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Titus 3:9-15  Division in the Church
Our reading from Titus this morning touches on an issue that at some time or other, is pertinent to every Christian church. That issue is division within a community of faith. 
Paul and Titus had introduced Christianity to Crete - a rather decadent island in the Mediterranean.  Paul moved on, and left Titus behind to consolidate and strengthen the fledgling Church.  Titus was to appoint elders – that is, leaders in the church - and to instruct the various groups within the church how to live in a way that brought honour to God. 

However, poor Titus had his hands full.  There was a group within the church who were passionate about their ancestry.  There were others – mainly Jews – who were passionate about the Jewish Law.  Inevitably, there were clashes of priorities, and these clashes were threatening the unity of the church.
So Paul advises Titus how to deal with people who were being divisive in the Church, and who were therefore threatening its unity. 

Listen again to v9 &10:

…Don’t have anything to do with stupid arguments about ancestors. And stay away from disagreements and quarrels about the Jewish Law. Such arguments are useless and senseless. Warn troublemakers once or twice. Then don't have anything else to do with them.

A problem that EVERY church faces at some time is the problem of division. 

The young church in Crete - like so many churches today - had to deal with difficult people, who if left unchecked, could divide the church.  Paul advised Titus to take action. Such people were to be warned twice, and then shunned, if they persisted in their divisive behaviour.  Why was Paul so concerned about this?

Let me tell you a story. When we were first married, we belonged to a small but wonderful rural church - we felt just so blessed to be part of it.  It was warm and caring, the teaching was great, and people shared their lives and their gifts with one another.  
It broke my heart some years later (after we’d moved away) to hear what had happened to our beloved church.  A new person came to the church who was a very impressive sort of person.  He was intelligent, charming, knowledgeable, a great communicator and a born leader.  It wasn't long before he was sharing in the preaching.  The trouble was, it soon became evident to some members of the leadership, that his theology was a little off.  But this man firmly believed what he was teaching, and wasn't going to give an inch. He managed to persuade a good number of the congregation that he was right and the rector and others were wrong.  

The story has a sad ending.  The problem wasn't resolved. He finally left the church, and took more than a third of the congregation with him.  They started another church a few kilometres down the road.  
The Bible speaks of Christ's church as His body.  When something like that happens - it's like an amputation!  You learn to adjust, as you would if you lost an arm or an eye, but you're never the same again. And so it was with our little church - it's still going, but it's part time and it’s scarred. 
Paul was very aware of how damaging division is to the people of God and their message.

Let's have a closer look at this problem of division: why it happens, and how we can avoid it.  It's helpful to think of 3 "D's".  (Difference, Disagreement and Division). 

*Difference: I know I don't have to convince you that we're all different - difference is Inevitable.  We have different backgrounds, different upbringings, and consequently different values.  The things that are important to one person, aren’t necessarily important to someone else.
When we lived in the Wollongong area, there was a neighbouring church that decided to look at selling their church and moving in to the RSL club across the road. Their reasoning was that it would provide far greater resources, and a much more appealing environment from which to minister to the unchurched in their area. It was a great idea. Very Scriptural. But was it universally accepted?  It certainly was not.  There were people who found it very difficult to leave the church building they had known and loved and to worship in a club.  They worked it out, but not without pain, and not without amputation.  There were people who packed up and left.
Why would there not be a complete consensus of opinion?? It's because we are as diverse as the stars in the sky. Our personalities are different, our upbringings are different, our values are different. No two people have the same level of Biblical knowledge or spiritual maturity. Which leads us to our second "D".


*Disagreement:  Differences often lead to disagreement.  Not always - but often.  When there is a dispute, our natural tendency is to take sides.  We cannot help but have an opinion, though we may not always voice that opinion. This then, may lead us to our 3rd "D".


*Division:  I say, may, because disagreement doesn't have to always lead to division. It often does, but it doesn't have to.  A division is a disagreement which is not resolved.  

What is the proper way to handle a disagreement, which is potentially divisive in a church?  Paul's advice to Titus in verse 10 was to go to the person concerned, and warn them, twice if necessary, and then as a last resort, shun him if he or she persisted in this divisive behaviour.  

Now Let's stop right there for a minute.               

 Paul is NOT suggesting that every time two people disagree with each other in a church, they are in danger of being excluded from fellowship.  We need to take this verse in the context of the letter as a whole. The letter of Titus is about a call to Holy Living.  This action Paul speaks about is in fact a last resort!

Throughout the letter, Paul instructs Titus to call the people to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives.
Being godly means having a character like God's.  It means living by the commandments as Jesus summarised them - to love God with all your heart, mind soul and strength, and - here's the crunch - it means to love your neighbor as yourself. 

If we lived the way Paul taught, division would NEVER HAPPEN! There would always be unity. We could spend weeks looking at the implications of what it means to love your neighbor as yourself - but in terms of avoiding division it means this. 

· It means putting the other person first. 

Phillipians 2:3 says: Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. 

· It means submitting to one another.

Ephesians 5:21 says: Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

· It means not insisting on your own way

1 Cor 13:5 (in the Good News Bible) says: Love does not insist on it's own way.

Looking at our 3 "D's", we are obviously different, and therefore are likely to disagree - but must we divide?                                        
 If we find ourselves faced with something we disagree with, we have two options, don't we?  

· We can stick to our guns, convinced we are right,  that  it would be the worst possible thing for the church to go in this particular direction. And if a decision is made which we disagree with, we might even leave the church, feeling miffed or hurt - and we become an amputation!

· OR we can not insist on our own way; we can submit to one another out of reverence for Christ; we can see that we do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit; we can consider others better than ourselves. 
 And incidentally - that could mean that a controversial decision might go either way.

In the short time I've been at this parish, I've grown to just love it. But here – just like in any other parish – we’re not immune to disagreement.  In any church, undercurrents of discontent ebb and flow, and each time such an undercurrent flows, it is potentially divisive. 

These undercurrents will usually revolve around some element of change…..it may be over something like a change in service time, or a change in the music, or a change of policy, or a change of leadership.  

Incidentally…. How many Anglicans does it take to change a lightbulb?  The answer?  CHANGE!!!!??   We don't handle change very well…..

So THIS is how we avoid division, and preserve unity among us.  We honour God, and put others first - and it’s tough!  In fact, it's completely contrary to our human nature and the way we normally work.  
But God does not ask us to do the impossible. Unity is his heart’s desire for his church. And where God wills, God enables.
Let's not allow our differences, - which may lead to disagreement -  cause division amongst us! Instead, let's seek to live by the standards Christ lays before us, in the power of His Spirit.  
​​As the psalmist says, How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity! (Ps 133:1)

Let's pray…

