epistle.  Let us sing that verse 
again, as we are seated, as a prayer, to testify to our believing, to strengthen us in our belonging, to 
guide our behaving, and as a foretaste of what we are becoming, through Divine love:  people born 
on God’s earth, but born again for heaven -- 
  May the love of Jesus fill me 
  as the waters fill the sea;  
  him exalting, self denying, 
  this is victory.        
 
 

╬ 
 
 
PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE 
 
The acceptance of different kinds of articulate systems as mental dwelling places is arrived at by a process 
of gradual appreciation, and all these acceptances depend to some extent on the content of relevant 
experiences;  but the bearing of natural sciences on facts of experience is much more specifiable than that of 
mathematics, religion or the various arts.  It is justifiable, therefore, to speak of the verification of science by 
experience in a sense which would not apply to other articulate systems.  The process by which systems 
other than science are tested and finally accepted may be called, by contrast, a process of validation. 
 
Our personal participation is in general greater in a validation than in a verification. The emotional coefficient 
of assertion is intensified as we pass from the sciences to the neighbouring domains of thought.  But both 
verification and validation are everywhere an acknowledgment of a commitment:  they claim the presence of 
something real and external to the speaker.  As distinct from both of these, subjective experiences can only 
be said to be authentic, and authenticity does not involve a commitment in the sense which both verification 
and validation do.     Michael Polanyi   Personal Knowledge   p 202 

 


