GOD’S GOALS AND OUR GOALS

It is God’s will that none should perish but that all should have everlasting life. It is also God’s will that Christians should live and work in love and harmony with one another. Ideally, these two goals should wonderfully complement each other, but experience has shown us that this is seldom the case. 

There may be some Christian somewhere, who seeks the salvation of the lost with all his heart, soul, time, gifts and energy, but if there is, he or she is very lonely and must have great difficulty fellowshipping with other believers. And there just may be some Christian somewhere out there, who seeks a harmonious relationship with his brothers and sisters with all his heart, soul, time, gifts and energy, but if there is such a person, he or she probably has little time for soul winning. 

The first individual described above may perhaps reach all men with the gospel, but few would respond if they don’t witness warm fellowship and love among fellow believers. The second individual may love everybody so that the scriptural claim is proven true: “By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one for another,” but the lost need to know more than that! No sick person was ever healed simply by recognizing that the people who work in hospitals are doctors and nurses.

What is the solution to this dilemma? The New Testament gives us the answer. We are not first and foremost to focus in on God’s goals for mankind, but to set our focus on HIM and His Son, Jesus Christ! If we seek HIS glory and seek to do HIS will, then we can accomplish whatever HE desires to do in and through us. As members of the body of Christ, each of us is different, yet when we seek to glorify the head, which is Christ, everything fits properly. Most of us have bodies with two eyes, two hands, two feet and two ears, but one is for the right side and one for the left side of the body. What a perfect illustration for the body of Christ! Some members may use their gifts to strengthen relationships, while others are involved more in outreach. Our mouth, mind, heart and reproductive organs are singular. Does that tell us anything? Certainly, we can carry a parable too far and should not draw upon them for doctrine, but this analogy has proved very helpful in understanding the church.

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service.  And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God.  For I say, through the grace given unto me, to every man that is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think; but to think soberly, according as God hath dealt to every man the measure of faith.  For as we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office: So we, being many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another.  Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is given to us, whether prophecy, let us prophesy according to the proportion of faith;  Or ministry, let us wait on our ministering: or he that teacheth, on teaching;  Or he that exhorteth, on exhortation: he that giveth, let him do it with simplicity; he that ruleth, with diligence; he that sheweth mercy, with cheerfulness.  Let love be without dissimulation. Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that which is good.  Be kindly affectioned one to another with brotherly love; in honour preferring one another;  Not slothful in business; fervent in spirit; serving the Lord;  Rejoicing in hope; patient in tribulation; continuing instant in prayer;  Distributing to the necessity of saints; given to hospitality.  Bless them which persecute you: bless, and curse not.  Rejoice with them that do rejoice, and weep with them that weep.  Be of the same mind one toward another. Mind not high things, but condescend to men of low estate. Be not wise in your own conceits.  Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men.  If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. (Romans 12:1-18)

When we look at all the admonishments in this passage, it should become clear to us that no single believer can do all these things all the time! The key statement is underlined. The following graphical illustrations show how the above works:
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We always aim higher than the target in order to hit it, for we are aiming at God’s target, not our own.. 

GOD’S RULES AND OUR RULES

The Bible gives us a clear and concise three-point outline for God’s will for man: 

1) God seeks man’s repentance of wickedness 

2) God desires fellowship with man

3) God desires for man to accept and do his will (as revealed in his Word and by the Holy Spirit)

God’s plan of salvation is very simple and uncomplicated. He desires to restore that which man lost when he turned away from God: a good conscience, fellowship with God, and the ability and power to cope successfully with life – eternally! 

Separated from God, man can only live according to the flesh (his human nature). Through conversion, the Holy Spirit is restored to us, enabling and empowering us to meet life’s challenges victoriously. The apostle Paul explained this to the Roman Christians as living according to the flesh or spirit.

One could perhaps rightfully conclude by this that only spirit-filled Christians are truly capable of successfully meeting life’s complex challenges, but it would be grossly inaccurate to say that they actually do! Becoming a Christian certainly does not bring automatic success or victory in every situation of life. Nor does receiving the Holy Spirit render our natural creative abilities, logical thinking and physical gifts vestigial. Unfortunately many Christians tend to one of two extremes: Either they continue to rely largely or even solely upon the flesh rather than seeking spiritual direction for solutions to life’s problems; or they expect the Holy Spirit to do what they themselves could and should do with the gifts and natural abilities with which we were endowed in creation.

We (I am assuming that the reader agrees with me) profess that the Church is, according to Scripture, the spiritual body of Christ. Christ is the head, who gives leadership and each believer serves him as an integral member of the body. So much for the doctrinal aspect. Now comes the difficult part: If this is true, then why do we have more than one church? Why does every individual church denomination or local body of believers, organized or not,* have  its own set of rules, regulations, constitution and bylaws, doctrinal statement or covenant? Why is there a membership list and why written conditions for membership? Why do we have church leaders? I am not an opponent of the above mentioned things, but want to generate some good healthy thinking on this subject. The obvious answer to my questions is that what the Bible describes as the church of Jesus Christ and what we call the church of Jesus Christ are not one and the same thing. Christ sees his church as it really is, but we know the church only for what we perceive it to be. Even with the Holy Spirit, we are not “as God” nor do we see as God sees. 

We believers must learn to recognize that there are many human elements in our local churches, denominations and Christian organizations. Gospel Missionary Union has many rules and guidelines which are not Bible teachings. Whoever drew these up, probably considered biblical principles and even prayed about them, but  they were never intended to be equated with scriptural teaching. Generally, these human inventions are designed as crutches, stimulators, aids or expeditors which help keep members of the organization or church focused on its main purposes and priorities. Even memorizing the entire Bible would not suffice to keep us on target. An organization’s rules and regulations, constitution and bylaws, conditions for membership and even the name can be quite helpful in clarifying its main purpose. They can eliminate the need for long debates, are helpful for new members, for simplifying complicated matters, for settling frequently raised questions once and for all by making a precedent application etc. 

As in traffic laws, there are two categories of rulings and regulations. One category is designed to be helpful to normal, sensible drivers while the other category is designed for problem drivers. Crosswalks, traffic lights and the ruling that we drive on the right (or left if in England or Japan) are examples of the former. They are simple expedients, without which chaos would result. Laws against drunken driving, speed limits and solid no passing lines in curves are examples of the
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* There are Christians, who attempt to be the body of Christ here on earth without any further definition. They reject names, membership lists and claim that the Bible is their only rule book. This sounds great on the surface, but there are great difficulties in implementing the concept. Because Christians are not purely spirit beings, membership of the body must take on a physical form. Whether that body is one person or a thousand, it includes physical characteristics that in no way are representative of the body of Christ as defined in the New Testament. What each Christian is, has, does, says and thinks is part of the person and thus part of the group. If one member of the body is in any way imperfect, then our contention that we are the body of Christ can be called into question. 

All such groups that I am familiar with are extremely exclusive by nature and have difficulty fellowshipping with anyone outside of their group. They also tend to be extremely legalistic and regimental - more structured and exactly defined than the churches they criticize. 
latter. A good driver would not need these in most cases. The corrective type laws should be kept to a minimum in a Christian organization. If a Christian does something which is obviously and clearly wrong, he or she needs special counseling and discipline rather than a citation from the rule book.  Still such rulings are needed as a warning or reminder for Christians who often stray from the straight and narrow way. Rules and regulations in themselves are not evil or wrong, but must be interpreted, viewed, reviewed and if necessary, changed or renewed in the same manner in which they were conceived; i.e. carefully and prayerfully, by spiritually endowed and otherwise qualified Christians. These human inceptions must be periodically and carefully scrutinized in the light of scriptures and sometimes reformulated, updated, changed, replaced or even eliminated. Neglecting this can lead to spiritualizing of that which is profane, equating it with scriptural truth. This has happened in many Christian denominations and organizations and is actually equivalent to worshipping tradition. Some criteria in this periodical examination process are as follows: 

1. New enlightenment: Sometimes, a ruling or statement was formulated by persons who misunderstood the Scriptures or situation  Ex.: A church may have required a certain form of baptism for membership, which it no longer sees as scriptural.

2. Clarification: There are times when a rule needs to be clarified because of misunderstanding. Ex.: Our home church has been growing, and recently voted to start two Sunday morning worship services. A trustee who openly stated his preference for a building expansion, called the vote unconstitutional. The church constitution stated that the church shall always have two Sunday services. Another business meeting had to be called to determine whether the original intent of this rule was to limit the number of services or to prevent the church from dropping back to one service. 

3. Response to new situations: A new location, technology, expansion or other factors cam cause rulings to become obsolete or require a new ruling. Ex.: Statement of position regarding charismatic or ecumenical movements.

4. New or different emphasis, program or philosophy: Ex.: A downtown church may find that its outreach must be more evangelistic and include social work among the impoverished lower classes.

Certainly, there is much more to this, but I haven’t had time to think any further on the subject. I hope that this may be helpful in determining God’s will and making rules which are helpful in accomplishing our purpose as a mission.

Ralph Harvey, February 17, 1996
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