Coping with Change #2

“What Is Happening with My Church?”

Acts 15:1-21

Christians have earned a reputation for being contentious with each other. Leslie Flynn writes in his book, Great Church Fights (gotta love that title!): A father heard a commotion in his yard and looked outside to see his daughter and several playmates in a heated quarrel. At his reprimand the daughter explained, “We’re just playing church!”
 

I wonder where she came up with that idea?
More recently, Thom Rainer published a list of “twenty-five silly things church members fight over.” He had asked for reader’s responses as a Twitter survey, but then, he writes, “it blew up.” There were the ones we’ve heard often: temperature in the worship center, color of carpet or walls, and style of worship. But then there were these:

1. The appropriate length of the worship pastor’s beard 

2. Whether or not to build a playground or to use the land for a cemetery.

3. A deacon accusing another deacon of sending an anonymous letter, and deciding to settle the matter in the parking lot.

4. Whether or not to install restroom stall dividers in the women’s restroom.

5. Whether a clock in the worship center should be removed.

6. The type of filing cabinet to purchase: black or brown; 2, 3, or 4 drawers.

7. A fight over which picture of Jesus to put in the foyer.

8. A petition to have all church staff clean shaven.

9. Whether the worship leader should have his shoes on during the service.

10. A discovery that the church budget was off $0.10. 

11. Whether to use cran/grape juice instead of grape juice for communion

12. Whether the church should purchase a weed eater or not. 

13. Arguments over what type of green beans the church should serve.

14. Two different churches reported fights over the type of coffee. 

15. When the youth borrowed a crock pot that had not been used for years.

16. Whether the church should allow deviled eggs at the church meal.

17. Who has the authority to buy postage stamps for the church.

18. A disagreement over using the term “potluck” instead of “pot blessing.”

19. Use of vanilla syrup to the coffee server: “It looks too much like liquor.”

20. An argument in church over who has access to the copy machine.

21. One church member hid the vacuum cleaner from other church members.

22. An argument over whether to have gluten-free communion bread or not.

23. Whether people could wear black t-shirts, since black is the color of the devil.

24. Whether or not to sing “Happy Birthday” each week.

25. Whether the fake, dusty plants should be removed from the podium.

While these examples might make us chuckle, the outcome of church splits is no laughing matter. They give the cause of Christ a bad name, or as Paul writes in Romans 2:24, “God’s name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.”
Many of the conflicts that happen in churches have change at their core. Whether changing the color on the walls or carpets or changing the style of clothing or music for worship services, we tend to resist change. As I mentioned last week, the only one who likes change is a wet baby. And, let’s face it, the older we get, the less we like change.

When changes come to our place of worship we wonder, “What is happening with my church?” Or we may put it, as one man did, “Our church has been stolen out from under us. It’s been hijacked.” Maybe many of us have the feeling that our church, at least the version of the church we like the most, has been hijacked. The question comes down to this: How do people face change when it threatens their comfort zone?

The Clash of Cultures

Turn with me to Acts 15:1-5, where we see the clash of cultures:

Some men came down from Judea to Antioch and were teaching the brothers: “Unless you are circumcised, according to the custom taught by Moses, you cannot be saved.” This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them. So Paul and Barnabas were appointed, along with some other believers, to go up to Jerusalem to see the apostles and elders about this question. The church sent them on their way, and as they traveled through Phoenicia and Samaria, they told how the Gentiles had been converted. This news made all the brothers very glad. When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and elders, to whom they reported everything God had done through them. Then some of the believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees stood up and said, “The Gentiles must be circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses.” 

To back up a bit, turn back to Acts 11:20-26,

Men from Cyprus and Cyrene went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. The Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord. News of this reached the ears of the church at Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. When he arrived and saw the evidence of the grace of God, he was glad and encouraged them all to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts. He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord. Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. 

Antioch, a city on the Mediterranean coast, became the home of a strong Christian community—so strong that the name “Christian” started there. A great number of people believed and turned to the Lord—and many of these people were Gentiles. The Jerusalem church sent Barnabas to check things out and he was impressed by the faith of these new believers. He went and got Saul of Tarsus (hereafter known as Paul) and began discipling these new converts.

Before long, some Jewish Christians—we’ll call them “conservatives”—came along and told these Gentile converts that, in order to be saved, they must be circumcised. They were really saying, “A Gentile must become a Jew to become a Christian!”

This did not sit well with Paul and Barnabas. In fact, verse two states, “This brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate with them.” The Today’s English Version renders this, “fierce argument.” There was a real fight on their hands!

So Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem so that the matter could be resolved.

The Consensus of Christians

What happened next I am calling the consensus of Christians. Acts 15:6-21 records,

The apostles and elders met to consider this question. After much discussion, Peter got up and addressed them: “Brothers, you know that some time ago God made a choice among you that the Gentiles might hear from my lips the message of the gospel and believe. God, who knows the heart, showed that he accepted them by giving the Holy Spirit to them, just as he did to us. He made no distinction between us and them, for he purified their hearts by faith. Now then, why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? No! We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are.” 

The whole assembly became silent as they listened to Barnabas and Paul telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done among the Gentiles through them.

When they finished, James spoke up: “Brothers, listen to me. Simon has described to us how God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself. The words of the prophets are in agreement with this, as it is written: ‘After this I will return and rebuild David’s fallen tent. Its ruins I will rebuild, and I will restore it, that the remnant of men may seek the Lord, and all the Gentiles who bear my name, says the Lord, who does these things’ that have been known for ages. 

“It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God. Instead we should write to them, telling them to abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood. For Moses has been preached in every city from the earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath.” 

I love how this took place! All sides came together and each was heard. Peter waited his turn and then addressed the group. He related his experience with Cornelius the Roman centurion. We tend to think of Paul as “the apostle to the Gentiles” (and he himself uses that title), yet the first Gentile convert to Christianity came through Peter, not Paul! Acts 10 documents the dramatic vision God gave to Peter (not once, not twice, but three times) in order to convince him that the gospel of Christ is for those outside the Jewish community. It took some persuading, but eventually Peter did go to Cornelius and present the good news of Jesus. Cornelius and his family believed and were welcomed into the family of God…without first becoming Jewish.
Then Paul and Barnabas related their experiences in Antioch—and notice how the whole assembly was silent as they spoke. No shouting over or shouting down the other side. Remember that these individuals—Peter, Paul, Barnabas, and James—were all Christians.

Finally James (the half-brother of Jesus and leader of the Jerusalem Church) stood up and addressed the gathering. Understand that James was as conservative as you could find there in Jerusalem. I imagine the pro-circumcision crowd was certain he would set these whippersnappers into shape.

Instead, James acknowledged the experience of Peter (using his Jewish name Simon) and then applied the truth of the Scriptures to this experience. He was open to this new idea while upholding the veracity of God’s Word. Some would call this conclusion a compromise, but at no point did this arrangement compromise the truth. James' words in verse 19, “We should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God,” is a lesson for all ages: Why turn people away from Christ because of our pettiness? Yet in verses 20-21 he upholds the commands of God.

There is one particular case where leaving a church would be appropriate. If the leadership of a church abandons scriptural stands on key issues, then it is appropriate (and perhaps obligatory) to leave that group.

What was the result here? Did the two groups go their separate ways and establish distinct congregations? Today they may have, but we read in Acts 15:31, “The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message.” The Christians came to a consensus.

The Character of Christ

All of this reflects the character of Christ. Paul writes in Philippians 2:3-7, 

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.
If we truly want to be Christian (“Christ-like”) we must adopt His attitude toward each other. Jesus was Himself God, yet He did not throw His weight around. He humbled Himself, more concerned with the welfare of others than even His own.

Paul reflected this Christlikeness in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23,

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.

Again, some might accuse Paul of being wishy-washy, compromising, or soft on sin. Yet Paul never once compromised his convictions on right and wrong. 

We need to be able to distinguish between theology and taste. Many of us blur the lines between what we like and dislike and what is right and wrong. In doing so, we can make it more difficult for people to come to Christ. Our preferences come before others’ eternal destiny.

We need to be flexible, as Paul was. We need to be open to innovations in styles and approaches without giving up the unchanging truth of the Word. I remember when I was in high school, and one of the hot topics of the day was contemporary Christian music. Many of the “older” generation were condemning such music as ascending from the very depths of Hell, while we “young” people believed we were listening to melodies straight from Heaven. 

I attended a Christian high school and had a tremendous amount of respect for my science teacher, though I would have classified him as one of the “older” generation. So I asked him what he thought about the issue of contemporary Christian music. Without much thought he turned to Philippians 1:15-18 and read these words:

It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.

I was initially dumbstruck, but the more I thought about it the more I was impressed by his reply. I seriously doubt that he liked the contemporary music, but he was more concerned with the gospel reaching the lost than with his own preferences. 

Changes challenge our comfort zone. We may feel like someone is hijacking our church, introducing innovations that we may not understand or like. Change seems threatening because it disrupts what we find familiar and comfortable. But we need to be flexible, “to win as many as possible.”

Methods may change, but the message remains the same. 
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