The Church in Crisis

Edward O. Bragwell, Sr.

| have asermontitled “Crisesin theJeusalem Church”
that| preach from timeto time. It is based on noesthd |
tookon a sermoi heard brother Clnton Hamilton preah
mary years ag. It pointsto severakrisesfaced bythe first
congregatiomf Christians everThe purposef that sermon
is threefold:1) to show that even té Lord’s chuch under
the persond guidance of the apasties had problems and 2)
churdesof Chrig in every geneationhawe had poblemsto
solveandovercome and 3hat ly studying how Jersalem
weatleredits aises we ca learnto deal withthe crises &
they come to churches today.

A study of church history, from its beginning until the
preentwill reved thatthe Lord’s church hasnever flour-
ished for any exterded length of time without facing a
serious crisisThe resultof eachmajor crisis has been that
alargesegmenof brethren(individuals aml congregations)
have gone ito apstasy At times @ostasyhas been so
widespread that the New Testament church has al but
disappeared from the radscreen ofecordedhistory for
mary years.Before the deattof the first generation of
Christians,”the mysteryof lawlessmess” (2 Tless2:7) was
already a work that led to the great apostasy following the
deah o the Apostlesthat ultimately evolved nto Cahali-
cism.Forthe mospartthe churclof recadedhistoryfrom
about the midle of the seconaertury until the “Reforma-
tion” was that othe amstatechurch. That does not neces-
sarily mean tlat there were no locahuches after the New
Testamenhorder in existene duing that period.n fact, |
hawe read oser the yeas of same evidencethat seem to
indicate that there mayave ben some isolated inste@s ¢
suchcongregatiasexisting. | tendto believethat that may
have beerthe cae,but they would not have been noted by
secular anecclegastical historians.

Whether or nat thd is the case there fave been many

sucesdul efforts to “restore” New Testament Christianity
aroundtheworld from thetime of the“Reformation” to the
present time.tlis not necessaryto establishedhistorical
succession back to the first century for the New Testament
church to exist today. As long as we have the “seed o the
kingdan,” the word of God, we can eah and pladice it
anywhere in te worldandproduce Chistians ad churches
belonging to anébllowing Christ atany given time anglace
in the world. We areassuredhat the wordwill not pass away
(Matt. 24:35; 1 Pe 1:23-25) and thatthe kingdom shél
newer be degroyed Dan.2:44).

The “Resbration Movement” in the US.thatbegan exly
in the nireteenttcentuy (althowh earlyseeds ot date back
into theeighteenth eentury) produced awidespread eturn to
the Nev Testamehorder. The backto Bible” message
spread rapidlthrouglout thenation Evargelisticfervorwas
high. Manybeleverswerebagized for theremissionof ther
sins aml local chuches werestarted witlout any denomia-
tional affiliation. Tre sense dfrothertood withthose of like
preciousfaith was deep and genuine There was again an
identifiable remnant of God’s people a work. The andent
gospel messagearg loud andclearfrom the pupits of local
churdhesmeeting in school houses, underbrush abors, in
privatehomes ad in modest builthgs trey hadbought or
built.

But, by the middleof thecentuly thechurch wain crisis
again. Tlere was aizalle segnert of the biothertood that
had cometo believe tha the great work of evangelizing the
world would not be accomplished without brethren’scombin-
ing their efforts and resources into some kind of working
arrangemetiargerthanalocalchurch. Various co-operatev
arrangements began to be formed around the country into
which individual Chrigiansand bcal churches pooled heir
moneys. Thismovement ultimately evolved into anaionwide
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organizaion known asthe American Chrigian Missionay
Societyin 1849. Fromthe beyinning there were kethren
who gppo®d trese arragements andodeties insisting that
thelocd churdwastheonly scripturd functioning organi-
zation to do the work ofhe church The ®ntroversy
occupied much o theattention of brethren for therest of the
nineeenth entuy. Semons were peachel, pges were
published, and debates conduded &bout the issueDuring
thatperiod theissueover medtania@l ingrumentamusicin
worship was thrown into the mix. As hadbeen he @ in
the greatipostag that fdlowedthe death bthe Apostlesa
vast majorityof the dwrch went with the inrovators—
leaving a remnant adheing to the andent order. The
American Religious census of 1906 recognized the
“churches of Christ” ad the “Disciplesof Christ” (Christian
Church)assepaatemovemens. After that, forthemostpart
members othurches of Christ looked wpon the Chistian
Church & ancother Protestant denomindion.

For themost part the churches tha did not go with the
society/ingrumental music movement were nat as afluent
asthosewho did. Thusin the eally days of the twentieth
century very few ofthe churche weke able to suport full-
time preachers to work with them. The magjority of the
preachesmadetheir living a farming or sometradeduring
the week preachig on Qundaysand in gospé meetings
barely beihg supported enough tomeetthar expenses. Yet,
hundedswere baptized ard thechuches grew in leaps and
bounds diring the first half of thecentuy. It wasrare for a
gospel meeing to closewithout veral being bgptized into
Chiist. By the end of WWII the “remnant” had grown and
prospered. Mostchurdesin citiesandtownshad fill-time
preachers and many country congregations had preaching
every Sunday The cause of New Tegament Christianity
was on the march. There were some combversies during
thisperiod tha ultimatkely proved tobenomaorethanasmdl
speed bump in the road. Then cane the 50s and 60's and
anotker maor crisis. It rewolved aiound df orts onceagan
to activate thechurch universal in the form of “sponsoring
church” andvarious irstitutions designedo do the workof
thechurdh. Asin pastcrisesthe“issues weredisaus®d n
papers, pulpits and ddates until ultimatkly thelineswere
drawn between onservative/non-inditutionad and the
liberal/instituional churches. As in th past, the majorityof
the brethren wentwith the innovators and hae become
more andmore likeral in doctrie andpradice with time.

But, in spite of the dire predictions of the more libd
brethren,theconsevativehon-institutiond brethren notonly
survivedbut grew andgrospered acrosthe nation. Herce,
New Tegament Chridianity is still alive and well in this
country andin many places aroundtheworld.

Now in these earlyears of tle twentiethfirst century, |
believethat tre chuch is onceagan in a crisis of major
proportions While | am optimistic and confident that the
church in thelong term will weather the ssorm andaremnant
will once again perseere.However,in the short term bBm
far from optimistic. | believe we hawe same rough waders
ahad n the imnediae futurethat wil try thefaith of us dl.
This time the crisis is nat as focused an one or two wdl-
defined isses, buis cawsedby several seeminglyrrelated
matters that tfeaten tle vey fiber of the chuch. Some of
the® maters hawe been aound fa yeas, but nd nearly to
thedegee thatthey are now and beausethey were mostly
confined to a fev relatively isolated case— bu each has
grown inthe number ofinfluential advocatesind praditio-
ners of each gmition. All theseissues combinedonstitue a
maja crisis for thechurch hatin my judgmentcould easly
fud the need for ancther “restoration movement” in many
areas of the country.

1. The quality of preaching emanating from our
pulpits. Much of the preachupin our pupitsis like cotta
candy—alot of fluff and very little nourishment. Too many
gospel meetings are filled with mons(?) hatare maostly
anedaal sprinkled lightly with sciptureto givethemamild
religious flavor.Very little real Bble teacling finds it way
into the modem presenationperformane (I refuseto call
such a sernon) of some ofthe more poplar ard used
preachers among ushiBis not just the subgctiveopinionof
an dd tired preaher, | have heard the same concerns ex-
pressed by faithful gospel preachers of al ages in recent
months There are ill a goodly number of preachers who
take the Bible in hasthard “preach the word but | fearthat
their tribeis decreasing ratherdh ircreasing. Chrches fed
on this kind of preaching can only grow weaker in the
“knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.” The
situationis not likdy toimproveaslong as “tte peplelove
to have itso.” (Cf. Jer. 5:3). Urtil brethrenin the peav rise
up andsay“enoughalready to the lealership that conthues
to invite such shllowness into the pulpits, thgs will not
likely improve

2.Corporategyleleader ship managing churches.One
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of the great needs among the churches is tha of qudifying
and gppointing faithful men to the eldership | can nane
sizegble churches tha have operated for years without an

elderslip. This oughtnotto be Having said that, there is a

graveproblemamong maw of thosechurchesthat b have
elderslips. The elders anthe congregations thegrveview
their positionand wak to bemuchlike coporate boards n
thebusness world. This is especially true of the larger and
more affluent churches in urban areas and this mentally is
fast spreading to smaller churches in more suburban and
rural areafOftentheyarechoserandapmintednot because
theyhaveproven themselvesapalte of “ruling their hoses
(families) well,” and of “convicting the gainsayer,” but
because they hawe proven thanselvesto besuaessful in the
corporate world. They approach their work as corporate
manae's rather tha shepherds d theflock of Gad. Their
prime concernd to see that the chich has show-case
facilities andpragramsthat wil attract the most “customers”
or “clients” passible fran the commauity andto ensue that
abudgetis mantainedthatwill payforthosefadlities, thar
upkeep and fture expansions They often wil look for a
preache whomtheybdievewill fadlitatethatobjedive. He
mustbe chaismdic with thechaismato be agrea P. R.
manfor the corporation,>xcuseme, | mean chuch. When
a pesonrel prdolem ariseshe best solution is the erthat
will minimize the loss of “cusomer base” and revenue
rather than what the scriptures cemand of shepherds who
truly carefor ead sheepin the flockof Godover whichthey
are supposed to be overseers. As long as these conditions
exist churcheswill continue to bespiritually malnourished
andripe for exerywind of doctrire that comeslang. Things
will not gd betteruntil churches come teoealizewhat real
eldes are like and that thdr work is that of tending God’s
sheep and going before them setting exanples for themto
follow and na bossesnorlordsdemanding heir subjedsto
blindly follow their lead.

Also, aspat of thecorporate mentlity, eldersare more
concermed withrunning awell oiled corporatenachire than
they are with watcing for the sols of those ovemhich
they have been made overseers. They are good at drawing
up corporat@lansthat dganizeanddepartmetalizea maze
of adivities that reallybelang to the Chistian’s workas an
individual. All of this givesthe appearance on papthat
thischurch isreally ontheball and has every base covered.
Asareslt many congregations atep heavywith organiza-

tion leaving little room for individud initiative. Christians
come tofeel that in order talo the Lord’s work that they
needto be asigneda placeon the organizational chart. A
Methadistfriend oncetold methathis churdwassoorgani-
zationdly minded that if two of thar preachers were to fall
out of an arplane they would have to organize a landing
committee before ty codd hit the graund. Brethen seem
to forget that the bulk of the lrd’s work is tobe done by
individual Christians as theygo abaut their daily lives.
Again, this condition will nat get much better aslong as“the
peope love tohave it sd.

3. Redefining of marriage and liberalization of
divorce.Therehasalwaysbeensomelifference®fviews on
mariage and divorce among brethren. Until reaent yeas
these ifferenceswvereverylimitedin their impactuponlocal
chuches because onlyfew brethlren could be found that
held views differirg from the overwlelming majority of
brethren Even thosewho held ttoseviews differing from
most brethen dd not openly pushtheir viewpoints because
there were so few divorcés local mngregations. But tat
haschanged sincedivorcehasbecomemore sodally accept-
ableandpreacherandchurcheshavehadto deal witha huge
increase in the number of divorces among members and
prospetive members of local eiches. All of this has given
moreurgercyto studying thesubjectandmaking application
to situations as #y exist today. Asa resilt manyChristians,
egecially preadhers, are giving moretimeto thestudy of all
aspects of thesubject andcomingto very conflicting condu-
sions aout the irstitution of mariage itsdf and how a
marriage can be scripturally dissolved.

Some of hese conclusios that are éing openlyes-
poused Wl, if widely adopted, destroghe institution of
mariage aswe have known it and as it is revealed in the
scriptures. They will aso open the door for adulterous
marriages withincongregatias. Theseconclusiors arenot
matters of individual mnscience and persond practice, but
matters tha drike at the very founddion of the oldest God-
ordaned inditution and they force local churches to decide
whetheror not theywill fellowship aduterous relationsips.

Among these erneeols caclusions isthe concept that
marriage is just aprivate agreement between a man and
womento be husbad ard wife bdore God andit is fast
cachingonwith brethren. Meeing therequiremens of civil
law andcultural norms isjust a mere formalitthat reallyhas
nothing to do withthe validity of a mariage. Likewise
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divorce igust amertal act béore God andhat civil divorce
proceedirgs havenothing to do withareal divorce.Then
there is the conchkion that there a& multiple scriptural
reaonsfor divorcing a spouse thatis gaining popularity in
spite d the fact that Jesusaid that But | sayto you that
whoever divorceshis wife for any reason except seal
immorality causes her to commit alultery...” (Matt. 5:32
NKJV).

If these conclusiaarenot challeged ad checkedhey
will throw the marriage institution into chas adwersdy
affecting the burch andsocietyasa whole. God’s marriage
law is uriversal in scpe and is for all of humansodety as
awholeand na justalaw for Chrigians We wauld like to
hopetha thasewhohawerecently arived atthesedangerous
positions and are advising brethren based on their condu-
sion will rethink their positions andtonsider tie logcal
consequeces ad returnto the position tat most bethren
have heldor years.That being that marriage wasdaired
in the beginning for the good o the human ace and &
enteed into by a covenant beween he mirties tha is
publicly ratified andrecognized inamanne dictated by the
society in which the paties live and that dissoling a
mariageis alsoalegd or sacietal ad based on thecustans
of thesodety in which ondives Thatdoesnot mean every
mariage or divorce authaized by a given scciety mees
God’s approval. God’slaw tellsuswhoit istha has aright
to enterinto a mariage covenantto be ratified by sodety
and whohasaright to petition saciety for divorce from a
mariage (Matt. 5:32;19:3-9)If thesituaion cantinuesasit
is now and the number of advocates of these new positions
continueto grow, | fear how it will direly affect unity among
brethren. Thoee who bdieve thatsuch datrineswill result
in adultery will not be alte to standidly by ard let such
teachirg have freecourseThis is arealcrisis.

4. The credion and prolif eration of unnecessary
issues. There has never been shortage ofthings for
brethren to argue over. Most of the time such dscussions
are of little consequenceand ae locdized, never rising to
thelevel d a“brotherhood issue” Many issues are of the
nature tha brethren can agree to disagree because thar
application is persond rather than congregationd, nor do
theycause #&reachof moralityorundermne the founation
of on€s faith. Such issues have been around for yeas
causirg aminimal of strifeamong brethrenMost brethren
agee thatsuch differences are not worth dividing over.

Soitisnat likewedon't have enaigh issues to keep our
argumentaiveskills honed,it seensthatin recent yeasthee
are thase who are bent on creating new controversies to
throw into the mix to keep the polemic pot boiling. Among
these are the “tratibn busters” wio dream umewandnovel
appraches ¢ the chuch’s worslip and work. It is not that
they, through seiousstudy have foundthatthe“traditional”
approaches need changing because they areunriptural, but
that we neal change for changes s&ke. They push their
propased chagesuponbrettrenknowing full well that they
will be mewith resistage fromthose wio happen todlieve
that approaches alrdy in place arescriptural andhave
proven D be exedent over theyeas. Even hos who are
clamoring forchargeadnit that theold goproaches were not
necessarilyrong butirtheirjudgmenttheir rew appraches
arebetter But aretheyenowgh better tavarrart the strife that
their introduction causes?

Then trere arethose projects that are launad that
depen onthe appreal and supportof agoodly number of
brethrento succeed But, alas, a ignificant number of
brethrenview the existece and promotion dhe s&d project
to beatbed questionalde andatworg unscipturd and adire
threat to the purity of the church. Thus the fat isin the fire
and anewmajar issuedewelops.We neal to ak if al of this
is necessaf¥ The best defense #t the promotersf these
projects arealle to make is tha they are “authaized liber-
ties.” Then the questiormust be raised isslclinging toan
admitedly “authoiized liberty” worth the iothethoad stife
its introduction has caused?

Then, on the otér haml, there are sont@ethrenwho see
apostasy lurking behind every bush. Their unwarranted and
ill advised objectionsalso create new unnecessary issues. We
al need to be careful that our oppositions are vell thought
outandsaipturally based ard na just aprodud of our living
in the “objectivecaseandkickative moal.”

There is hadly anything tha is worth disturbing the
hamony and gaod will among brethren. We ae going to
neal unity to go forward in this new century. Nor can we
affordto allowtrends anayfromancien order gaunchecked
for thes&e of peace Sa we believe tha the dwurch struly
in a crisis that isging to reaiire caréul study of the Scrip-
tures and sound judgment on the part of dl to weather the
storm and on@ again preseive aremnantbent on wakingin
the “old paths.”
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