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DEALING WITH DIFFERENCES

 For hardship does not spring from the soil, nor does trouble sprout from the ground.  Yet
man is born to trouble as surely as sparks fly upward. (Job 5:6-7)  We live in an adversarial society.
People have differences and differences lead to conflicts.  Ever since the "fall" of man and the rupture
of relationships with God, people have been at odds with one another.  Dealing with such differences
is what "interpersonal relationships" are all about.  What we do and how we treat one another can
range from the noble to the despicable.  Certain behaviors are acknowledged by all as being good and
right and proper.  Other behaviors are generally acknowledged as being bad and wrong and improper.
Society should recognize and reward people for the former and punish people for the latter.  For the
extremes of improper behavior, society imprisons the perpetrators.  Between these extremes of the
"noble" and "despicable" are myriads of behavior that define our relationships.

In secular society, governments have laws and enforcement of compliance to these laws is a
means for stabilizing and preserving the society.  Without enforcement improper behavior grows to
the point of anarchy.  We understand the necessity of operating this way and most of us accept the
laws and incorporate the values they represent into our behavior patterns.  When it comes to religious
groups and to the church in particular, we don't always agree on how to handle misbehavior.  In most
of our modern day churches we adopt a style of "conflict avoidance" in such matters.  It is the "head
in the sand" approach.  In the first century church, the apostle Paul took a different approach when
dealing with bad behavior.

2 CORINTHIANS 12:19-21  The church at Corinth was characterized by its failure to
mature.  They operated the church the way the world operates.  There was competitiveness there.
They failed to realize they were "in Christ" and Christ is not divided.  A factionalized church is an
oxymoron; it is a contradiction in terms.  We are to be one in Christ.  They also failed to realized that,
as Christians, Christ was in them and they were not living lives marked by holiness.

Paul learned about the problems in the church and had visited them a second time.  He
approached them in humility, addressed the issues and appealed to them to cooperate and to repent.
Many of those in the church interpreted his approach as weakness.  Questions were raised as to Paul's
authority to tell them anything.  In a subsequent letter to them, Paul reminded them of his call to be
an apostle of Jesus Christ.  As he established his position of authority he did not want the trouble
makers to have the idea he was being  defensive or that he was motivated by selfish pride.  Paul's
admonitions and exhortations were not to strengthen his position nor to establish some sort of
unhealthy control over them but were simply to get them to do what was best for themselves.  It was
entirely for their benefit.

Paul was planning a third visit to Corinth and he wanted the church to stop their arguing and
impurity and get on with the purpose of the church before he arrived.  Their improper behavior was
not something that could be ignored.  If they would not resolve their conflicts, then Paul was
prepared to help them.  Discipline has to be part of church life.  It is something no one likes to do,
but discipline is necessary to have a healthy church.  

2 CORINTHIANS 13:5-10  Jesus taught us to not be hasty in judging others.   He said
"How can you remove the speck in your brother's eye when you have a beam in your own eye?"
Church members at Corinth had been judgmental toward each other and especially toward Paul.  It
was for this reason Paul admonished them to start their judgment with themselves.  Peter warned his
readers "The time is come that judgment must begin at the house of God." (1 Pet 4:17)   The principle
is well established and accepted by those we can trust:  When we are in conflict with others, we must
examine our own position to determine if we are right before we find fault with another person's
position.  How can we know if we are "right?"  When it comes to spiritual matters and the resultant
lifestyle (our walk), we must turn to God's standard for comparison and that is Jesus.  We should not
be comparing ourselves with the "rich and famous" or those who are "down and out"  or even our
neighbor down the street.  We look to Jesus to see if we are "in the faith" as Paul put it.  If we are
"in the faith," then Christ is in us.  Jesus told His disciples He and the Father would come and make
His abode with them; that is, Christ Jesus is in you.  The condition:  "If you love Me."  (John 14:23)



How can we know we love Him?  Jesus had a simple measure, "If you keep my commandments."
The question becomes, "Are we doing what God has told us to do?"

Paul was confident that a serious look by the Corinthians at their behavior would bring
conviction and repentance.  Once they had undergone that self examination in the light of Jesus
Christ, then they would realize the authenticity of Paul's position.

If they did the examination and could conclude that their true self was in alignment with Jesus
and Christ was in them, then they would correct the wrong behavior.  (Sometimes we act as the world
does and realize that is not a true expression of who we are.)  Paul's desire was for them to not do
anything that was wrong, but to always choose the right way.  Sometimes we interpret the actions
of others, conclude they were wrong and use that as an excuse to respond to them in an inappropriate
way.  We are NOT to let others set the conditions as to how we will live.  If we do that, then we have
granted to others the right to control us.

Another consideration Paul addressed was that he was not interested in them doing the right
thing for the sake of his reputation.  Sometimes our children think we are interested in them behaving
properly only because of the way it reflects on us as their parents.  Parents should want their children
to do the right thing because it is best for the children.  Parents delight in well-behaved children who
do not need demonstrated parental authority.  Paul suggested he be delighted if he found the
Corinthians behaving as strong Christians and there would be no need for him to demonstrate the
authority given to him as an apostle of Jesus Christ.  Paul's intent for this stern letter was that they
put their house in order and correct the problems in the church before he arrived.  He was in the
business of building up churches and did not want to have to spend time in corrective discipline.

2 CORINTHIANS 13:11-13  Paul's closing remark  should be the goal and perhaps the creed
for every Christian:  "Aim for perfection."  Do what you know to be right.  If we don't know what
"the right thing" is, then seek God's wisdom in the matter.  Paul advised them to be of one mind.  In
his letter to church at Philippi, he advised them to "Let this mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus."
If we seek to have the mind of Christ on every issue and in every relationship, then we will live in
peace in the church.  Jesus has already promised to be with us if we love Him.  He will keep that
promise.

Our unity in Christ will produce unity among ourselves and result in love for each other that
finds expression in our everyday encounters that all the world can witness.


