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CHAPTER ONE

DIVISION
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People hate Christians. I mean, they REALLY hate us. Not everyone does, of course. But the haters are out there. In American cinema alone, Christians are portrayed as evil, judgmental, hypocritical, money-grubbing, televangelizing, demon-exorcising, phony faith-healing, homophobic, snake-handling hillbillies whose children hang out in abandoned warehouses to drink, smoke, and do crazy dances to Kenny Loggins’ music. I tell ya, people have us pegged! Well, they think they do anyway. So, why all the hatred? There are many reasons, actually. By and large, however, it’s because our behavior on the outside doesn’t always match what we claim is on the inside. If you've ever seen black smoke pouring from a car sporting a bumper sticker that reads, "Protect the Environment," you know what I'm talking about.

Here's another example. Have you ever met someone who falsely claimed to be a doctor? I haven’t either. People just don't do this because of how easy it can be to spot a phony. Within minutes, a Google search or some clever questioning can expose this lie. Should we have this encounter, we may not call their bluff to their face, but we’d surely leave their presence knowing there’s no way that person is a doctor. We’d also be eager to share a laugh about it.

Ok, new question. Have you ever met someone whose claim to be a Christian you seriously doubted? I sure have—more times than I can count, probably. The difference between these two examples is that, while both are engaged in misinformation, one is aware they are lying, and the other believes they are telling the truth. Our reactions to each will differ as well. One is a rare spectacle worth pointing out, and the other is a ho-hum common occurrence that simply isn't worth mentioning.

While this example best describes interactions between believers and nonbelievers, our relationships with tried-and-true Christians have been veering steadily into this territory. Why is this happening? It's happening because we have failed miserably at being a church. If you were to compare two random congregations, the likelihood of them being perfectly aligned would be slim to none. As long as this remains a reality, meeting the criteria outlined in this verse from Philippians just isn't possible.

Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.

Philippians 2:1-2

There are millions of individual churches across the globe, and none of them look exactly alike. Some are enormous and occupy acres of land, while others are rather quaint and may be difficult to spot without driving right past them. And still, some churches may not utilize buildings at all. So, while it's expected that physical churches will be drastically different from one another, their congregations were never to be unique—not when it comes to matters of the heart.

Just as worldly influences are too many to count, there are countless varieties of congregations. And many of them are divided according to how the world has skewed their image of God. Some factors that set them apart may seem rather trivial, such as acceptable attire during worship services. Proper dress, however, can be regarded as a standard of worship that other congregations whose members wear shorts and sneakers just aren't meeting. More extreme factors include blatant deviations from Scripture and corporate rituals as requirements for one's salvation. Congregations like these may believe that only its members may be saved.

When we consider all the factors that fall between these trivial and extreme examples, we see multitudes of different churches with as many divisions among their congregations. I'm sure there's a book out there dedicated to exposing the many church cultures in our world. As for this book, my focus will be on our individual relationships within the church and how the same worldly influences can cause divisions between us. While it's perfectly normal to have an opinion of the things happening in the world around us, the strengths of our opinions often produce more discord than harmony.

In the end time there will be scoffers living according to their own ungodly desires. These people create divisions and are worldly, not having the Spirit.

Jude 1:18-19

The idea that we are in the midst of the end times can be a bit scary. At this, many have incorporated scare tactics in their approach to sharing the gospel. Despite not having any actual stats to serve as proof, I can say with certainty that no one has ever been scared into a loving relationship with God. As Jesus points out on multiple occasions in the Bible, at the time of the end, there will indeed be many who call themselves Christian and who scramble hastily to become active in church at the last minute. Should Jesus give us a week’s notice, you can bet there would be a massive spike in new binge-reading Bible study groups all over the world whose members ignored his first three notices. This behavior merely exposes Jesus as a low priority—the very lowest priority, in fact.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned about us humans, it’s that we don’t procrastinate our hearts’ desires. The things we want get our full attention. And we go after them! We’ll rearrange our schedules, create budgets, and even spend time reading about these things. Our friends will certainly hear about them too. We simply aren’t wired to remain silent about the targets of our excitement. If you pictured a new iPad, a new car, or a new closet renovation in this example, try inserting Jesus instead. What great lengths are you going in your life to become closer to him? I’m sure you noticed the present-tense verb in that question. I added it because salvation is not a one-and-done experience.

Do you recall listening to a new song that you figured to be among your very favorites? Did you never make an effort to hear it again? Of course not. You’ll listen to it and enjoy it for the rest of your life. Should the world lose power and be transformed into the stone age, you’ll be singing that song out loud if you hadn’t been already. While this scenario resembles our salvation, the effort put into it is God’s. He decides the who, what, when, and where. None of us possess a heart for God that He didn’t give to us. At this, we may conclude that those who wait until the last minute to seek God will be motived by fear of missing the boat rather than Jesus.

God uses us to accomplish his work on earth. Striving to be useful to Him is what we’re all called to do. But we must proceed knowing that we are just as expendable as we are helpful in terms of our effectiveness. God uses us, but He doesn’t rely on us for anything. Even on our best days, our praises to Him are marred by our selfish and unforgiving hearts. So it goes without saying that our names didn’t wind up in the book of life because God knew the choices we would make. They are written because of the choice He made. Of the many topics we'll discuss together, this is one that we absolutely cannot afford to be divided over. Not even a little.

The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything.

Acts 17:24-25

As for why I chose to tackle subject matter that stands to get people all riled up, I can honestly say that this undertaking was not a decision I made. Just as the Holy Spirit led me away from writing my second book first, He showed me that there was a need for this teaching above what I had initially planned to write about. As much as I like to keep my material lighthearted and fun to read, it's a bit heartbreaking to see how this topic hits so close to home. And I feel it will for you as well. Even so, I'll try not to be a total downer. After all, there is indeed a bright side to all of this. And his name is Jesus.

As we begin this journey together, I pray that we will allow God's Spirit to speak to us and expose the elements in our lives that we've allowed to keep us from loving one another. As we go along, if at any time you feel I’m moving too fast, let me know and I’ll try and add some extra space between the words. Whatever I can do to help. Lastly, I must confess that, as of now, this is the only chapter I've written. Don't worry, though. I'm sure I will have completed the others by the time you begin each one.
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CHAPTER TWO

CONVICTION
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In the previous chapter, we looked at how our character can become tarnished when we make claims about ourselves that our actions clearly refute. Not only can this behavior impact the way we see each other as believers, but also how nonbelievers see God. But what if the conflict we detect between one's words and actions is only in our minds? What if there's no actual moral clash going on? More often than you might think, there is no clash. No, we're not delusional. We may simply have misperceived the presence of conflict. This can occur during conversations with people whose feelings toward a topic are not as strong as ours. These feelings we have are called convictions. And not all of us, Christians included, share the same ones. When we fail to recognize this, we begin to perceive others with different convictions as hypocrites.
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