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Looking In the Mirror of Acts –

When Things Go Right


Most of us get tired of the constant stream of bad news we hear these days.  Some years ago, I asked a friend of mine in the news business why we had to hear bad news all the time.  He told me a truth about the news business – it’s news when someone dies; it’s never news that they ever lived.  

Some channels and networks have tried to counter the negativity by beginning more positive news shows or at least adding a positive story to each broadcast.  It turns out that while most people appreciate a newscast ending with a more positive story, people won’t tune in to a full broadcast of good news.  We complain about bad news, but in some strange way we’re also drawn to bad news.  It’s the equivalent of saying an accident is a tragedy but many people will run out to take a look at the accident.

The passage we are studying this morning is a report of good news.  It begins with conflict, but the conflict is resolved, there’s growth in the church and things are going very well.

This message is titled When Things Go Right.  There are so many things that go wrong in life, and some things that go wrong in churches, but we see this report of things going right for the early church.

1.  They kept their focus.

I may regret telling you this, but every once in a while I hide.  It’s not that I’m trying to hide from people as much as sometimes I find a quiet place where I can focus and think.  I will tell you that sometimes I hide, but I won’t tell you my hiding places.  I am also a compulsive list-maker.  For some reason, if it is written down I am much more likely to actually complete a task.


I hide and I make lists because it helps me to focus.  Focus is difficult these days, isn’t it?  Some days it seems as if the entire world is conspiring to steal our focus.  What I admire about the early church is their ability to keep their focus in spite of the many challenges that sought to alter that focus.  In today’s chapter, chapter 11, we see this group that challenged Peter about associating with Gentiles.  Conflict was an attempt to change the focus.  We’ve seen this before in Acts; chapter 6 tells us about the conflict over the benevolence ministry of the church that led to the selection of the first deacons.  That conflict did not steal the church’s focus.  Neither did the persecution, which could have forced the church into a “survival mode” mentality.  In spite of the persecution the church kept its focus and was able to survive, thrive and grow.

Our challenge, and it is one that will be an ever-growing challenge, is to keep focused in a world that is seeking to fragment our lives and pull us into a million different directions.


I’m confident that every person here feels the stress of being pulled in too many directions; that’s life seeking to determine our focus for us.  There are so many people who are simply trying to survive each day.  They are stressed out and feel pulled in different directions but life will never get better or less stressful until they learn to focus their lives.  One lesson I learned last year when I took my sabbatical was to set some parameters to life.  We can’t do it all.  Take a close look at your life and ask if you are in control of your life or if life is in control of you.  We are a society that is characterized by “over.”  We are over-stressed, over-worked, over-committed, over-tired, over-spent, over-indulged; life simply cannot continue this way.

Focus is so important for the church.  Part of our work for vision is to understand what we are called to do, and also to learn where we can say no.  People are happy to dictate who they think we ought to be as a church, they will be happy to determine what we should be doing, but it is very important for us to focus our energies where God is leading us.  

We make that decision corporately, as a church, but individually as members.  You cannot do everything in the church, and I worry that some people become overloaded to the point of burnout.

2.  They proved conflict does not have to be fatal to mission and purpose..

There is a church several counties from here that went through a very difficult split last year.  The entire community witnessed the name-calling and all of the terrible things that can go with church conflict.  The congregation split down the middle and one group left and started their own church.  You know what they named the new church?  Unity Baptist Church.  Isn’t that ridiculous?  As if the community didn’t know better.

People are often disheartened because conflict exists in churches.  Did you know that many of the letters of the New Testament were written as a direct response to conflict?


Tell me where there is no conflict; where you have people, you have conflict.  That is not to say conflict is always good or desired; I certainly don’t like conflict, but it is a fact of life.  There is, after all, the old saying that where you have 2 or 3 Baptists you have 5 or 6 opinions.  Even when people love each other deeply, such as in a marriage, you still have conflict.  And sometimes healthy results come out of conflict.


But conflict can be potentially very destructive, and that is true of the type of conflict we see in this chapter.  

Look in verses 2 and 3; a group of people confront Peter.  In Luke’s words they took issue with him.  Then they go on to criticize him because he had the audacity to associate with Gentiles.   You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them.  Imagine that; Peter associated with people God loved and wanted the church to reach.

Sometimes, there are people in churches who are more interested in control than in reaching people.  I once heard a deacon (not in this church) make the comment that we have too many people here, we could stand to lose some of them.  What he was saying was, as the church grows I’m losing control.  I would like to have less people so I could regain some of my control.


Sometimes, there are people in churches who are more interested in their own agenda than God’s agenda.  Conflict is going to be an inevitable byproduct of the clash of those views, but some conflict must be engaged.  If Peter had avoided conflict on this point he would have forsaken his calling and responsibility as a church leader.  This was a conflict that was rooted in the desire of some to stop the church from fulfilling its calling by God.

Peter engaged this conflict head-on, and fortunately his desire to fulfill the mission of the church carried the day.  In verses 17 and 18 we see the result that Peter was able to win over those who opposed reaching out in the name of Jesus.  Sometimes conflict turns out for the good; sometimes it does not.


One danger of conflict is that we can seek to avoid it at all costs, which results in raising unity as an idol.  Another danger is that some people feed on conflict and seek to create it wherever they go, causing people to be worn out by unnecessary and unhealthy conflict.  Some people just love a fight and seek to create conflict at every opportunity.  


Conflict can also prove deadly to the first point we discussed this morning – keeping focus.  Some churches are so consumed by constant conflict they have long ago forgotten their purpose and focus.  If you find a church that is consumed by conflict I guarantee you will also find that church is struggling or failing to reach its community.  Conflict draws churches into self-absorption.

People who feed off conflict, people who create conflict, understand that keeping the peace and the desire to keep everyone involved gives them a position of power; churches don’t want to lose anyone so they will do whatever they must do in order to keep people happy and involved.  But one clear teaching of the New Testament is that when people are creating conflict because they are in opposition to the purpose of the church, the church needs to feel free to let those people go.  Too many churches, in an attempt to keep a few people, have sacrificed many more people.

In this instance, the good news is the early church overcame conflict and continued to grow and prosper.

3.  They discipled other believers.

All three of these points flow together.  A loss of focus can lead to conflict; conflict will overwhelm discipleship; bad theology comes from a lack of discipleship and bad theology can lead to a loss of focus and to conflict.  It can become a very dangerous cycle.


One of my greatest mentors was a college friend named Kim Frazier.  Kim was a great student of Scripture, memorizing countless verses.  He was also someone who invested a lot of time into my life and taught me a great deal about faith.


One of my great concerns about the church in America today is the loss of teaching.  You cannot have growth without study and discipleship.  Discipleship is the teaching of other believers; the word disciple means learner.  I fear today’s church is too much into survival mode and entertainment mode and doing whatever it takes to keep people involved.  


One of the church’s foundational purposes is to disciple believers.  Matthew 28:19 says what?  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.

It you remember back in chapter 6, verse 2, there was a concern on the part of the twelve disciples that they were losing their role of teaching and discipling other believers.  One of the most important roles of the 12 was to teach.  I am a pastor but my role is also to teach.  This is a role I have to protect because the other responsibilities, demands and expectations can easily overwhelm the teaching part of my calling.


It is very important that you need to be discipled in some manner.  Worship is different from discipleship.  Worship is very important but it’s very important to be in some environment where you can learn the Scriptures in more depth, where you can ask questions, where you can discuss, where you can learn from others, where your faith and knowledge of spiritual concerns have an opportunity to grow.


Let’s pray for that opportunity now.
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