
Congregational Challenges 
Introduction. Bryan Wilkerson, in an article titled, “Endurance” writes, “The first 

half of the New York City Marathon is a party. You’re swept along by 50,000 runners 
and the crowds lining the streets. You’re touring the ethnic neighborhoods of Brooklyn 
and Queens. You feel like you could run forever. At mile 13, you cross over into 
Manhattan and start heading north, away from the finish line. The crowds are thinner 
now. The party’s over.


At about mile 16 or 18, you hit the wall. You’re absolutely miserable. Physically 
and psychologically, you’re busted. At that point I began to despair. I imagined myself 
having to go home and tell everybody I didn’t finish. Why did I ever sign up for this 
race? What made me think I could do this?


That’s when it hit me: one way or another, I had to get to Central Park. I had no 
car, no money. I would have to get there on my own two feet. So I might as well keep 
running. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other.


Some churches may be hitting the wall right now — feeling like they can’t go on, 
like they’ll never make it. There’s no magic to endurance racing. It’s all about making it 
to the finish line.”


Difficulty making it to the end is nothing new for God’s people. One of the most 
significant challenges the Israelites faced as a people was when they were poised to 
march to Canaan and inhabit the land. Because of the ten spies’ evil report, the 
Israelites were mentally discouraged and defeated (Numbers 13:1-14:38, esp. 14:1-4).


But the strength and hope that Joshua and Caleb offered the people is the same 
that we can offer each other as we face these six challenges as God’s people (cp. 
Romans 15:4).


I. Failing To Patiently Wait On The Lord 
A. We need more dependency on God.


1. There were many good men who were fired decades ago because of their 
stand against liberalism.


2. You can imagine how they would’ve thought their circumstances looked 
bleak. They were trying to stand, but everything felt like it was going 
backward instead of forward.


3. They had to learn to trust the Lord and stand for right. Many had to wait 
years to see what is commonplace today: sound churches all over the world.


4. We may still suffer ill effects from standing for biblical truth on gender, 
homosexuality, divorce and remarriage, abortion, etc.


B. The Israelites, coming out of captivity, were told to wait on God (Isaiah 
40:29-31; cp. Psalm 25:4-5; 27:4; Micah 7:7). The best for us to do is get busy 
doing right with joy and patiently wait on the Lord.


II. Losing Christians To The World 
A. Sometimes the “seed” falls in shallow soil and converts fall away in spite of all 

our efforts (Luke 8:13). This doesn’t mean God’s plan is faulty; it means they 
have failed because the devil has won.
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B. When Christians fail to repent, withdrawal of fellowship has to be imposed 
(Matthew 18:17; Romans 16:17-18; 2 Thessalonians 3:6, 13-14).

1. Because it can be extremely unpleasant, churches can become 

discouraged. In so doing, we allow the unrighteous to rule our lives.

2. While others are defecting, we have to cling to the truth more than ever 

(Psalm 119:126-128), moving forward in God’s service.


III. Financial Reversal 
A. Sooner or later financial reversal is likely to happen to every congregation. 

Rising prices and declining membership can make it difficult for churches to 
press forward and make disciples. Some can barely afford a preacher, or if they 
can it won’t be for long.


B. When tough times come, it’s important that churches use wisdom to make the 
best decisions for the future of the congregation.

1. Sometimes when churches are facing their greatest threat to survival is when 

their members respond with the greatest generosity (2 Corinthians 8:1-5).

2. However, we have to be realistic about finances. Some congregations have a 

large surplus, thinking they are “close to being broke” if a major building 
expense arises. But a large bank account can be a sign of decline, for the 
church has stopped looking for greater opportunities because of fear.


C. Of course, financial reversal also hits individual members. If there is any way you 
can help, do it. Let them know you care (cp. Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-35; 11:27-30; 
Galatians 6:10). This creates equality (2 Corinthians 8:13-15), and therefore 
allows all of us to keep moving forward instead of being pulled down.


IV. Slow Numeric Growth 
A. If we really have the truth, why is it not accomplishing more? A lot of outreach is 

done, but there seems to be too many empty pews.

1. First, ask yourself if you’re a spectator watching to see what happens or are 

you making more happen for this church (John 1:40-42; 4:28-30, 39-40)?

2. Second, sometimes it pays to look back. Remember how far we have come 

and be grateful for it. Remember the positive contributions that new 
Christians and new members have made to this flock.


B. Also, it’s good to remember that even when we preach and teach, numerical 
growth depends on the attitude of others. We don’t have much control over their 
decisions. Often we get people to attend and then they hear truth they don’t 
agree with and quit. But we can’t afford to change the message. All we can do 
is plant and water (1 Corinthians 3:6; cp. Romans 15:18; 2 Corinthians 3:2-3).


V. Sadness And Tragedies 
A. If God is good and merciful why would He allow bad things to happen to good 

people? This is not only a question for the ages, but it is also extremely 
troublesome for people whose faith is young. It’s easy to blame God, but He’s 
not to blame — Satan is (Luke 13:16; 2 Corinthians 12:7-9).


B. In the course of nature and human events, bad will happen to every person. 
There are some events and outcomes we can avoid and some we can’t. We can 
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avoid the devastation that come from drugs and alcohol. However, we’ll still 
have problems in spite of good habits.


C. Instead of blaming God, realize that God may have a much larger and greater 
purpose for us that we don’t recognize at the time (cp. Job, Job 42:7-10; Paul, 
Philippians 1:17-18; 3:17).


VI. Discouragements From Each Other 
A. The power of words is the power of metaphorical life and death. It’s easy to tear 

down and it usually has catastrophic consequences. It certainly did with 
Rehoboam and the kingdom of Israel (2 Chronicles 10:6-15).


B. In congregations we sometimes know too much about each other. With that 
comfortableness can come sloppiness. A mean or unkind word is said that 
breaks down instead of builds up.

1. The hurt feelings that occur when a joke goes too far or hits a little close to 

home can cause devastation to someone’s spiritual well being.

2. Paul was willing to never eat meat again if it was going to cause his brother 

harm (1 Corinthians 8:13). I wonder if we can be so noble with our pointed 
observations, critiques, and comments?


3. Society is pretty ruthless in dismantling people. Spend your energy on 
beneficial encouragement and exhortation (Proverbs 12:25; 15:4, 23; 25:11; 
Ecclesiastes 12:10). I promise you’ll be happier with the results (Acts 
11:23-24).


C. On the other hand, for those who have a harsh word spoken to them, the 
solution to the problem is found in the word “love” (1 Corinthians 13:4-7).

1. Love “thinks no evil.” It puts the best construction on something until forced 

to believe otherwise.

2. Love “bears all things.” Even when some may have spoken harshly to you or 

treated you badly, love helps you make as little out of it as possible.

3. It’s also wise for us to remember our need of grace for what we’ve said to 

others too (Ecclesiastes 7:21-22).


Conclusion. Let’s get back to the attitude of Joshua and Caleb. They made 
several important statements in Numbers 13-14:


1. “Let us go up at once and take possession” (13:30). Let’s get on with what 
needs to be done without delay.


2. “We are well able to overcome it” (13:30). It may be a struggle, but we can 
do it. They had trust and confidence.


3. “It is an exceedingly good land” (14:7). They saw the bright side even though 
they knew it would demand sacrifice.


4. “If the Lord delights in us, then He will bring us into this land” (14:8). They 
were trusting in the Lord for the necessary strength.


5. “Do not rebel against the Lord” (14:9). They called the discouraging report 
“rebellion” against the Lord. That is what discouragement really is.


God’s people will be challenged. Even in what we would think as the best of 
congregations, they will face challenges. Call to memory the strength and hope God 
gives to people of faith and keep your confidence in His mighty ways.
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