HANDLING CONTROVERSY IN THE LOCAL CHURCH

The Great Commission is the heartbeat of the Almighty and the local church should be focused on fulfilling it. If our energies and passions are directed towards its fulfilment, we will not have energy left for conflict and problems. God expects believers to dwell together in unity so that He can bestow His blessings upon them (Psalm 133:1-3). However, and quite unfortunately, offences, controversy, conflicts arise in the local church. The local church is expected to be such a repository of wisdom that these challenges should easily be resolved (1 Corinthians 6:1-8).

More often than not, the way such issues are handled causes a lot of setbacks for the local church – animosity between brethren, factions crying foul, others asserting the church has compromised, a lot of religious gossips in the local church, the pulpit is turned into a launching pad for firing missiles, accusations and counter accentuations, pressure is mounted on external leadership to do something etc.

There is a biblical way to handle controversies in the church. Acts chapter 15 is a case in point. A lot of wisdom, patience and maturity is needed if the outcome is to be beneficial.

EVALUATING FROM DIVINE PERSPECTIVES

2 Corinthians 3:6; 1 Samuel 8:1-5; 2:1-30; 4:1-20; 21:6; Matthew 12:1-5; Exodus 35:3; 2 Samuel 12:9-14,19
A little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Too many believers jump into hasty conclusions without evaluating the issue from divine perspectives. Their limited knowledge and understanding leads them to false conclusions.

Forgiveness for example has two parts – temporal and eternal consequences. Forgiveness of sins deals primarily with the eternal consequences of sin while the temporal consequences of sin can still take its toll upon our lives.

God forgave David for his adultery with Bathsheba (eternal consequence of sin) but the child from the adulterous relationship still died (temporal consequence of sin) (2 Samuel 12:9-14,19). God forgave Moses for not sanctifying Him before Israel (eternal consequence of sin) but he was still not allowed to get into Canaan (the temporal consequence of sin) (Numbers 20:10-12; Deuteronomy 31:1,2; 3:25-27; 4:21,22; 1:37).

Samson was forgiven (eternal consequence) but he still died an untimely death in the prison of the Philistines (temporal consequence of sin) (Judges 16:1-31).
Only priests are allowed to eat the showbread. However David and his men did and were not charged for transgression (1 Samuel 21:6; Matthew 12:1-4).
It is not allowed to kindle fire on the Sabbath, but the priests do and are guiltless (Exodus 35:3; Matthew 12:5).

The Sabbath is meant to be a day of rest yet one of the days that Israel went round Jericho must have been a Sabbath. How come?  (Joshua 6:1-20).
Adam and Eve were forgiven. God made atonement for them but they were driven out of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:8-24).
All the above are just to show that we cannot look at issues superficially. We need to give deep consideration to matters. We need to consider the spirit of the word and not just the letter of the word (2 Corinthians 3:6).
“An eye for an eye” was a law given in order to restrain people from doing evil. Israel turned it into legislation for revenge (Exodus 21:24; Leviticus 24:20).

Samuel’s children were taking bribes but because Samuel did not know about it, God did not hold Samuel accountable for it (1 Samuel 8:1-5).

Eli’s children were desecrating God’s worship but because Eli knew and did not take appropriate action, God held him accountable (1 Samuel 2:1-30; 4:1-20).

ENSURING AND FOSTERING DIVINE PEACE

1 Corinthians 14:33; 6:1-8; James 3:13-18; Philippians 4:7; Colossians 3:15; Ephesians 4:3; Hebrews 12:14; 1 Thessalonians 5:13; 2 Thessalonians 3:16; Matthew 5:9; 1 Peter 3:11; Psalm 120:7; 35:20
Controversy is a potential source of trouble and acrimony in the local church. However we need to remember that God is not the author of confusion but of peace as in all children of the saints (1 Corinthians 14:33).
We must ensure that the controversy is resolved biblically, peacefully. This calls for consideration and occasionally to “suffer wrong” (1 Corinthians 6:1-8).

The wisdom that comes from heaven is FIRST peaceable (James 3:13-18). If the peace of God rules in our hearts, we will be agents of peace (Philippians 4:7; Colossians 3:15; Ephesians 4:3; 1 Thessalonians 5:13; 2 Thessalonians 3:16). Blessed indeed are the peacemakers for they shall be called the children of God (Matthew 5:9).

As much as it lies with us we are to live and settle things peaceably with ALL men although some people are by nature quarrelsome (Hebrews 12:14; James 3:18; 1 Peter 3:11; Psalm 120:7; 35:20). May the God of peace give this local church peace (2 Thessalonians 3:16).

Times of controversy are not the times to fragment the church into opposing groups throwing verbal stones at one another. It is a time to unite together to silence the enemy.

EMPOWERING FOR DEFINITE PROGRESS

1 Corinthians 14:33,40; 3:1-9; Numbers 12:1-16; Joshua 7:10-13,26; 8:1; 2 Corinthians 2:11; Acts 15:1-36
Solving problems makes us wiser. Overcoming challenges makes us stronger. Resolving controversies in the local church should empower the church for definite progress – we are wiser the next time around, know how to prevent future occurrences of the same controversy, understand the wiles of the Devil in wanting to use it as a wedge between believers etc.

Overcoming temptations makes us spiritually stronger. Every conquest emboldens us for further battles.

When the controversy has been resolved, discipline can be meted out to those at fault if it is warranted. There are believers who have the opinion that every controversy must end in certain discipline. It is not always so. To be so dogmatically persuaded will lead to serious conflict in the church.

Miriam and Aaron gossiped. Miriam was disciplined immediately but Aaron’s discipline was postponed till a future date (Numbers 12:1-16).
Personal Notes

