Living Above the Circumstances #4

“Coping with Disunity”

Philippians 2:1-11

“Teamwork makes the dream work.”

I remember the first time I saw that sign along the highway, supporting a local high school football team. Not only was it a catchy rhyme, it held a lot of truth. In the realm of team sports, there must be teamwork in order for the team to succeed. Many teams have had superior talent but loss to lesser teams that did a better job of working together. The same can be said for workplaces, fire departments, community groups…and churches.

Especially churches.

Fritz Ridenour writes in his book, How to be a Christian and Still Enjoy Life (I love that title!), “We become Christians one at a time, but we are to live Christianity together.”
 God did not intend for one person to complete every task alone. We’ve been given different gifts, abilities, interests, and desires. Consequently, it only makes sense that we were intended to work in teams.
 Teamwork enables us to capitalize one another’s strengths and compensate for one another’s weaknesses.

The Bible does not use the word “teamwork”; rather it speaks of unity among believers. Psalm 133:1 states, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!” Yet we could accurately add the word “rare” to that verse: “How rare it is when brothers live together in unity!” Or, to change it a little more, “How sad it is when brothers live together in disunity!” This morning I want to speak on the topic, “Coping with Disunity.”

Why is this such a problem? In the words of Rodney King, “Why can’t we just all get along?” Part of the answer lies in the dangers of individualism. One of the subtle enemies of unity in the church today is the self-centeredness that encourages dissension, conceit, pride, factions and lack of teamwork. While most Christians are appalled by the philosophy that says, “Look out for Number One,” many still practice individualism at church by keeping other members at arm’s length. Individualism means being content to arrive for services, “get what I can out of the message,” shake a few hands, tell people “I’m fine,” and leave, not to appear until the next Sunday. Many people want the church to minister to them, but they seem to have no clue about having the responsibility to become a functioning part of the body that ministers to itself, as its members minister to one another.

This is summarized in a little ditty:

To dwell above with saints we love,

Oh, that will be glory! 

But to dwell below with saints we know,

Well…that’s another story!

This seemed to be a problem at Philippi. As mature as the Philippian church apparently was, its members were caught up in individualism, which threatened their unity.
 Paul touched on this matter in the concluding verses of chapter one. In verse 27 Paul uses a Greek term— sunathleo (from which we get our English word “athletics”)—literally, “striving together as athletes.” Paul pictures the church as a team, and he reminds them that teamwork wins victories.

Keep in mind that there was division in the church at Philippi. We will see in chapter four that two women were not getting along with each other. Apparently the members of the church were taking sides, as is often the case, and the resulting division was hindering the work of the church. The enemy is always happy to see internal divisions in a local ministry. “Divide and conquer!” is his motto, and too often he has his way. It is only as believers stand together that they can overcome the wicked one.

Throughout this letter, Paul uses an interesting device to emphasize the importance of unity. In the Greek language, the prefix sun- means “with, together,” and when used with different words, strengthens the idea of unity. (It is somewhat like our prefix co-.) At least sixteen times Paul uses this prefix in Philippians, and his readers could not have missed the message!

Moving into the second chapter, Paul addresses the subject by pointing out three truths:

· Our Mandate for Christian Unity

· Our Motivation for Christian Unity

· Our Model for Christian Unity

Our Mandate for Christian Unity 

I want to begin with our mandate—or command—for Christian unity, to see what we are to do before we consider why we are to do it. To do this I want to skip down to the middle of verse two through verse four:

…then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. 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.
“Like-minded,” “same love,” and “one in spirit and purpose”—all of these speak of unity. This is an overriding theme throughout this letter, as we will see. Paul already mentioned this in 1:26-30, but he evidently thought it was necessary to repeat it.
 In that previous paragraph, Paul exhorted the Philippian Christians to “stand firm in one spirit” and to contend “as one man for the faith of the gospel”—in short, to be one in Christ and to maintain unity amid persecution. He was not interested in pious sounding theory, though. In these verses he gave them concrete steps regarding how to maintain this unity.
 

I like what Leroy Eims from the Navigators wrote:

What is true spiritual unity? Some talk as if it were a kind of perfume that descends on people standing together holding hands. But spiritual unity cannot be absorbed passively. It comes to people who are engaged in the same battle together, and who serve together. Spiritual unity is forged in action.

To be “like-minded” means to “think alike”—a basic step toward creating unity. Christians, of all people, have the basis for oneness in thought and action. Christians have a common basis, a common message around which to build their thoughts and life style. As Christ was one with God, so we can be one with one another. 

Is this suggesting uniformity? Does it mean we always have to agree on everything? Is that what harmony is all about? No. There is a difference between unity and uniformity. Uniformity is gained by pressure from without. The English word uniformity has within it the word uniform. We dress alike, look alike, sound alike, think alike, act alike. But that is neither healthy nor biblical. Unity comes from deep within. It is the inner desire to conduct oneself in a cooperative manner…to be on the same team, to go for the same objectives, for the benefit of one another.

When you attend a symphony concert you don’t hear a stage full of people all playing the same note. Neither are they all playing their own separate compositions. Rather they are all scraping, banging, and blowing different parts clearly defined in the score under the direction of the conductor. And the result is not unison, but harmony.

So it is with the church. The supreme mark of Christian maturity is love. It is the greatest of all; it includes the attitudes and actions spelled out by Paul in 1 Corinthians 13, such as patience, kindness, concern, humility, gentleness, objectivity, fairness, honesty, and sincerity. In summary, “It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres” (1 Cor. 13:7). This, said Paul, creates Christian unity.

I believe the opposite of love is not hate, but selfishness. The basic cause of disunity is selfishness, and the cause of selfishness is pride.
 Unity, on the other hand, is a genuine Spirit-filled unselfishness that breeds strength and spreads cheer.

Verse three instructs, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.” Instead of pride and selfishness, unity is marked by humility. We should so relate to others that we are considerably more “others-centered” than “self-centered.”

Verse four continues, “Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Note that Paul is not saying that we shouldn’t look to our own interests, but that we should not only look to our own interests. In very practical ways we need to look for ways to help others and to meet their needs.

Our Motivation for Christian Unity

Why should we be so interested and involved in this? Paul provides our motivation for Christian unity in verses 1-2, “If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete…”
Paul begins with four clauses beginning with the word “If.” That usually means “maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not.” According to Kenneth Wuest, “the word ‘if’ is a conditional particle referring to a fulfilled condition. One could translate ‘since,’ or ‘in view of the fact.’ The four things mentioned in this verse are not hypothetical in their nature. They are facts.

Let’s read it that way: “Since you have encouragement from being united with Christ, since you have comfort from his love, since you have fellowship with the Spirit, since you have tenderness and compassion…” We have these things! We don’t have to pretend that we have unity; we already have it! In fact, when Paul wrote to the church at Ephesus in Ephesians 4:3, “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” He did not say “make the unity” or “manufacture the unity.” He said, “keep the unity”—something they already had! As Christians, we are already united with Christ, we already possess His love, we already have the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.

“Fellowship” is a favorite word in the church vocabulary. It can mean anything from coffee and cake in a church basement to softball at the annual picnic. But it should mean much more in the life of a believer than socializing. The Greek word koinonia is translated by the English words, “common,” “partnership,” or “fellowship.”
 This is one of the most important benefits of being a Christian.
 Again, from Wuest,

The Greek word translated “fellowship,” speaks of a common interest and a mutual and active participation in the things of God in which the believer and the Holy Spirit are joint-participants. This is the result of the Spirit’s work of regeneration and His control over the saint who is definitely subjected to Him. Paul appeals to the Philippians to be likeminded in view of the fact that each of them participates with the Holy Spirit in a common interest and activity, and therefore, if each saint is interested in the things of the Spirit, and thus in the same things, there should naturally follow a unity among the Philippians. The Holy Spirit by thus controlling each saint, produces this unity and accord amongst them.

One might ask here, “If each saint is indwelt by the Spirit, why is there not that unity among the saints, of which Paul speaks?” The answer is, that this joint-participation in an interest and a mutual and active participation in the things of God is produced by the Spirit, not by virtue of His indwelling but by virtue of His control over the believer. The trouble in the Philippian church was that all the saints were not living Spirit-filled lives. If they had been, there would have been unity.

When you see a church in disunity, you can be sure you will find immature Christians.

Our Model for Christian Unity

In verses 5-11 Paul gives us our model for Christian unity:

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.

And being found in appearance as a man,

he humbled himself

and became obedient to death—

even death on a cross!

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place

and gave him the name that is above every name,

that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow,

in heaven and on earth and under the earth,

and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,

to the glory of God the Father.

This passage is referred to by many scholars as one of the greatest doctrinal statements on the person of Jesus Christ—both His deity and His humanity. But we need to remember that it wasn’t written just as a theological treatise on the person of Christ—it was actually written as an illustration of the attitude that ought to govern a person who professes to be a Christian. So the whole passage is introduced in Php. 2:5 with these words: “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.”

That word “attitude” is very important. The dictionary defines attitude as “a manner of acting, feeling, or thinking that shows one’s disposition…opinion, mental set.” That means that how we think determines how we act, and how we respond to others. 

What is the most Christlike attitude on earth? Some might say love, others patience, still others grace. As important as those traits may be, however, they are not the ones Jesus Himself referred to when He described Himself for the only time in Scripture. I am thinking of those familiar words of Matthew 11:28-30,

Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you shall find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy, and My load is light.

Did you catch the key words? “I am gentle and humble in heart,” which might best be summed up in one word: unselfish. According to Jesus’ own testimony, that is the most Christlike attitude we can demonstrate. Because He was so humble—so unselfish—the last person He thought of was Himself.
 He was the antithesis of pride. He was the embodiment of love. He was the definition of humility.

While the meaning of humility is hard to pin down, we get some clues if we go back to the root Latin word for humility, humus, which means “ground.” The humble man is one who lives, so to speak, on the ground floor. The humble man does not lift himself up and try to put himself above others.
 The humble man is not one who thinks lowly of himself; he simply does not think of himself at all! (I think Andrew Murray said that.) Humility is that grace that, when you know you have it, you have lost it. The truly humble person knows himself and accepts himself. He yields himself to Christ to be a servant, to use what he is and has for the glory of God and the good of others. “Others” is the key idea in this chapter; the believer’s eyes are turned away from himself and focused on the needs of others.

Jesus didn’t just talk about humility; He modeled it. On the night of the Last Supper, Jesus girded Himself with a towel and taught His disciples a graphic lesson in humility by washing their feet, becoming their servant in a way they could not mistake (see John 13:1-9). Later, after He and His disciples broke bread and drank from the cup to institute the new covenant in His blood, an argument broke out among the disciples about which of them was to be greatest. Jesus taught them another lesson in humility saying, “The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Benefactors. But you are not to be like that. Instead, the greatest among you should be like the youngest, and the one who rules like the one who serves. For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the table? But I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:25-27). Again and again Jesus tried to teach His disciples the wisdom of an old saying: “It is possible to be too big for God to use you, but never too small for God to use you.”

Jesus showed us what humility looks like. He lived it. And He expects us to do the same.

Let’s follow his example. Let’s “put on the apron of humility, to serve one another” (1 Pet. 5:5). Servanthood requires no unique skill or seminary degree. Regardless of your strengths, training, or church tenure, you can…

Love the overlooked. Jesus sits in your classroom, wearing the thick glasses, outdated clothing, and a sad face. You’ve seen him. He’s Jesus.

Wave a white flag. We fight so much. “Where do you think all these appalling wars and quarrels come from?” asks the brother of Jesus. “Do you think they just happen? Think again. They come about because you want your own way, and fight for it deep inside yourselves” (James 4:1 msg).

Every day do something you don’t want to do. Pick up someone else’s trash. Surrender your parking place. Call the long-winded relative. Carry the cooler. Doesn’t have to be a big thing. Don’t be too big to do something small. “Throw yourselves into the work of the Master, confident that nothing you do for him is a waste of time or effort” (1 Cor. 15:58 msg).

It’s all about teamwork. Teamwork makes the dream work. If we want to see our church grow, we need to set aside our own agendas, our personal preferences and pleasures, stop focusing on how much we get out of a service and instead focus on how much service we are giving to the Lord and others. 

We call ourselves “Christian,” which literally means “Christ-like.”

How much like Christ are we?
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