
One way? No way! 1 John 4:1-10 
 
A few years ago, the Today show featured a segment on religious belief and practice in the U.S. Among 
the questions asked was one on the role religion plays as a source of division. The stat was interesting. 
It reminded me of a question asked in a conversation last year, “How can you say that your religion is 
the only one true religion? Don’t you see how deluded and even dangerous that can be?” 
 
Recently, a confirmation hearing for Office of Management and Budget nominee, Russell Vought 
became heated when Senator Bernie Sanders questioned him on the exclusive claims of Christianity. 
Those claims, in Sanders’ view, made Vought unfit for the position.  
 
The exclusive claims of Christianity and other belief systems can indeed generate division and strife, 
creating a slippery slope that often moves people toward oppression and violence. After all, if your 
religion tells you that you have the truth and are in good standing with God by performing that truth, 
you are then in a position to feel superior to those people who are not performing the truth.  
 
Superiority leads to separation, which leads to increased unfamiliarity, which makes it easy to believe 
the worst about “them,” resulting in passive acceptance or active participation in the marginalization, 
oppression, and persecution toward people with different beliefs. 
 
When you realize that exclusive claims have a deep tendency to erode peace and create division on 

earth, what are the options? 
 
There have been two popular strategies used to suppress the role and practice of religion in public life. 
Today, I hope to demonstrate these two options to be unsustainable and self-defeating. Next week, 
we’ll explore a third option that takes into account the uniqueness of Christianity and offers a way 
forward that I think is worthy of consideration and adoption. 
 
1. Keep it down: Call for the weakening and disappearance of Christianity. 

• The assumption here is that as science, technology, education, and human achievement 
advanced, religion would become weaker until it was no longer necessary. This hasn’t 
happened at all. 
 

• “The 20th century gave rise to one of the most distressing paradoxes of human history: that the 
greatest intolerance and violence of that century were practiced by those who believed that 
religion cause intolerance and violence.” – Alister McGrath 

 
Growth stats – Especially in south and east. Africa, Korea, China, Central and South America 

• Attempts to regulate – regulation have only led to strengthening. 

• Africa = has risen from 9% - 50% Christian in almost 100 years  

• Korea = has risen for 1% - 50% Christian in almost 100 years 

• China = will be similar to Africa & Korea in the next 100 years - Source: Peter Berger – “Religion 
in a Globalizing World” (December 2006) 



o China kicked out missionaries – became indigenous and is spreading. 
 
 “Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 
because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” – I John 4:1 
 

• “...we mustn't make the mistake of thinking that religious diversity and religious views are 
merely intellectual or cognitive phenomena like political views. Behind the range of religious 
views there's a range of real spiritual influences. There's a spiritual and transcendent realm. 
Human beings sense it and want to connect to it. Every one of us will worship something.” – 
John R. W. Stott 
 

• "You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in 
you." – St. Augustine 

• He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart; yet no 
one can fathom what God has done from beginning to end. – Ecclesiastes 3:11 
 

• Reality exists in both the material and spiritual realms. The need to worship something, the 
thirst for spirituality, the religious impulse, is an indelible part of human nature. We were made 
to worship. 

 
 
2. Keep it to yourself: Confine religion to private realm  
 
For this to happen two popular ideas are put forth: 

• All religions are equally valid paths to God. Then you won’t seek to convert others. 

• Fine for private strength. Never argue for values (in society) that are based on your particular 
religious view. 

 
5 “They are from the world and therefore speak from the viewpoint of the world, and the world listens 
to them.”  - 1 John 4:5  
 
“They” are critics of Christianity. They call for abandonment of faith, but from their own faith 
perspective. 
 

• Just admit it’s all good. All religions are equally valid. Then you won’t seek to convert others. 
 

o No one has the right to say they see the truth. Elephant illustration 
 

o “There is an appearance of humility in the protestation that the truth is much greater 
than any one of us can grasp, but if this is used to invalidate all claims to discern the 
truth it is in fact an arrogant claim to a kind of knowledge which is superior to all others 
… We have to ask: ‘What is the vantage point ground from which you claim to be able to 
relativize all the absolute claims these different scriptures make?’ -Lesslie Newbigin 



 
o When one says, no one has a superior take on religious reality – you’ve just proposed a 

take on religious reality that in order to be true, must be superior. 
 

o When you say one should not seek to convert others to their view - that is a view which 
you are seeking to convert people to!  

 

• Fine for private practice, not for public persuasion. - Never argue for values (in society) that 
are based on your particular religious view. 

 
o Arguments grounded in religious belief are “conversation stoppers” that non-believers 

cannot engage. Solutions must be found that simply work. – Richard Rorty  
 

o Religion based positions are seen as sectarian and controversial, while secular reasoning for 
moral positions are seen as universal and available to all.  - “Why, when I share my faith it’s 
called intolerance, but when they share their hate it’s called scholarship?” – Sho Baraka, 
Kanye Rant 

 
Divorce law – If you believe marriage is primarily based on the happiness and the personal emotional 
fulfillment of the adults who enter it, you’ll make divorce easier. If you believe the purpose of marriage 
is primarily for the building of family for the flourishing of society, you’ll make it harder. 
 
What you think “works” will depend on “prior beliefs about what it means to be happy and fully 
human.” – John Witte Jr. 
 

o To say religious reasoning must be kept out of the public square because its faith based and it’s 
controversial, is itself a faith based statement and controversial. Therefore, on its own terms 
ought to be thrown out. - Michael Perry, Wake Forest 

 
o Everybody has a set of exclusive beliefs. The question is which set of exclusive beliefs produces 

the most inclusive, peace-loving, reconciling, and redemptive behavior?  
 
If Christianity isn’t going away, offers peace for the restless heart, wholeness for the broken heart, and 
purpose for the wandering heart, why would you exclude yourself from what Jesus offers? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions to Ponder 

• Do you agree that exclusive claims can create a sense of superiority and separation? How have 
you witnessed this? How can this be avoided without compromising what is true? 



• Doing your best to avoid digressing into partisan pandering, discuss the interaction between 
Senator Sanders and Mr. Vought. Try to see Vought’s statement from the perspective of a non-
Christian. How could Mr. Vought have better communicated his beliefs in the original blog 
post? How could Senator Sanders have done a better job of communicating his concerns? This 
is a very good exercise in seeking to be understood by another by first making the effort to 
understand where they are coming from. How’d you do? How could you improve? Do you even 
want to improve? Why or why not? 

• Have the exclusive claims of Christianity ever created an uncomfortable or awkward moment 
for you? Why and how? If not, why does it do so for others? 

• It’s one thing to talk about this with someone we don’t know, but think about how you would 
explain this to someone you deeply love and care for. How would you do it? Why don’t many 
Christians apply this same rule to everyone they talk to? 

• Explain in your own words why Augustine’s statement and the Ecclesiastes passage are so 
important for demonstrating the impossibility of eliminating religious belief in general, and 
Christianity in particular. 

• The elephant illustration is a very popular one. Talk through the flaw in the argument as 
described in Lesslie Newbign’s quote. It’s important to “practice” these tools, so that you are 
comfortable and confident in real-world conversation. 

• Why is it important to understand the limits of a pragmatic (just do what works) approach? 
Why is it impossible to separate how someone defines what “works” from what someone 
believes? 

• Is your heart broken, wandering, restless, or otherwise hurting? As Jesus did for the Apostle 
John, for Mary Magdalene, for St. Augustine, and so many others, he offers peace, wholeness, 
direction, and hope to you. Why would you exclude yourself from the hope Jesus desire to 
include you in?  

• For a more expansive set of notes, including a bibliography, download Calvary’s app on your 
smartphone or tablet. Go to your app store and search for “Calvary Baptist Church of Las 
Cruces” 
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