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THE SILENT WAR IN THE CHURCH

PART 13
THE SILENT WAR CAUSED BY SEEKING WORLDLY SUCCESS

(When is a church truly successful?) 

     How do we measure whether or not a church is truly successful?  How do we measure the success or failure of a Bible Study or a Sunday School class?  The typical way to measure the success or failure of a Bible Study or a Sunday School class is by whether or not there is numerical growth in the membership of that group.  It can, then, become all about the numbers.  New members mean success and a loss of members means that the group is not successful.  Is that an accurate and complete measure of the success or failure of a Bible Study or a Sunday School class?  Is that an accurate and complete way to measure the success or failure of a church?

     Can a church that is not growing in attendance ever be a successful church?  In Jesus' ministry, there were actually times when the numbers decreased rather than increased.  Was He unsuccessful at those times?  He set high goals, and He turned away those who were not willing to pay the cost of following Him. (see                 Lk. 9:57-62, 14:25-34)  Are we willing to declare to our group of Christians the high cost of following Jesus, even if some leave the group or the church?  Jesus actually sent away a rich young ruler.  Would we turn away a man like him today?  Are there people in our churches only because we have lowered the cost of following Christ?  Are there rich young rulers in our church today because their presence gives the impression that our church is a successful church?  Are there very well-attended churches in our country who are filled to capacity because people are not regularly confronted with the cost of following Christ?  The crowds did turn away from Jesus when He taught them what did not tickle their ears. (see Jn. 6:25-71)
     According to the Bible, our churches are successful when God is truly working in our midst—when people are becoming born-again, are growing in God's Spirit, are growing in loving relationships, and are growing in becoming servants of Jesus Christ.  These God-blessed churches can be small or large.  They can even be losing members as people leave because the cost of following Christ is too high for them.  This can be what has been called a back-door revival.  The success or failure of a church cannot be measured by numbers alone.

     Churches, to be successful, also need to be exercising a discipleship process whereby Christians are growing in their obedience to Christ.  This discipleship process fulfills the Great Commission given to us by Jesus, the Head of the church.  "Then Jesus came to them and said, 'All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.'" (Matthew 28:18-20)
     Jesus taught us that it is only the few and not the many who will be willing to follow Him on the narrow road.  "Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it." (Matthew 7:13-14)  If we are expecting large numbers to truly follow Jesus, we will be expecting more than what He taught us to expect.  The ministry can be disappointing as people who were once excited about following Christ lose their enthusiasm and drift away.  Are we, then, unsuccessful?  Jesus predicted that this would take place. In Jesus' Parable of the Soils in Matthew 13, we see that there will be those who are excited at first, and then fall away.  But, the good news is that there will also always be those who are the good soil.  So, we are successful when we continue to labor in the harvest field.  Success is measured by persevering in the work.  A church that is successful is a church that continues to labor in God's work in spite of the ups and downs of the ministry, and in spite of the fact that our message is popular with only a few.  "Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up." (Galatians 6:9)
     We are not successful, then, unless we, in the power of the Holy Spirit, persevere in loving and serving each other, persevere in growing in our obedience to Jesus, and persevere in laboring in the harvest field.  We are successful only when our lives, our relationships, our marriages, and our families are changing for the good as God is changing us from the inside.  And we are successful when we are giving God the glory for all that is taking place.  For apart from Him, none of this can happen.  Dynamic men can build large attendances at a church, but only God can build new people, new relationships, new marriages, and new families.  There obviously is a great need for prayer and for a constant dependence on the Holy Spirit for this to happen.

     A church is successful when it is growing first in quality.  The very first church in the book of Acts grew first in quality and then it grew in quantity. (see Acts 2:42-47, 4:4, 32-37)  When churches in a community are growing in humility, in unity, in loving relationships with each other, in love for those outside the church, and in pulling for the other churches in town to grow in these ways; then, the churches in that community are successful in God's eyes!  They are successful because it is God who is strengthening and enabling them to be successful. 

     There have been and there are today zealous Christians who are seeking after this type of church experience.  This pursuit led in the past to monasteries and communes being formed.  For some, though, the ideal church is for their church to stay the same way it has always been—maintaining church traditions and even keeping only the same members or the same type of members.  But, there have always also been those who are seeking after being part of a church that is alive in God's Spirit in the same way that the church described in Acts two and four was alive.  What were they seeking, what are those like them today seeking, and what, hopefully, are we also zealously seeking?  It is really very simple.  What Jesus desires above all is that we experience growing, pure, and genuinely loving relationships with Him and with each other.  Whatever the structure, the bottom line is that we have holy and loving relationships with God and with each other.  It is not all about the numbers; rather, it is all about the relationships!  This requires that we wholeheartedly seek to grow in our relationship with God and in our relationships with each other; and that we develop structures that most easily facilitate spiritual growth and loving relationships.  Small groups, small discipleship groups, and other times together that encourage loving relationships and spiritual growth can produce the type of love between Christians that the        Acts 2 and 4 church experienced.  Churches weak in these type of loving relationships are unsuccessful churches no matter how many people attend.  Love, though, requires that sacrifices be made as we become aware of each other's needs and lovingly respond to them.  That is a cost of fully following Jesus.  We lay down our lives for each other.  True love for others will cost us financially, time-wise, emotionally, and in other ways.

     Acts 4 describes what a church is like when loving relationships are supernaturally present.  "All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all. There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need. Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement), sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet." (Acts 4:32-37)
     This was a truly successful church.  Surely, there are also churches and Christians like this today.  Should we not all want to be part of church that is characterized by growing loving relationships?  This true type of success, though, can only come from God; as we seek Him with all of our hearts and as we depend on His Spirit to enable us to grow in our relationship with Him and grow in our love for each other. 
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