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“Toxic Church” Acts 4:43-47; 15:1-29; I Cor. 11:17-22 5/7/17 

I recently saw a story in the Washington Post about “Love Christian 

Fellowship,” a church in Boston composed mostly of people who have been 

bruised or deeply hurt by experiences in previous churches.  Their pastor 

calls this “church hurt.”  He says that his church is in some ways, a place 

for recovering Christians. 

 This problem of “church hurt” is not unusual.  It is highlighted in a 

number of recent books, including one I read this week called “The Toxic 

Congregation:  How to Heal the Soul of Your Church,” by G. Lloyd Rediger.  

Rediger surveys a variety of congregations, placing them on a scale 

ranging from toxic to dysfunctional to healthy to exemplary.  He notes that 

one of the consequences of toxic churches is that people often feel 

estranged, not just from church, but also from God. 

 And we’ve seen it here at GPC.  When we do our “Exploring 

Membership” class, I have each person introduce themselves, and talk 

about any previous church affiliation they have had.  Often, one or more 

people will say that although they had a church affiliation in the past, they 

stopped going because of something that happened in that church that hurt 

them in some way.  Perhaps something that a pastor said or did, or the way 

they were treated by members of that church.  Being part of the church 

became toxic to them.  It was actually harmful to their souls. 
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 We should point out that this is not a problem that exists only in 

churches.  Any kind of organization can become toxic- schools, youth 

athletic leagues, scout troops, clubs, businesses and offices, for example.  

Anywhere there are people, destructive patterns of relating to each other 

can occur.  That’s because human nature tends toward self-centeredness, 

and people’s souls have sometimes been warped by early and later life 

experiences.  But somehow we expect that churches should be different.  

And rightly so, I think!  We claim that Jesus Christ is changing our hearts 

through the power of the Spirit.  So we should be different!  And because 

people expect us to be different, I think they tend to be more vulnerable 

and less on-guard in church situations.  So they are often more deeply 

wounded by toxic churches than by other organizations. 

 I think we can learn more about this issue from the accounts we have 

of the early church in the New Testament.  They had toxic influences to 

deal with too!  We’ll start with a description of the very early church in 

Jerusalem, the birthplace of the church.   

43 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were 

being done by the apostles. 44All who believed were together and had all 

things in common; 45they would sell their possessions and goods and 

distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46Day by day, as they spent 

much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their 
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food with glad and generous hearts, 47praising God and having the goodwill 

of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who 

were being saved. (Acts 2:43-47) 

 This description depicts the kind of church that I’d like to be a part of!  

The power of God’s Spirit was evident in miracles, in generous giving, in 

strong fellowship, in worship, and in growth.  That was a powerful church!  

While I believe that Acts provides us with an accurate picture of the early 

church, it doesn’t tell the whole story.  Listen to Paul’s description of the 

church in Corinth, Greece a few years later.  

17Now in the following instructions I do not commend you, because when 

you come together it is not for the better but for the worse. 18For, to begin 

with, when you come together as a church, I hear that there are divisions 

among you; and to some extent I believe it. 19Indeed, there have to be 

factions among you, for only so will it become clear who among you are 

genuine. 20When you come together, it is not really to eat the Lord’s 

supper. 21For when the time comes to eat, each of you goes ahead with 

your own supper, and one goes hungry and another becomes 

drunk. 22What! Do you not have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you show 

contempt for the church of God and humiliate those who have nothing? 

What should I say to you? Should I commend you? In this matter I do not 

commend you! (I Cor. 11:17-22) 
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 Here, Paul is dismayed by divisions and factions in the church.  The 

splits are so bad that they are affecting the weekly meals they share 

together as part of the Lord’s Supper!  Some people have nothing to eat, 

while others have more than enough.  Some even get drunk!  Paul 

admonishes them for this!  In another letter to the church in Philippi, he 

calls out two women, Euodia and Syntyche, because of a feud with each 

other that it is affecting the whole church.  He has to ask another member 

of the church to help them settle their differences.  Probably not the legacy 

these two women had in mind! 

 The point is that conflicts in churches were common, even under the 

leadership of the Apostles.  But often, the church reacted in the right way to 

keep these conflicts from becoming poisonous.  Let me show you an 

example from Acts 15.  The early church wrestled with one particular issue 

time and time again, because it struck at the very identity of the church.  

You see, all the first Christians were Jews, just like Jesus was.  When they 

became Christians, they continued to practice their Jewish faith.  But when 

Gentiles started responding to the gospel, an important question arose.  Do 

these Gentiles need to become Jewish first, before they can be Christians?  

Many Jewish Christians, who knew that God’s covenant was with the Jews, 

said yes.  They believed that these new believers needed to be 

circumcised and follow the Old Testament Law.   
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After all, they had lived by the law all their lives, believing that the Old 

Testament Law revealed the way God intended everyone to live.  To allow 

Gentiles to ignore this heritage seemed to negate the whole history of 

Israel.  But not everyone agreed, and the church was deeply divided over 

the matter.  In fact, there was a real possibility that it would split along 

Jewish and Gentile lines. 

 Paul had a ministry to Gentiles in Antioch, Syria.  The Holy Spirit was 

obviously working in these new Gentile believers, so Paul saw no need for 

them to become Jewish.  But some church members from Jerusalem came 

to Antioch and taught that they did need to be circumcised and observe the 

law.  There were major arguments over the issue, so Paul went to 

Jerusalem to ask the church leaders for help in deciding the matter.  Acts 

15 provides a wonderful picture of how the church worked in those days.  

We pick up the story in verse 4. 

4When (Paul and Barnabas) came to Jerusalem, they were welcomed by 

the church and the apostles and the elders, and they reported all that God 

had done with them. 5But some believers who belonged to the sect of the 

Pharisees stood up and said, “It is necessary for them to be circumcised 

and ordered to keep the law of Moses.” 
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6The apostles and the elders met together to consider this matter. 7After 

there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, “My 

brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, 

that I should be the one through whom the Gentiles would hear the 

message of the good news and become believers. 8And God, who knows 

the human heart, testified to them by giving them the Holy Spirit, just as he 

did to us; 9and in cleansing their hearts by faith he has made no distinction 

between them and us. 10Now therefore why are you putting God to the test 

by placing on the neck of the disciples a yoke that neither our ancestors nor 

we have been able to bear? 11On the contrary, we believe that we will be 

saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus, just as they will.” 12The whole 

assembly kept silence, and listened to Barnabas and Paul as they told of all 

the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the 

Gentiles. 13After they finished speaking, James replied, “My brothers, listen 

to me. 14Simeon has related how God first looked favorably on the Gentiles, 

to take from among them a people for his name...  19Therefore I have 

reached the decision that we should not trouble those Gentiles who are 

turning to God, 20but we should write to them to abstain only from things 

polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever has been 

strangled and from blood.” (Acts 15:4-14,19,20) 
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 I love this passage, because it is realistic about the kinds of divisions 

that were present in the early church, and also because it shows its health 

in the way it dealt with a controversy that threatened to split the church 

wide open.  They had a clear structure; Paul knew that the apostles and 

elders in Jerusalem had the authority to make this decision.  So, the 

divisive issue was openly brought to them.  All points of view were heard.  

Verse 12 tells us that the whole assembly was silent and listened to Paul 

and Barnabas.  A decision was reached that respected both points of view.  

Gentiles could be part of the church without becoming Jews first, but they 

were asked to respect their Jewish brothers and sisters by refraining from 

the practices that would have been most offensive to them.  The rest of the 

passage tells how the leaders spent a lot of effort to clearly communicate 

this decision to the Gentile churches. 

 This is a good example of how a healthy church works.  It deals 

directly and openly with conflict.  It makes clear decisions and 

communicates those decisions with all who need to know.  Later, when this 

issue came up again, Paul could directly and openly confront those whose 

teaching was out-of-line with this decision, cutting off their toxic attempts to 

divide congregations and undermine the gospel message. 

 Let’s come back to those of you who have been hurt by a church or 

Christian fellowship of some kind.  First, I’m genuinely sorry you have had 
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that experience.  If you think it would be helpful, we are available to listen to 

your story.  If you’re still carrying around hurt from a toxic experience, it’s 

important to find a way to be cleansed from it, because it can affect your 

relationship with God.   

In addition, if you have been hurt by something that we have said or 

done to you here at GPC, I ask for your forgiveness.  I hope that you will 

give us a chance to make it right.  Keep in mind that every church has 

people in it who, perhaps because of something in their background, 

behave in ways that are hurtful to those around them and to the church.  

Healthy congregations, like this one, will not allow those toxic people to 

continue in behaviors that are destructive to others.  They will not allow the 

soul of their church to become toxic.  May God keep us healthy as 

individuals as well as in our dealings with one another. 


