Fighting for Freedom #5

“Avoiding the Splits”

Galatians 2:1-10

Some things hurt just to watch.


I can vividly remember watching a Monday Night Football game with my brother Bob. New York Giants linebacker Lawrence Taylor sacked Washington Redskins quarterback Joe Theismann, and after the play was over, Theismann had to be carted off the field. At first it was not apparent how the quarterback got hurt…until they showed the instant replay from a camera on the other side of the field. That replay showed Theismann’s leg buckle between the knee and ankle in a compound fracture. Of course, ABC ran replay after replay, zooming in and slowing it down to show the grotesque injury. Bob and I were doubled over in agony—even though the injury hadn’t happened to us.


Similar episodes have occurred throughout the years, less drastic than Joe Theismann’s career-ending injury. Some are not even painful to the person, but is still painful to watch. For me personally, seeing someone do the splits falls into that category. I can almost hear my leg muscles rip apart as I imagine myself being flat on the ground with legs splayed in opposite directions!


As painful as the splits are for someone physically unprepared for them, church splits are just as painful spiritually. Psalm 133:1 states, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” This is so true. Yet the reverse is also true: How bad and painful it is when brothers split apart in disunity. Tragically, we see the latter happen more often than the former.


Why do so many churches and Christian organization suffer the splits? For one thing, we are still human, and we still deal with self-centered egos despite the fact that we are forgiven. Nothing will disrupt the unity of any group faster than pride and selfishness. For another, Satan knows that disunity brings disgrace on the body of Christ. Jesus told His disciples in John 13:35, “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” If love for one another is the indicator of true Christianity, what does disunity and disruption demonstrate?


These days churches often split over minor issues of preference and taste. I knew of one congregation that split over putting cabinets in the church kitchen! One major cause for divisions in our age is the style of worship—traditional or contemporary. Yet there are cases when the problem arises from significant matters of theology and practice. When this occurs, the subject must be handled definitively yet delicately, so as to avoid the ugly splitting of the church that brings sorrow to the members and shame to Christ.


The early Christians of the first century faced such an issue that threatened to tear the fabric of their fellowship into shreds. It had nothing to do with the style of worship or what translation of the Scriptures is preferred or what color to paint the walls. The issue faced was as basic as it could possibly be: What must a person do to be saved? The very admission into the Kingdom of God was at stake here. Paul relates his experience in this matter in the second chapter of his letter to the Galatians.


Turn to Galatians 2:1-2a,

Fourteen years later I went up again to Jerusalem, this time with Barnabas. I took Titus along also. I went in response to a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. 


What does Paul mean by “fourteen years”—is this fourteen years from the end of the three year hiatus in Arabia, or fourteen years from his conversion? Most scholars side with the latter.
 If, as we saw last week, Paul converted to Christianity in ad 36, this time frame would place the events in this text about ad 50, corresponding to the Jerusalem Council recorded in Acts 15.
 Some believe Galatians 2 should be identified with the famine relief visit of Paul and Barnabas in Acts 11:30,
 but this visit is placed near the death of Herod Agrippa (Acts 12) which took place in ad 44, 
 putting the conversion of Paul at ad 30, which is much too early.


At any rate, Paul traveled to Jerusalem with Barnabas and Titus. Barnabas was, in many ways, Paul’s mentor, having vouched for Paul to the Jerusalem Christians (Acts 9:26-28), bringing Paul from Tarsus to Antioch (Acts 11:25-26), and accompanying Paul on the first missionary journey (Acts 13-14). Titus, on the other hand, was one of Paul’s converts, a Gentile who trusted in Christ.


The reason Paul went was, in his own words, “in response to a revelation.” What was this revelation? Was it the original revelation Paul received on the road to Damascus? Was it a subsequent revelation of Jesus to Paul that commissioned him to preach the gospel to the Gentiles? Or was it a specific revelation about the dispute between himself and the Judaizers? We are simply not told. But the significance of Paul’s assertion here was not without reason, as Stott points out,

He “went up by revelation,” he says (verse 2). That is to say, he went up because God told him to go, not because the Jerusalem apostles had sent for him to put him on the mat.


Remember that Paul is defending himself and his ministry against the Judaizers who were attacking him on both fronts. They may have suggested that Paul (and Barnabas) were being “called on the carpet” by the Jerusalem apostles because of their preaching to the Gentiles as well as the Jews. Here Paul clearly says he went on this trip to Jerusalem because God instructed him to do so.


During this visit Paul met with the leaders of the church at Jerusalem and, in his words, “set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles.” This was the matter at hand, and it could have split the Christians right down the middle. But Paul and the other apostles did three things that helped them avoid the splits over this issue.

They Assembled Privately


First, they assembled privately. Paul, along with Barnabas and Titus, met with “those who seemed to be leaders,” Paul writes in the latter half of verse two. He later refers to them as “those who seemed to be important” in verses six and “those reputed to be pillars” in verse nine. He names these men in verse nine as Peter, John, and James (the half-brother of Jesus).


Was Paul insulting these men by the way he refers to them? No. He was not being derogatory to them, for he had already acknowledged them Galatians 1:17 as “apostles before me.” Later he related that they gave him “the right hand of fellowship.” Why then does he refer to them in this roundabout way? Probably these expressions were influenced by the fact that the Judaizers were exaggerating the status of the Jerusalem apostles at the expense of his own.
 

Why did Paul meet with them privately? He answers that in the end of verse 2, “for fear that I was running or had run my race in vain.” Did this mean that Paul was afraid that he was mistaken? Did he need the apostles to authorize his message in order to be legitimate? No way! These words do not mean that Paul was unsure either of his message or his ministry. What he was concerned about was the future of the Gospel among the Gentiles, because this was his specific ministry from Christ. If the “pillars” sided with the Judaizers, or tried to compromise with them, then Paul’s ministry would be in jeopardy. He wanted to get their approval before he faced the whole assembly; otherwise a three-way division could result.
 

I am reminded of Jesus’ instruction in Matthew 18:15-17,

If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that “every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.” If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 


How many church splits could be avoided if this were carried out! Sometimes the matter is a simple misunderstanding, and a few moments of clarifications solves the problem. Other times it may be an issue of personal preference or opinion, and by keeping the conversation confidential, emotions do not escalate into an all-out war. Even when the problem is real, going to the other person privately and tactfully can go a long way to promote healing rather than hostility. (We will return to this issue in Galatians 6.)


And so Paul, Barnabas, and Titus met with Peter, James, and John to discuss this matter. If this visit does indeed correspond with the Jerusalem Council of Acts 15, then the issue was heard by the larger body…eventually. But the true leaders of the church met together behind closed doors so that they were sure to be on the same page when the issue was addressed by membership at large.


They Argued Passionately


Secondly, they argued passionately. Now for some of you, this is frightening. “Oh, no!” you may think, “that’s terrible!” No, it isn’t. Or, perhaps I should say, it doesn’t have to be. It is possible to argue, and even argue passionately, without being destructive or demeaning. Like the old saying goes, “We can disagree without being disagreeable.”


“But what about peace?” someone may ask. “Shouldn’t we keep the peace at all costs?” No, the Bible never teaches that. Rather, Scripture realizes the limits of our peacekeeping: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone,” Paul writes in Romans 12:18 (emphasis added). There are times when we should set aside personal preference or privilege for the sake of the body. But when the truth is threatened peace becomes secondary. Paul’s concern was “the truth of the Gospel,” not the “peace of the church.” The motto “peace at any price” was not Paul’s philosophy of ministry, nor should it be ours.


What is the issue here? Acts 15:1 records, “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.’” Paul adds in Galatians 2:4, “[This matter arose] because some false brothers had infiltrated our ranks to spy on the freedom we have in Christ Jesus and to make us slaves.” 

This is a matter of basic theology—how a person is saved. Some men had come to Antioch (where Barnabas and Paul had brought many Gentiles to Christ) and taught that one had to become Jewish in order to be saved. Circumcision, adherence to dietary laws and Sabbath regulations—these were being mandated for the new Christians. These were the Judaizers, the same kind of teachers causing trouble in Galatia.


Paul, the former zealot for rabbinic Judaism, was not going to stand idly by while his gospel of grace was being dismantled. He writes in verse five, “We did not give in to them for a moment, so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you.” Notice that Paul is not standing up for himself, nor was he merely proving himself to be right, but he was standing up for his converts.


Titus comes into the picture here. He was Paul’s “Exhibit A,” a Gentile Christian who had never submitted to circumcision. Yet it was clear to all that he was genuinely saved. Now, if the Judaizers were right, then Titus was not a saved man. But he was a saved man, and gave evidence of having the Holy Spirit; thus, the Judaizers were wrong.
 


Paul was determined to stand for the truth, regardless of the opposition. They tried to intimidate, but Paul would not back down or give in. When it comes to the truth, we need to be just as committed, just as passionate, and just as determined. As Martin Luther stated when he faced his detractors at the Diet of Worms, “Here I stand. I cannot do otherwise. God help me. Amen.”


There are times when Christians need to stand up for the truth of God’s Word. This does not allow us to act indiscriminately—there is no place for a Christian Rambo—but we must fight, even passionately, for the truth.

They Agreed Positively


Finally, they agreed positively. Reading from Galatians 2:6-10,

As for those who seemed to be important—whatever they were makes no difference to me; God does not judge by external appearance—those men added nothing to my message. On the contrary, they saw that I had been entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews. For God, who was at work in the ministry of Peter as an apostle to the Jews, was also at work in my ministry as an apostle to the Gentiles. James, Peter and John, those reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognized the grace given to me. They agreed that we should go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews. All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do.


The true Christians—Paul, Barnabas, Titus, Peter, James, and John—came together in agreement. Their ministries were not identical. Peter was commissioned to evangelize the Jewish regions while Paul was called to the Gentile areas. Howard Vos points out, 

The distinction seems to be more geographical than ethnographical. Peter ministered primarily in Palestine (including Gentiles there); Paul ministered primarily in Gentile territory (but always went to the Jews first in territory visited).


In fact, according to Acts 15, Peter addressed the larger assembly (known as the Jerusalem Council) by sharing his experience of bringing Gentiles to Christ. People often forget that, while Peter was considered the apostle to the Jews, he was the first to bring a Gentile to Christ (Cornelius in Acts 10).


Peter, James, and John extended “the right hand of fellowship” to Paul, Barnabas, and Titus. The Jerusalem apostles welcomed the brothers from Antioch even though their ministries were different. They agreed upon the message, even though the methodology would not be identical.


Oh, if Christians could remember this distinction today! As St. Augustine was quoted as saying, “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” Paul and Barnabas were dealing with an essential to the faith, and they found unity with Peter, James, and John. Paul boldly stood his ground and his Christian brothers rallied around him. Yet the Jerusalem apostles did not demand absolute conformity from the Antioch apostles in the non-essentials.  And they handled the whole affair with love.

Splits can be painful, especially in churches. God help us to know when to take a stand, when to step back, and always to be agreeable, even when we disagree.
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