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A father heard a commotion in his yard and looket$ide to see his daughter and several
playmates in a heated quarrel. When he reprimahdechis daughter responded, "We're just
playing church!" Actually, that's not too hard @sario to believe when you think about all the
conflict that plagues the average church.

| consider myself extremely blessed by the fact tihe two churches | have pastored over the
past 32+ years have both been comparative modelsityf peace, and harmony. I've never
experienced a church split and, to my knowledgé, tvice have | experienced the loss of more
than one family over a single issue.

The first incident was when two families quit tilsurch in 1981 when we called Carlton Harris
as our summer intern. Carlton, an honor studebiadias Theological Seminary, was black and
his wife was a Mennonite girl from Whitewater. Tlall it took for several families to find
another home. Interestingly, that turned out taIsggnificant turning point in the life of our
church, as God'’s blessing began to be poured auté@markable way, | think because the Elders
did what was right even in the face of strong ofipos

The second time was when three families left ourcimin St. Louis in 1990 because they did
not feel the staff and elders were sufficientlymupive of home schooling. These families had
strong isolationist tendencies and wanted a sepgmaith program for their kids so that their
kids wouldn’t become contaminated by the regulartgagroup. It was painful to see them go,
but | think there were probably other churchesdredtiited for them.

What | am most grateful for is that such inciddmse been so few and so far between. Yet the
two churches | have pastored have not been freerdfict; no church is. There have been
conflicts between lay people, conflicts betweelff stembers, conflicts between lay people and
staff members, conflicts over music, over theolamyer music, over personality, over music,
over building projects, over music, you name it.idsnarriage, | think the real issue is not, “Do
you fight?”, but “Do you fight fair and about thigint things?”

While | don't consider myself an expert on confliaio believe | have learned a good deal
through experience over these past thirty-plussydaadmit | was personally responsible for
some of the conflicts I've weathered, and partiadlgponsible for others. | would love to go
back and relive some of those conflict situatiornth whe present knowledge and experience |
have. Unfortunately all we can do after the fadbiask for forgiveness, work at reconciling old
wounds, and hopefully teach others not to makeséimee mistakes we made.

You might be asking, “Why do an entire sermon seoie a subject like conflict?” Well, why



not? First, it's biblical; in fact, you're goinglhe amazed how common the topic of conflict
presents itself in Scripture. | have chosen totliime series to six messages, but it could easily
go longer. Second, it's practical. There’s notragka church that is conflict-free. If you find one,
don’t join it because it won'’t stay that way lofidhird, what we learn about how to handle
conflict in the church can also be used to dedh winflicts at home, at work, at school, and
anywhere else. Fourth, there's enough humor in sdriieese conflict situations that it makes for
a subject that is both serious and light. | thioki'ye actually going to enjoy this series which |
have entitledsreat Church Fightsafter the title of a book by Baptist pastor, ied&. Flynn.

And finally, we are hosting a major city-wide semnirthe first weekend in November by a
wonderful Christian organization call@gacemakerd want to prepare our congregation for
this seminar; | think we will all get more out ofifiwe have studied conflict and peacemaking
right out of the Bible first. Mind you, | will ndbe preaching the Peacemaker material; | will
simply be teaching a half dozen passages of Sceiptiat describe various conflicts and how
they were resolved. But | believe what | share with will fit beautifully with what you will
learn from the Peacemakers Seminar. | hope youpenitil in the dates of that seminar on your
personal calendar and plan to attend—November 3 gpdt five hours (2 on Friday, 3 on
Saturday).

An overview of conflict in the Scripture

Without putting these in any particular order apgty, we find in Acts 6 the complaint of the
Grecians against the Hebrews over the neglecteaf widows. In Acts 15 there is a sharp
church-wide disagreement over theology that thresate split the church into Gentile and
Jewish branches, as well as a strong personalicongitween Paul and Barnabas over whether
to take John Mark on their second missionary joyroausing them to split up their great
ministry team. In Galatians 2 Paul openly and mpliebukes Peter for hypocrisy and prejudice
toward Gentile believers. In 1 Corinthians ther mumerous divisions in the church—over
leaders, over lawsuits, over church discipline rowarriage and divorce, and over prejudice at
the Lord's Table. In Romans 14 there are two fastmver whether to eat meat associated with
sacrifices to idols and whether the Church shobkeove the Jewish sabbath.

In Philippians 1 Paul talks about certain peopl® wheached the Gospel out of envy, rivalry,
and selfish ambition, actually trying to stir uppogition to Paul while he was languishing in
prison. Also in the Philippian church two proming&rdmen, Euodia and Syntyche, get into a
spat which elicits a special appeal from Paul émonciliation. And in the third epistle of John a
love for preeminence leads church-boss Diotrepheadt fellow believers out of the church.
(By the way, Greek scholar A. T. Robertson oncetevem article on Diotrephes for a Baptist
magazine, portraying him as one who wants to coatahurch according to his own whims.
Subsequently 20 deacons from various parts ofahatcy wrote the editor to cancel their
subscriptions because of this "personal attack"enmadthem!)

And those are just some of the more prominent Nestdment conflicts. Without referring to
any particular quarrel, the Apostle Paul exhortedlRhilippians to "do everything without
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complaining and arguing,” appealed to the Ephesmhsndeavor to keep the unity of the Spirit
in the bond of peace," pleaded with the Romanst i$fpossible, as far as it depends on you,
live at peace with everyone," and chided the Garatfor "biting and devouring one anothler."

But please realize that conflict didn't start wiitle founding of the Church on the Day of
Pentecost. The people of God have always strudglgdt along with each other. During His
earthly ministry Jesus' apostles argued about wdwddibe the greatest in the Kingdom, and
then ten of them got indignant with James and Jden their mother asked if her two sons
could sit at his right and left hand in the Kingdohhe disciples also tried to stop an exorcist
who wasn't a member of their "exclusive club.” Marargued with Mary, Peter argued with
Jesus, and the disciples rebuked the people whabtdheir children to Jesus for him to place
his hands on them and pray for them.

And if you go back to the OT you find as much cmfhmong the people of God as in the NT.
In fact, during the wilderness wanderings the lsieseperfected conflict to a degree probably
never observed before or since. It's no wonder som@rote,

To dwell above with saints we love,

That will be grace and glory.

To live below with saints we know;

That's another story!

Now it's very important for us to grasp the facttiot all conflict is of the same kind, nor
should it all be handled in the same way.

Common kinds of conflict in the Church

| suggest to you that there are three main categaifi conflict—positive, negative, and neutral. In
other words, sometimes it's good to generate amndometimes it's sinful, and sometimes it just
happens. Let's tackle the negative first.

Negative conflict: that which is generated by antagonism, immorality, or heresy.
Kenneth C. Haugk, a Lutheran pastor and psychdlagd the founder of Stephen Ministries,
wrote a fascinating book entitlé&htagonism in the Church have quoted him before, but it
bears repeating. He defines antagonists as

" ... individuals who, on the basis of non-substee evidence, go out of their way to

make insatiable demands, usually attacking theqreos performance of others. These

attacks are selfish in nature, tearing down rattiean building up, and are frequently
directed against those in a leadership capacity."

Please understand that we are not talking heret @bogtructive critics. Constructive critics also
create conflict for us since none of us likes t@hicized, but they produce what | call healthy
conflict. (Unfortunately, sometimes leaders areit@s@cure to accept constructive criticism and
anyone who offers it is immediately deemed an enenat least suspect). Nor is an antagonist
to be confused with those who might be called "sgyavheels.” These are people who are



never quite happy with the direction of ministryddat everybody know i.

The antagonist is much more dangerous than ettleerdnstructive critic or the squeaky wheel,
and he requires unusual discernment and wisdonuopant. Just to be sure we understand the
difference, let me put these three in perspective:

The constructive critic is a friend. He createslthgaconflict for us, and we will prosper
if are willing to listen to him.

The squeaky wheel is an irritant, but while theftoinhe stirs up may require special
grace and patience to live with, he presents nafggnt threat.

The antagonist is a first-class trouble-maker.

By the way, we need to be careful not to identily tnany people as antagonists. If we're seeing
antagonists behind every bush, it's probably aeotitbn of some serious problems in our own
leadership or relationships. | would say I've knownty three or four true antagonists in 33
years of pastoral ministry, and only one was whabuld call “hard-core.” Of course, sinful
antagonists are preseardt onlyin the church—you will find them in every ministiat, work, at
school, in athletics, perhaps even at home.

Other kinds of negative conflict are created by wnahpeople—for example, those who are
pathological liars, who gossip constantly, who gyggm sexual immorality, or are power-
hungry. Heretics also create negative confliche €hurch, especially when they hide their false
teaching behind a facade of holiness or when thayntheir way into positions of leadership.

Neutral conflict: that which is generated by differencesin perspective and
personality. People see things differently. They have differasions, goals, methodology,
interests. One is left-brained and analyzes thiogkeath. The other is right-brained and feels
everything deeply. If you're married you know witiat talking about. Guys, does your wife
ever complain about what you do with the remoterad? As they say, men don’t care what's
on TV; they just want to know whatseis on TV. And that can produce conflict.

By the way, in calling these conflicts morally nelit am not suggesting that theransverany
sin associated with them. The difference of opimmay be over amoral issues, but the conflict
can easily degenerate into sin.

Positive conflict: that which is generated by a commitment to truth, holiness, and
integrity. An Elder Board confronts a pastor about suspdweesy. A wife confronts her
husband with evidence of an affair. Parents dentakdow where their 16-year-old has been
when she comes home at 2:00 am. In each caseatae8ults, but it is stirred up by someone
who cares enough to confront and desires the begtd other person.

Now what we want to do during this series is tklabone or two examples of each of these
kinds of conflict from the Scriptures and see hbeytwere resolved. We will look for principles
to apply to the various kinds of conflict in whiale find ourselves. My hope and prayer is that
we will prevent many conflicts from even arisingdamill be equipped to resolve those that



occur despite our best efforts to prevent them.

| think it would be helpful to spend the remaindéour time this morning examining a few
verses from the fourth chapter of James. This pastdks about conflict from a theological
perspective. Rather than describing a particulse cd conflict, it analyzes conflict in general.

The most common sour ce of church conflict (James 4:1-6)

It suggests to us that when believers are at wir @ach other, it is usually because they are at
war with themselves and ultimately because theyaavear with God. Let's read 4:1-10. If you
don’t have a Bible with you, this passage is foangpage 920 of the Bible in the pew rack in
front of you. If you don’t even have a Bible, pledake that one with you as our gift.

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Doejt tome from your desires
that battle within you? You want something but tiget it. You kill and covet, but you
cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fights 8o not have, because you do not
ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, begausask with wrong motives, that
you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

You adulterous people, don't you know that frienmslith the world is hatred
toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friendeoiibrid becomes an enemy of God.
Or do you think Scripture says without reason thatspirit he caused to live in us
envies intensely? But he gives us more grace.i$hely Scripture says: "God opposes
the proud but gives grace to the humble."

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the del he will flee from you. Come
near to God and he will come near to you. Wash yaunds, you sinners, and purify your
hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and v@ilange your laughter to mourning
and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves beford_tirel, and he will lift you upThis is
the Word of the Lord.

Believersareat war with each other. (1) Notice that James doesn't ask whether there
are fights and quarrels among us—he assumes ith&s#e already indicated, | believe some
fights and quarrels in the church are legitimate jastified. It is clear that "peace at any price"
is not a biblical concept. James, however, is bleancerned about the kind of arguments and
conflicts that cannot be justified. That is, theyoot be ascribed to righteous zeal but rather to
selfish ambition.

The fact of the matter is that most fights and cglann church areotlegitimate or justified. In

his book,The Unity Factormy friend and fellow Free Church pastor, Larry Qslgoasserts that
"the fiercest battles in our churches are seldamglit over theology. More often, they are fought
over change, sometimes even the slightest chaipey are also fought over personalities, over
music preferences, over leadership style, over RglRules of Order, and over injured feelings.
Why? James offers an interesting insight hereaerfitist verse. It is that believers are often at
war with one another because . . .

Believersareat war with themselves. (1-3) "What causes fights and quarrels among
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you? Don't they come from your desires that battthin you?" Frustrated desires, he says, lead
to conflict. | don't know if the killing mentiondukre (verse 2: “you kill and covet”) is literal or
figurative. Some people can kill with their looksdakill with their words, and I'm inclined to
think that is probably what is meant. But everrétghysical violence is not unknown in the
history of the church. Some pastors could tell gbaut deacon meetings that ended in fist
fights. Far more have ended with verbal violenceamthing tempers—all due to frustrated
desires.

What are some of those frustrated desires? Lat& r@afew: power and influence certainly
gualify. Some people desperately desire to be ptwakers in the church; they want to be in on
the decision-making, and if those desires getifatestl they can cause a lot of trouble. One man |
knew expressed real anger to me that he had neeardiected to the Elder Board in our church
in St. Louis. It seems to me that an argument cbalthade that the very presence of such an
attitude would disqualify him from serving as amléil.

Even good things can lead to frustrated desirggerdon may wish to sing solos but isn't asked;
or to teach an adult Bible study, but people d@spond; or to build friendships but people don't
seem to return their hospitality. If such disappmients are not handled properly such people
can generate a spirit of contention. And that'snset® be happening to James' parishioners.

Let's face it, friends. Believers are often at wiah each other because they are at war with
themselves. But let's back up one step even ctodbe source of the problem. Believers are
often at war with themselves because . . .

Believersare at war with God. (4-6) Look at verse 4: "You adulterous people, don't you
know that friendship with the world is hatred tod&od? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of
the world becomes an enemy of God." The label tadalis people” seems strange in a passage
addressed to believerstil one realizes that he is probably not referringhysical adultery,
which hopefully is relatively uncommon in the chiurbut rather to spiritual adultery, which is
very common in the church. This is, in fact, a téronrowed from the OT. God had brought
Israel into a covenant relationship with Himselif they had been unfaithful to Him through
idolatry, disobedience, and compromise with theapagultures around them. So the prophets
accused the people of being spiritual adulterers.

James sees the same problem in the church of jwéatamuch fraternizing with the enemy.
Christians don't want to be different; they doréinivto stand out in the crowd; so they borrow
the world's priorities; and they pursue worldlygdares. But what they often fail to consider is
that the world hates their Heavenly Father, andnithey fraternize with the world they stir up
God's jealousy.

Verse 5 is difficult to translate, and your Bibl®bably has several footnotes offering various
translations. | think the best is the NASB translat"God jealously longs for the spirit that He
made to live in us." "Spirit" here is probably @oteference to the Holy Spirit, but rather to the
human spirit, and the point is that God jealoussirés our total allegiance. He is intolerant of



rivalry or unfaithfulness. He will not play secofiddle to anyone. He wants us to ibghe
world but notof it.

Friends, it's nodifficult to be a friend of the world and a friend of Godhet same time; its
impossible! Of course, that doesn't mean it's irgjixds to be a friend of worldly people; rather
one can't be a friend of the world-system—meartmgriorities, its goals, its sensualities, its
securities, its strategies.

Let me just stop here and ask this morning, “Isryove quotient for the world stirring up the
jealousy of God?” Think about your attitude towambsessions, prosperity, security, sports,
pleasure, stewardship, and even church? Are thitselas worldly or are they godly? A
Washington D.C. pastor whose church was attendepiéntly by President Carter in the late
70's received a phone call early one Sunday morti®an you tell me if the President is
expected to attend church today?" "That," the pastently replied, "I cannot promise, but we
do expect God to be here, and we fancy that wilufécient incentive for a reasonably large
attendance." Even in our worship we can be fouglatiing against God.

Now what exactly is the connection between theebelis’ fraternizing with the enemy and thus
stirring up the jealousy of God, on the one hand, @nflict in the church on the other hand? |
think it is this: If we’re not at peace with Godewannot be at peace with ourselves, and if we're
not at peace with ourselves we cannot be at pedhbethers. It's just a vicious cycle.

How do we resolve conflict and achieve peace? (4:7-10)

1. Take God serioudly. Quit fighting and humbly submit to His sovereigmtiol. Verse
7 reads, "Submit yourselves, then, to God." Thetesubmit" is a military term that means "get
into your proper rank." When a buck private adte i general, there is going to be trouble! The
secret is to submit to the sovereignty of an aleyill-loving God. .

2. Take Satan serioudly. Verse 7 says, “Resist the devil and he will fi@en you.” |
believe one of Satan's greatest temptations itethptation to instant gratification, as opposed to
“delayed gratification.” And he uses it even in teirch. We want what we want when we want
it. And Satan loves to see us fight for it. "Resish,” urges James, but we will never resist him
until we take him seriously. We will end up fighgimvith ourselves, with God, or with our
fellow-believers instead of fighting Satan unlesssge the threat he is to our unity and peace in
the church.

3. Takesin seriously. Verse 8 reads, "Come near to God and He will coeze to you."
And how do we draw near? By dealing with the sioum lives. Verse 8 reads, "Wash your
hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, yobtisminded.” Both our hands and our hearts
need cleansing. God requires repentance from hetkstternal behavior (signified by the
"hands") that has resulted in quarrels and fightsthe internal attitude (signified by the "heart")
that has produced it. Deed and disposition are ingportant to God.



And to show his readers that God demands a deefidiesorrow for sin he adds, "Grieve,
mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning) ywur joy to gloom." At first this might
sound like God is some kind of cosmic killjoy, lthis verse has to be balanced with the
hundreds of verses that speak of joy and happeres€elebration that should characterize the
Christian's experience. What James seems to binfigis the casual attitude towards sin that
seems to have invaded so much of the church tdaathose who presume too much on God's
forgiving and merciful nature this passage offemea for a radical, thoroughgoing repentance.
We must take sin seriously.

4. Take prayer seriously. According to James the frustration believers oéeperience
(and which produces many conflicts) is the resufirayer failure. Either we fail to pray at all or
we pray with wrong motives. Look back at the laattof verse 2 and 3: “You do not have
because you do not ask God. When you ask, you deeceive because you ask with wrong
motives.” Clearly what God wants us to do with dasires is to take them to Him in prayer
instead of getting so frustrated that we get aiaguy start fighting.

Let's use as an example a person who wants desiyaxateach an Adult Bible Fellowship.

First, he should pray about that desire—ask Gétkitvould move the people in charge to open

up an opportunity. But he must also examine hisvast Why does he want to teach? Is it
because he's convinced he has the gift of teachénigyBecause he loves to study and prepare? Is
it because he loves people and wants to help tidm&e are all good motives. Or could his
motive be that he's got some pet hobby-horsesrtoramicate or because he's got the gift of gab
or because teachers get a lot of respect andiati@nt

Conclusion: Our passage ends appropriately with the exhortati verse 10, "Humble
yourselves before the Lord, and He will lift you. 0@ humble ourselves before the Lord means
to recognize our own spiritual poverty, to ackna¥ge our desperate need of God's help, and to
submit to his sovereign will for our lives. When g to exalt ourselves and seek our own way,
using natural ability, status, money, intimidatipolitics, manipulation, or any other human
tactic, the result is inevitably destructive coetfin the church.

But when we humble ourselves to seek God's fac&zanks timing for the fulfillment of our
desires, the result is peace. Perhaps the bedus@rc! could offer is found in James 3:17,18:
"But the wisdom that comes from heaven is firsalbpure; then peace-loving, considerate,
submissive, full of mercy and good fruit, imparield sincere. Peacemakers who sow in peace
raise a harvest of righteousness."

Let's pray. Father, we confess that we are crestofreonflict. Help us to know

when to create it, when to avoid it, and when tweat it. Help us to develop a culture of
peacemaking here at First Evangelical Free Chdrcank you most of all for the pecae that
Jesus purchased with You by His death on the CAoasn.



i. That last phrase reminds me of a man who wasrbiily a dog and became violently ill. The
doctor explained, "You've been bitten by a rabid dod you are dying of hydrophobia. There's
nothing | can do for you." The stricken man askadef pencil and paper, then spent a long time
thinking and writing. When he returned from seeamgther patient, the doctor remarked, "You
certainly are making a lengthy will." The patieatarted, "I'm not making my will; I'm making a
list of people I'm going to bite."

ii. Kenneth C. HaugkAntagonists in the Church

iii. Sometimes squeaky wheels can't even tell yoy they're unhappy—-they may just have

personalities that tend to be negative. Larry Osbovrites that . . .
"The natural response is to oil these squeaky veh&eé alter our plans or given them
extra attention in the hope of silencing their icigm. Unfortunately, it seldom works.
Most squeaky wheels keep right on squeaking fanple reason: they don't squeak for
a lack of oil; they squeak because it's their natior squeak. Wise church leaders know
an important paradox: Church harmony is inversediated to the amount of time spent
oiling squeaky wheels(Larry OsborneThe Unity Factoy.



