Living Above the Circumstances #10

“Coping with Disagreements”

Philippians 4:2-3

In a parable she entitles “A Brawling Bride,” Karen Mains paints a vivid scene, describing a suspenseful moment in a wedding ceremony. Down front stands the groom in a spotless tuxedo—handsome, smiling, full of anticipation, shoes shined, every hair in place, anxiously awaiting the presence of his bride. All attendants are in place, looking joyful and attractive. The magical moment finally arrives as the pipe organ reaches full crescendo and the stately wedding march begins.

Everyone rises and looks toward the door for their first glimpse of the bride. Suddenly there is a horrified gasp. The wedding party is shocked. The groom stares in embarrassed disbelief. Instead of a lovely woman dressed in elegant white, smiling behind a lace veil, the bride is limping down the aisle. Her dress is soiled and torn. Her leg seems twisted. Ugly cuts and bruises cover her bare arms. Her nose is bleeding, one eye is purple and swollen, and her hair is disheveled.

“Does not this handsome groom deserve better than this?” asks the author. And then the clincher: “Alas, His bride, THE CHURCH, has been fighting again!”

Unfortunately, the Church of Jesus Christ has created quite a reputation for fighting. It used to be said of ice hockey, “I went to a fight and a hockey game broke out!” These days one could quip, “I went to a fight and a church service broke out!” The little poem would be funny if it weren’t so true:

To dwell above with saints I love,

O, that will be glory;

But to dwell below with saints I know,

Now that’s another story.

Two churches of differing denominations in a community tried to join forces to form one church. But they could not agree on whether to say as part of the Lord’s Prayer, “Forgive us our debts” or “Forgive us our trespasses.” So the local newspaper reported that one church went back to their trespasses while the other returned to their debts!

As we look at Scripture we find that he church of the first century was no different than the church of the twenty-first century in this regard. Disunity has always been a major problem with God’s people. The Corinthians were divided over human leaders, and some of the members were even suing each other. The Galatian saints were “biting and devouring” one another, and the saints in Ephesus and Colossae had to be reminded of the importance of Christian unity. No wonder the psalmist wrote in Psalm 133:1, “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!”

Paul himself dealt with disagreements with fellow Christians. On one occasion he had an open and frank disagreement with the apostle Peter over a theological issue. On another occasion he dialogued with Barnabas over a practical issue—should they or should they not take John Mark on the second missionary journey?—because John Mark had “deserted them” on the previous trip. Paul said no. But Barnabas said yes. Result? Barnabas took John Mark and went in one direction, and Paul chose Silas and went another way. Not seeing eye to eye, then—even among mature Christians—is not a new phenomenon. But mature Christians also resolve their disagreements and come to mutual understanding and consensus. They do not allow these problems to interfere with love and unity in the body of Christ.

In our text this morning, Paul deals with two ladies in the Philippian church that were not getting along. What he says to them—and how he says it—can teach us about coping with disagreements within the body of Christ.

The Ugly Reality of Arguments in the Church

Before we get into the two verses from Philippians 4, though, I want to briefly consider the ugly reality of arguments in the church. We read in James 4:1-3,

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

James points to “the source” as he addresses the issue. The New American Standard Bible renders the first verse, “What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members?” “Pleasures” doesn’t sound very hostile, does it? Maybe not in our English language, but the Greek word is the one from which we get “hedonism.” It means the strong desire to get what one does not have, of satisfying oneself…the passion to get what one wants, regardless. We often speak of addictions, and such an intense craving drives us to shameful and selfish actions. As James puts it, such pleasures lead us to “wage war”—strateuo—from which we get “strategy.” Our desire to get what we want prompts us to strategize: to put a plan in motion that will result in my getting my way.

Marshall Shelley has written a book entitled Well-Intentioned Dragons: Ministering to Problem People in the Church. He opens the book this way:

Dragons, of course, are fictional beasts—monstrous reptiles with lion’s claws, a serpent’s tail, bat wings, and scaly skin. They exist only in the imagination.

But there are dragons of a different sort, decidedly real. In most cases, though not always, they do not intend to be sinister; in fact, they’re usually quite friendly. But their charm belies their power to destroy.

Within the church, they are often sincere, well-meaning saints, but they leave ulcers, strained relationships, and hard feelings in their wake. They don’t consider themselves difficult people. They don’t sit up nights thinking of ways to be nasty. Often they are pillars of the community—talented, strong personalities, deservingly respected—but for some reason, they undermine the ministry of the church. They are not naturally rebellious or pathological; they are loyal church members, convinced they’re serving God, but they wind up doing more harm than good.

They can drive pastors crazy…or out of the church.

Some dragons are openly critical. They are the ones who accuse you of being (pick one) too spiritual, not spiritual enough, too dominant, too laid back, too narrow, too loose, too structured, too disorganized, or ulterior in your motives.

These criticisms are painful because they are largely unanswerable. How can you defend yourself and maintain a spirit of peace? How can you possibly prove the purity of your motives? Dragons make it hard to disagree without being disagreeable.

Relationships are both the professional and personal priority for pastors—getting along with people is an essential element of any ministry—and when relationships are vandalized by critical dragons, many pastors feel like failures. Politicians are satisfied with 51 percent of the constituency behind them; pastors, however, feel the pain when one vocal member becomes an opponent.

Sightings of these dragons are all too common. As one veteran pastor says, “Anyone who’s been in ministry more than an hour and a half knows the wrath of a dragon.” Or, as Harry Ironside described it, “Wherever there’s light, there’s bugs.”

And so it is with us and our relationships within the ranks of God’s family. I’m not referring to the variety of our personalities, gifts, tastes, and preferences—that’s healthy. The Master made us like that. It’s our mistreatment of each other, the infighting, the angry assaults, the verbal misrepresentations, the choosing of sides, the stubborn wills, the childish squabbles. An objective onlooker who watches us from a distance could wonder how and why some of us call ourselves Christians. “Well,” you ask, “must we always agree?” No, absolutely not. But my question is this: Why can’t we be agreeable? What is it that makes us so ornery and nitpicking in our attitudes? Why so many petty fights and ugly quarrels? Aren’t we given the direct command to “keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”?

As long as we live in these sin-cursed bodies we will never completely avoid conflict. Disagreements are inevitable in the best of churches. The real problem is the proper resolution of unavoidable disputes.
 We gain insight into that 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 [Syzygus], 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.

Some may be surprised that the apostle would bring up such an issue in this letter to the church, yet Paul often confronted difficult problem and people in his letters. E. M. Blaiklock believes that in these verses Paul reveals his purpose in writing the letter to the Philippians!

I don’t think I would go that far, but certainly this was a matter of great importance to Paul. What is shocking is that these two women are not peripheral people, known for their bad tempers and wagging tongues and for little else. No, they are women who have worked with Paul in the cause of the gospel. They have been at the forefront of evangelism: they “have contended at my side in the cause of the gospel,” Paul writes. There is no hint of heresy or immorality in them; they simply cannot get along.

We know these are women, for their names in Greek are both feminine. Both names occur in inscriptions outside the Bible, and there are no instances of masculine forms.
 What Euodia and Syntyche were debating about, Paul does not state. Perhaps they both wanted to be president of the missionary guild or the choir!
 Whatever the reason, these two dear ladies were not getting along, and Paul takes this opportunity to deal with them.

The Urgent Reminder of Alliance in the Church

He does so with the urgent reminder of alliance in the church. He uses a strong word to each of them—translated “I plead” or “I urge.” He addresses each woman in the same manner, indicating that he was not taking sides and that they were probably both right and both wrong.
 

Verse two reads, “to agree in the Lord,” but this does not mean that they have to see eye to eye on every detail. The Greek is better translated, “to have the same mind,” meaning to set the good of the church above personal interest, and to work together to reach a common goal.
 Remember that Paul had earlier written in Philippians 2:2-5, 

…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. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus…

The entire second chapter of Philippians is devoted to the kind of mind every believer should have—the mind of Christ, which was one of humility. Because things equal to the same thing are equal to each other, if Euodias and Syntyche can both have the mind of Christ, they will indeed be like-minded, and lowly-minded, which will lead to reconciliation.

Now this is not an appeal for unity at the expense of truth. Paul does not say, “Regardless of what is coming between you, bury the hatchet. Do not ever let doctrine stand in the way of unanimity. Doctrine does not matter; just love one another, and that will be enough.” That is not what is going on here in Philippi. Nor is this a hopeless demand for perfect agreement on every subject. Paul is not saying to Euodia and Syntyche, “Ladies, on every single point of doctrine and practice I expect you to work out your differences and arrive at perfect agreement.”

No, the answer comes back to focus. Remember the lessons from last week? Forget what is behind and around you; focus on what is ahead of you. When teammates focus on a common goal, they work together; when they focus on their own personal goals or what others are doing, they squabble and fight. 

During the War of 1812, Andrew Jackson was having problems with his soldiers fighting each other. Finally he sat them down, pointed toward the British camp and yelled, “Gentlemen! The enemy is over there!” Too often the soldiers of the army of God spend too much time either polishing their armor or fighting one another. If we come together to fight a common enemy and focus on a common prize, we will spend less time squabbling with each other. We need that urgent reminder of alliance in the church. We’re on the same team!

The Ultimate Role of Arbitrators in the Church

Paul concludes this section with the ultimate role of arbitrators in the church. We read,

Yes, and I ask you, loyal yokefellow [Syzygus], 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.
Paul’s handling of the situation is a model of tact—he does not take sides but encourages others closer to the situation to promote reconciliation.

Who is Paul addressing? All sorts of suggestions have been made as to the identity of the one called “true comrade.” One scholar suggested Barnabas. If so, why didn’t Paul call him by name? Another suggests Luke, who was from Philippi but apparently not with Paul at the time of writing.
 Still another said it could have been Epaphroditus.
 But, again, one wonders why he would have been called by name earlier yet referred to as “true comrade” here. A curious suggestion has been a person named Syzygus, which is the Greek transliteration of “comrade.”
 One fanciful idea is that the person was one of their husbands (I doubt that either husband would have relished that role)…another, that it was Paul’s wife! The name of the mediator is not nearly as important as the help that he or she could bring (“help these women”).

At any rate, Paul recognized the women’s need for help from another member of the body. No matter how mature we become as Christians, we all tend toward subjective reasoning and actions.
 We tend to be guided by emotions more than intellect, and we lose our objectivity. We may need a third person or persons who can listen to both sides of the issue and bring about objectivity.

Who should this be? If a dispute involves members of the same church, the referee should probably be a member of that fellowship too. If a problem concerns two believers from different churches, the third party should be someone with a relationship to both parties, perhaps one of the pastors, or an elder.

If a brother or sister sins against me (either deliberately or unknowingly), I should go to that person privately and seek to get the matter settled. Only if the person refuses to settle the matter should I bring anyone else in; and the problem must not go to the church family until every other means has been exhausted. The big mistake Christians make when another believer wrongs them is in telling the pastor or other members, and not going to the person directly. Another mistake is in trying to win an argument instead of trying to win the sinning brother.

Several years ago I heard the acrostic QTIP for Quit Taking It Personally. This is an important lesson for all to learn and follow. When we take differences personally, when a variation of taste or preference becomes perceived as a personal attack, we distance ourselves from each other and walls are built.

The important action is to focus on what you have in common. Make sure you agree over the gospel. Work hard to develop perfect agreement on matters of greatest importance: the Word of God, the glory of Christ, the good of God’s people, the beauty of holiness, the ugliness of sin—especially your own sin. Personal differences should never become an occasion for advancing your agenda, for stroking bruised egos, or for trimming the gospel by appealing to pragmatics. Focus on what unites you: the gospel, the gospel, the gospel. Be like-minded; think the same things; agree with one another. Work hard and humbly on these central issues, and in most instances the peripheral matters will take care of themselves.

Remember the story I told of the two churches that couldn’t get together over the Lord’s Prayer? That may make us chuckle, but I guarantee you that it made the folks of that community seriously question their Christianity. And that makes Satan roll on the floor laughing. 

We may not always agree, but we can choose to disagree agreeably. When we fail to do so, we give the church a black eye. And that is the last thing the Bride of Christ needs when the Bridegroom appears!
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