Why Am I Here? #20

“On The Alert”

selected Scriptures


Five weeks ago, on Mother’s Day, we considered the need for love within the local church body, noting that mothers are often known as the loving caregivers in the family. Today, on Father’s Day, I want to direct our attention to another necessity in the local church family, this one more often associated with fathers: the need for protection. I am not suggesting that mothers do not protect—we’ve all heard accounts of a mother’s protective instincts when it comes to her young—but more often than not protecting the family is a responsibility that falls upon Dad.


Within the church family, protection is needed in three primary areas. To the men, the spiritual fathers of this congregation, I appeal to you to rise up and protect the peace of the church, the purity of the church, and the people of the church.

We Must Protect the Peace of the Church


First, we must protect the peace of the church. This continues the thought of last week’s message on the importance of maintaining relationships within the body of Christ. 

Unity in the church is so important that the New Testament gives more attention to it than to either Heaven or Hell. God deeply desires that we experience oneness and harmony with each other.


Paul writes in Ephesians 4:3, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” Notice that we are not to make the unity, such as enforcing an outward uniformity where everybody looks alike, thinks alike, and acts alike, but rather we are to keep the unity. Also note that it is the unity of the Spirit, meaning that our unity must reflect the character and commands of God. Church unity is not a matter of lowering standards or avoiding confrontation so as not to offend anybody. That, as we saw last week, is the world’s concept of “tolerance,” and that is a far cry from what the Bible defines as “peace.”


Paul also writes in Romans 14:17-20,

For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteous-ness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men. Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. 


These verses may sound strange to us at first glance, but Paul was dealing with a problem threatening the peace of the Roman congregation. The threat appeared as matters of conscience—those moral decisions for which one cannot find a chapter and verse in the Bible that says, “Thou shalt” or “Thou shalt not.” His counsel to the Romans was to be convinced of what one thinks is right, be consistent with that personal conviction, and to be considerate of others who may not adopt the same view. Church fights and splits often occur over such “disputable matters” (Romans 14:1). How much conflict could be avoided if churches were to adopt Paul’s teaching in Romans fourteen and fifteen!


Chuck Swindoll comments on this passage,

The essence of Christianity is not found in external matters. Jesus said, “It is not what enters into the mouth that defiles the man, but what proceeds out of the mouth, this defiles the man” (Matt. 15:11). How easy to get hung up on tangible things, such as foods, habits, clothing, recreation, music, and even decorations. The organ of life’s richest delights is not the stomach, it’s the heart. At the end of day we will answer not for what we put into our stomachs, but what the attitudes we have nurtured in our hearts.
What is our focus? Are we more concerned with people’s preferences than the true product of Christian growth: righteousness, peace, and joy? When the outside world peeks through the windows of our church, what do we want them to see? List-makers dashing about enforcing rules while others defiantly ignore them? What a chaotic scene! Who would want that?

Instead, let’s serve Christ by giving one another space to breathe and respecting the sensibilities of others. Paul put it best when he wrote, “You were called to freedom, brethren; only do not turn your freedom into an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another” (Gal. 5:13).


Alas, but such peace is not always found in local church families. Paul had to admonish two women in the Philippian church who were not getting along. We read in Philippians 4:2-3,

I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow, help these women who have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the book of life. 


Apparently these two ladies were unable to work things out between them on their own. In verse three Paul asks the church leader—he refers to his as “local yokefellow”—to step in and help these two resolve their differences. Sometimes we need an objective third party to bring perspective into the situation. This is another way we protect the peace of the church.


Squabbles between brothers and sisters in the church family are common and may well be unavoidable. Hopefully these can be dealt with quickly and relatively painlessly. But another threat to the church is more severe. This is described in Titus 3:9-11,

But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are unprofitable and useless. Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned. 


The word Paul uses rendered “divisive person” is the same term from which we get “heretic.” Usually we think of a heretic as one who teaches false doctrine and leads people away from the truth of God’s Word. But that is not how Paul uses the term here.

A. W. Tozer describes such a one this way:

By the word heretic here he meant not a false teacher but a schismatic—that is, somebody who for any reason is resentful and offended, who has his feelings hurt, who tends to get silent and withdraw from communion, and sometimes gather a few malcontents around him, and have a little group of quiet rebels who don’t go along with the crowd of other Christians.  They’re not teaching false doctrine; they’re schismatic—a man that is a divider, a man that is a troublemaker, a man that is an injurious critic.

A local church cannot afford to ignore this problem.  We can ignore the trivial matters that contentious people try to use as a wedge between Christians, but we are not to ignore the people trying to divide and conquer.  “Factions are not merely disruptive; they are destructive,” John MacArthur writes. “When left unchallenged they will undermine any Christian group and are not to be tolerated.”
  Stuart Briscoe adds,

I think one of the weaknesses of the church in the contemporary setting is that we have become soft in the whole area of division. We have not realized how serious it is for people who profess to be a body of believers to live in such a way that it is perfectly obvious they are not a body. Often we simply paint over the cracks; we whitewash the situation, hoping it will go away; or we pretend it never came about. As a result, in many instances, the church of Jesus Christ loses her credibility. That’s why we need to read care​fully what the apostle is saying.


So, now that we have recognized the menace of useless controversies, what are we to do about it?  Verse ten tells us, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him.” The leadership of the church is called to action.  Such a person is to be warned twice and then removed from the local church. I am certain Paul has in mind the sequence of events Jesus taught in Matthew 18: Go first privately, then the second time with a witness, and then, if there is no resolution, before the congregation who must disassociate themselves from that person. We must protect the peace of the church.
We Must Protect the Purity of the Church


Secondly, we must protect the purity of the church. God is holy and He expects His children to reflect that holiness. Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 11:2-3,

I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy. I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him. But I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent's cunning, your minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ.


We might be uncomfortable with Paul’s use of the word “jealous” here, especially since the more literal rendering is “I am jealous over you with [the] jealousy of God.”
 Can it be true that God is jealous? Oh, yes! Consider God’s own words in Exodus 20:5, within the context of the second commandment prohibiting idolatry: “I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God…” If that were not clear enough, Exodus 34:14 states, “Do not worship any other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.” God is so jealous, He can use it as His name!


How can this be so? John Stott explains:

It is certainly strange that the same word ‘jealousy’ can denote an attribute of God and a sin of man. But this is because in itself jealousy is neutral. Whether it is good or evil is determined by the situation which arouses it. In essence jealousy is an intolerance of rivals; it is a virtue or a sin according to whether the rival’s presence is legitimate or not. Thus, competition in business or in sport is per​fectly legitimate. A shop-keeper has no right to resent the success of another retailer who threatens his business, because he cannot claim a monopoly of the local trade. Again, an athlete should not become bitter or jealous when he is beaten at his own game, because be has no personal right to an undisputed victory. His professional jealousy is but wounded vanity.

Jealousy in marriage, however, is a very different matter, because marriage is a permanently exclusive relationship. Both husband and wife have solemnly vowed that, ‘for​saking all other’, they will keep only unto their partner, so long as they both shall live. In their married life there​fore each will (or should) brook no rival. If a third party intrudes into the marriage, the offended person, whether husband or wife, is right to be jealous. In such a case it is tolerance of the rival, not intolerance, which is sin.

The jealousy of God is usually mentioned in Scripture in the context of His choice of Israel as His bride. His covenant with Israel was a marriage covenant, and in accepting the divine proposal Israel committed herself to entire loyalty and obedience. Her flirtations with the Canaanite Baals, leading to acts of spiritual adultery and even of promiscuous harlotry, were therefore breaches of the covenant. It is these things which are said to have provoked Israel’s God to anger and to jealousy.


In that context, Paul uses the same vocabulary and visualization of the legitimate jealousy between a husband and wife. The apostle does not see himself as the groom, however, but rather he uses the wedding metaphor to present himself as the father of the bride, offering the Corinthians as pure and undefiled to Christ, who is the Bridegroom.
 He felt a personal responsibility for the spiritual welfare of the Corinthian saints. His desire was that one day, when Christ returned, he could present them to the Lord Jesus, uncorrupted by the false teachings that were then prevalent.
 

We may comprehend the illustration Paul uses, but how does this actually play out in the life of a local church family? How do we protect the purity of our local church? First we must protect the purity of the church’s beliefs. Every church needs to follow the practice of the Christians in Berea, of whom it is written in Acts 17:11, “…they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.” Whatever is taught within the church must be doctrinally sound. We need to discern between spiritual truth and spiritual trash. Those who are spiritually mature should constantly monitor what the family is being fed.


We must also protect the purity of the church’s behavior. We may be doctrinally correct yet practically corrupt. This was the case in Corinth, where a member of the church was living in open and unashamed immorality. Paul wrote to the church in 1 Corinthians chapter five about how to deal with such a one, and the process is the same as in Matthew 18 and Titus 3, which we considered earlier. The sinning member must be confronted and shown the error of his or her ways. If there is no repentance, the member must be cut off from the fellowship of believers. This is not to be a permanent action—the goal is to welcome the brother or sister back once they have repented—but as long as the person persists in immorality, they are not to be identified with the local family. To allow them to remain gives them a false sense of security—that they can live in sin without consequences; it sets a bad example that other Christians in the church may follow; and it harms the testimony of the local congregation in their community.


Paul is only speaking of church members in this case; God will judge outsiders who live in sin. It is the responsibility of the church to discipline those within the family to protect the purity of the church. The application of all this to the modern scene is not easy. Our different circumstances must be taken into account. But Paul’s main point, that the church must not tolerate the presence of evil in its midst, is clearly and permanently relevant.
 


The best way to protect the purity of the church is to set a godly example. Paul told Timothy in 1 Timothy 4:12-13, “Don't let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity.” By taking the lead we can steer others from sin and be qualified to restore those who fall into sin.

We Must Protect the People of the Church

Finally we must protect the people of the church. Always remember that the church is made up of believers, not bricks! The church is not a building but a family, and we are brothers and sisters within the family of God. Whenever a local congregation loses sight of this fact, troubles are certain to arise.

Paul’s farewell to the church at Ephesus is recorded in Acts 20:28-31. The apostle spent more time with this congregation than any other as recorded in the New Testament. His parting words to the leaders of the church display his concern for their welfare:

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 

Paul points out three threats to the church family: dangers around us from a godless society and false teachers who try to prey on the people; dangers among us from those in the family who are ambitious for personal power and position; and dangers within us as we deal with our own self-centered, sinful natures.
 The apostle instructs that the leaders must first keep watch over themselves, and only then over the flock over which the Holy Spirit has made them responsible, for they cannot care adequately for others if they neglect the care and culture of their own souls.
 
We have covered dealing with false beliefs and behaviors already, but I want to mention one specific way we can protect the people of the church, and that has to do with gossip. We must refuse to be involved in any way, whether listening to it or passing it along. 

Gossip is passing on information when you are neither part of the problem nor part of the solution. You know spreading gossip is wrong, but you should not listen to it, either, if you want to protect your church. Listening to gossip is like accepting stolen property, and it makes you just as guilty of the crime. 

When someone begins to gossip to you, have the courage to say, “Please stop. I don’t need to know this. Have you talked directly to that person?” People who gossip to you will also gossip about you. They cannot be trusted. If you listen to gossip, God says you are a troublemaker. It is sad that in God’s flock, the greatest wounds usually come from other sheep, not wolves. The Bible says these kind of troublemakers should be avoided. “A gossip reveals secrets; therefore do not associate with a babbler” [Proverbs 20:19 nrsv]. The fastest way to end a church conflict is to lovingly confront those who are gossiping and insist they stop it. Solomon pointed out, “Fire goes out for lack of fuel, and tensions disappear when gossip stops” [Proverbs 26:20 lb].
 We can protect the people of our church by putting an end to gossip.

It is our job to protect the unity of your church. Unity is the soul of fellowship. Destroy it, and we rip the heart out of Christ’s body. It is the essence, the core, of how God intends for us to experience life together in his church. 

Nothing on earth is more valuable to God than his church. He paid the highest price for it, and He wants it protected, especially from the devastating damage that is caused by division, conflict, and disharmony. As part of God’s family, it is our job to protect the unity where we fellowship. We are commissioned by Jesus Christ to do everything possible to preserve the unity, protect the fellowship, and promote harmony in our church family and among all believers.

On this Father’s Day, we honor our dads who often bear the responsibility of the protection of the family. Let us rise up and take on the similar duty for the protection of our local church family. By protecting the peace, purity, and people of the church, we allow God’s family to grow up as a healthy and holy light in our community.
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