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    Growing Up to Get Along: Conflict and Unity in Philippians is an excellent study that every Christian should read and discuss with others in the body of Christ. It is filled with just the right illustrations and sound questions that all believers need to face. But it is also a sound exposition of this favorite book of Christians around the world. Many a church or Christian organization would have been saved tragedy and distasteful splits if they had seriously interacted with a book on Philippians just like this one. I highly recommend it to pastors, elders, deacons and church members for its sound biblical sense and realism.


    Walter C. Kaiser, Jr.


    President Emeritus


    Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary


    Hamilton, MA


    While the Bible is inherently powerful, its truth will only transform those who understand and apply its truth. Growing Up to Get Along stands apart from other commentaries by making scholarship practical. It encourages its readers to go beyond ‘what does this passage mean?’ to ‘what does it mean for me?’ Dr. Wayne Baxter is rare scholar, and this commentary is a rare find for those who want to release the transforming power of Philippians in their life and church.


    J. Kent Edwards


    Founder / CEO of CrossTalk Global


    Professor of Preaching & Leadership


    Talbot School of Theology / BIOLA University


    Growing Up to Get Along shines a bright light on Paul’s call for unity in Philippians. Baxter connects Scripture’s teaching on reconciliation with concrete applications for today’s conflict-ridden churches. Using humorous and heartbreaking stories, Baxter provides biblical tools for resolving discord. A must read for pastors and laity alike who desire congregational unity under Christ.


    Lynn H. Cohick


    Department Chair, Professor of New Testament


    Wheaton College


    To say this book is timely is to state what Wayne Baxter makes obvious. Conflict has always been part of church life—even in Philippi. I love books like this, which are founded on deep exegesis, but presented in ways that are fresh and accessible. I’m not sure that Growing Up to Get Along will put a final end to church conflict, but it is certainly going to help.


    Kenton C. Anderson


    President of Northwest Baptist Seminary


    Professor of Homiletics


    ACTS Seminaries of Trinity Western University


    It’s no accident that Jesus not only predicted the growth of his church but he also prayed for its unity; or that the first chapter after The Fall chronicles a deadly worship war between two brothers. Wayne Baxter tackles the tragic brokenness of conflict with his take on the book of Philippians, revealing not only the important priority of living in unity, but also the practical and biblical pathway to get there.


    Larry Osborne


    Pastor and Author, North Coast Church, Vista, California


    If you’re part of a church, you’ve probably experienced conflict. In Growing Up to Get Along, Wayne Baxter helps us understand why we should expect this, and how we should respond. It’s an important and timely message from a well-known book of the Bible that every believer needs.


    Darryl Dash


    Pastor, Liberty Grace Church, Toronto, Ontario
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    Introduction


    Agood church is hard to find, but it’s one of those “must-haves.” When a Christian moves to a new city, one of the first orders of business should be to find a new home church.


    One Story with Countless Variations


    Years ago when I went away to seminary, I spent most of my first semester trying to find a home church. I finally settled on a nice, smallish, Evangelical Free church. The people were friendly; the worship was decent. What drew me most to this assembly was the connection I was able to make with the senior pastor and his wife. They had me over to their place for some meals, and the pastor also let me interview him for one of my classes. I was quite pleased with my choice but, because I was brand new to the church and because my life revolved around my seminary studies, I was completely unaware of what was brewing at my newfound home church.


    Near the end of the school year, at the close of one Sunday morning service, Pastor John got up and tearfully announced his resignation. I was shocked! As far as I was concerned, his resignation came out of left field. But as I lingered after the service and listened in on some of the budding conversations in the sanctuary, much more was afoot: Pastor John’s resignation was not his idea but the elder board’s, and neither the pastor nor his supporters planned to take this lying down.


    Soon afterwards an “emergency meeting” was held at the church to discuss the volatile situation. I would characterize that meeting this way: the board vs. the congregation. For four hours—at least that’s when I had to leave, anyways—members of the congregation stood up to speak in favor of Pastor John and against the board of elders. The board, for its part, tried to address the people’s concerns and defend itself against their accusations. As it turned out, that was my last time at the church until the fall because I was flying back home that week for summer vacation. I left that meeting wondering what would happen to my church.


    When I returned to school three months later I found out. The church was significantly smaller (by about 25 percent); the pastor and his most ardent supporters had left the church, and together started a new work right in the vicinity. My home church had split.


    A Modern Problem with Ancient Roots


    According to Church Conflict Forum, more than 19,000 congregations in the US experience major conflict every year—an average of over fifty per day!1 Two percent of these conflicts have doctrinal causes, while 98 percent revolve around interpersonal issues (which is where I would have slotted my church). Forty percent of church members exit their churches because of interpersonal conflict.


    It’s easy to fall into the trap of thinking that church conflict is a modern phenomenon—something that Christians during the “golden age” of the church, i.e., the apostolic era, rarely had to face. The New Testament, however, paints quite a different picture. When the apostle Paul heard the news of dangerous personality cliques forming amongst the believers in Corinth, he felt impelled to address this issue straightaway in his letter to them (see 1 Cor 1:10–17). Although the apostle had not yet been to the church in Rome, reports of strained relationships between the Gentile and Jewish segments of the assembly were so serious that he devoted a significant portion of his letter to them to address the underlying attitudes and behaviors in order to help alleviate the dissension (see Rom 11:11–32; 14:1–15:13). And by the time the apostle John writes his first letter (near the end of the first century), outright schisms have begun to occur in the early church (see 1 John 2:19). Far from being simply a modern problem, conflict is a church age problem. But can Christians and local congregations operate in a way so as to minimize conflict and keep from getting derailed by it? That is the question this present book seeks to answer.


    Why Philippians?


    I believe that Paul’s letter to the Philippians is a good starting place for learning how to deal with conflict for a couple of reasons.


    First, of Paul’s churches that he wrote to in the New Testament, the Philippian church has always seemed to me like one of the easiest congregations for us moderns to relate to. The Philippian believers seem like ordinary folks with ordinary-sized problems. Paul’s other churches in some ways appear larger-than-life and less relatable. The Corinthian church, for example, experienced very powerful and varied manifestations of the Holy Spirit; they also encountered seismic problems like public incest, eating food sacrificed to idols, and drunkenness at church services. The Galatian church was being pestered by people teaching that the gospel needed to be accompanied by circumcision and other works of the Old Testament Law. While not a Pauline plant, the church in Rome suffered from highly strained Jewish-Gentile relationships. By comparison, Philippians seems like a more “normal,” run-of-the-mill church—easier for the average contemporary congregation to relate to.


    The other reason for examining Philippians is because the social-historical background of this letter is largely one of interpersonal conflict between members of the church. Commentators tend to interpret Philippians against the backdrop of Paul: despite writing this letter from prison, Paul is filled with joy; hence, Philippians is often understood as Paul’s manifesto on Christian joy. While not denying the importance of this dimension to the letter, it seems better to interpret the text against the backdrop of the Philippians since it is precisely because of what’s going on there that Paul ultimately writes his letter to them. Paul writes this church for three reasons.


    First, he wants to thank them for their financial support (see especially 4:10–20). While Paul was a tentmaker and often applied his trade to support himself financially (see Acts 18:1–4), sometimes churches would subsidize his evangelistic campaigns, enabling him to spend all of his time preaching and teaching. While in Europe, only the Philippians came to his financial aid. For this Paul was grateful, and he wished to express his gratitude to them with a personal letter.


    Second, Paul wants to update the church on the gravity of his situation (see especially 1:12–26). Paul had started the church in Philippi (see Acts 16:14–40), thus serving like a spiritual father to them. When the congregation learned that he had been incarcerated for preaching the gospel, they were naturally quite concerned, after all, the track record for Christians imprisoned by Rome for preaching the gospel was not very good.


    Moreover, the third reason Paul writes his letter to the Philippians is because of the interpersonal conflict that had been taking place in his beloved church. The Philippians had sent Epaphroditus to the apostle to support Paul’s ministry. Besides serving Paul, Epaphroditus shared with him the grim predicament of his church, particularly the growing spirit of disunity and infighting. While there are many verses that will make this problem apparent (and which will be examined later), one lexical indicator of this conflict is Paul’s use of the Greek word phroneō, commonly translated “think,” which has to do with a person’s mindset. Of its twenty occurrences in the New Testament, it appears seventeen times in Paul’s writings—often in close association with conflict. Paul uses it three times when corresponding with the more deeply troubled churches in Corinth and Galatia. Three of its six uses in Romans is in the context of Paul dealing with the Jew-Gentile disputes in that church. Despite being only one-quarter of the length of Romans, Paul deploys this “conflict term” six times in his letter to the Philippians. Paul’s appropriation of this word, then, suggests that interpersonal conflict is afoot in Philippi. Given the nature of the conflict taking place there, the church had hoped that the apostle would send his right-hand man, Timothy, to them to help settle the issues. Paul was unable to do that, so instead he sends Epaphroditus back (see 2:19–25)—not empty-handed, but with Paul’s apostolic, divinely inspired letter.


    New Testament scholar D. A. Carson is certainly correct when he writes, “The subjects [Paul] treats are so much at the core of the Christian faith and life that I could think of no better summary title than Basics for Believers.”2 Paul’s letter to the Philippians represents a call to sanctification—i.e., to knowing and adhering to the “basics”—in order to become more like Christ; in other words, to become spiritually mature. Christ-likeness and spiritual maturity are synonyms in the New Testament. I believe that this call to spiritual maturity ought to be heard against the backdrop of the serious interpersonal conflicts within the church. Thus, as the Philippians heed Paul’s call to spiritual maturity, they will be much less likely to continue fighting with each other, thereby becoming a more unified body.


    When I was a young boy growing up, I had a strained relationship with my oldest brother eleven years my senior. I was convinced at the time that he didn’t like me: the cutting things he would say and the tone he often used with me. As a kid I assumed that he didn’t like me (for reasons I didn’t know), so, being the child that I was, I decided not to like him either. But as I got older—my late teen years—I came to realize that I had had it all wrong. He didn’t have a problem with me at all. The mean-spirited sarcasm that he routinely ladled out—he was actually that way with everybody, not just me. So then, although he didn’t change, the increase in maturity that came with age enabled me to stop not liking him and to begin enjoying our relationship much more. Maturity can do that.


    I believe it works the same way in the spiritual realm. As a former pastor, I can testify that a lot of the fights and quarrels that occur in churches result from spiritual immaturity. If the combatants had been more spiritually mature, they would never have fought over many of those issues in the first place. The more we grow up, the less we’ll fight. Essentially, I believe that Paul wants his beloved Philippian church to grow up so they’ll get along.

    

      
        1 http://churchconflictforum.blogspot.ca/2008/01/staggering-statistics.html.

      


      
        2 D. A. Carson, Basics for Believers: An Exposition of Philippians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 9.

      

    

  


  
    Defusing Division through Inclusion


    Philippians 1:1–8


    One of the quintessential movies of the eighties was The Breakfast Club. This coming-of-age comedy-drama revolves around five high school students who must come to their school on a Saturday to serve out their all-day detention in the school library. Each student represents the classical stereotype of the clique they belong to: the jock, the brain, the thug, the spoiled rich girl, and the basket case. Because each of them comes from such a different social place, they clash immediately and frequently. Given their massive dissimilarities—how they dress, how they carry themselves, what they eat, their interests, their family backgrounds—it seems highly unlikely that the walls they’ve built to insulate themselves from getting hurt will ever come down.


    In many ways this movie offers a picture of the local church. In fact, we could call the local church the “Communion Club,” where sometimes extremely diverse people—socially, economically, ethnically, theologically, generationally—gather together in one building on a Sunday for a common activity. And if, as sociologists point out, human beings instinctively seek to be around similar people, then it is not surprising that many churches are filled with numerous cliques. Charisma Magazine editor Jennifer LeClaire shares her own experience:


    I just couldn’t fit in. I loved the worship. The messages were Christ-centered. The congregation was growing. But try as I might—I served on a team, I joined the Bible school, I went to the prayer meetings—I just couldn’t fit in. And I wasn’t the only one. It was a common malady among new members. We were welcomed with open arms but then kept at arm’s length. The group that had helped launch the church was a near-impenetrable bunch of passionate believers. But they were very selective about who they let into their inner-circle. This church clique even had its own buzzwords. Everything was “intense.” They were always “stoked.” Many things were “profound.” And they did everything in “the grace of God.” There’s nothing wrong with that language, but if you came from another camp in the body of Christ into that one, your speech gave you away—and shut you out of the clique. It was frustrating, and I had never experienced it before. I was always part of the in-clique and knew the language. But I just couldn’t fit in, so eventually I left looking for a place that would not only welcome me with open arms but really embrace me. Since then, I’ve visited churches of many sizes and denominations and observed church cliques nearly everywhere.3


    As prevalent as cliques are today they are not a modern phenomenon. The church in Corinth, for example, struggled mightily with this problem, as Paul’s counsel reveals:


    I appeal to you … that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and thought. My brothers and sisters, some from Chloe’s household have informed me that there are
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