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(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
Conflicts in relationships are a fact of life.  Anytime you have two honest people together, they will disagree.  In fact conflict is necessary when it gets us to view something in a new light.  Conflicts are great catalysts for growth, and agents of healthy change.  View them positively!  I can immediately think of 3 reasons why God allows conflicts: 1) To humble us.  2) To cause us to mature in our thoughts and behaviors.  3) To help us learn how to be reconciled and be reconcilers.  All people, Christians as well as non-Christians have conflicts; the difference is in the way we handle them.  Before we can be peacemakers in the world around us, we must learn to be peacemakers here in the church family.

First, we need to understand the escalating stages of unresolved conflict.  Stage 1 involves a problem to be resolved.  An identifiable problem has emerged and dealing with that matter is the focus.  The participants are civil and respectful to one another as they each share their perspective.  Solutions are proposed and, in most instances, issues are resolved in a calm and collaborative fashion to everyone's satisfaction.  But if this is not the case...  

Stage 2 escalates into a personality difference, the focus moves from issue-focused to other-person-focused.  The conversation changes from what should be done and what is the best solution, to a debate of who is right and who is wrong.  Frustration sets in because the attempt to achieve one's goals is undermined by another.  The dispute can still be constructive if the parties make a greater effort to see the other person's point of view.  On the other hand, if the matter is not resolved, the situation can easily deteriorate into destructive conflict.

Stage 3 becomes a dispute to win where collaboration wanes and bitterness escalates.  Other issues adding to the conflict often appear, confusing matters.  Disputing parties communicate less to each other and more about each other with those who take their respective side.  Because the overriding goal is for one's needs to be met or interests to prevail, there appears to be less concern about how that affects others, further exacerbating the conflict.  One side comes to believe that the other cares little about them.  As one side seeks to achieve its goals, the other side feels like their interests are being all-too-readily dismissed or sacrificed.  Action then begets counteraction.  The longer this conflict remains unresolved, the more each person's own identity comes into play.  The longer this conflict goes on, the more it becomes a battle in which casualties occur and escalation continues through stages 4 and 5, with lasting hostility and no one wins.

In the face of this escalation in human conflict, followers of Christ learn to practice and model healthy ways to resolve conflict.  Yet, this does not happen often enough.  So many churches divide because they practice hostile conflict.  Many Christian marriages divorce because they don’t know how to seek reconciliation.  How many of you have had conflict resolution training?  I encourage you to do so, but today we will take a short course in the Bible’s way of learning to be reconciled with each other.  It is our duty to become peacemakers:

Romans 12:18, “Do all that you can to live in peace with everyone.”

1 Corinthians 14:33, “For God is not a God of disorder but of peace, as in all the meetings of God’s holy people.”

Ephesians 4:3 “Make every effort to keep yourselves united in the Spirit, binding yourselves together with peace.”

How are we to be reconciled to each other when we have conflict?  Well, Matthew 18:15-17 is often used to help us understand some basic Bible steps toward reconciliation.  But let’s begin a few verses before that to set this teaching into context.  Matthew 18:12-14 reads,

12“If a man has a hundred sheep and one of them wanders away, what will he do?  Won’t he leave the ninety-nine others on the hills and go out to search for the one that is lost?  13And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he will rejoice over it more than over the ninety-nine that didn’t wander away!  14In the same way, it is not my heavenly Father’s will that even one of these little ones should perish.

Jesus illustrates in this parable that the heavenly Father will go to extreme measure so that none of His flock will perish.  Most of us are content to say that 99 out of 100 are not such bad odds.  There are no odds with God’s love, no odd-men out.  He will leave 99 others to find just one lost.  He loves and wants to rejoice with everyone of us in eternal relationships.  He loves us so much that He goes to extreme lengths by sending His only Son to die for us and rescue us from sin, evil and death.  That is the context in which we read the next verse.  Matthew 18:15: 

15“If another believer sins against you, go privately and point out the offense.  If the other person listens and confesses it, you have won that person back.

Look carefully here!  What are we trying to accomplish?  The reason to go to another person is so “you have won that person back.”  The ultimate purpose is not to be justified, but reconciled; not to be shown to be right, but to be right with them.  Often when we go into talk to another, thinking they have done something wrong, we discover we were the one mistaken, or that we did not understand the good reasons why they did what they did.  Think about your closest friend or the person you love the most, is it more important to be right instead of them or right with them?  With my wife, if I only seek to be proven right, it will destroy our marriage.  If I seek to be reconciled, it will grow my marriage.  I have learned to give her the benefit of the doubt, and to doubt my self-righteous thoughts instead.

In our family at home or in our church family, or in any of our relationships, there really is no such thing as ‘win-lose’ in conflict, only ‘win-win’ or ‘lose-lose’.  If one loses, all lose.  Through the Lord we learn to seek only ‘win-win’ solutions to our conflicts.  It is possible to honor God through our conflicts.  Surprising as it may seem, it is possible to please God and be a great testimony if we handle conflicts in a God-honoring manner.  Think of conflicts as opportunities for honoring God and being a good testimony.  The world fights so brutally that people really take notice when they see the difference that Christ makes.  Honor God, even through your disagreements.  If you seek to be a peacemaker, you will have a great witness to God in your work, school or neighborhoods.  God calls you to learn to be a peacemaker in any conflict to witness for Him.

So, we learn to seek a ‘win-win’ solution!  The Win/Win Approach is about changing the conflict from adversarial attack and defense, to co-operation.  It is a powerful shift of attitude that alters the whole course of communication.  You, listening to me today, will probably be that person - redirecting the course of the conflict.  Therefore, the first person you have to convince is yourself.  Until we give it attention, we are usually unaware of the way we argue.  We often find ourselves with a knee-jerk reaction in difficult situations - based on long established habits.  When challenged, we experience separateness - a feeling of "you or me" - a sense that there isn't enough for both of us.  We wrongly assume that if one person is right, then the other person must be wrong.  Often we haven't taken even a moment to consider what is the best approach in the circumstances. 

When people battle over opposing solutions; "Do it my way!"  "No, that's no good!  Do it my way!", the conflict becomes a power struggle.  We need to change the agenda in the conversation.  The win/win approach says: “I want to win and I want you to win too.”  The challenge now is how to have this happen.  The most important win/win maneuver is to change course by beginning to discuss underlying needs, rather than only looking at solutions.  The following illustration makes the point quite well.

There are two people in a kitchen with only one orange.  Both of them want it.  What would you expect as the solution?  Compromise is one option.  They might cut it in half and each gets half.  Let's assume that's what they do.  One person now goes to the juicer and starts squeezing herself a rather too small orange juice.  The other, with some difficulty, begins to grate the rind of the orange to flavor a cake.  Had they discussed needs rather than heading straight to solutions, they could have both had the equivalent of a whole orange.  Their needs were complementary, in fact, not conflicting.  One wanted the juice, while the other wanted the rind.  With the determination to use a win/win approach, two sets of needs can frequently dovetail together.  Even where solutions cannot be as perfect as in the orange story, the person feels quite differently about the outcome.  Ask questions like "Why does that seem to be the best solution to you?", "What's your real need here?", "What interests need to be served in this situation?", "What values are important to you here?", "What's the outcome or result you want?"  Listening to the answers to these questions significantly alters the agenda on the discussion table.  This gives us the right materials for co-operative problem-solving.

Students at William V. Wright Elementary School in Las Vegas, Nevada, decided it was time to initiate a few changes in their own lunchroom.  However, they insisted on doing it in a peaceful manner.  They wrote letters to the lunch lady carefully complimenting her but also asking if she could lay off the reheated frozen green beans, a staple at the school.  One boy wrote: "Anything, anything—I'll even eat broccoli."  "We love the rest, but we hate the green beans," added another child.  As a result of the students' peaceful prodding, the student services department selected a group of grade schoolers to sample new menu items, allowing them to vote for the foods they liked best.  Corn and carrots made the cut; cooked peas and green beans were shown the door.  A wise teacher showed children how to peacefully resolve conflict.  (Associated Press, "Kids take on lunch lady—and win," www.cnn.com 7-31-07)
Jesus teaches us to talk privately and directly to each other first.  We all want to avoid conflict, but we can’t avoid being personal.  Bringing in a third person changes the dialogue.  Triangulation is a huge problem – talking to another person instead of talking to the one who you need to talk directly to resolve the conflict.  Triangulation is the quickest way to escalate a conflict!  The message of personal concern is lost when conveyed through a 3rd person.  The message is always changed when conveyed through a 3rd person.  The 3rd person has not seen the original situation, so starts at a disadvantage.  The best people to deal with the conflict are the ones originally involved.  The quicker the conflict is address, the easier it is to resolve it.

But we may need help to find reconciliation, so we bring in a 3rd person.  How and when do we bring in a 3rd person?  We do so to help the reconciliation process, not to make one’s case against another, and not to build a coalition to wage a battle!  This is not a court case or a war.  We do so when it truly involves a sin!  Many times our conflicts are not about sin but differences of opinion.  We don’t go through the whole process and remove someone from the church role over differences of opinion.  We still seek reconciliation, and can learn from this passage, but this passage does not directly apply.  So Jesus continues, 16But if you are unsuccessful, take one or two others with you and go back again, so that everything you say may be confirmed by two or three witnesses.  17If the person still refuses to listen, take your case to the church.  Then if he or she won’t accept the church’s decision, treat that person as a pagan or a corrupt tax collector.

We take others with us to help us to reconcile.  We take others with us to help us to stick with the issues and to remain civil with each other.  Issues can be resolved or can be brought some type of agreement, even if it is agreeing to disagree.  Proverbs 26:20 reads, “For lack of wood the fire goes out.”  Dealing with conflicts is like putting out fires.  One of the most important principles of fire-fighting is to contain the blaze and prevent it from spreading.  It does no good to chase a spreading fire.  Bring it back down to the issues and limit the number of people to keep the fire from spreading.

The more our personalities become engaged in conflict the more we bring in hurt.  The higher the level of conflict, the less it is about issue and the more about personality.  Conflict training teaches that mediators to bring the level of conflict back down to issues and off personalities.  In higher levels of conflict, casualties occur because the people become enemies.  Reconciliation makes enemies brothers and sisters in Christ again.  In the extreme case, when every attempt at reconciliation has failed, Jesus tells us to treat the person who refuses to be reconciled as a pagan or tax collector.  But remember, how did Jesus treat pagans and tax-collectors? - with a lot of love and grace!  Jesus died for them.

Let me read this passage again to you in a new paraphrase that helps us to hear it all as a process of reconciliation.  The Message reads:  Matthew 18:15-17

15“If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell him—work it out between the two of you.  If he listens, you’ve made a friend.  16If he won’t listen, take one or two others along so that the presence of witnesses will keep things honest, and try again.  17If he still won’t listen, tell the church.  If he won’t listen to the church, you’ll have to start over from scratch, confront him with the need for repentance, and offer again God’s forgiving love.

We are called to be like Jesus – to become instruments of God’s peace in our world.  Let us pledge to be peacemakers in our church, homes, work, schools and neighborhoods.  Here is a pledge that I will ask you to sign today and keep for yourself.  I will read it over and then I ask you to sign it.  Place it up on your refrigerator, so you can keep reminding yourself what we are about here at Union PC.

The Peacemaker's Pledge: A Commitment to Biblical Conflict Resolution

As people reconciled to God by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, we believe we are called to respond to conflict in a way that is remarkably different from the way the world deals with conflict.  We believe that conflict provides opportunities to glorify God, serve other people and grow to be like Christ.   Therefore, in response to God's love and in reliance on his grace, we commit ourselves to respond to conflict according to the following principles:

We will Glorify God — Instead of focusing on our own desires or dwelling on what others may do, we will rejoice in the Lord and bring Him praise by depending on his forgiveness, wisdom, power and love, as we seek to faithfully obey his commands and maintain a loving, merciful and forgiving attitude.

We Will Get the Log out of Our Own Eye — Instead of blaming others for a conflict or resisting correction, we will trust in God's mercy and take responsibility for our own contribution to conflicts—confessing our sins to those we have wronged, asking God to help us change any attitudes and habits that lead to conflict, and seeking to repair any harm we have caused.
We will Gently Restore — Instead of pretending that conflict doesn't exist or talking about others behind their backs, we will overlook minor offenses or we will talk personally and graciously with those whose offenses seem too serious to overlook, seeking to restore them rather than condemn them.  When a conflict with a Christian brother or sister cannot be resolved in private, we will ask others in the body of Christ to help us settle the matter in a Biblical manner.

Go and be reconciled — Instead of accepting premature compromise or allowing relationships to wither, we will actively pursue genuine peace and reconciliation—forgiving others as God, in Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, has forgiven us, and seeking just and mutually beneficial solutions to our differences.

By God's grace, we will apply these principles as a followers of Jesus Christ, realizing that conflict is an assignment, not an accident.  We will remember that success in God's eyes is not a matter of specific results, but of faithful, dependent obedience.  And we will pray that our service as peacemakers will bring praise to our Lord and lead others to know His infinite love.

