Reflections from the Ashes (Lessons Learned from Church Conflict)

Advice for young people. This is advice | never wanted to take — | heard it, but |
did not listen. In my younger years, | was also passionate and driven, tossed
about by every wind and opinion. | was not grounded in the truth but
passionate about true-sounding words. Young person (under 32: let the reader
understand), be quiet, sit in the front church pew, read your Bible, pray for your
congregation and elders, serve your church with every ounce of energy in your
body, and be the first to arrive and the last to leave. Be the best member your
church has — an exemplary member — so that the elders may watch over you
with joy and not with sighing, for that would be of no benefit to you. 1 Peter
5:5: “Likewise, you who are younger, be subject to the elders. Clothe
yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for God opposes the
proud but gives grace to the humble.”

Advice for older people. Be examples. Be like the old mighty oak trees, deeply
rooted in your local church. Spread your branches to provide shade for the
younger generation in times of fire and flame. We young people need bulwarks
that can shield us from the flames of conflict. We need steadfastness. We need
people who act with love and wisdom, not merely with passion, fire, and a lack
of self-control.

Advice for women. Let your words be seasoned with grace. Women, be gentle.
Possess the beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very precious before
God. That is precious before God—not pride, harshness, and a hard spirit. The
temptation for women is often to gossip and sin with the tongue. Paul tells us
that there were women who were not only idle but also gossips and
busybodies, saying things they ought not to say. That temptation remains. But,
there is a better way: the way of grace. Do not speak corruptly; avoid gossip,
idle talk, and meddling. Speak only what is good for building others up, so that
it may give grace to those who hear (Ephesians 4:29). During church conflict,
make sure your words impart grace. During times of flame, speak words that
are like honeycomb: sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.



Advice for older women. Teach younger women to love their husbands and
not to despise other men. Teach them to live without grumbling, to cultivate
gratitude and joy. Be gracious and loving.

Advice for men. Be courageous. Be the men who pray for your church. Be the
men who protect others. Be the men who take responsibility. Be free from
grumbling and argument. Pick up the shovel and the trowel and get to work.
Stop talking, stop complaining, and work.

What standards, weights, and measures are being used? “Differing weights
are an abomination to the Lord, and a false scale is not good” (Proverbs 20:23).
It does not surprise me how many of those who left (and those who stayed)
use two different kinds of weights. The innocent party is often judged by false
standards, unrealistic measures, and idealistic expectations. We make
comparisons that are inappropriate, graceless, and unfounded. We become
ungrateful for what the Lord has given us and we, therefore, create standards
to justify something else that we desire.

Wise counsel. Horatius Bonar wrote: “The love of novelty has shipwrecked
many a soul. The craving for ‘something new’ is not only the desire of the men
of Athens, but also of many in the church of God. They are restless and are
tossed about by various strange teachings. Old truths become commonplace
and unattractive to them. Disputes must sometimes come, just as stumbling
blocks must; but like David’s sharp razor they work deceitfully and are difficult
to handle safely. They often consume love, even when they do not destroy
faith.” I would add that something new always brings excitement, just as the
previous thing once did. The former church was once new and full of fresh joy.
Likewise, the new church will one day become old. The prayer is simply that the
new church does not become the next ‘former church’. Praise for the old
church was once abundant but, in the eyes of some, the steadfast bulwark of
the local church became outdated and no longer suitable for them.

Advice for Christians (and former members). Hope the best for one another.
Hope the best for those who were once the guardians of your soul. Hope the
best for those who have never given you reason to doubt them. Hope the best
for your fallible brothers. Love believes all things and endures all things (1
Corinthians 13:7). The love given to us says, “Lord, let me see my own sin as
greater than my brother’s”. Horatius Bonar said that we often view the sins of



others through a microscope while closing our eyes to our own sin. Let that not
be true of us. Let my brother’s shortcomings be covered by my love. Christians
are often quick to judge one another to destruction. We judge too quickly, with
confidence in our own abilities and without grace for our brothers. Let us not
be quick to judge; let us be quick to show grace and to give one another the
benefit of the doubt. Let us view others’ sins graciously and our own sins
without excuse.

It takes only one spark to start a wildfire. One rebellious spark can set a field
ablaze. Sometimes that can be a good thing when courage is required. It should
be considered courageous that there were men who stood firm during this
period of church conflict. It should be considered cowardly that others were
swept away by every current. At times, | belong to the latter group. The Lord
has shown me that | have feet of clay, that my faith is not as strong as |
thought, that lies can deceive me, and that people can persuade me of an
alternative ‘truth’. My own heart is full of sin, pride, and envy. Thankfully, it is
the Lord who makes us steadfast, not our own strength. The Lord is our
steadfast rock. Praise be to God.

Theological knowledge is not impressive. Theological knowledge, good
arguments, and flattering words are not marks of Christian maturity. True
maturity is growing in love for God and for one another (1 Corinthians 13;
Philippians 2:1-4). Love for God is demonstrated by growing in obedience,
humility, and faithfulness. Love for one another is demonstrated by laying aside
selfishness, pride, and personal desires to serve others.

Church conflict wrecks. It is never pleasant to see people you love destroyed or
to see those you love being harmed. Conflict reveals where our hearts truly
are. “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O
God, you will not despise” (Psalm 51:17). Let every Christian grieve whenever
division occurs in Christ’s body, both locally and globally.

Kumbaya. Three minutes before there was any sign of wildfire, everyone was
sitting together in love singing ‘Kumbaya’. Three minutes after the fire started,
everyone suddenly became church-law experts. The music stopped and true
character emerged. Love, grace, and faithfulness to the body suddenly seemed
unimportant. It became more important to magnify everyone’s shortcomings,
rewrite history, and find fault in everything and everyone. The Holy Spirit brings



things to remembrance. In times of church conflict, let us remember how the
Lord has worked in the past and continues to work today. Let us remember the
good work He began in us and in others. May we be people who walk through
valleys and climb mountains together.

Follow the money. The money trail leads to the fraudulent source. Journalists
often say this and there is much truth in it. It is the world’s near counterpart to
the principle that where our treasure is, there our heart is also. Christians must
be on guard for partial treatment in the church —that is, a fraudulent source.
We are quick to criticise abuses in charismatic churches, yet in our own circles
things are often little different. Wealthy people are treated differently.
Influential people exert power. Proud people carry expectations. While some
people do require different forms of care (see 1 Thessalonians 5:14), James
2:1-4 warns against favouring the rich. Let us not fall into the same pit as the
modern church by handling powerful people with kid gloves. Let us treat
everyone justly, as is pleasing to the Lord.

Conflict, peace, or comfort? The example | have seen from my elders for nine
years has been one of faithfulness — not one of conflict, human peace or
comfort. Over the years, they have practiced church discipline many times
—not because they enjoy conflict, but because they are faithful to their Lord.
They did not choose comfort but the road of faithfulness —and through it,
peace with God. During the church conflict, many people chose between
conflict and peace. Some embraced conflict and, driven by fleshly passions,
sowed discord. Others chose comfort: this was revealed by quick excuses and
quick departures. Still others—few, though they were—chose faithfulness and
thus peace with God. They trusted that the Lord, their banner, would win the
battle. Jehovah Nissi.

Reasons. | have learned that many reasons are given for leaving a church.
There is usually only one true reason: the opportunity simply presented itself.
The wind was strong, the sails were already raised, and the boat was sailing.

Live at peace with everyone. “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to
the wrath of God, for it is written, ‘Vengeance is Mine, | will repay, says the
Lord”” (Romans 12:19). The Lord will repay. As surely as the sun rises tomorrow,
the Lord will do what is right. Believers, trust the Lord and obey Him. Leave



vengeance to Him. Praise the Lord for His steadfast love. He will make right
every wrong and wipe every tear away.

The trenches are full of heroes. While preaching through Philippians, | quoted
John Calvin, who said: “It is in the trenches that enemies become friends.” True
friendships were strengthened during the conflict. Under attack from enemies,
the devil, and even brothers, the bond we shared was refined and
strengthened. In this conflict, | realised that my brothers make me stronger.
When | was weak, | looked to them and learned the way of grace. When
vengeance stirred within me, | looked to them and saw how Christian men
ought to behave.

Elders are heroes. My elders are heroes. The Lord entrusted me to them and, if
they can shepherd a sinner like me, they are excellent guardians indeed. If war
comes and mountains fall, they are the men who will have my loyalty. It is not
an easy task. Most people think they could do a better job than their elders;
most people think highly of themselves. Yet, Scripture commands us to submit
to them and allow them to watch over us with joy (Hebrews 13:17).

The tongue is conflict; the tongue is fire. Whoever can control the tongue is
strong. James 1:19-20 says, “Let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak,
slow to anger; for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness of
God.” Of all sins, those committed with the tongue seemed the most common.
Christian, pay careful attention to your words: you will give an account for what
you say—and write.

Peace with God comes first and peace with one another follows. How can
Christians live otherwise? “We love because He first loved us. If anyone says, ‘I
love God,” and hates his brother, he is a liar (...)”(1 John 4:19-20a). How can we
avoid the peace God gives and despise brothers who love us?

The Lord has worked, and He works all things together for the good of those
who love Him (Romans 8:28). He works for good in those who stir conflict. He
works for good in those who meddle. He works for good in those who leave
and those who stay. He works for good in all His children. Praise the Lord for His
lovingkindness.



Psalm of Conflict

Lord,

Was it friend or was it foe?

Entirely undeserved.

Yet You gave it, just as You give Your grace.
We never asked for it,

Yet You remain good; every gift is a gift indeed.
Lord,

Was it friend or was it foe?

Entirely undeserved.

Yet You gave it—abundant grace.

Your will and Your work.

You began it, and You will complete it.
This work, like silver being refined.

You worked through both.

Whether friend or foe

Friend according to Your will,

Foe according to Your will.

In us You have worked,

Making us steadfast and strong.

All for Your church.

Ferdinand de Bruyn

Originally in Afrikaans:
https://www.heilandenheer.co.za/skryfstukke/oordenkinge-vanuit-die-as
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