A Walk with the Wise Exploring Conflict (Part 1)
The study to which we return after the break for Advent and the new year is this sermon by Jesus' half-brother, James (perhaps delivered while he served as a leader in the church at Jerusalem); written down and distributed as a letter to at least one other church; and placed by the Holy Spirit into the NT as the written word of God. The overarching title of this series is "A Walk with the Wise." James was recognized in the church as a wise counselor. In the early years following Christ's ascension, the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost, and the birth of the church, a dispute arose between two factions. We read about this dispute in the opening verses of Acts 15.
Acts 15:1–5 (ESV) But some men came down from Judea [to Antioch] and were teaching the brothers, “Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” 2 And after Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to the apostles and the elders about this question. 3 So, being sent on their way by the church, they passed through both Phoenicia and Samaria, describing in detail the conversion of the Gentiles, and brought great joy to all the brothers. 4 When they came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by the church and the apostles and the elders, and they declared all that God had done with them. 5 But some believers who belonged to the party of the Pharisees rose up and said, “It is necessary to circumcise them and to order them to keep the law of Moses.” 
[Please access the PowerPoint file with this message to view a map that reviews the geography of the Jerusalem Council described in this passage]
About this dispute, one historian noted, "Before his conversion, Paul belonged to the party of the Pharisees....He now faces this same party in a Christian context. But the Christianity of these Pharisees is overshadowed by their emphasis on the Mosaic law. They assert that the development of the church can take place only when believers adhere to all the stipulations of the Old Testament. They virtually demand that every Gentile become a Jew before he can be a Christian." For our immediate purposes we note that James provided the leadership in the resolution of this conflict. He gets the last word. 

Acts 15:13 (ESV) After they [spokesmen for both sides of the issue] finished speaking, James replied, “Brothers, listen to me...."

Here was a man who was younger than Jesus (who was Mary’s firstborn son), still in his thirties at this point. He had not followed Christ until after the resurrection so he lacked some seniority with other apostles. Yet he steps up to take charge at a moment of crisis. What strong leadership. James was no stranger to conflict. And he saw the value of wisdom in resolving conflict in a God-glorifying way. As we read his sermon-letter, we catch some obvious hints that conflict was a prominent problem in the early church. Since I'm planning to spend this week and next exploring what James teaches about conflict, let's take a few moments to measure how rampant the problem is.

A Context of Conflict (Signs of Strife in James)

•James 1:19–21 
Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger; 20 for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of God. 21 Therefore put away all filthiness and rampant wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word, which is able to save your souls. 

James counsels "slowness to anger." Those who are quick to hear will put away filthiness and rampant wickedness (hostility, violence, used as synonym for “malice” in 1 Corinthians 5:8). In this cleansed posture, one is like a soil ready to receive the wisdom of the word implanted which is able to bring wholeness and vitality to the soul and save it from anger.

• 2:1-13

Partiality/prejudice accompanies a spirit of class rivalry (1-4). The rich oppress and drag people into court to settle disputes (6). The opposite is mercy (13) which triumphs over the kind of judgment exacted by the legal system which ruins relationships.

• 3:1-12

The tongue is an instrument of conflict. We use it in conflict to curse people (9-10). It is a restless evil (8), stirring up strife.

•James 4:11/ James 5:9

James 4:11 (ESV) Do not speak evil against one another, brothers…. James 5:9 (ESV) Do not grumble against one another, brothers, so that you may not be judged; behold, the Judge is standing at the door. 

James warns against speaking evil and grumbling against each other, evidence that such problems existed among believers.

•5:1-6
The working poor have a legitimate dispute with the rich who rob them. James tells them to be patient and wait for the Lord's coming (5:7). The rich's treatment of the poor amounts to murder (6).

One thing we can conclude from this survey is that we should not be surprised when there is conflict in the church. But the fact that it happens is no reason to think it’s right or reasonable. We should not become complacent about conflict. Living in Kansas, we know that in winter the snow is going to fall. When it does it is going to make roads hazardous. We cannot pretend there is no snow. Nor can we stay home and not drive until spring. Instead, we support systems to clear the roads well so that we can drive safely despite potentially dangerous conditions. Snow is like conflict. James is not about to let the church get comfortable with it. He deals with it head on in the opening of chapter 4.

Tackling Conflict Head-On (James 4:1-3)

James 4:1–3 (ESV) What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? 2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. 3 You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.
That there is serious conflict in the churches to which James writes is evident. There are quarrels and fights. Both refer to actual physical struggles as well as verbal battles. Two near synonyms back to back emphasize the seriousness of the dilemma. James uses two general terms to refer to any and every kind of conflict that arises when even Christians try to live together in close relationship.

I visited Hays this week and had reason to be in the building where North Oak Community Church worships. That church's senior pastor is Ken Ediger, who served for several years as an associate here at Grace. I looked through the literature rack at the church and noticed a brochure entitled, "Church Conflict Resolution Covenant." Given my study for this week, the title grabbed my attention. So I grabbed a copy. This was a document prepared by the Faith and Life Commission of the Mennonite Bretheren Church. The very first sentence of this covenant reads, "As fellow members of the body of Christ, we understand conflict between people is inevitable."

There was great encouragement in this. Christians can falsely conclude that because we are saved by the love of Christ and called to live out that love, conflict will not occur in the body of Christ. But the history of the church revealed in the New Testament documents tempers our expectations. Christians also believe strongly in the reality of ultimate truth. There is right and wrong. People are not free to create designer moralities. But this means that when conflict does arise in the church, it will tend to be more heated because there is more at stake. We believe that there are right and wrong positions.

Who's Fighting?

James clearly states that the fighting here is "among you" (1). "You" refers to the people in the various churches springing up probably in the regions around Jerusalem. James refers to them as "brothers" at the very outset of the letter sermon in 1:2.

James 1:2 (ESV) Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds.

The footnote in the English Standard Version for the word "brothers" is helpful here. It reads, "Or brothers and sisters. The plural Greek word adelphoi (translated “brothers”) refers to siblings in a family. In New Testament usage, depending on the context, adelphoi may refer either to men or to both men and women who are siblings (brothers and sisters) in God’s family, the church....[italic added]" He calls the beloved in 1:16
James 1:16 (ESV) Do not be deceived, my beloved brothers. 

He will use the term “brother(s)” sixteen more times in this short five-chapter book. He's referring to those who have made a profession of faith in Jesus Christ and openly identified with a local church. In verse 1 of chapter 4, James asks and answers a question about the source of their conflict.

James 4:1 (ESV) What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you?

He points the finger of blame at "passions" or evil pleasures which are at war, literally, “in your members.” If you have a New American Standard Bible this morning, you see that it retains the more literal translation in last part of verse 1.

James 4:1 (NASB95) What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not the source your pleasures that wage war in your members? 

Notice something interesting in the parallel between two phrases. The first question ends with "among you." The second ends with "in your members?" In the language of the NT, the word for "among" and "in" are the same word. The second question (as many commentators have pointed out), could naturally read, "Is not the source your passions that wage war among your members?" You can almost guess the interpretive debate that arises. Is James talking about battles going on among the parts of an individual or is he meaning among members of a church? For a number of reasons (which I will not enumerate here) I take the second option. The word "members" refers to individual members of a local Christian fellowship. Someone asks, “Does it really matter what the word "members" refers to?” On the one hand it doesn't because, however you understand “members,” it is clear that Christians are fighting and the source is their personal passions which definitely reside within individuals. But for two reasons it is significant that James describes conflict as occurring “among your members" meaning church members.

The first is that this is a clear reference in the NT of people referred to as church members. Some people think that the idea of local church membership was invented in the last century and not found in the Bible. Here would be a clear example to the contrary. This comes in addition to the many passages which speak of churches having lists, having a certain number, having a majority, and churches knowing who are outsiders and who are insiders. The Bible does not give us specific instructions about how to organize the membership of a local church. But there is clear and compelling evidence that churches in the New Testament had a specific group of people who belonged to that church. They form the brotherhood to which James is writing. The second reason that makes this significant is that James writes about "your" members. Conflict is not just an individual problem, it is a church problem. The church as a whole cannot wash her hands of it as if it were a merely private matter. Conflict affects the community. And just as the church in Jerusalem answered the call for help from the church in Antioch with the conflict over the law, so every church has a responsibility to help her members resolve conflicts in a godly way. That's what we'll be studying through next week's message. The church is not responsible for solving every problem but for providing help for God's people to resolve their conflicts.

This morning's message reinforces the reality of conflict and clearly identifies its source. James insists that conflict comes not from outside circumstances or other people but from our own sinful passions. We do the wrong things because we want the wrong things. We get angry when our expectations go unmet. Conflict goes unresolved because we each insist that our interests must be met. Resolving conflict is not about changing behavior but about changing desires. We have to want different things before we do different things. We want our way instead of God's way. That must change. D.A. Carson, commenting on these opening verses of chapter 4 writes, "God’s goal is not to give human beings what their own impulses demand; his goal is that human beings will learn to love what he loves. It is not that God does not want people to have pleasure, but that he wants to train them to take pleasure in what he knows is truly good." 
If I want what only other people can give me, whether it's power, approval, love, wealth, or security then I will get angry when I don't get what I want. But when I want what God wants, and what I want are the things that only He can supply, then I don't have to demand that other satisfy me. 

What's Missing?

So what's missing? What does God want for me that I don't have? What does he want me to gain in order to deal with conflict with others. "You do not have because you do not ask," James says (4:2). But ask for what? He has just said that we desire the wrong things. So he cannot mean that we should ask God for wrong things. Rather he means we do not have wisdom. At the close of chapter 3 James has described wisdom from above, from God.

James 3:17 (ESV) But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere.

This heavenly wisdom comes with all the character and skills we need to resolve conflict. We'll delve into these more next week. But at least we have some sense of what we are missing when it comes to resolving conflict in a godly way. Sometimes we think we're asking for wisdom from God but we have the wrong motive.

James 4:3 (ESV) You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. 

We're asking for the false wisdom of this world. James has just declared that this fake wisdom is merely another example of being driven by sinful desires. It only leads to more conflict
James 3:14–15 (ESV) But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, do not boast and be false to the truth. 15 This is not the wisdom that comes down from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. 

Where's the Solution?

Next week we'll focus on how to pursue the solution to conflict. That seems appropriate for the week when our nation remembers the contribution of Martin Luther King as a champion for non-violence. But what we've learned this morning is significant.

1. Wherever you find people, even in the church, you will find conflict.

2. The church must create a culture for biblical conflict resolution.

3. The source of conflict is not external but internal.

4. The solution for conflict is not natural but supernatural.

Planting the Seeds of Peace at Grace

One of the ways I hope to help Grace Baptist encourage conflict resolution is to form a peacemaking team here at the church. A Peacemaking Team provides instruction, counsel, and assistance in helping church members resolve conflict. Much of the team's work happens in one-to-one conflict coaching as team members help someone in conflict understand and act upon God's perspective. We are currently seeking applications for those who would like to serve on the Peacemaking Team. Those applications are available in Fellowship Hall. We are asking applicants to complete the application by the end of this month. In February, Frank and Loida Leone, me, and another elder will conduct interviews to select four members for the team. We will present those to the elders and the congregation in March. The team will then be available to help the people of Grace Baptist in the conflicts that will inevitably arise. The team does not take over conflict resolution. Rather it encourages the members of the church to live in the blessing of obedience to Christ by following his path to conflict resolution.

Ultimately, this is a message about the gospel because the gospel is a message of peace for those in conflict with God and others.

Isaiah 52:7 (ESV) How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him who brings good news,  who publishes peace, who brings good news of happiness, who publishes salvation, who says to Zion, “Your God reigns.”

When we as the people of God live to make peace among ourselves we testify to the power of the gospel that brings peace with God. Jesus Christ is our Peace.
