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Understanding, Avoiding, and Growing Through Conflict

Part 1 & 2

Pastor Brad Bigney, Grace Fellowship Church

Paul Tripp writes, “Do you have any conflict in your life? Do you experience moments of extreme irritation toward someone you otherwise love? Are there people who simply push your buttons more than others? Do certain things drive you crazy on a daily basis? Instruments in the Redeemer's Hands, Paul David Tripp, p. 75-76

Then he goes on to say…

“Why does it seem that people, things, and situations are in our way?  Why do we seldom go through a day without some experience of conflict?  The answer to all of these questions is that we think of our lives as our own, and we are more committed to the purposes of our own kingdom than we are to God's. We need to recognize that the people in our way have been sent to us by a wise and sovereign King. He never gets a wrong address and always chooses just the right moment to expose our hearts and realign them to His.”  Instruments in the Redeemer's Hands, Paul David Tripp, p. 106 & 107

Romans 8:28  “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love Him, to those who are the called according to His purpose.”

Ecclessiastes 7:14  “In the day of prosperity be glad, but in the day of adversity, consider, God has appointed the one as well as the other.”

· Conflict is like an EXAM – it TESTS us and shows us what’s really in our heart.

· The conflict that people are having in a particular relationship is not just Satan’s attempt to CRUSH them; it’s God’s design to GROW them and SHOW them where they still need to change. 
· A lot of times until the battle really heats up you don’t KNOW what’s in your heart – you think you’re doing BETTER than you really are.  But when the battle lines are drawn and the heat is on – the heart gets EXPOSED.
I. Why is there SO   MUCH Conflict with Other People?

A. Your Selfish Desires Have Declared WAR on Everyone Else Around You

James 4:1-4  “Where do wars and fights come from among you?  Do they not come from your desires for pleasure that war in your members?  You lust and do not have.  You murder and covet and cannot obtain.  You fight and war.  Yet you do not have because you do not ask.  You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, that you may spend it on your own pleasures.”

The problem isn’t really your spouse or someone else.  It’s a heart problem.  We’ve got heart problems.  The heart of the matter is the matter of the heart.  The real problem under the surface of all our conflicts is that two kingdoms are colliding.  What’s ruling your heart, and what’s ruling my heart are meeting head on… and we both can’t be ‘King’ at the same time. 

B. Your Selfish Desires CHANGE the Way You SEE & TREAT Everyone Else Around You

If my heart is RULED by a certain desire, there are only TWO WAYS I can RESPOND to you:

(1) If you’re HELPING me get what I want, I’ll be happy with you… treat you well… allow you into my world

(2) But if you STAND in my way, I will be angry, frustrated, and testy when I am with you.  There will be times when I wish you weren’t even in my life.  You stand in the way of what I CRAVE so I lash out at you… or I push you away… or shut you out.

· The HEART of the matter is the matter of the HEART.  The real problem under the surface of all our conflicts is that two kingdoms are colliding.  

Dave Powlison “I have yet to meet a couple locked in hostility (and the accompanying fear, self-pity, hurt, self-righteousness) who really understood and reckoned with their motives.  James 4:1-3 teaches that cravings underlie conflicts.  Why do you fight?  It’s not ‘because my wife/ husband…’ – it’s because of something about you.  Couples who see what rules them – cravings for affection, attention, power, vindication, control, comfort, a hassle-free life – can repent and find God’s grace made real to them, and then learn how to make peace.”  David Powlison, Seeing With New Eyes, p. 151

CRAVINGS underlie ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​CONFLICTS!
So find out what your counselees have been craving lately… then look at where they’ve been having conflict… the two are not unrelated.

Examples:

· It’s not wrong to desire relaxation at the end of a long day. But it’s wrong to be ruled by relaxation to such an extent that I’m angry with anyone who gets in the way of me and my relaxation. 

· Ladies - It’s not wrong to desire the tender affection and attention of your husband. But it’s wrong to be so ruled by that desire that your days are filled with bitterness and manipulation and depression because your desire is not getting met.

· Guys – it’s not wrong to desire the esteem and respect from your wife and other people in life but it’s idolatry to live every day with a hyper-sensitivity and demand for it – that either spirals into depression or explodes in anger whenever your path crosses someone that doesn’t give you the respect you think you deserve.

Listen to Ed Welch’s interaction with a man as he tries to help him through conflict with a co-worker:

“‘I just feel rage,” Steve Said, looking like an overheated car.  ‘Every time the guy in the next office walks by me, he shoots me a condescending look.  I can understand why people murder.’  Then Ed Welch says, ‘Steve is angry and controlled by this other person. That’s obvious.  But why is he angry?  Chances are that Steve’s anger has something to do with his worship.  Perhaps he worships at the altar of respect, and he has not been given the respect he demands.  As a result, he is against his co-worker.  He has declared war!  But even more, he is against God, resisting the fact that God uses difficult people to refine us.  Instead of submitting to God’s sovereign decisions and learning to forgive and love, Steve is saying, ‘I will be God, at least in this case.’  His desires rule.  

Then Ed Welch draws this insightful conclusion.  He says, “Here is a general principle:  your attitude toward God will be revealed in your worst human relationship. If you hate someone, you are ultimately hating God.  If you don’t forgive, you are usurping God’s authority to act as judge.”  Motives:  Why Do I Do the Things I Do?,  P. 16
C. Your UNCHECKED Selfish Desires will turn into Ugly DEMANDS
     Affects my relationship 









to other people

DESIRE➨ DEMAND ➨ NEED➨ EXPECTATION ➨ DISAPPOINTMENT
“I Wish” Morphs into “I Will!”
   “I Must”
  “You Should!”
 “You didn’t…”

Spirals down into…

Taken from Paul Tripp’s 

Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hand
“Because you didn’t now I will…”

or “Because you didn’t now I won’t…”

When our DESIRE morphs into DEMAND it changes our relationship with other people around us. Now whenever you enter the room you’re loaded with SILENT demands: Whether consciously or not we’re really thinking:  You must help me get what I want. If you’re an obstacle, I will be angry or depressed, but if you help me I’ll be pleasant and joyful.

II. How Should You RESPOND to the Conflict in Your Life?

THREE WAYS that you can help people turn their conflicts 
into steppingstones that can produce real growth into Christ-likeness
A.  Teach Them to Start COMMUNICATING Instead of Retaliating

· Then many times those moments of conflict can be turned into moments of some of the greatest INSIGHTS about THEMSELVES… their SPOUSE… the WORLD around them… GOD… and GRACE… and the GOSPEL. 
· You need to help your counselees to have a mindset of SOLVING problems GOD’S way instead of the “I-Just-Want-to-Get-My-Way” mindset.
· Lead them to practice the 4 RULES of Godly Communication that you find in Ephesians 5:15-32
1. Be HONEST
2.   Stay CURRENT
3.   Attack the PROBLEM  not the PERSON
4.  Act Don’t REACT
B.  Cheer Them On to Keep PERSEVERING  for the GLORY of God 


Rather than PROSECUTING the Other Person
· Don’t let your counselee get lost in the battle… remind them of the biblical GOAL
· Please GOD 
2 Corinthians 5:9  “Therefore we make it our aim, whether absent or present, to be well-pleasing to Him.”

I Corinthians 10:31 “Therefore whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.”

Philippians 1:21  “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”

· Wrong goals lead to CHAOS and CONFLICT in relationships.

James 3:16  “For where envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil thing will be   there.”

· Especially in marriage counseling – you’ll need to keep reminding them that it’s not their job to PROSECUTE their spouse – and to bring to trial every OFFENSE that they see!  
Matthew 7:1-5  “… with the same measure you use, it will be measured back to you… hypocrite!  First remove the plank from your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck out of your brother’s eye.”


· Help them to fix their eyes on their OWN   SIN  and THEIR  SAVIOR rather than their spouse – or that person that has offended them or disappointed them – It’s easy to see what you don’t like in other people.

“I know some couples who think and feel so much alike that they can work together, minister together, live together, and raise children together with hardly any conflict. Well, there might be a couple like that. But it's not us… In our real life, I swing somewhere between two extremes.  At one end of the pendulum’s arc, I’m in wonder: ‘How in the world did I get such an amazing husband?’...  By contrast, when inertia and resistance are dragging us downward, I’m asking myself, ‘How in the world did we get into such a mess?  What happened to make us feel this kind of disagreement and unhappiness?’  We know it is the weight of our sin that accelerates us into the seasons at the bottom.”  Noel Piper, This Momentary Marriage, John Piper, pp. 9-11

You’ll have to work hard to help your counselee to become more aware of being a SINNER than being SINNED against!

We have this amazing capacity to MAGNIFY their sins and to GLOSS over our own.  
· And what do you think is the heart condition that lies behind that?  Why do we do that so much?  What sin is at the root of that kind of thinking and living? Self-righteous pride!  And God hates it.  

Help the counselees to…

1. See their own sin FIRST
2. See their own sin as WORSE
3. See their own sin as what they need to be working on MOST!  

It’s only when you come face to face with your own sin that GRACE starts to loom LARGE in your life… and starts to taste mind-blowingly sweet in your life.  So if your habit is to MINIMIZE or brush aside your own sin… refusing to look at it long or hard… then you’ve probably lost the ‘amazing’ in grace along time ago.  And you probably don’t extend much grace to your spouse either!

You can see this connection between OWNING up to your sin and REJOICING in God’s grace when you look at Paul’s own testimony in I Cor 15…  

I Corinthians 15:9-10  “For I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace of God I am what I am, and His grace toward me was not in vain; but I labored more abundantly than they all, yet not I, but the grace of God which was with me.” 

Until you are freshly MOVED by the grace of God that meets you right in the midst of your own sin… it’s not likely you’ll EXTEND much grace to your spouse.

"One of the most significant problems [with couples today] is that there is no economy of grace. With all their obvious difficulties, what is most shocking is the profound gracelessness of their marriage. There is no willingness to look within and confess deep-seated sins, so they never find sweet forgiveness. There is no vertical hope to carry them in dark and discouraging times. There is no rest that comes from entrusting each other to the God of grace… As a result, their relationship is reduced to human demands, human performance, human failure, human judgment, and human punishment. There is no hope or power for change. And because they are not daily soaking in the fountain of God's grace, they do not extend it to one another."  Instruments in the Redeemer's Hands, Paul David Tripp, pp. 32-33

-  If their FOCUS is wrong – they’ll lose HEART in a weekend – and will not be able to endure.  

Hebrews 12:1-3  “Therefore since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily ensnares us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.  For consider Him who endured such hostility from sinners against Himself, lest you become weary and discouraged in your souls.”

· We’ve got EYE trouble.  We don’t just have marriage trouble.  We don’t just have a 
conflict with another human being.  We’ve got eye trouble.  We’re not seeing everything we need to see – because our eyes are FIXED on the wrong thing so much of the day.  
Think about the apostle Paul as he wrote to the Corinthians…

· He was addressing a church full of quarrelers (1 Corinthians 1:11)

· They were unlearned and simple people (1:26)

· They were "worldly" infants (3:1-3)

· They were arrogant egocentrics (4:18)

· There was a man sleeping with his father's wife (5:1)

· There were greedy men suing fellow believers (6:1)

· There were childish thinkers (14:20)

But he still honors them by saying, "I always thank God for you ..." (1:4). 

He knew them well enough to see all their ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​FAULTS… but he chose not to FOCUS on their faults… AND he continued to be THANKFUL for them. 

I Corinthians 1:4  "I always thank God for you because of His grace given to you in Christ Jesus" 

As C.J. Mahaney so eloquently explains it… you can be thankful for the fellow sinners around you when you spend more time looking for ‘EVIDENCES  of  GRACE’ than you do fault-finding.

Heb. 10:35-39  New Living  “Do not throw away this confident trust in the Lord, no matter what happens.  Remember the great reward it brings you!  Patient endurance is what you need now, so you will continue to do God’s will.  Then you will receive all that He has promised.  ‘For in just a little while, the Coming One will come and not delay.  And a righteous person will live by faith.  But I will have no pleasure in anyone who turns away.’  But we are not like those who turn their backs on God…”

C.   Help them to See Their OWN Heart – and to Start REPENTING of Their Sin Instead of DEFENDING Their Own Ways

I Timothy 1:12-17 ﻿ “This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that ﻿Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief. ﻿ However, for this reason I obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus Christ might show all longsuffering, as a pattern to those who are going to believe on Him for everlasting life.” 

· “I obtained mercy”

· “Sinners, of whom I am chief”

“Without a clear awareness of sin, we will evaluate our conflicts outside of the biblical story - the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross - thus eliminating any basis for true understanding, true reconciliation, or true change. Without the gospel of our crucified and risen Savior our marriages slide toward the superficial. We begin to make limp justification for our sinful behavior, and our marriage conflicts end, at best, in uneasy, partial, negotiated settlements.

     But once I find 1 Timothy 1:15-16 trustworthy - once I can embrace it with full acceptance - once I know that I am indeed the worst of sinners, then my spouse is no longer my biggest problem: I am. And when I find myself walking in the shoes of the worst of sinners, I will make every effort to grant my spouse the same lavish grace that God has granted me.”  When Sinners Say ‘I Do’, David Harvey, pp. 40-41

One of the best prayers to use with a person in conflict is…

Psalm 139:23-24  “Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me, and know my anxieties; and see if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.”

Ways to Detect Sinful Heart Issues (Conflict-Generating Idols)

Ask yourself or your counselee 3 questions…
1. Am I willing to sin to GET it?

2. Am I willing to sin if I think I’m going to ​LOSE this?

3. Do I run to it as a REFUGE instead of God?

“After I was saved, and before I was married, I lived under the mad, undaunted delusion that I was spiritually mature. Mine was a rich and largely imaginary kind of holiness. If ignorance is bliss, I was in permanent ecstasy. The infrequent examinations of my seemingly innocent heart revealed little need for improvement… then it happened. I got married and became a blame-shifter.

John Bettler has said, ‘Your spouse always hooks your idol.’ But marriage didn’t simply hook my idols; it hoisted them six feet in the air and towed them around the house. I can’t tell you how many times I thought, ‘I never had these problems before. This must be my wife’s fault.’ The truth is, I’d always been a blame-shifter it’s just that after getting married there were so many more good opportunities to express this fault!” When Sinners Say ‘I Do’, David Harvey, pp. 68-69

Circumstances never CAUSE sin… they EXPOSE it.
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