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Peacemaking Study #1: Responding to Conflict
Moving From Worldly to Godly Responses to Conflict

Leader’s Notes prepared by Mark P-H. Contact me if they seem vague, lame, or if they surface a conflict you may be having with me.  markph@the-river.org

Overview: The full study, answering all 5 of the questions and viewing the 12 min. of video, will take a group of 6-7 over 1 hour with non-directed/edited sharing honestly about their conflicts and lives. It is best to discuss these questions in groups of about 5-6 so that each person can share. You may choose to stay in one group for the first 2 questions and video if you can control the time. These two questions and video segment should take about 30 minutes total. If you have regular prayer after your study, each group could take 30 min. to pray through the questions.  If you run out of time, you may have folks work through the prayer questions in quiet time or with a prayer partner.

6"Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.

7"Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy.

8"Blessed are the pure (single/holy) in heart, for they shall see God.

9"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons and daughters of God.

10 "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

11 "Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 

12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.13"You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet.












Matthew 5:6-13

1. What do you think Jesus meant by “peacemakers” from the context? Bottom line, how did Jesus and the apostles live this out?

This question serves to ground our discussion of peacemaking and conflict in our personal lives with the Scriptures. The coming weeks will involve significant Bible study. But, this study, tonight, is mainly about bringing our experiences and habits “into the light” with one another in the presence of God, to expose our need to become peacemakers vs. peacelovers/fakers or peacebreakers.

It is important to keep this question focused on the text. We could spend many hours studying this one text. For this study we are trying to define, according to Jesus, what a “peacemaker” is.  Bear in mind that Jesus, speaking Aramaic, would have used the word “shalom” for peace. Shalom carries the sense of health, of right relationships, of justice and prosperity. It could not be imagined by a Jew to not have its beginning and end in right relationship with God and his community. 

Peacemaking does not equal peaceloving. Shalom does not indicate a state of inner calm that we Americans equate with the word peace, like “I had a peace in my heart”.  Peacemaking can lead to v. 10-11 “persecuted . . . revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account”  It takes a lot of training for that kind of treatment to give us a sense of inner joy and peace.  Jesus is the ultimate peacemaker and he often spoke the truth to the Pharisees, the crowds, the disciples, and the Temple authorities in ways that exposed their hearts and surfaced conflicts among people, with God, and towards Jesus.  His death on the Cross bought ultimate peace for all who believe, but it must be appropriated and applied today in us living in His power and as He lived, according to His model. That’s a long answer for a question that should take 10-12 minutes study time max. 

2. Can you think of a time when you experienced Jesus-like peacemaking, either as the peacemaker or as one who needed a peacemaker and found it in the loving assistance of another? (Describe that experience for the group. What was the best thing about that experience? How did you see/experience Jesus in it?)

It might be good to email this question to people ahead of the study as a prompt and as an act of kindness for internal processors who won’t be able to think well on the spot since these are very personal experiences.

· Watch Peacemaker video together and look at the slippery slope diagram handout as Ken Sande, President of Peacemaker ministries, explains it. Then look at the expanded descriptions of the most common responses to conflict table below.

You should already have the DVD from Michelle. It contains Ken Sande’s intro (3 min). to the peacemaking small group study and his teaching/description of the 12 conflict options on the slippery slope (9 min). If not, contact Michelle. The slippery slope diagram handout is an 8.5 X 14 color page attached separately via email for you to view. We will print them out in mass quantity and have them at the connecting table Sunday, 11/9 and in the ministry center at Donna’s desk 10/29f. Please take as many as your group will need.

Throughout these studies we will use the slippery slope and the expanded descriptions.
 

	Most Common Responses to Conflict

	Denial Expanded
	Reconciliation Expanded
	Assault Expanded

	(Escape Response)
	(Reconciliation Response)
	(Attack Response)

	1. Appeasement   

    attempts/spin doctoring
	
1. Get the log out first
	1.  The silent treatment                                  
(passive aggression)

	2.  Denial of there 

     being a conflict at all
	
2.  Speak the truth calmly
	2.  Lying (from spinning 

     to slander)

	3.  Stuffing & 

     Internalizing
	
3.  Consider the other’s 

        interests
	3.  Gossiping vs. going to 

     them (Mt. 18:15)

	4.  Avoidance
	
4.  Own my part/confess
	4.  Verbal assault

	5.  Refuse to Discuss
	
5.  Ask for forgiveness
	5.  Emotional assault

	
	
6.   Forgive
	6.  Abusing power

	
	
7.  Decide on restitution
	7.  Physical assault


We expanded these 3 responses because they are the most common ones in our church and culture.  Most of us do some measure of appeasement, telling white lies (spinning), and gossip as our first or second line of response.

Important Note: For questions 1-4, you should have your answers prepared ahead of time so that you can lead out with the level of “walking in the light” truthful sharing you hope your group will move into.  Depending on time, you may need to combine #1 and #2 into “what are your most common conflict styles?  People may not have immediate answers to #3 and #4, but, they are questions for reflection and prayer. We need to view our responses to conflict from a true 360 degree view, including God’s reputation and viewpoint as well as our friends, loved ones, co-workers, kids, etc.

1. When someone has a problem with you, which of the responses do you tend to fall into?  

2. When you are angry/have a problem with someone, which of the responses do you habitually choose? 

3. How do your responses tend to impact God’s glory (reputation) with those you have conflict with and those who witness or are impacted by the conflict? 

4. How do your responses impact those around you, especially those closest to you?

Prayer groups should be sensitive to someone being in pain about a conflict and the need to gather around that person as the first priority. These questions can also be used for accountability groups if your small group has male & female specific groups that meet outside the study time.

Prayer groups (use these questions as guidelines for prayer) –

1.
How would your response to conflict change if you saw peacemaking as “the good life”, something to be pursued vs. avoided or like bitter medicine? Can you imagine life in Christian community where peacemaking is a way of life? (small group and River) What would that look like/feel like? What do you need to move towards this?
2.
What baggage or engrained habits from your family does the Holy Spirit need to overcome for you to walk in the freedom of being a peacemaker?
3.
In a conflict you are in now, what steps do you need to take to be a peacemaker? How can we pray for you?

Peacemaking Study #2: Restoration According to Jesus

Matthew 18:6-22
Introduction
Matthew 18:15-17 is the most clear instruction in Scripture on the method of confrontation amongst believers. But, it will become a heavy yoke if applied as a law, apart from the motivation and promises Jesus gives in the context of the parable of the lost sheep, the dangers of causing others to stumble,  and the prayer promises regarding reconciliation in verse 18-20.  

This study is important enough and meaty enough to devote 2 weeks to it. So, you may want to add a fifth meeting to the schedule of four peacemaking groups. It’s up to you and your co-leader.

If you want to do it in one week, you will need to “give the answers” for v. 6-14 questions, allowing people to work with it for a few minutes, but take stronger guidance and answer some of the questions yourself so you can get to v. 15-20 for the bulk of your time.

It is also important that people move from understanding the text to putting it into practice, even if everything isn’t clear. So, if you are going to devote one week to it, be sure to save 20-30 minutes for application and prayer – even if your group doesn’t understand everything about this passage (who does?) it’s important to put into practice what is clear. Obedience to Jesus’ words leads to more understanding.

1. Possible Warm Ups - if your group has a focused dinner topic or two weeks for the study:  

a. Have you ever known a Christian or a seeker to walk away from Christian fellowship &/or God because of the sinful behavior they observed or experienced at the hands of Christians, or because they were tempted into a sinful lifestyle that led them away from God? How did it happen? How did you feel? What did you do?

b. If you were trapped in a sin or blind to how your behavior was negatively impacting the faith of others, how would you want someone to confront you? What steps would you want the caring confronter to take with you?

c. Have you ever sensed the presence of God in the midst of a confrontation or a conflict?  Why does Jesus feel so absent to us in such times?

2. Goals 

a. To engage the group in discovering, in Scripture, our God given mandate for proactive, caring confrontation of one another /other believers so that we grow in holiness and unity. 
b. to see the opportunities to meet Jesus in conflicts with one another, especially in situations where someone has stumbled away from God or has caused others to fall away by putting stumbling blocks in their path.

c. To dispel the myth that Biblical discipline is hard-nosed confrontation, something that Fundamentalists do but Christians like us can/must just ignore because everyone grows on their own and intruding in others’ lives always leads to stress and blow-outs in relationships, and it’s just not cool. 

d. to motivate those on the avoidance side of the “slippery slope” to find Jesus with brothers and sisters in caring, restorative confrontation.

3. Case Studies: It is important to have some case studies in your back pocket in order to make sense of the complexity of this text: causing to stumble (such high stakes of heaven and hell). What kind of stumbling is this? Sex outside marriage? Drinking? Or is it more serious, must it impact others’ faith? What is plucking out eyes? looking down on the little ones? who is the lost sheep? Who should confront? When? Any sin?  Here are a few real stories – you may have your own.

a. Real Estate Scheme: A prominent church member who is also an international business woman invites/persuades many members of her church to invest in a real estate deal that will triple their money very quickly. But, once the investment is made by the members, including one couple, all their savings of $100k, the deal seems less and less clear, the woman spends more time overseas and strings people out. In the end, she swindles the $, but still attends the church when in the country. The pastor and other leaders do nothing to discipline the woman or speak with the members in a group. They refuse responsibility because it has to do with business not the church. The husband who invested the $100k is deeply bitter at God and the church. He was a young believer and now, 20 years later, knows the Bible and has high views of it, but is cynical and distant towards believers, believing that they are all hypocrites.

b. Fallen Youth Pastors:  (This is a very common way Satan steals the faith of young believers.) A charismatic couple builds a dynamic youth group with hundreds of high schoolers involved, lots of college age volunteers, strong service and evangelism. Then, the couple gets divorced and it comes out that the wife has become a lesbian and left her husband and young kids for a powerful business woman. She still calls herself a believer. It’s unclear to the youth whether the head pastor or elders ever did anything before, during, or after the divorce. One year later, the group has collapsed, 4 years later, less than 20 of the youth are actively involved in Christian fellowship. 

c. Burned Missionary: A couple of young leaders in a large church decide to put their business on hold and take their 4 kids on a two year mission trip with an organization somewhat related to the church. The church pledges a lot of their support. The missions pastor is the head pastor’s brother-in-law, a rather scattered but positive person. In the middle of their two year stint, the church’s support drops way off. Eventually, they have to come back to the States early because of it. Through the grapevine they learn that the missions pastor “day traded” the entire missions budget away while trying to double it for the church to use, not for embezzling, but because he was the pastor’s brother-in-law, there was no discipline, and the head pastor covered up the $ loss. The wife of the missionary couple, already depressed by the sudden return to the U.S., falls into deep bitterness and anger. When the couple confront the lead pastor they are told that he has it under control and it won’t happen again. He’s sorry. She feels disillusioned with the Church and, while maintaining some faith in God, cannot return to ministry or attend church.

d. Pedophilia and Cover-Up: Whether the story is of a youth pastor in a protestant church or a priest in a Catholic church, it comes out, 15 years later, that he was molesting boys and swearing them to silence. The superior (head pastor/bishop) knew about it through one case or two, but believed his man had it under control, even over the word of the one or two kids who tried to tell the truth later on. Eventually, it all comes out, there were 50 boys or more who were molested in the church over all these years. It devastates the church, the community. It breaks the faith of hundreds of families. All the boys from those years who were under that man’s influence are deeply wounded in their ability to trust God or be in Christian fellowship. The media keep playing the story, emphasizing the failure of the church hierarchy to catch the culprit or deal with it once they knew. The head pastor/bishop is defensive and tries to keep doing damage control long afterwards, even after the awful truth is in the open.

e. Your Story? A story of a less sensational nature than these could still cause someone to stumble, e.g. a man who turns his back on God and the church because the woman he loves marries another, a woman who leaves the church (without pressing into the issue with leaders) because there is a sexist leader who offends her, etc.

In each of these cases, there is a stumbling block maker, there are those who stumble and get lost, and there are those in leadership who practice inadequate discipline with either those who stumbled or with the stumbling block maker (real estate woman, youth pastors, missions pastor, priest). 

· All who fall away because of the stumbling block or their pastor’s failure to discipline are choice makers and are lost sheep. They are victims and they are responsible to trust God and find healing in the Body of Christ. 

You can see, in these kinds of stories, how sin and stumbling can be serious enough to devastate the ability of many or just a few to trust Jesus or his Body for years, perhaps, if they are fragile enough in soul, their entire lives. These are situations/beliefs/reactions that may cause one to perish eternally.

Study Guide
All of Chapter 18 could be described as Jesus’ extended teaching on the quality of life in the healthy, Biblical church.  It is an extension and expansion on his teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, prompted by the disciples selfishly arguing about rank, oblivious about what that arguing might be doing to those around them.

Time Management: 

· Be Careful not to spend too much time on verses 6-14! They are given so that 15-22 are read in context. Budget your time wisely. Avoid excess talk about cutting off limbs and gouging out eyes (v. 8-9), guardian angels (v. 11), or excommunication and defining exactly who has the power to bind and loose.  
· You May want to reduce the number of questions on verses 6-14.  E.g. verse 8 questions on “what might cause you to stumble?” is a great question, but it can lead a group way down a long discussion that will be hard to come back from. I have included more extensive questions for groups that will take 2 weeks for the study.
· Reserve enough time to do justice to prayer and application, even if it means spending two weeks on this study.  (what is the rush anyway?)  It is vital for our life in discipleship to “get on the field” with reconciliation, admonition, restoring lost brothers and sisters, “doing the Bible” the way Jesus meant us to do it together. If we hurry to get on to the next topic of study, we may be on the way to Pharisee school, but not on the Jesus way.
1. Jesus’ Rebuke of Status Seeking/Hierarchy Hunger: Humility, v.4, is the focus of Jesus’ rebuke of the disciples for wanting him to rank them as to which of them was greatest in Mt 18:1-5. (The focus in Mt 18 is humility, not service, as it is in Mark 9:35f when he uses a child to rebuke them another time. Gee, this might be a good reason to be around kids, what do you think?).  



Rank and status were a daily reality in all spheres of ancient life, from clothing to public seating arrangements in synagogue and at meals. Some Rabbis and Jewish communities, e.g. Qumran, would rank their members by their advancement in progress in the Law each year, so the disciples’ request was not absurd in cultural context and reflects Jesus’ radical departure from a hierarchical religious community/life structure that was all his disciples had ever known.  See Mt 23:5-12 on Jesus’ most radical condemnation of hierarchicalism when you have some spare time.

2. Woe to Stumble Causers: Mt 18:6-10 transitions away from the disciples direct question to their sins’ destructive impact on others. Jesus wants his disciples to know that they will be held accountable by God at the final judgment for ways that pride and their other sinful behaviors cause others to imitate their anti-Jesus prideful religion or depart from the community of faith/true faith in Him because they are offended by Jesus’ inner circle’s posture. “Stumbling” was a rabbinic term for falling away from the true faith and the community of faith either because of seduction into sin or being so offended by sins of others that you are alienated. These are stern words of warnings for impacting the faith of young, immature believers.  Jesus is widening the term “little one” to include young believers or in our modern parlance, even seekers. (anyone whose faith in God and place in the community is fragile enough that the sin of an entrenched member could alienate them.) 

Imagine the scene of Jesus surrounded by Peter and the other 11 with teens around, illiterate folk, women (who were intellectually under-developed as a cultural practice), etc.

If someone disputes that the “little ones” are young/immature believers or seekers, here is some textual evidence to the contrary: The parable of the lost sheep implies the “little ones” are anyone who might go astray as a result of another’s sinful treatment of them or merely sinful attitudes and disposition. Not too many 6 year olds leaving church because the pastor ran off with the organist.  Also, verse 15 would make no sense in the context. How can a “little one” be confronted as a brother?

Jesus shifts the focus in v. 

3. Seeking the Lost Sheep through Discipline: v. 12-14 is usually read out of context with what follows.  But, it is imperative to connect the compassion of the shepherd’s heart for the lost sheep with the commands to restore and discipline in v. 15-20 or else Jesus’ teaching becomes merely evangelism (v.12-14), legal/harsh confrontation/discipline (v. 15-20), and just a collection of unrelated sayings smushed together in a book by Matthew.  The lost sheep is the “little one”, with weak faith, who has gone away from fellowship and God into sin or their own isolation.  V. 15-20 then become the ways and authority of seeking the lost sheep, even when that lost sheep resists coming home.

4. VERSE 15: “If a brother sins” (TNIV, NASV, Jerusalem B., & NEB) occurs in pretty equal weight in ancient manuscripts as “If a brother sins against you” (NIV, KJV, ESV, & NRSV) I have used “if a brother sins”, the TNIV text, because it follows a basic rule of translation that if an early church scribe inserted text to qualify or interpret a saying, they would make it easier to fulfill, not harder.  Being responsible for any brother’s sin is much more difficult than just those who sin against you. Moreover, “If a brother sins” is repeated in Luke 17:3 and is Jesus’ teaching on Lev. 19:17-18 (see footnote). Most significantly, it makes sense of the context – Jesus is speaking about going after any lost sheep who stumbles, nothing in the preceding story makes it seem that it’s going to turn towards personal sin


“Rebuke him in private”: In an honor/shame culture, public rebuke was a final, severe act, the last straw, not the first step.  This is in view by Jesus in the command to confront one another privately. Most rabbis taught that correcting someone caught in a sinful pattern privately was the first step.  Publicly shaming someone unnecessarily or spreading their fault through gossip was taught to be sinful in Jewish religion (see Proverbs), as sinful as the initial sin of the offender. 



“Winning your brother over” does not mean, “Yea, you won the argument!” but, “Yea, the lost sheep has been restored to God and the community of faith!”

5. VERSE 16: here Jesus moves from private confrontation to restore a brother to a blend of private correction and judicial process, Deut. 19:15, 'every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses,’ was the standard text used by rabbis for beginning any legal action against an accused, whether in the synagogue discipline process or criminal proceedings.  The unrepentant sinner would know that a judicial process was beginning when the brother came back with two others. This could lead to public discipline or even expulsion from the synagogue if they added the sin of rebellion against authority to their first offense. 

This process makes sense in a rooted agrarian culture where an unrepentant sinner still had to live in town, do business with the others, etc. This kind of social pressure would carry weight. But, in a rootless urban culture like ours, the lost sheep might care less about two or three others coming. The lost sheep might move to Florida to escape the fellowship chasing them with love. There are creative ways to apply this, but we have to translate it into our culture where the individual believes he/she is autonomous and can always start over in another social world. “I gave up on the church, now I am in a ski club.”

6. VERSE 17: This is the only other mention of “church” by Jesus other than Mt 16:18, “I will build my church . . .”. It indicates a serious concern of Jesus that the process he is outlining be fulfilled properly so that the community be protected and the sinful individual has the most incentive to repent. I.e. if one was cut off from community life, one would be outside the sacraments and all the grace in the Body. The same principle has been taken and used by the “intervention” movement to get a loved one to own and deal with drug/alcohol problem. If one relative or loved one doesn’t “freeze” the addict out, they usually will not get into treatment. 


It is important to note that this procedure is being used to bring the person to repentance, not harm them or shame them.  On a logistical or church government level, it is important to note that “church” for the first three centuries after Jesus’ resurrection meant a house fellowship. (So, we don’t have to announce folks’ unrepentant sins on Sunday AM). On the harshness of expulsion from fellowship, recall how Jesus treated pagans and tax collectors who were interested in his ministry. The point is, “pagans and tax collectors” had no part in Jewish religious life, temple or synagogue. They were outside the covenant of grace. 

7. VERSE 18: “Binding and loosing”, like the modern Islamic Imam’s fatwa, were terms usually reserved for rabbis authoritative rulings on the Torah.  Jesus is applying the terms to matters of discipline – expulsion and restoration. The Jewish Sanhedrin’s rulings were thought by many Jews to be earthly ratifications of God’s heavenly court’s rulings. Jesus claims this authority for the church. The literal tense is “what you bind on earth will have been bound in heaven”. 

8. VERSE 19: This is another text unfortunately taken out of context to the destruction of the faith of many a young pray-er. The “two or three” of these verses are clearly the two or three of v. 16.  In the Jewish court, the witnesses were to be the first to carry out the sentence (Deut. 17:7). Here they are the first to pray.  So, this cherished promise is for the restoration of a sinner to Christian fellowship, not for anything that 2-3 Christians agree they want God to do, however noble. (Darn, I wish it worked some of the time, like when I wanted to win on American Idol!)

9. VERSE 20: It took 10 Jewish men to constitute a synagogue. But, there was a current rabbinic tradition that God was present wherever 2 people studied Torah together. Jesus is equating his presence with his disciples in conflict/discipline situations to God Almighty. This is a claim of Jesus’ equality with God embedded in a wonderful promise to be with us in the times when we often feel Him the least.

Peacemaking Study #3 – What’s at stake in conflict?

1. Possible warm-up questions if you have time:

· Can you remember a time when you were touched or moved by listening to the prayer of another?  What did you learn about the person?  How were you affected by their prayer?

· In the churches or small groups you’ve been affiliated with, what have been the most effective outreach strategies?  What have been the most disastrous?  Which have been mediocre?  In our experience, what have been critical success factors in effective outreach?

2. Introduction to text

John 17 is known as Jesus’ high priestly prayer.  It is the longest recorded prayer of Jesus.  It immediately precedes his death on the cross.  Thus, it provides a clear picture of Jesus’ highest hopes for us.  The first eight verses reveal the nature of the Son’s relationship with the Father.  After that, he prays for his disciples as well as those who will come after them.  For the sake of time, we will begin our study mid-way through his prayer.  But, you will want to read the entire prayer to gain a sense of the broader context.  

3. Scripture Study goals

· Establish a definition of Christian unity, not merely as the absence of conflict, but as a positive quality defined by the unity of the Trinity.

· Clarify why living in Biblical unity with one another ultimately matters.  Jesus’ prayer reveals that our unity or lack thereof authenticates (or undermines) our witness to the world.

· Ground our hope for unity in the very nature and presence of God.  Unity is a high and challenging calling.  It is a calling that can, at once, inspire us and intimidate us.  In this passage, we see that unity can never be merely a human task.  The call to live in unity is a call to live in union with Jesus.

Key terms:

“World” (v.15)

In John’s gospel, “the world” (kosmos) takes on multiple meanings.   John 1:10 uses the word in three ways . . . “He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him.”  The first mention is neutral; it simply refers to the place Jesus appeared.  The second mention is positive; the world is God’s creation.  The third mention is negative; the world, in this negative sense, defines itself by rejecting Jesus.  Often, churched people think of “the world” as those outside the church.  But, more properly understood, “the world” includes all who refuse the way of Jesus, including the religious establishment of Jesus’ day.

“Sanctify” (v.17)

When we hear the word “sanctification,” we sometimes focus on issues of morality (drinking, sexuality, etc).  While sanctification certainly includes a moral element, the Biblical understanding is much greater.  To sanctify literally means “to set apart.”  From the time of Abram, we see that God has called a people and set them apart to live differently enjoy the goodness of God and to reflect that goodness to the nations.  Throughout most of the OT, only part of Israel in any given generation followed God.  In this prayer, Jesus is praying that the Father would preserve a true remnant of God’s people after he ascends to the Father.

“One” (v.21,22)

From ancient times, Israel praised the oneness of God . . . “Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God, the Lord is one.  You shall love the Lord with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength.”  In the polytheistic worldview of other nations, gods were pitted against gods.  This led to a world that was chaotic and unpredictable.  In stark contrast, the God of Israel was one; Yahweh rules the world is an orders the world as a place of peace.  Jesus’ purpose for us is much greater than that we simply not fight (aka elevator peace).  The unity of the Trinity is a deep sense of agreement, purpose, and love that issues forth in a good and fruitful world.  Therefore, to be one as Jesus and the Father are one is to live with one another in a deep sense of agreement, purpose, and love that blesses the world around us.

“Glory” (v.22)

In Biblical terms, “glory” refers to the weight or presence of God.  In v.22, Jesus says that he gives us his presence so that we may have the same unity that Jesus and the Father have.  Unity is not the accomplishment of our will.  It is the gift imparted to us by the real presence of God, who is united as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  This relieves us of an impossible task.  But, on the other hand, it calls us into the responsibility and work of submitting our whole hearts to God who is always present with us.

Peacemaking Study #4 – The Ministry of Reconciliation

1. Possible warm-up questions if you have dinner or more time:

· How was the Gospel explained to you the first time you heard it?  What did it mean for you to “cross the line” into faith?

· How did your early understanding of the Gospel as a young Christian shape the development of your faith?

2. Introduction to 2 Corinthians 5:11 – 6:11

Our text comes in the middle of 2 Corinthians, a letter Paul wrote for the purpose of reconciliation and admonition during a long conflict between himself and members in the Corinthian church. We have more Biblical information about the Corinthian church than any other early church, including Jerusalem, most of it dealing with conflict in the church and with Paul. Paul had established the church in Corinth, a major trade city in the Roman Empire renowned for its moral depravity.  After Paul’s departure, many other teachers and leaders came into the Corinthian church, many of whom influenced the church away from Paul’s Gospel and loyalty to his mission. The church struggled with major conflicts and divisions – class struggle, church discipline for moral failure, how to deal with lawsuits among believers, charismatic gifts and disorder in worship, factions based on leadership personalities (Apollos, Paul, Peter, and un-named super apostles), male/female tensions, marriage vs. celibacy, eating meat sacrificed in the pagan meat markets in order to evangelize and socialize with pagans vs. keeping kosher, and on and on. 

As Paul dealt with these problems over several years (and at least 2 other letters besides 1 and 2 Corinthians), opposition to his authority strengthened, and Paul’s appeals grew stronger and more vulnerable as he revealed his heart to them.  Those who opposed him purported to be “super-apostles”, Greek teachers who were above manual labor, who claimed greater authority than Paul, a lowly Jewish tent-maker. They were succeeding, at the writing of 2 Corinthians, to undermine his reputation, character, and message and sway the church over to their leadership.

In the letter, Paul commends himself and his ministry to the Corinthians and answers his critics. The letter provides an emotional window into Paul's experience of this conflict and highlights his sustaining beliefs about the Gospel’s power to reconcile.

3. Scripture study goals

· Link Jesus’ value for reconciliation and peacemaking with the values of his apostles (Paul), and that peacemaking is presented throughout the New Testament as essential for disciples

· Normalize for everyone the reality of relational conflict and the imperative to deal rightly with conflict through the example of the Apostle Paul's life

· Enlarge our vision of the Gospel beyond a “me-centered” experience to include God’s mandate to be agents of reconciliation (“ambassadors”) in the world.

Leader’s Guide for Discussion Questions

1. What stands out to you in this passage as you read it as a whole?

2. Paul speaks of a worldly viewpoint and a “new creation” viewpoint in 5:14-19.  What are the differences between these?  How does seeing reality through “new creation” lenses change Paul’s approach to conflict?


	Topic
	Worldly Perspective
	“New Creation” Perspective

	Power
	· Power based on our own talents, achievements, heredity

· Displayed externally
	· Power from God that we carry in “Jars of Clay” (2 Cor 4:7)

· Hidden within

	Suffering
	· Suffering as a sign of failure/rejection

· Suffering is meaningless; a curse
	· Suffering as a mark of allegiance to Jesus

· Suffering is redemptive; a blessing (2 Cor 4:11)

	Time Horizon
	· Temporal – concerned with what is important in the here and now
	· Eternal – concerned with that which lasts forever

	Respect
	· Concern for one’s good name
	· Concern for God’s good name (2 Cor 5:11, 13, 14)

	Conflict
	· We represent ourselves


· Win-Lose Paradigm – The goal is to advocate one’s own self-interest
	· We are ambassadors of Christ (2 Cor 5:20)

· Sacrificial Love Paradigm – The goal is to advocate for God’s agenda of radical forgiveness and reconciliation


3. What is the “ministry of reconciliation?” (5:18) Is the focus of this ministry those outside the church or those within the church or both?

· Both

· The ministry of reconciliation clearly deals with those outside the church as “God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ.” (5:19)

· The ministry of reconciliation clearly deals with those inside the church as the practical application of Paul's discourse in 5:16-21 is the immediate reconciliation of the Corinthian church to himself

4. What does it mean to be an ambassador? An ambassador of God through Jesus Christ?  If you are an ambassador by calling, how does that shape how you live and conduct yourself with others in your country of service, especially when conflicts arise?  

· Merriam Webster:  “a diplomatic agent of the highest rank accredited to a foreign government or sovereign as the resident representative of his or her own government or sovereign”

· An ambassador does not act out of her own personal best interest, but in the best interest of the power she represents.  This is also the guiding principle for the ambassador’s conduct in the midst of conflict – she advocates for the agenda and interests of the power she represents
· God’s agenda is “reconciling the world to himself in Christ” (2 Cor 5:19) – a message of sacrificial forgiveness.  We are to speak and model that message.
5. In 5:20, Paul writes to those in the Corinthian church, “We implore you on Christ's behalf to be reconciled to God.”  And in 6:1, “We urge you not to receive the grace of God in vain.” What do you think he means in this context?  How does 6:11-13 relate to this appeal?

· Paul wants the Corinthians to be reconciled to him and his Gospel (e.g. 11:4)

· Paul wants to warn them against accepting a different gospel and rejecting God’s authority expressed through Paul’s apostleship.  He equates reconciliation with him and his message equivalent to reconciliation with God (6:1, 6:11-13)

· In this context, he is not primarily talking about the reconciliation of God with those outside of the church (i.e. non-believers)

6. How does the vertical reconciliation (to God) and the horizontal reconciliation (to God’s true ambassador, Paul) relate to each other? What implications does that have for conflicts we might find ourselves in? What are the stakes for reconciliation?

· The Corinthian church is being influenced by teachers who are bringing a fundamentally different gospel message.  Paul calls them “false apostles” (11:13) and servants of Satan (11:15)

· As the father of the Corinthian church, Paul is jealous that they remain true to the authentic Gospel – Christ-centered and grounded in reconciliation 
· In our conflicts, it is not just the relationship that is at stake.  We are also engaged in a struggle to promote, maintain, and preserve truth.  Working through conflict in a healthy manner gives God the opportunity to illuminate His truth in our lives and in our community.
7. People can prioritize different values in relationships based on their sense of identity, e.g. being liked, maintaining safety, networking for career advancement, etc. How does the reality that you are a new creation, a child of God, sent into the world as an ambassador of Jesus Christ affect your relationship values? 

8. What are you coming to understand it to mean for you to live out the “ministry of reconciliation” as an ambassador of Jesus Christ through these studies? How is God moving you to change your natural response on the “slippery slope” (escape or attack styles)? 

9. What would it look like for our small group to be characterized by the “ministry of reconciliation?” How might we strengthen one another in the process of living out the Gospel of reconciliation?

� Ken Sande, Diagram adaptation taken with permission from The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide for Resolving Personal Conflict, (Peacemaker Ministries), p. 22.
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