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Decision Making  
Detailed Outline 

Part 1 of 4 

Introduction: 

 Elders make decisions. Some are good, and some not so much.  

 Making good decisions brings encouragement to the whole body.  

 But, making poor decisions hinders the ministry of the church.  

 Recovering is like putting toothpaste back into the tube, very difficult.  

 It’s far better to get it right the first time!  

 So how can elders become better decision makers? 

 Let’s begin with some general principles from the wisdom of the early church.  

I. The Early Church Model 

A. The early spiritual leaders had to learn leadership quickly. 

1. The early church experienced exponential growth.  

At this time Peter stood up in the midst of the brethren (a gathering of about one hundred 

and twenty persons was there together) . . . (Acts 1:15 NASB, emphasis added)  

So then, those who had received his word were baptized; and that day there were added 

about three thousand souls. (Acts 2:41, emphasis added)  

But many of those who had heard the message believed; and the number of the men came 

to be about five thousand. (Acts 4:4, emphasis added)  

2. On the day of Pentecost, in a matter of one day, the number of Christ followers grew 

from about 120 to 3,000. Then later the number grew to 5,000.  

3. For the leaders of the fledgling church in Jerusalem, the learning curve for decision-

making was steep and sudden.  

4. But, guided by the Holy Spirit, their initial decisions were wise and we can learn much 

by their example. 

B. Two incidents, in particular, confronted them: one a practical issue, the other doctrinal.  

1. Acts 6:1–7 

Now at this time while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the 

part of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows were being 

overlooked in the daily serving of food. So the twelve summoned the congregation of the 

disciples and said, “It is not desirable for us to neglect the word of God in order to serve 

tables. Therefore, brethren, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of 

the Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task. But we will devote 

ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” The statement found approval with 
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the whole congregation; and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, 

and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas and Nicolas, a proselyte from Antioch. 

And these they brought before the apostles; and after praying, they laid their hands on 

them. (Acts 6:1–6)  

a) There was inequality in food distribution to the needy widows among them. 

b) The Spirit had moved among the new believers to share their resources.  

c) The distribution was somewhat skewed along cultural lines.  

d) The problem was this: the Hebrew widows among them were being well taken care 

of in the food distribution, but the widows from a Hellenistic background were 

overlooked.  

2. Acts 15 

a) The second incident involved doctrinal controversy.  

b) The issue was whether circumcision and adherence to Mosaic Law were to be 

required of Gentile believers.   

c) This led to what has become known as the Jerusalem Council.  

d) A few principles can be culled from these two incidents.  

e) I encourage you to stop this recording and read the entire chapter of Acts 15, so 

the situation is fresh in your minds. 

II. A Few Principles 

A. Good decision making helps to avoid hindrances in the spread of the Word of God.  

1. Notice Acts 6:1 tells us “. . . the disciples were increasing in number.”  

2. Notice, after the practical problem in Acts 6 was solved, we read in verse 7:  

The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of the disciples continued to increase 

greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith. 

(Acts 6:7)  

3. So we have kind of literary bookends to the story. This is not incidental. The growth of 

the church was uninterrupted by the problem, because the leaders were wise decision 

makers.   

4. Had the early church been unwise or unclear in their decision, clearly the expansion of 

the gospel would have been affected.  

5. Thoughtful decisions keep the church from wasting precious energy that could be used 

for the spread of the gospel.  

6. Unwise decisions, by contrast, create confusion and discouragement—and waste time.  

B. Wise decisions encourage God’s people.  
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1. Following the Jerusalem council in Acts 15, when they sent their decision to the church 

in Antioch, the believers there were greatly encouraged.  

Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men 

from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas—Judas called Barsabbas, 

and Silas, leading men among the brethren, and they sent this letter by them … So when 

they were sent away, they went down to Antioch; and having gathered the congregation 

together, they delivered the letter. When they had read it, they rejoiced because of its 

encouragement.  

(Acts 15:22–23, 30–31)  

2. Notice, the result was that when the people read it, they “rejoiced because of its 

encouragement.” (Acts 15:30)  

3. God’s people are built up and encouraged by the wise deliberations of godly leaders.  

4. It sets an example of clear, decisive, firm, leadership—and a sense that the shepherds 

are really looking after the sheep.  

C. A problem cannot be solved unless the issues are clearly identified.  

1. In both incidents, the leaders heard and listened to the people involved.   

2. They apparently understood the warnings of Proverbs:  

“He who answers before listening—that is his folly and his shame” (Prov. 18:13).   

“The first to present his case seems right, till another comes forward and questions him” 

(Prov. 18:17).  

3. It is so easy to jump to quick conclusions about the merit of someone’s concern.  

4. I know that I have a tendency:  

a) to believe the first person to speak about a problem.  

b) to jump to superficial conclusions, without thoroughly investigating the issue.  

5. We must resist the urge, for example, to: 

a) conclude that someone has oversensitive feelings or is “nitpicking” about 

doctrine.   

b) give greater credence to the opinion of our friends.  

6. Good leaders show respect by carefully listening to the concerns of all the people 

involved. 

D. Problems that are public should involve the congregation in the solution.  

1. While the level of congregational involvement depends on the situation, being too 

secretive can be detrimental.  

2. In the first instance in Acts 6 concerning the widows, the spiritual leaders invited the 

congregation to “nominate” men, according to a defined criteria  

“Therefore, brethren, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the 
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Spirit and of wisdom, whom we may put in charge of this task . . . the whole congregation . 

. . chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit, and Philip . . . (Acts 6:3–5)  

3. These men were to solve the problem and work out the details.  The congregation was 

involved in selecting them.  

4. In the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15), at least some of the deliberations took place in the 

gathering of the whole church. 

All the people kept silent, and they were listening to Barnabas and Paul as they were 

relating what signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles… Then 

the apostles and elders, with the whole church, decided . . . (Acts 15:12, 22) 

a) It must have been tremendously educational for the believers to see the spiritual 

leadership working through this doctrinal issue.  

b) In the end, they could wholeheartedly endorse the decision.  

5. Clearly, some decisions that elders make may involve sensitive information about 

people, and these of course must be handled with godly discretion and confidentiality. 

6. The point is that some decisions the leadership considers should involve the 

congregation.    

E. Spiritual leaders must prioritize so they don’t neglect the main thing.  

1. In the case of the widows in Acts 6, the apostles did not want to take time from their 

primary focus: the ministry of the Word and prayer. 

2. They delegated the problem solving to capable men.  

a) Of course, they maintained ultimate responsibility through the laying on of hands.  

b) Nonetheless, others took responsibility to solve the inequality of distribution.  

3. In the doctrinal issue, in Acts 15, the spiritual leaders were directly involved. 

4. As the ministry of elders unfolds in the rest of the NT teaching, elders do more than 

study the word and pray, but they must not neglect those things by doing what others 

can do.  

F. Some elders have the ability to articulate a decision better than others.  

1. In Acts 15:13–22, James brought the discussion into focus, summarizing the consensus.  

After they had stopped speaking, James answered, saying, “Brethren, listen to me . . . it is 

my judgment that we do not trouble those who are turning to God from among the 

Gentiles but that we write to them that they abstain from things contaminated by idols 

and from fornication and from what is strangled and from blood…” Then it seemed good 

to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose men from among them to 

send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas . . . (Acts 15:13, 19–20, 22)  

2. They all discussed. And though the prominent apostles Peter, Paul, and Barnabas were 

present, it was James who brought the discussion to a summary, to which all agreed. 
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3. These qualities are key to good decision making in a plurality of leadership:  

a) Having men who can sense when everything in a discussion has been said that is 

of value for making a decision, and 

b) Men who are good at synthesizing, summarizing, and communicating clearly the 

collective thinking of the whole. 

4. Without this skill, the plurality of team leadership in the church will falter.  

G. Elders should take careful notes when dealing with serious issues.  

1. The council in Acts 15 upon reaching a consensus put their conclusion in writing. 

. . . James answered, saying, “Brethren, listen to me . . . it is my judgment . . . that we write . 

. . ” Then it seemed good to the apostles and the elders, with the whole church, to choose 

men from among them to send to Antioch with Paul and Barnabas . . . and they sent this 

letter by them . . . (Acts 15:13, 19–20, 22)  

2. This provided a clear, unambiguous response to the serious doctrinal issue at hand. 

3. To only communicate orally opens up greater possibilities for misinterpretations, 

verbal nuances, and poorly chosen words that mislead. 

4. Illustration: I know from experience how easy it is to forget what has been said. I have 

learned to keep all important communications as a record of what was agreed to. It has 

helped out many times to correct misunderstandings.  

5. When the decision is written down, much ambiguity is removed.  

H. Go to the source of the problem. 

1. Notice in Acts 15,  

a) Paul and Barnabas went to Jerusalem to confront the source of the problem.   

Some men came down from Judea and began teaching the brethren, “Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.” (Acts 15:1)  

b) They didn’t go there because Jerusalem was a sort of denominational 

headquarters.  

2. Apparently, the men propagating the false teaching claimed the authority of James in 

Jerusalem.  

For prior to the coming of certain men from James, he [i.e. Peter] used to eat with the 

Gentiles; but when they came, he began to withdraw and hold himself aloof, fearing the 

party of the circumcision. (Gal. 2:12)  

3. On a side note, it makes sense that Peter, Barnabas and Paul were not the ones to 

summarize the discussion, since they were parties to the dispute.  
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4. And it was entirely appropriate for James to be the one speak up for the council to 

remove all doubt about where he stood on the issue. In other words, the purveyors of 

false teaching did not have James’ authorization.  And all in Jerusalem agreed.   

These are some general principles for decision making we can draw from these two incidents. 

Next we will look into dealing with disagreements among elders. 
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Decision Making 
Detailed Outline 

Part 2 of 4 

III. Handling Disagreements 

How we handle disagreements depends on what’s at issue. Different issues, as we discovered in 

the last session, need to be handled differently. So also the way we handle disagreements varies 

from issue to issue. Let’s take a look at some of these things: 

A. Serious doctrinal issues 

1. In the disagreement of Acts 15, Paul was not about to amicably part company with the 

other apostles in Jerusalem. 

2. The question was whether there was another gospel beside the one he preached. 

Pretty serious! 

3. We get some clues as to what was going on in this dispute in the book of Galatians.  

4. I believe this letter was written about the time of Acts 15, and refers to the same 

controversy. Paul was pretty staunch and unbending:  

But we did not yield in subjection to them for even an hour, so that the truth of the gospel 

would remain with you. (Gal. 2:5 NASB)  

5. With Peter also he was quite terse: 

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood 

condemned. (Gal. 2:11)  

6. Peter was supporting false doctrine by his actions; he was compelling the Gentile 

believers in Antioch to keep the law and circumcision. When the men who claimed they 

were from James arrived, Peter withdrew from fellowshipping with Gentiles.  

7. Paul later warned the Ephesian elders:  

“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock . . . I know that after my departure 

savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own 

selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them.” 

(Acts 20:28–30)  

8. If Peter could have supported false teaching, then false teaching could come from any 

direction, even “from among your own selves,” Paul says to the Ephesian elders. 

9. I pray for the wisdom to know when false teaching is truly at issue, and when it is not. 

And then to stand firm which the gospel is in any way compromised. 
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B. Petty Issues 

1. These are small or narrowly focused things that don’t rise to the level of serious 

theology.  

2. Some people thrive on theological argumentation, to engage doctrinal debates. It’s a 

hobby or a way of life for them.  

3. Certain sects of the Amish or old-order Mennonite in North American divide over 

whether clothes can have buttons and buttonholes, versus clothes with hooks and 

clasps.  

4. We may smile at that, but in our churches sometimes we succumb to giving a lot of 

discussion to small things.  

5. I think of Paul’s letter to Timothy, where he wrote: 

Instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines, nor to pay attention to myths and 

endless genealogies, which give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the 

administration of God which is by faith. (1 Tim. 1:3–4)  

6. Elders must be able to recognize such things and put a halt to them. They are time 

wasters and depress the spiritual life of the church: 

7. Paul writes to the Colossians, to avoid exotic, fantastical experiences: 

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the 

worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by 

his fleshly mind . . . (Col. 2:18)  

For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 

circumcision, who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching 

things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain. (Titus 1:10–11)  

There may be a place for discussing with them their concerns, but there comes a time 

of cutting off discussion. When it is wasting time and when the elders determine it is 

counter-productive to the well-being of the church, that is the time to say, “Enough is 

enough.” 

8. Elders must make the decision of which issues rise to a level of importance that merits 

discussion, and which issues are simply nonsense or nonessential. 

C. Differing Perspectives 

1. While leaders can be of the same mind in important things of doctrine, as Phil. 2:2 

speaks  

Make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in 

spirit, intent on one purpose. (Phil. 2:2)  

2. Sometimes leaders might not be of the same mind in specifics of how to do things.  

3. Sometimes godly men simply disagree. 
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4. The supreme example is Paul and Barnabas, their disagreement over whether to 

include John Mark again in their second mission tour around the eastern 

Mediterranean.   

5. This wasn’t about doctrine, but a difference in mission strategy: 

And there occurred such a sharp disagreement that they separated from one another, and 

Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to Cyprus. But Paul chose Silas and left, 

being committed by the brethren to the grace of the Lord. (Acts 15:39–40)  

a) Notice it was a “sharp disagreement.” 

b) There are no textual clues as to whether God took sides on this. 

c) There is no indication who was right or wrong. The incident is simply recorded.  

d) Paul was certainly adamant, for verse 38 says he kept insisting.  

e) Lest we think Paul only was stubborn, Barnabas was not willing to give in either.  

f) Many things might be and have been suggested about finding fault.  

g) But, the fact of the matter is that God did not find fault in either.  

6. Sometimes, decisions cannot be resolved to everyone’s liking.  

a) There is a time for two parties to separate and go their own way in serving the 

Lord.  

b) That is difficult in a church setting.  

7. Illustration: I know of a brother who came to our fellowship for a number of years and 

was fully involved. But his heart was working with children in the inner city. No one 

else in our fellowship had that same burden, which was disconcerting to him. He finally 

decided to join a church that had that same burden. He left with no animosity, and he 

fully explained his reasoning.  It was a difference in whom to reach. 

D. Fear 

I think of the twelve spies who set out for Canaan. Ten of them feared the giants in the land. 

They were able to persuade the Israelites to decide against God’s mandate to take the land.   

1. Fear of conflict 

a) Unwillingness to engage disagreement, to deal with it  

b) Some people want to keep the peace at any cost. 

c) This is a mistaken understanding of what Jesus prayed in the upper room:  

“ . . . That they may all be one; even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they 

also may be in Us, so that the world may believe that You sent Me.” (John 17:21)  

d) The goal is unity and harmony—yes.  
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e) We need to air our differences, so we can:  

(1) Work through them, and  

(2) Have a much better chance of gaining that unity Jesus desired for us.  

f) It was only by airing all sides of the doctrinal controversy in Acts 15, that the 

church was able to arrive at the conclusion that: 

“. . . It seemed good to us, having become of one mind . . .” (Acts 15:25)  

g) “For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us . . .” (Acts 15:28) It took them time 

to come to the “one mind.” It came first by discussing differences. 

h) When we don’t confront our disagreements: 

(1) The church begins to stagnant, disagreements increase, with no resolution 

(2) Suppressed anger and bitterness can fester  

(3) Churches split or die 

i) Illustration: I know of a church that has as one of its values for its small group 

ministry to teach believers how to handle disagreement in a healthy way. 

j) Elders must lead the way, learn how to disagree, work through differences in 

love. 

2. Fear of what others may think—being a people pleaser 

a) Try to make everyone happy. 

b) Elders are not politicians trying to get elected. 

c) We are men accountable to God, and it is him we are trying to please. 

d) And sometimes that means we will make decisions some people won’t like. 

3. Fear of failure 

a) Don’t let fear of making mistakes cripple your decision making.  

b) One brother told me, “Get used to it. You will make mistakes.” 

c) Keeping to the tried and true things is safe—we know they work, if only 

marginally.  

d) Illustration: I remember once the young families in our church argued for making 

the Sunday evening service earlier so they could get their children in bed earlier, 

ready for school. The older folks thought that would cut into their Sunday 

evening meal time. We reasoned with the older folks, that the younger ones need 

growing in their faith, and had many family responsibilities. Young families didn’t 

come out to the new hour. Some of the older folks stopped attending, because of 

their dinner time.  That decision didn’t work out so well.  

e) So we changed back. 
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f) Yes, there is always a risk in making a decision, especially when change is 

involved. 

What about when elders disagree among themselves?  Next we will look at a policy one 

church used that helped guide them through disagreements.  
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Decision Making 
Detailed Outline 

Part 3 of 4 
 

We have looked so far at some general principles for decision making and then how to handle 

different kinds of disagreements. Now we want to turn our attention to thinking through a 

decision making policy.  Many political, corporate, and even many nonprofit organizations use 

what is called “Robert’s Rules of Order,” a very detailed, structured approach to making decisions. 

However, the church could become bogged down making all decisions in such a laborious way.  

The church is to be more like a family than like a corporation. So decision making should be much 

less formalized. However, there are some things you should think through so that you are 

consistent in your method of making decisions.  

A church is wise to think through a decision-making policy, one that spells out not only how to 

make decisions, but also what to do when elders disagree. 

Let look at some ideas for putting flesh to the ideas we have talked about so far.  

IV. A Policy for Decision Making 

A. The importance of the elders’ character 

1. Disagreement involves one or more elders who feel the need to speak strongly and 

unbendingly about an issue. 

2. Each elder must discern his own heart, when to speak strongly and when to 

compromise. 

3. I am not speaking of compromising doctrine, but compromising when good minds 

disagree in lesser areas.  

4. This is where the godly qualifications come into play, precisely when we disagree. 

5. It is important in decision making that the elders are prudent, not pugnacious, gentle, 

peaceable, not rebellious or self-willed, sensible, just, self-controlled, holding fast the 

faithful word. 

B. The importance of prayer 

1. Disunity and disharmony are at stake. Jesus said:  

“. . . Upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”  

(Matt. 16:18 NASB)  

2. The church is advancing into enemy territory. He is the ruler of this world:  

“Now judgment is upon this world; now the ruler of this world will be cast out.” (John 

12:31)  

3. But the enemy of the church does not take defeat lying down.  
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4. He is trying to shut the advance of the gospel into the world, his domain. 

5. We need to engage in spiritual warfare, that is, prayer.  

6. Illustration: I remember a Christian camp I was associated with, about 20 years ago 

was going through serious, heated discussions. Anger, division loomed. One young 

brother spoke up, “Has anyone thought of praying together about this issue?”  The 

whole room went silent. No one had thought of praying together, humbly before the 

Lord. 

C. The issue of plurality-style decision making 

1. In some ways, a CEO-style of leadership makes decision making simpler. The CEO 

gathers input, but he makes the decision himself. But the entire decision rests on him. 

2. In plurality, there is shared responsibility and shared authority. The team of elders 

must move together. This takes time. Some decisions cannot be made quickly.  

3. So plurality of elders requires patience. That is why elders must be prudent, not self-

willed, but self-controlled.  

4. If done poorly, then plurality-based decision making becomes nothing more than rule 

by committee—which too easily bogs down, and nothing gets decided in a meaningful 

way. 

5. But, if done well, plurality-based decision making is an opportunity for the elders to 

grow as a team, and for God to be glorified through wise decisions. 

D. Ideas for a policy  

1. Here are some things to consider when drawing up a policy. On our website, you can 

see a Decision Making Policy Sample of what one church developed.  

2. Most decisions pass on the basis of a consensus. 

a) The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines “consensus” as “a general agreement.”  

b) This may or may not be a formal vote. 

c) Acts 15 was a consensus where one man (James) summarized what he sensed 

was the mind of the majority. If there was a vote, it was not essential that the 

author preserve that for us to know.  

d) The individual participants either fully agreed or had no serious objections.   

e) In elders’ meetings, moving for a consensus on decisions is efficient, especially 

when there are many decisions.   

3. What is a consensus and how does it work? 

a) Consensus seeks the consent of all participants.  

(1) There is sufficient will to make and act on a decision.  

(2) There are no serious objections to it.  
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(3) All are willing to accept it. 

b) One person brings up an issue that needs a decision. 

c) Everyone is given the opportunity to ask questions or give input. 

d) At some point, one person senses a general agreement, and proposes a decision. 

e) If anyone has serious objection then they are encouraged to speak up.  

f) Assuming, then, no serious objecting, and sufficient willpower on the part of 

some to carry it forward, the decision is made in accordance with the summary 

resolution.  

g) Then in some previously agreed-upon fashion, the statement is made that the 

decision is carried (that is, by the chairman of the elders, the discussion leader, or 

some respected elder in the group).  

h) All elders agree to support the consensus decision. 

i) In practice, this is often done very informally, depending on the number of 

decisions made, and how much personal interest there is in the outcomes. 

4. When one elder (or a minority) has a strong objection, wait one month. 

a) Agree to table the decision for one month. 

b) This shows respect and honor for the dissenting view in the discussion. 

c) All commit the decision to prayer.  

(1) Be sure to pray together humbly before the Lord. 

(2) Each elder pray through the next month about the decision. 

d) It may be that the Lord is speaking through the lone elder, or that elder may need 

to “get on board” with what God is speaking through the majority. 

e) Remember, the point is not to get a quick decision, but to discern the Lord’s mind. 

f) If, after discussing the issue again, there is still strong disagreement, the 

dissenting elder must evaluate whether he can concede the decision, and agree to 

support the majority even though he personally disagrees.  

g) But, if he does consent, it is essential that he would agree not to work against the 

decision in any way or against the other elders.  

5. If still no consensus, shelve the issue for three months. 

a) Sufficient time has passed.  

b) It may be a good idea to give each elder an opportunity to expressly state 

whether they are for or against a decision. This allows each to take ownership of 

the process.  

c) If there is still a dissenting elder (or minority of elders) who cannot support the 
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majority, then he (or they) should resign from the elders group—agree to 

separate as Paul and Barnabas did.  

d) Why continue in conflict and neutralize everyone’s efforts? 

e) Of course, in all this, an elder must consider how important is the issue to him 

when given the options of either conceding or removing himself.  

f) This should not be done lightly or over some minor issue. 

6. In the case that serious doctrinal or core values/principles are an issue: 

a) There should be at least a 2/3 majority and not just a simple majority of elders in 

favor of the decision.  

b) In other words, the more serious the change or decision, the greater number of 

elders must be in agreement.  

c) But in this case, no matter what, change must proceed with extreme caution.  

E. What about the idea of unanimity? 

1. Some feel that the higher spiritual ideal is to wait until there is unanimity of all elders 

before moving ahead with a decision. 

2. That is ideal, and elders should always work toward that.  

3. But, the reality is elders are still human and can act in un-Christlike ways.  

4. Unanimity can inadvertently become a form of minority rule.  

5. If every elder has an absolute veto power, then one elder could become the drag on the 

whole. 

6. Such a church will never accomplish much for God’s kingdom. It will always be in a rut.  

7. If an elder finds himself in constant or unbending conflict with the others, then serious 

thought needs to be given on whether he should continue to be an elder! 

8. We believe majority rule, with all elders pledging ahead of time to support the majority 

leading in all decisions, is the best way to accomplish God’s will. 

F. Sample decision-making policy 

1. On the BE Resources website, we have a sample policy statement you can use and 

modify. 

2. I would encourage you adopt a written policy that all the elders will agree to abide by. 

 

Next we will look at some special issues, the more difficult things that hinder decision making.  
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Decision Making 
Detailed Outline 

Part 4 of 4 
 

Even with the best policy, decision making can be thwarted by certain things. And you will need to 

deal with these, because they will affect every church.  Let’s look at some of these. 

V. When Decision Making is Difficult 

A. Going against tradition 

1. Most traditions start out good.  

a) Even the apostle Paul spoke of the “traditions.” 

Now I praise you because you remember me in everything and hold firmly to the 

traditions, just as I delivered them to you. (1 Cor. 11:2 NASB)  

b) The word traditions, means “that which is handed down.” 

c) In Paul’s case, it refers to those truths handed down from the apostolic teaching.  

2. Some traditions are biblical. 

a) The Lord’s Supper, in 1 Corinthians 11, is one such tradition. 

b) It is to be done with two symbols, the bread and wine.  

c) This carries the weight of Scripture. 

3. Other traditions are creative solutions to problems or challenges of ministry.  

a) Example: Sunday school began in 1780s, promoted by Robert Raikes as an effort 

to reach children who were being sucked up by the Industrial Revolution. 

b) They were working all weekend long, and most were illiterate. 

c) Sunday school began as a movement to limit child labor and to help them learn to 

read. 

d) The Bible was the primary text.  

e) The idea became popular and spread to the U.S.  

f) “By the mid-19th century, Sunday school attendance was a near universal aspect 

of childhood.” (http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/when-

didsundayschoolstart.html) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/whendidsundayschoolstart.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ch/asktheexpert/whendidsundayschoolstart.html
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4. Today, we loosely use the word to include any action or ministry that has become 

identified as an unchanging practice in the church.  

a) They are tried and shown to be effective.  

b) But over time, they become set in stone, even when the reason for their original 

implementation has changed or is no longer there.  

5. Illustration 

a) I was involved in a new church plant, with lots of creativity and innovation.  

b) But after five years some things became hard to change.  

c) Everyone got used to sitting in the same seats, listening to the same music.  

d) Someone came in, asked why don’t we change a certain thing. I found forming in 

my mind those dreaded words, “Because that is the way we do things here.” 

e) Resistance to change can creep up on you. 

6. Some traditions are good; some are neutral.  

7. Some traditions may encase unbiblical perceptions or hinder biblical thinking. 

a) We need to confront those kinds of “traditions” face to face.  

b) We need to think through carefully the original reasons for what has now become 

a tradition, and what are the reasons for continuing it. 

c) A church that is unable or unwilling to think critically of its own traditions, is a 

church that will stagnate and be left behind in reaching the current generation. 

d) There is much evidence to this happening, when you see churches that have only 

senior saints and very few young people.  

B. Going against an inbred history 

1. This is related to the difficulty of traditions, but concerns something that has a specific 

history of difficulty. 

2. This is the “sacred cow.” Something that everyone knows if you bring it up, conflict will 

immediate arise.  

3. Many churches have this.  

a) There has been an unsettling compromise in just ignoring the problem.  

b) An unholy truce has been tacitly accepted—for the sake of maintaining unity or at 

least avoiding further conflict.  

4. You need to understand carefully the background. Usually a sacred cow is an issue that 

was never resolved in the first place. 

 

 



 

Biblical Eldership Resources  Decision Making - 18 

5. Illustration: 

a) Early in my Christian life, I had just been exposed to the issues of the sovereignty 

of God and free will of man. So I spoke about it with the youth group I was 

leading.  

b) I was told that the church had decided a few years earlier that no one was to 

speak, teach, or preach on that subject. I was totally bewildered.   

c) There was a history. The whole church was inflamed. They didn’t know how to 

discuss the matter, and extreme viewpoints were thrown out there. No one was 

listening to anyone else.  

d) That was just going to need some time, healing. 

6. You have to ask, “Is this the hill that I want to plant my flag on? How much do I want to 

make this an issue? Does this need to be resolved?”  

7. Elders must be those who hold faithfully to the Word of God and are apt to teach.  In 

fact, most of the characteristics of elders come into play in difficult situations like this.  

8. Above, the elders must be able to pray together about these kind of difficulties. 

C. Going against a few “strong men” 

1. One strong-minded person can influence others, form a resistance, or put a stop to 

anything. 

2. It might be a person who: 

a) May have been at the church longer than anyone else 

b) May be eloquent or persuasive with words 

c) May be well-connected or related to many others in the church 

d) May not even be in a formal leadership role 

3. This is where a plurality of elders, who are biblically qualified, is essential. 

4. Illustration: One church I know had no elders.  

a) One man resisted the idea of elders. 

(1) He had been there longer than anyone else.  

(2) He was related to many people in the small church.  

(3) He controlled everything that happened 

(4) No one was willing to go up against him.  

b) Finally, one man was willing to take a stand.  

(1) He began teaching about eldership. 

(2) In time, he called an elders’ meeting.  

(3) Two other men showed up; the older man did not show up.   

(4) They began acting as elders. 
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c) The older man tried manipulating, coercing, gaining support, against “usurpers.”   

d) But, the new elders stood firm, weathered the resistance.  

e) In the end, the church accepted it.  

f) The older man faded into the background and no one listened to him anymore.  

5. You need to the courage to confront, in a loving way.  

D. When family is involved 

1. “Blood is thicker than water” is a proverbial statement conveys the idea that loyalty to 

one’s relatives can very much skew a man’s judgment.   

2. These things are stronger than you’d expect. 

3. If a decision by the elders affects a family member of the one of them, it may be wise 

for that elder to recuse himself from the discussion and decision making in that case. 

E. When music is involved 

1. It seems that music is one of the touchstone issue of existing churches. 

a) Music evokes strong emotions. We hear a song and it brings a flood of memories. 

b) Each generation seems to enjoy a different style. 

2. Interestingly, the Bible does not contain any audio recordings.  

a) We don’t know what kind of music the early church enjoyed! 

b) Paul didn’t instruct about which rhythms are godly and which are worldly. 

3. What we do know is that, regardless of our musical style, God desires our worship to 

be “in spirit and in truth.” (John 4:23) 

4. But, how do elders approach this issue without dividing the church? 

a) With much prayer, seeking God’s wisdom and insight—like any other decision.  

b) BUT, we need to recognize that the more an issue touches people deeply and 

emotionally, the more careful you need to help people on it. 

c) Study the subject, pray about it, discuss it, listen to each other’s hearts and souls. 

d) BUT, address it with Philippians 2:1–3 in mind. This is a strategic, important 

passage 

Therefore if there is any encouragement in Christ, if there is any consolation of love, 

if there is any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, make my joy 

complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same love, united in spirit, 

intent on one purpose. Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with 

humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not 

merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. 

(Phil. 2:1–4)  
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VI. Conclusion 

As you know, some decisions are very difficult. How important it is to have a plurality of 

biblically qualified elders to discuss together, seek the Lord together, and work together in 

leading the people of God—so that the church of God will not be deterred from its mission of 

preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ in all of the world. 

We recommend the book The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict by Ken 

Sande as an excellent, in-depth treatment on resolving conflict in the church. This will be a great 

help to elders becoming better decision makers when there are strong differences in the 

leadership.  

 

 


