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We can all agree we are blessed to live in a country that protects and promotes religious liberty. In America today, we are no longer being thrown to lions or beheaded for our faith. In fact, in rural West Tennessee, the level of hostility we encounter is relatively mild compared to our religious forefathers and our brothers and sisters living in countries with less constitutional protection. However, we are not without persecution and difficulty. The increasing push to normalize sinful behavior has put Christian values at odds with accepted social behavior. This increases the odds of conflict and the dangers threatening those who live according to Bible teachings. 
A quick internet search for lawsuits against Christians found: a Bed & Breakfast in Illinois being sued for not allowing homosexual weddings in 2011; a Lighting company in Nebraska being sued for not hiring an employee who refused to attend a company Bible Study in 2012; a florist in Washington being sued for refusing to do flowers for a same-sex wedding in 2013; a Colorado school district being sued for “Proselytizing” when they took up donations for mission trips and encouraged students to participate in 2014; and, in reverse, the D. James Kennedy Ministries suing the Southern Poverty Law Center in Alabama for labeling them a “hate group” and blocking their ability to receive charitable donations through Amazon Smile in August of this year. Each of these situations sparks heated debate and stirs strong feelings on both sides of the lawsuit.
The short answer to the question raised by the topic is - there is nothing you can do to guarantee you won’t be sued. Unfortunately, this is the case for all matters civil or religious. Anyone can be sued by anyone at any time for anything. In an effort to not leave us hopeless, we will examine the subject to seek out some best practices to minimize the threat of litigation. The easiest thing to do is to simply conform to the world completely and blend into society along with all its social norms and varied customs. That should not be an option for a blood-bought child of God. God called us to be Salt and Light. (Matthew 5:10-16) “A city that is set on an hill cannot be hid.” (Matthew 5:14 KJV)

Even sinful Balaam, recognized he could not go against God just to tell Balak the prophesy he wished to hear (Numbers 22:18). Three Hebrew boys stood boldly against an evil edict in ancient Babylon and trusted the Lord to protect them through the fiery furnace. (Daniel 3:16-18) And, Daniel went willingly to the lion’s den to demonstrate his allegiance unto God. We can take a powerful lesson from these situations, especially Daniel’s. Even though they resisted the powers that threatened them, they did so with careful respect. In the case of Daniel, he disobeyed the law of Darius, but he did it in his own home. His persecutors had to set a trap for him and seek him out for destruction. Daniel wasn’t inviting a conflict. He simply stood up for his faith when confronted. (Daniel 6:10) 

Things don’t always work out as well as they did for Daniel. There have been and will always be times God’s people suffer greatly for doing the right thing. John the Baptist was a preacher of righteousness who faithfully spoke the truth. One day he spoke honestly regarding the improper relationship of Herod with his brother’s wife. This imprisonment shortly led to his death. He became the first martyr of the New Testament simply for preaching the truth. (Matthew 14:1-4)

However, the law can also be a protector to God’s people. In the time of the Bible, just like today, the powerful opinion of the mob was overwhelming. The preaching of the Gospel was spreading throughout Ephesus. Demetrius and other silversmiths felt their trade and profit were being threatened so they stirred up the community in opposition. The local town clerk was finally able to subdue their violence and disperse the crowd by reminding them they were acting unlawfully and instructing them to approach the magistrates if they had a legitimate complaint. (Acts 19:33-37) Also, Paul was able to spare his own life and continue his ministry by exercising his rights and protections under the law as a Roman citizen. (Acts 25:10-11) The law is not all bad. As much as we have to fear, there are many more protections and securities we can rejoice to have in this country. Even more, we can receive instruction Paul gave to the Romans to be law abiding and respectful citizens. (Romans 13:1-7) Most laws are there for our rights and protections. We are not to be rebellious trouble makers. Like Daniel, we need only to defend our faith when called upon. The Gospel is worth dying for, but there are many matters of contention that simply don’t have to be fought about. 
Romans 14:15-17 But if thy brother be grieved with thy meat, now walkest thou not charitably. Destroy not him with thy meat, for whom Christ died. 16 Let not then your good be evil spoken of: 17 For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.

Some threats of litigation could easily be avoided by not entangling ourselves in needless controversies and political warfare. The Kingdom of God is more important than scoring political points. The salvation of souls is more important than having someone agree with you on social debates. 
2 Timothy 2:14-26 Of these things put them in remembrance, charging them before the Lord that they strive not about words to no profit, but to the subverting of the hearers. 15 Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth. 16 But shun profane and vain babblings: for they will increase unto more ungodliness. …22 Flee also youthful lusts: but follow righteousness, faith, charity, peace, with them that call on the Lord out of a pure heart. 23 But foolish and unlearned questions avoid, knowing that they do gender strifes. 24 And the servant of the Lord must not strive; but be gentle unto all men, apt to teach, patient, 25 In meekness instructing those that oppose themselves; if God peradventure will give them repentance to the acknowledging of the truth; 26 And that they may recover themselves out of the snare of the devil, who are taken captive by him at his will.


One of the most damaging things to the cause of Christ is the hypocrisy of so many claiming to follow Him. Jesus rebuked the hypocrisy of the Pharisees because it frustrated Him greatly. The unbelieving public can easily see the hypocrisy of many Christians and it fuels their motivation to seek retribution. 
Matthew 23:23-28 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone. 24 Ye blind guides, which strain at a gnat, and swallow a camel. 25 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are full of extortion and excess. 26 Thou blind Pharisee, cleanse first that which is within the cup and platter, that the outside of them may be clean also. 27 Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full of dead men's bones, and of all uncleanness. 28 Even so ye also outwardly appear righteous unto men, but within ye are full of hypocrisy and iniquity.
We are taught plainly not to conform to the world. We are even instructed not to keep company with people who live openly sinful lives (1 Corinthians 5:9-11). We are to harshly rebuke and withdraw fellowship from our brethren who exhibit sinful behavior. When we pick and choose which sins to condone and which sins to condemn, we invite scrutiny and set ourselves up for accusations of discrimination and bigotry. 


The best hope any of us have is to simply live peaceably and well. 
1 Timothy 2:1-4 I exhort therefore, that, first of all, supplications, prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks, be made for all men; 2 For kings, and for all that are in authority; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and honesty. 3 For this is good and acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour; 4 Who will have all men to be saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.

Remember, Christ didn’t send us forth as an army of punishers. He said, “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.” (Matthew 10:16 KJV) Ultimately, we just need to do what’s right and trust the Lord. As Paul instructed the Romans, “Be of the same mind one toward another. Mind not high things, but condescend to men of low estate. Be not wise in your own conceits. Recompense to no man evil for evil. Provide things honest in the sight of all men. If it be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men. Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord. Therefore if thine enemy hunger, feed him; if he thirst, give him drink: for in so doing thou shalt heap coals of fire on his head. Be not overcome of evil, but overcome evil with good.”(Romans 12:16-21 KJV)

We can strive for the goals set forth in God’s word and prepare ourselves to be a good martyr. “Having a good conscience; that, whereas they speak evil of you, as of evildoers, they may be ashamed that falsely accuse your good conversation in Christ.” (1 Peter 3:16 KJV)
Respectfully submitted,

Andrew Stokes

The 11th commandment is sometimes said to be – Thou Shalt Not Sue Thy Pastor.


It is long settled law in Tennessee that the civil courts have no authority to decide controversies involving only inner ecclesiastical matters of a church.  This is a rule of Tennessee and United States Constitutional law.


Specifically, the courts will not decide a case which involves only religious policy, administration, doctrine or practice.  However, the courts sometimes must become involved in church disputes to decide matters of the control and title to church property.


The courts will not exercise jurisdiction over matters of theology, church discipline, or the conformity of the members of a church to a standard of morals.  Courts do not pass judgment on questions of faith.


Courts must occasionally, however, become involved in disputes involving religious organizations.  Tennessee courts may address claims against churches based on negligent hiring or supervision practices or other claims arising from a failure of church actors to exercise due care which may have caused damage to another.


The question of whether a court may become involved in a church dispute often arises in a controversy about control or ownership of property.  Obviously, the State has a legitimate interest in providing a forum to resolve disputes about the title to property.  The courts are to resolve such disputes, whenever possible, without deciding questions of religious practice.


In cases involving a church which is governed by an episcopal or hierarchical system the courts generally defer to the decision of the highest church authority in such matters.


However, Missionary Baptist Churches are self-governing and independent.  There is no church hierarchy to which the Court can defer judgment.  In the case of independent congregations, like those of this association, the rights of competing factions to possess church property is governed by the same rules which govern other voluntary associations such as civic clubs.


An independent church is entitled to set rules for its own governance.  In the absence of a written rule or bylaw then majority rule of members, which may be shown by long established custom, will control the title and right to use church property.


This will sometimes require a court to determine and identify those persons who are voting members of a congregation and, then, to enforce the will of the majority, to the extent that this can be done by applying neutral nonreligious legal principles.  This rule of law should cause Missionary Baptist churches to place serious emphasis on maintaining an accurate official membership role.


A court cannot decide a controversy over who is a real Missionary Baptist in practice.  But a court can, and sometimes must, count votes.


A court will enforce the membership rules which a congregation has properly adopted.  But a court will not create rules that classify members as observant or heretical.

Donald E. Parish
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