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Welcome! I’m delighted you have joined us for Entrust Conference 2021: Leading through Conflict. 

Conflict in our world is ubiquitous. While conflict doesn’t have to be destructive, the catastrophic 
catalogue of conflict handled incorrectly is written in large font all over our daily news headlines, lending 
credence to the fact that our world does a poor job of dealing with conflict in a constructive way. 

The church is likewise no stranger to conflict: one cannot navigate church-life without being exposed to 
some form of conflict. Scripture describes cases of conflict and the devastating effects of poor conflict 
management upon relationships within the church; a reminder that the saints in Scripture were no less 
tempted to succumb to the selfish desires that fuel sinful conflict. 

Wonderfully, Scripture doesn’t simply detail these shortcomings, but also diagnoses them and 
directs readers towards godly solutions. 

In a recent exposé on the inner workings and ultimate failure of Seattle megachurch, Mars Hill, it becomes 
apparent that there was a pattern of conflict and a culture of unbiblical conflict resolution among the 
leadership. This same culture later dissolved Mars Hill, left many disenfranchised with the church in 
general, and even caused some to abandon the faith entirely. 

With so much at stake, church leaders cannot afford to be passive or remain ignorant concerning the 
dangers of poor conflict resolution. Neither can we adopt secular standards to determine how to deal with 
conflict in the Lord’s church. Instead, we want to know what God’s word says on the matter, we want 
to be strategic in our identification of unbiblical thinking, and to renew our thinking according to 
the word of God. We want to be able to lead through conflict in a way that brings honor to the name 
of Christ and creates an environment and culture of peace, harmony, and growth. It is my prayer 
that this conference will equip you to that end.

In His Service,

Philip De Courcy

PASTOR & TEACHER  

PHILIP DE COURCY
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CONFLICT IN CORINTH:  

A SURPRISING WAY TO BUILD A COMMUNITY

BY STEVE MIDGLEY

It’s always humbling to be granted access to another person’s inner world. It means the person 
trusts you with the innermost secrets and purposes of the heart—with what engages or grieves, with 
what thrills or frightens. It is one of the rich privileges of personal ministry.

But what if the person who shares with you isn’t a friend or family member, but one of Jesus’ inner-
ring? Suppose an apostle chooses to share his secrets with you? Imagine that. Actually imagination is 
not needed. For not once, but many times, the apostle Paul opens his heart and reveals his inner world. 
We tweet, text and send pithy emails, but Paul composed lengthy letters and, in them, poured out his 
heart. These letters are a window into his soul. And as Paul reveals his thoughts and feelings, we gain 
wonderful snapshots of his pastoral care.

One such letter is 2 Corinthians. A potentially ruinous conflict surprisingly becomes the basis 
of deepening community love. Many of us know that we do conflict badly. Excellence in conflict 
management isn’t a gift many of us would claim to have. So when we come to a place where an apostle 
gives us the inside track on managing it well, we ought to sit up and take notice. Especially when 
the conflict isn’t simply smoothed over, but actually becomes the basis for spiritual growth. Here, in 
chapter 7 of this epistle, is a lesson worth examining. Before we consider Paul’s exact words, let’s first 
understand the situation that lay behind what he said.
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THE SITUATION IN CORINTH

Corinth was one of Paul’s churches. Acts 18 tells us how the gospel came to the city, how a church 
began and how Paul remained as its pastor for eighteen months. After he left, his ministry continued 
by letters—four that we know of. The first is lost. Paul refers to it (1 Cor 5:9), but no copy survives. The 
second is our 1 Corinthians. It grapples with issues of unity and questions about marriage, sexuality, 
and more. When Paul wrote it, he was planning a double visit—one on route to Macedonia and once 
more on his return. But something went wrong.

At some point during that first visit a falling out seems to have taken place. The details are not clear. 
Perhaps one of the leaders of the church aggressively opposed Paul in public. Perhaps others joined 
the attack or simply stood by and let it happen. What is clear is that the clash was far more significant 
than a brief spat, and the matter was still unresolved when Paul left.

Therefore, Paul concluded that it would be a mistake to make another “painful visit” (2 Cor 2:1). 
He cancelled the plans he had made for a second visit on the way back from Macedonia (2 Cor 1:16). 
Instead of visiting, Paul wrote a third letter. In the starkest terms, he set out to help the congregation 
see the seriousness of what had taken place. That letter is also lost, but Paul refers to it as a letter that 
“hurt” them and caused them “sorrow” (2 Cor 7:8). In it he challenged them to repent. By calling them 
to repent, Paul was making one final effort to save this church. If his severe words didn’t work, Paul 
feared the church would be lost and the Corinthians’ faith shipwrecked.

As Paul waits to hear how his letter has been received, he is beset with fear and worry. He travels to 
Troas hoping to get news from Titus, who had carried the letter to Corinth (2 Cor 2:13; 7:5). But Titus 
isn’t there. He travels on to Macedonia and can’t immediately find Titus there either. Paul is desperate. 
What’s happened? Is the church with him or against him? Is it saved or lost? Then Titus arrives  
(2 Cor 7:6) and, wonderfully, the news is good. Corinth is with him. The church has repented. The 
divisions are beginning to heal. Almost at once Paul sets to write a fourth letter—our 2 Corinthians.

With that background in mind, let’s focus on chapter 7. In it Paul shows us his passion for people, 
the character of his love, and the joy to be found in community. But he does more than that. He shows 
us that when conflict is well managed it doesn’t damage community—it actually builds it up.

LOVE IN THE MIDST OF CONFLICT

As we have seen, the situation between Paul and the Corinthian church was one of painful 
interpersonal conflict. We want to observe Paul to see how he handles conflict so we can learn from 
him. But first let me ask a personal question: How do you do conflict?

To get you thinking about this question, I’ll share a story with you. When my wife and I purchased 
our first flat, the process was filled with every imaginable disagreement between us and the seller. 
There were disputes about everything. From the oven to the carpets, from wall lights to doorknobs, 
every fitting and fixture became a battleground. I don’t think we had to pay extra to stop the seller from 
removing the central heating system—but it came close.
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On the day the purchase was finally completed, we arrived to find the seller still there. I wondered 
what new battle was about to begin and had an overwhelming desire to hide in the car until he went 
away. Eventually I made my way over to say how sorry I was that there’d been so much disagreement. 
“Don’t you worry,” he said with a grin. “I love a bit of aggravation.” And suddenly the stresses of the 
last four months made sense. He loved a bit of aggravation. I hate it. I’d do anything to avoid it. I go all 
wobbly and my voice sounds funny. It doesn’t make doing conflict easy. Yet there are others who love 
a bit of aggravation. For these people conflict comes easily—even when conflict is not actually what 
is needed.

We so easily tip over one precipice or the other. Avoiding conflict on one side or embracing it on the 
other. But imagine doing conflict a different way, free from the self-interest that demands others do it 
on your terms. Imagine doing conflict in a way that doesn’t counter deep care, but expresses it. So I’ll 
ask again, how do you approach conflict? And, more importantly, how can you grow in your approach 
to it?

A godly vision for conflict. God calls us to care well for others. He wants us to connect with people 
and express deep care. He wants us to speak and act in ways that create trust and that genuinely 
express joy and welcome. Can you imagine doing all that in the midst of conflict? Imagine showing 
love when you are cross and hurt. Imagine moving toward someone who has let you down or slandered 
you before others. If we can care for others in that place—exactly where it’s hard—then we will be able 
to do it just about anywhere. And that is exactly what Paul has done in 2 Corinthians. It is so striking. 
Notice the relational intensity with which he writes.

• Make room in your hearts (7:2).

• You have such a place in our hearts that we would live or die with you (7:3).

• I take great pride in you (7:4).

• Titus told us about your longing for me, your deep sorrow, your ardent concern for me, so that my joy 
was greater than ever (7:7).

On and on it goes. Intense emotion and strong words express strong feelings.

How can we make sense of what Paul is doing? And how do we compare with him? To consider this, 
a good first question is to ask yourself where you lie on the relational spectrum.

Conflict and your relational style. Your relational style tends to predict which precipice you will tip 
over when conflict arises. Are you at the Clint Eastwood end of the spectrum? Self sufficient, a little 
enigmatic, aloof, giving little away. Distant, possibly just a little bit cold—but safe, because no one gets 
close enough to hurt you. Or are you at the other end? Not detached like Clint Eastwood but overly 
involved and emotional in relationships like a Woody Allen character? At this end of the spectrum, 
people and relationships matter HUGELY. Perhaps even a little more than is good for us. Instead of 
self-protection, relational NEED dominates. A need to be liked. A desperate desire for people to be 
positive about us and tell us we’re OK.
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Where you are on this spectrum matters because ministries like counseling are bound to involve 
conflict. If you are at the Clint Eastwood end, you may blast people with rebuke and make no attempt 
at rebuilding afterwards. If you are at the Woody Allen end, preoccupied with yourself and needing to 
be relationally affirmed, conflict will be hard for you. You will be too concerned about the counselee’s 
reaction. How will the person react if I say this? You will always want to please others and will struggle 
to say anything that might be perceived as negative.

All this creates something of a dilemma. If people don’t matter to us, then we will be lousy 
counselors because we just won’t care. Yet, if people matter too much to us, we will also be lousy 
counselors because our counseling will serve us—instead of serving other people. In either case, 
without even realizing it, we find ourselves doing what makes us feel good rather than what most 
helps the other person.

So what’s to be done? The world has a clear solution. It tells us to not get personally involved—that 
to do so is simply not professional. If you want to care for others properly, maintain an appropriate 
professional distance.

Now take another look at 2 Corinthians 7. Is distance what Paul is looking for? Hardly. Despite the 
depth of the conflict, Paul pleads with Corinth: Make room in your hearts for us. And later … You have 
such a place in our hearts that we would live or die with you.

What would a secular counseling supervisor have to say about Paul? That he’s hopelessly over-
involved and entirely lost his objectivity? That he’s clearly compromised by his excessive emotional 
involvement with his “client?” I suppose that would have to be the case. Unless, of course, something 
else was operating that was capable of controlling even this sort of powerful emotional involvement.

Keep Christ first. I met with a couple preparing for marriage recently and asked them about their 
hopes and fears for married life. Their reply was striking. They said, “We are worried we won’t manage 
to keep one another as our second priority.” It took me by surprise at first. They were days away from 
their wedding and they were talking about making one another their second priority (so much for 
romance and mutual commitment). But actually, they did have it exactly right. The only way to love 
really well in marriage is to keep the other as your second top priority, because that means you keep 
God first.

Counseling well means doing exactly the same. Relegating people to second place doesn’t mean we 
love them less. It actually means we love them more. The world says keep your professional distance. 
Paul doesn’t do that. He loves the people in Corinth deeply, but he loves Christ even more. And his 
love for Christ enables him to be intensely involved emotionally while not using them to serve his own 
emotional needs. Paul is serving Christ first. This gives him the courage to love the church well even in 
the midst of conflict.
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THE COURAGE TO LOVE WELL

Look again at the way Paul does this in Corinth. First, remember the situation. The church had 
treated Paul badly. He had reason for offense. But what does he do? Shout “Abuse!”—and storm out 
and slam the door? “If that’s how you feel, I want nothing more to do with you.” Or does he try to people 
please and act desperate to win back their affection? “Please don’t be cross with me; can’t we just be 
friends? How can I make this better?”

Paul does neither. Instead, he confronts them and loves them at the same time. Listen to his words:

  Even if I caused you sorrow by my letter, I do not regret it. Though I did regret it—I see that my 
letter hurt you, but only for a little while—yet now I am happy, not because you were made sorry, but 
because your sorrow led you to repentance. (2 Cor 7:8–9)

It sounds confusing at first. The letter hurt them and Paul regrets that. At least he did regret it, but 
now he doesn’t regret it! How come? He no longer regrets it because he sees that something good has 
come from his direct confrontation!

Here again we see that Paul has interacted in a way that might be alien to us: he confronted those 
closest to him. Contrast that with how most of us operate: “I am your friend and that means I will never 
disagree with you.” Or, “I disagree with you and that means I will never be your friend.” The world divides 
in two. Over on this side, I put the allies who I love and will therefore never challenge. On the other side, 
I have enemies whom I clash with and will therefore never love. Paul is so different. For him, love means 
being willing to challenge, rebuke and correct. With God’s help, he has the courage to love well.

Getting it wrong. But the fact is that confrontation makes most of us nervous. It is so easy to get it 
wrong. Here are a few of the ways we fall into error when we need to confront.

• We never speak words of rebuke because we fear the reaction.

• We speak words of rebuke but retract them if they are not well received.

• We offer rebuke but do so with all the sensitivity of a sledge hammer.

• We rebuke because we enjoy it, perhaps because it makes us feel good about ourselves.

But it’s not just the delivery of a rebuke that we can get wrong. Receiving rebuke isn’t easy to 
get right either. In fact, we find all sorts of ways to avoid, deflect or simply ignore criticism when 
someone rebukes us, even if the person does so in a loving way. Here are three ways we wrongfully 
respond to rebuke.

• We get angry: Who are you to talk? You’re not exactly perfect are you?  
This may function as a counter attack to shift the focus.

• We give defensive explanations: I was tired. You misunderstood.… If only you’d waited.

• We get depressed: Woe is me. I am such an awful person.  
How will I ever be able to sort myself out?
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This last one is what Paul calls worldly sorrow in 2 Corinthians 7:10, and it operates something like 
the sand at the end of a long jump. The harder I land, the deeper I sink. Because with worldly sorrow 
all I have are my own resources. It is me trying harder to sort myself out. I feel bad about what I have 
done and I set about a little self improvement. But there is no spiritual gain in that. Worldly sorrow 
never takes me to God.

Contrast this with godly sorrow. This sorrow does take us to God. For when we are sorrowful as 
God intends, we move toward God in repentance. Instead of relying on our own resources, we find the 
grace that he provides. This kind of sorrow acts more like a trampoline—the harder I land, the higher 
it takes me. And why? Because this sorrow does business with all the lavish resources of God’s grace.

Godly sorrow is going to be rare, however, if we don’t engage in loving rebuke. And loving rebuke 
will be rare if we don’t keep God as our first priority. If it’s just me and you in conflict, then I will 
revert to my way of doing it. Either I will be tempted to do what makes you happy. Or I will be 
tempted to try and win. I work to my agenda: being harsh to prove myself superior or placatory to 
try and get your approval.

Getting it right. We will only get it right if God is in the frame. This is how Paul gets it right. It 
is only when we are willing to submit to God’s way instead of insisting on our own that we will be 
able to handle conflict with courage. Our first concern will be to please him—not the other person or 
ourselves. And only then will we speak with compassion, because we desire to love others as he has 
loved us. Paul puts it like this. “I wrote to you out of great distress and anguish of heart and with many 
tears, not to grieve you but to let you know the depth of my love for you” (2 Cor 2:4).

There it is. He holds the two together. The correction comes with tears. He is heartbroken to be 
issuing rebukes and desperate to win them over. We need to learn that dual way of operating: the 
courage to rebuke well and the compassion to love richly, working hand in hand to bless others. As we 
do, we will experience unity, a blessing that comes from this sort of correction. And Paul makes clear 
that this sort of unity produces a wonderful sense of joy.

THE JOY OF COMMUNITY

There’s a man in the church where I work who regularly questions my leadership and frequently 
challenges my decisions. It’s not unusual for him to put me on the spot in meetings by asking awkward 
questions about how I arrived at a particular decision. He will sometimes arrive at my office uninvited 
and take me to task about the way I have handled a situation. On occasion, he will send me notes 
highlighting a particular error and telling me exactly what he thinks I should do to put it right. This 
man is just about my closest friend. What I value most about his friendship is precisely this willingness 
to challenge me. It is a rich blessing that he asks me searching questions and calls me to account.

But the really striking thing I have noticed over the years is that the more he challenged me, and 
sometimes rebuked me, the more our relationship grew. It was actually his measured rebukes, spoken 
with grace and always in love, which let me know he cared. And the more I knew he cared, the greater 
the challenge I was ready to receive. It’s exactly the process Paul describes. Just as my friend’s rebukes 
helped me see the depth of the relationship between us, so Paul’s “severe letter” led them to a deeper 
appreciation of their devotion to Paul.
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  So even though I wrote to you, it was neither on account of the one who did the wrong nor on 
account of the injured party, but rather that before God you could see for yourselves how devoted to 
us you are. (2 Cor 7:12)

By all this, Paul was encouraged. And not just him. This encouragement spills out to Titus as well.

  In addition to our own encouragement, we were especially delighted to see how happy Titus was, 
because his spirit has been refreshed by all of you. (2 Cor 7:13)

Encouragement spills out in all directions as a result of this rebuke that was well given and well 
received. Look how the chapter ends.

Titus’s affection for you is all the greater when he remembers that you were all obedient, receiving 
him with fear and trembling. I am glad I can have complete confidence in you. (2 Cor 7:15–16)

It’s not what we expect. We think challenge and criticism are bound to produce division and 
insecurity. Instead, when given in love, they produce growing devotion and confidence.

Perhaps this helps make sense of a surprising feature of this chapter: God is barely mentioned at 
all. Paul continually focuses on the relationship between himself and the Corinthians. The way they 
are relating to God hardly features. For example, Paul could have said: now we see how devoted to 
God you are. But he didn’t. He said, now we see how devoted to us you are. Similarly, the reason Paul 
cites for Titus’s affection for them being all the greater is not because they received God with fear and 
trembling, but because they received Titus with fear and trembling. The focus is horizontal, on the 
human relationships.

In biblical counseling language we might say that Paul has identified that what is going on in our 
human relationships (the horizontal) always reflects what is going on in our vertical relationship 
with the Lord. In this case, the good things happening between Paul and the Corinthians reflect the 
good things happening in the relationship between the Corinthians and God. This is why we too as 
counselors can learn so much about the spiritual life of a counselee simply from observing how the 
person engages and treats others.

DOING CONFLICT WELL

Who would have thought that an autobiographical chapter about Paul and Titus’s travel plans and 
letter writing would have so much to teach us about the dynamics of our spiritual lives? But that is the 
way God works. He weaves his purposes and his presence into the very fabric of Christian relationships. 
The Holy Spirit brings a spiritual dynamic that has so much to teach us, provided we have eyes to see 
it and faith to believe that this really is the way God works. It takes faith to trust him that relationships 
can deepen, that churches can strengthen, and that his kingdom will be built through godly conflict. 
We will only see correction lovingly given and repentance sincerely sought with that confident faith.

In sum, Paul teaches us three things about the foundation for relating well. First, we need to cultivate 
a love that puts God first and others second. This will lead, secondly, to us loving others well enough 
to correct and rebuke when that is what is needed. And that leads, thirdly, to a community of growing 
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devotion and confidence. Much to our surprise, growing trust and commitment in a community of 
faith isn’t built on the absence of all conflict—but on conflict rightly managed. Perhaps we shouldn’t be 
surprised. For the gospel itself is all about conflict rightly managed. God doesn’t ignore or minimize our 
sin. He confronts it, meets it with grace and calls us to repent. This brings us to a restored relationship 
that is far richer than we would ever have imagined possible. And here is a chapter where Paul plays 
out the very same dynamic. Be encouraged, therefore, to engage in conflict with a new confidence in 
all that God can accomplish.

Used by permission. This article is published in the Journal of Biblical Counseling, a publication of the Christian Counseling & Educational 
Foundation (CCEF). All content is protected by copyright and may not be reproduced in any manner without written permission from 
CCEF. For more information on classes, materials, speaking events, distance education, and other services, please visit www.ccef.org
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Conflict is one of the most painful aspects of our fallen world. Perhaps no sort of problem troubles 
us more. When sinners like you and I rub shoulders with other sinners, we encounter conflict. Wheth-
er at home, in our workplace, or even at church, disputes frequently arise. Unresolved conflicts come 
in many shapes and sizes: Husband-wife, parent-child, brother-sister, supervisor-employee, or church 
member-member. They mark, and mar, many of our relationships.

However, the Bible has plenty to offer for resolving conflicts. Let’s consider three general principles, 
along with some practical lessons under each. These truths promise not only to transform the way you 
handle your conflicts, but also to help you to help others resolve theirs.

PRINCIPLE 1:  
GOD CALLS YOU TO PURSUE PEACE IN ALL YOUR RELATIONSHIPS

No text expresses this call better than Romans 12:18, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, 
live at peace with everyone.” The apostle Paul urges you to pursue peace with everyone and resolve 
every conflict.

The context of this call is crucial to see. Romans 12 opens by reminding us of God’s saving mercy in 
Jesus Christ (“Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy,” v. 1), the saving mercy expound-
ed in Romans 1–11. In Romans 12, the apostle tells us what we should be and do as a result of what 
God has done to save us.

RESOLVING CONFLICT  
CHRIST'S WAY 
BY ROBERT D. JONES
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The order here is critical. We love and obey God because He first loved us. We pursue peace with 
others because God first reconciled us to Himself. Just as God, through the cross, made vertical peace 
between Himself and us, so He calls his sons and daughters to make horizontal peace with others. 
God’s “verse 1 mercy” propels our “verse 18 peacemaking.” The gospel drives our efforts.

What does Romans 12:18 teach about resolving conflicts? First, you are responsible to live at peace 
with others. The command is clear; the responsibility is yours. Jesus imposes the same duty in His 
teaching, and He commands you to take the initiative in reconciling relationships. Whether you are 
the offending party (Matt. 5:23–26) or the offended party (Matt. 18:15–17; Luke 17:3–4), Christ calls you 
to go to the other person, to interface with him. The fact that these texts also call the other person to 
go to you must not excuse your delay (“he started it, let him come to me”). You are not responsible for 
his actions; you are responsible for yours—“as far as it depends on you.” Let nothing derail your pursuit 
of peace.

Second, remember that God does not guarantee the outcome. Here the Bible is utterly realistic: “If 
it is possible” means that it might not be possible, despite your best efforts. By prefacing his command 
with “As far as it depends on you,” Paul concedes, as the saying goes, that “it takes two to tango.” Since 
God does not promise you reconciliation in every situation, don’t live for it. As I frequently remind 
those I counsel, “Never put your hope in what God has not guaranteed!”

How comforting this truth can be when your sincere reconciliation efforts have failed! It is entirely 
possible that you will do everything God wants you to do, and still have remaining conflicts. I’ve seen 
many sinned-against spouses make great efforts to reconcile with their mates, but to no avail. But 
rest assured; God is pleased. Even if the other person does not reciprocate, the Lord promises you His 
blessing and comfort. “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God” (Matt. 5:9).

At the same time, this truth, that our peacemaking efforts might fail, tests our faith and exposes our 
hearts. We must learn to let go of our subtle demand—our idolatrous desire—that all our relationships 
be fixed. Even God’s perfectly obedient Son did not experience that; neither will you. Here your think-
ing must be precise. You must repent, not for wanting reconciliation, but for demanding it. Instead, 
you must entrust to your sovereign, loving God both the other person and the outcome of the conflict 
situation. To learn contentment amid unreconciled relationships becomes part of the Vinedresser’s 
agenda for you.

Third, you must seek to reconcile with everyone with whom you have conflict. The Romans 12:18 ex-
hortation is comprehensive: You must seek to live at peace “with everyone.” God does not allow you the 
luxury of ignoring even one relationship. You cannot exclude anyone from your peacemaking agenda.

This challenges me as a husband and parent. I must not overlook family tensions. If one of my chil-
dren has something against me, I cannot write it off with a simple, “he’ll get over it, he’ll grow up.” This 
challenges me as a church member and pastor. If I hear that I may have offended someone, God does 
not allow me to avoid the matter or to let the person slip away without contact.
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Given these truths, it is no wonder that biblical conflict resolution requires the help of the Holy 
Spirit. You and I need God’s gracious wisdom and power. The same Jesus Christ who died and rose to 
save His believing people from their sins calls believers in Him to seek peace in all their relationships. 
Remember Romans 12:18, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”

PRINCIPLE 2: GOD TEACHES YOU HOW TO VIEW CONFLICTS

Once you are committed to pursuing peace, you must adopt three crucial perspectives in order to 
resolve conflicts in Christlike ways. Since the way you view something will direct the way you deal with 
it, before you deal with conflicts biblically you must view them biblically.

First, realize that conflicts are sinful; therefore, resolve them! Conflicts displease God. They arise 
from self-centered hearts. They involve hurtful words and actions. They alienate and separate people. 
They violate biblical teaching about love, unity, harmony, anger, bitterness, and so on. They produce 
distance, disunity, and disharmony.

In light of this, God calls you to resolve conflicts actively, diligently, and quickly. Conflict resolution 
requires hard work. You must “pursue” peace (2 Tim. 2:22; Rom. 14:19); that is, you must go after it, 
track it down, hunt for it. Peacemaking is not optional. “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit 
through the bond of peace” (Eph. 4:3).

Second, realize that conflicts are inevitable; therefore, expect them! Why? Because we are fallen 
sinners living with other fallen sinners in a fallen world. Throughout the New Testament, Jesus and His 
apostles assume that sinners (as we are) will have fights with each other.

Reader, if you are honest, you will admit that this is true in every area of your life. You have had, and 
will have, conflict in your marriage, family life, work world and local church. No relationship or sphere 
of life under God’s sun is conflict-free.

For example, hear J. C. Ryle’s first two rules for a happy marriage: “The first is to marry only in the 
Lord.… The second is not to expect too much from their partners, and to remember that marriage is, 
after all, the union of two sinners, and not of two angels.…”

Elisabeth Elliot makes the same point: “When sinful people live in the same world, and especially 
when they work in the same office or sleep in the same bed, they sin against each other. Troubles arise. 
Some of those troubles are very serious and not subject to easy solutions.” The good news? She contin-
ues, “God knows all about them, and knew about them long before they happened. He made provision 
for them.”

This perspective can comfort you the next time a conflict tempts you to give up a relationship. Can 
you imagine Adam and Eve, upon their fall into sin, questioning whether they should have ever mar-
ried: “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea; maybe we made a mistake.” No! Their marriage, more than 
any marriage since, was truly “a marriage made in heaven.” It was hand-fashioned by God Himself. Yet, 
turn just one page from this Genesis 2 perfect marriage to Genesis 3, and we see them in conflict with 
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God and with each other. In fact, the whole Bible from Genesis 3 through Revelation 22 describes our 
human disharmony and the Redeemer’s plan of reconciliation that leads to a glorious restoration of 
our relationship with God and our fellow Christians.

Jay Adams applies the same truth to dealing with our sinful children:

Parents certainly can take a lot of the unnecessary grief out of child-raising when, as a matter of 
course (rather than becoming falsely shocked over the fact), they expect their children to do wrong 
things at home, at school, and in public. There is then no necessity to subject children to unusual 
and inappropriate discipline or to the excessive anger that sometimes grows out of embarrassment. 
Once parents are prepared to admit that the biblical doctrine of original sin is true not only in 
theory, but is operative as well in the life of little Mary or Johnny, they can relax and deal with the 
problem appropriately (biblically).

Third, realize that conflicts are opportunities; therefore, seize them! God sovereignly allows conflicts 
to make us like Jesus. They are part of the “all things” spoken of in Romans 8:28 that God is working 
together for your good. Of course, verse 29 defines the “good” as Christlikeness, not circumstantial im-
provement or repaired relationships. In a conflict situation you have unique, special opportunities to 
know and trust God, and become more like Jesus. As Wayne Mack has observed, “Whenever conflict 
occurs, you can assume that one or both people need to come into a more vital relationship with Christ.”

In addition, conflicts provide the opportunity to love and serve others. Jesus calls you to love your 
enemies in passages like Luke 6:27–36. Yet, the conflict may not always be with an “enemy.” The other 
party may be a parent, spouse, pastor, or co-worker. In cases like this—not uncommon in my own 
home—the Lord calls us to learn how to love and serve the other person. “For even the Son of Man did 
not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45).

How should you look at today’s conflicts? They are sinful; therefore, resolve them! They are inevita-
ble; therefore, expect them! And they are opportunities; therefore, seize them!

PRINCIPLE 3: GOD DIRECTS YOU HOW TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS

Having seen your responsibility to resolve conflicts and having gained a proper view of them, now 
consider the three biblical steps you must take to resolve them.

First, commit yourself to pleasing God in the conflict situation. Make sure that your all-consuming 
goal is to please God, not yourself or even the other person (in an appeasing way). “So we make it our 
goal to please him” (2 Cor. 5:9). In response to Christ’s compelling love, believers “should no longer live 
for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again” (2 Cor. 5:14, 15).

What does it mean to please God? Simply put, it means seeking to bring Him delight by being and 
doing what He desires. It requires obeying His Word (1 Thess. 4:1, 2), by depending on His power (Heb. 
13:20, 21). It involves both your heart and your behavior (Ps. 19:14). It follows the path of Jesus, who 
sought never to please Himself, but His Heavenly Father (John 5:30, 8:29; Rom. 15:3).
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Adopting this goal of pleasing God amid conflict carries many powerful implications. For one, it will 
pace your reconciliation efforts in terms of timing, energy, risk, etc. If you tend to act rashly or blow up 
angrily, then a commitment to please God will harness you. If, however, you tend to withdraw, procras-
tinate, or avoid conflict, then this commitment will push you.

Using Jean Fleming’s theatrical illustration, Jesus must be both your director and your audience. As 
your director, He alone can dictate your behavior and call the shots. But that’s not enough. He must 
also be your audience—the only One you seek to please; the One whose acceptance you most cherish; 
the One whose “well done, good and faithful servant” affirmation satisfies; and the only One whose 
smile or frown ultimately matters.

Second, repent and seek forgiveness from God and the other person for your contribution to the 
conflict. This begins with repenting to God of the sinful, ruling desires that caused the conflict. “What 
causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” 
(James 4:1). Conflicts come from the heart. They arise because I want something (even a legitimate, 
good item) so badly that I sin to get it. These inordinate desires and heart idols fuel every fight and 
quarrel we have. I know this is true in my home; the same is also true in yours. “Rend your heart and 
not your garments. Return to the Lord your God” (Joel 2:12, 13).

Jack and Jill’s explosive fight illustrates this. Jack comes home and yells at Jill for not keeping the 
house clean or disciplining the kids better: “All I want is to come home to a peaceful house. Is that too 
much to ask?” Jill yells back, then withdraws with bitter mutterings under her breath about Jack being 
critical and unsupportive of her: “If only I had a husband who accepts me as I am. I need him to love 
me unconditionally, not attack me all the time!”

Do you hear the demanding hearts behind their sinful speech? They yell at each other simply because 
they are not getting what they want. Jack craves comfort and tranquility—a peaceful home. Jill craves 
acceptance and affirmation—unconditional love. While in one sense neither of these is a bad desire, 
they have become inordinate and controlling. Jack and Jill must repent of the way that getting peace and 
being loved have captured their hearts. They must instead live for the Lord and serve each other.

Since those ungodly root desires inevitably produce ungodly fruit behavior, you must also confess 
your sinful words and actions to God and to the person you have offended. Our Lord Jesus put it this 
way, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank 
in your own eye?… You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly 
to remove the speck from your brother’s eye” (Matt. 7:3–5).

The order here is crucial. You must begin with your planks; that is, your sinful words and actions 
that contributed to the conflict. Even if your offenses may be objectively less serious than those of your 
opponent, Jesus calls you to look upon yours as more serious. Yours are planks; his are specks.

This issue of perspective, or relative weight, is critical to understanding and applying Jesus’ words. 
Suppose in the course of conversation I speak unkindly to Harry and he responds by hitting me in the 
head with a chair, knocking me unconscious. Witnesses phone 911 for help. The police haul Harry to 
jail while the paramedics haul me to the hospital.
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What do I report to my friends who visit me in the hospital? My natural tendency is to tell everyone 
how sinfully Harry treated me. With a bandaged mouth I might mutter some expletives about this 
man. I might be quick to report his actions, while omitting admission of my own sinful speech that 
provoked him. Objectively, of course, one could argue that his sin was worse than mine—criminally 
so, in fact.

But for me to draw that conclusion would miss the point of Jesus’ words. From my perspective, I 
must look at my sin as serious—a plank—and Harry’s as minor—a speck. Instead of dwelling on Har-
ry’s sin, I must dwell on my own: “I can’t believe I spoke that way to Harry. How wicked of me. I was 
wrong to pierce Harry with my reckless words” (as in Proverbs 12:18). “I have taken the tongue God 
gave me for praising Him and have used it to curse others instead” (as spoken of in James 3:9–12). I 
must recognize that God wants me to go to Harry and seek his forgiveness for my ungodly speech. Af-
ter that, if he remains unrepentant, I can broach the subject of his violent behavior.

Consider this penetrating question to help you expose the dynamic. Whose sin bothers you the 
most—yours or the other person’s? God has used this question on more than one occasion to bring me 
to my senses and to regain His perspective. Your answer will indicate how well you grasp Jesus’ log vs. 
speck rebuke.

Once you see your sinful offenses, how do you make them right? First, go directly to God through 
Christ in prayer. Confess your sin and receive His full and free forgiveness through Christ’s blood  
(1 John 1:9; Ps. 32:1–2). Don’t proceed until you reconcile with the Lord.

Then humbly go to the other person to confess your sin and to ask his forgiveness (Matt. 5:23, 24). 
In this you also follow Paul’s model, “So I strive always to keep my conscience clear before God and 
man” (Acts 24:16). Humbling yourself will please God, so discharge your conscience and open a door 
to reconciliation.

Third, seek to love the other person in the way that God wants. Having dealt with your own heart 
idols and behavioral planks, you must love and serve the other person. This begins with cultivating 
Christlike attitudes (Eph. 4:1–3), including graciously forgiving the person, “just as in Christ God for-
gave you” (4:32). It involves that attitudinal forgiveness of releasing bitterness from the heart and re-
fusing to usurp God’s role as judge. Yet, loving your adversary may mean rebuking him (Luke 17:3, 4;  
Matt. 7:5, 18:15; Prov. 27:5, 6). Then, if he is repentant, love involves that transacted forgiveness of 
promising never to bring up that person’s sin again. Love “keeps no record of wrongs” (1 Cor. 13:5).

Further, love means learning to listen and speak to him in godly ways (Prov. 12:18, 18:13), and to 
serve him in concrete, Christlike ways (Luke 6:27–28; Rom. 12:17–21). Again, Jesus declares in Mark 
10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.” This Mark 10:45 ministry principle can expose the selfish roots of our conflicts and direct 
our paths toward concrete solutions.
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CONCLUSION

Dear friend, study these three steps and the passages above. Memorize the key words: Please God, 
Repent, and Love! While the steps are not easy, they are Christ’s way to resolve conflicts. By His grace, 
they are achievable.

Do you need further help? Talk today to your pastors or elders, or a biblical counselor, to receive 
practical biblical help in resolving the conflicts you are having. Consider reading Ken Sande’s master-
ful book, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict (Baker, 1997).

In response to God’s saving grace, in light of His Word, and in the power of His Spirit, may God help 
you today to do what He wants you to do to reconcile your relationships and live at peace with everyone.
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Conflict concerns all of us: you, me, the people with whom we live and work. This is the third in 
a series of articles on anger problems, but this time we’ll broaden the subject beyond anger, per se. 
Anger problems are only one strand in the larger problem of interpersonal conflict. Yes, angry actions 
and emotions often seize center stage in conflicts, but an extended family of reactions each play their 
part in the real-life drama: fear, hurt, self-pity, gossip, avoidance, escapist comfort-seeking, lying, ma-
nipulation, even perverse joy.

To understand and solve anger problems, we must deal with conflict in all its forms. People fight 
with each other and with God; sinful anger is but one of the weapons. We fight our neighbors and our 
Ruler, both by nature and by nurture. As sinners, we naturally contend for our presumed self-interest. 
We also learn how to fight more effectively by extensive and intensive practice. And we learn from oth-
ers, both by experiencing their hostilities and by watching how they fight. Each of us is a “quick study” 
because we have the aptitude!

Warmaking is a prime trait of sinners. It’s the image of Satan: liar, murderer, divider, aggressor. 
Peacemaking is about God in Christ and about human beings renewed in His image. The Lord is the 
supreme Peacemaker. Even in His common grace, God inhibits the outworking of evil’s logic, often 
preventing human life from disintegrating into anarchy and barbarity. Those forms of partial peace 
negotiated and sustained by diplomats, mediators, counselors, and other well-intended people are 
gifts of common grace. But God’s special grace is even more profoundly about peacemaking. Warlike 
humans surrender to Christ. He made peace once for all between us and God; He continues to make 
peace, teaching us to do the same with each other; and He will make peace, finally and forever.

GETTING TO THE  
HEART OF CONFLICT:  

ANGER, PART 3

BY DAVID POWLISON
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This article will weave together several things. First, we will look at the Scriptures, and several key 
truths the Lord teaches us about war and peace. This involves asking the questions, “When God looks 
at your conflicts, what does He see?,” and “How does God make right what is wrong?” The Scriptures 
reveal God’s gaze, the criteria by which He continually evaluates human life, and they also reveal the 
means by which human problems are redeemed. I will also encourage you to look at yourself, and will 
give tools for pursuing change. What do you do that perpetuates conflict? Why do you fight? How can 
you pursue reconciliation? Real change happens when biblical truth and personal honesty intersect in 
repentance, faith, and obedience.

LOOKING INTO THE MIRROR OF SCRIPTURE

Let’s begin with Scripture. The Bible is packed with stories and teachings about anger, conflict, and 
alienation—and how to solve such problems. Anything the Bible discusses frequently must be a uni-
versal struggle. We may each put our own spin on sin, but the basic sins indwell us all. For example, 
Titus 3:3 offers this general assessment of the human race outside Christ’s rule: “Spending our life in 
malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.” Not a pretty picture. Some people are more civilized 
about it, some less, but all look out for Number One in some fundamental way, and collide with others 
looking out for the same thing.

Consider the representative “works of the flesh” that Paul lists in Galatians 5:19–21. More than half 
the items describe some aspect of conflict: “enmities, strife, jealousy, outbursts of anger, disputes, dis-
sensions, factions, envying.” Consider also 1 Corinthians 10:13, “There is no temptation that has over-
taken you that is not common to all.” When it comes to interpersonal conflict, all of us are like partic-
ipants in an AA meeting. Instead of, “My name is David and I’m an alcoholic,” we could well introduce 
ourselves, “My name is David—or Sally, Joe, Chung, José, or Lateesha—and I get into conflicts.”

Think about it this way. Imagine that you hold two fat, hardcover books, one in each hand. One book 
stands for you, the other for the person you quarrel with—your brother or sister, parent, child, spouse, 
roommate, pastor, coworker or boss, next door neighbor. Imagine that you bang the two books togeth-
er. One closed book beats against the other. Two people go at it.

The battle may take a hundred forms. Maybe one party wheels out the heavy artillery of direct verbal 
or physical assault; maybe the other tends to run and hide. Some conflicts are mere skirmishes; others 
are all-out nuclear war. Maybe one or both parties go around enlisting allies: would-be counselors are 
prime candidates for such service. Appeasement appears as the strategy of choice in one situation, 
bullying in another. Maybe one person uses suicide bombs: “I’ll drink and mess up my life, and then 
you will feel bad.” Sometimes the arguments get nasty, like a 48-inch pipe gushing raw sewage. Other 
times it’s just a dripping faucet of derogatory attitudes and snide words: snip, snip, bicker, bicker, pick, 
pick. In any event, the two books collide. But in every case, the books are closed. Each party blames the 
other and feels the unassailable logic of self-righteousness and self-pity. Neither stops to open his own 
book and ask, Why am I fighting?



30 |  ENTRUST MEN’S LEADERSHIP CONFERENCE

The Bible intends to separate the combatants and open the books. The Holy Spirit speaks and acts 
to bring intelligent conviction of sin. Consider Hebrews 4:12–13. All of us lie open, laid bare before the 
eyes of Him with whom we have to do. God sees exactly what’s going on. His assessment is accurate 
and inarguable. The Word of God, living and active, discerns those thoughts and intentions of the 
heart that the Searcher of hearts sees and evaluates. What does He see when He “opens the books” of 
individuals in conflict?

We could look in many places, but James 3–4 is the classic, extended passage that speaks the mind 
of Christ to this issue. James 3 begins by reminding us that we are accountable for what we say. James, 
writing as the servant of God, notes the significance and power of the tongue: a small rudder sets 
the course of an entire ship. An unchecked tongue has devastating effects: a spark can ignite a forest. 
James exposes the hypocrisy of claiming to know God while attacking those made in His image.

Then, in James 3:13–4:12, the Holy Spirit summarizes the problem and solution: (1) The demanding, 
self-exalting heart will bear the fruit of chaos and conflict; (2) God is jealous for our loyalty, destroy-
ing his enemies, but gracious and generous to the repentant; (3) The wise, humble, receptive heart 
will bear fruit of a life of peacemaking. These themes appear in many variations. No more accurate, 
profound, and thorough analysis of the dynamics of conflict has ever been written. No more hopeful 
and condensed description of the dynamics of peace could be written. No more powerful promise of 
aid has ever been given. James 3–4 places us in the light of the unrelenting gaze of God, and promises 
grace upon grace.

WHY DO YOU FIGHT?

For example, James 4:1–3 is intended to get each quarreling party to open his own book. James asks 
the question, “What causes fights and quarrels among you?” Why do you fight? James does NOT say, 
“You are fighting because the other person is a blockhead; because your hormones are raging; because 
a demon of anger took up residence; because humans have an aggression gene hardwired in by our 
evolutionary history; because your father used to react in the same way; because core needs are not 
being met; because you woke up on the wrong side of the bed and had a bad day at work.” Instead, 
James says, you fight because of “your desires that battle within you. You want something but don’t get 
it.” The biblical analysis is straightforward and cuts to the core. You fight for one reason: because you 
don’t get what you want. It does “take two to tango.” So why are you in the dance? You fight because 
your desire, what pleases or displeases you, what you long for and crave, is frustrated. When Scripture 
enters on the scene of conflict, the colliding books are no longer closed. Each is laid down on the table 
and opened up before God.

The world gropes after this truth and, at the same time, runs from it. Any secular marriage and 
family therapist can point out how people get into conflicts because of crossed “expectations.” Such 
a therapist can often get people to articulate what their (perhaps previously unspoken) expectations 
really are. They may even help clients to evaluate and alter some of those expectations, thus creating 
a more harmonious climate. But the problem of self-centered craving is not really addressed. Clients 
simply find other, less problematic ways to get what they want. In any case, the conflicts that cry out 
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for a repentant heart before God are dealt with by suppressing the truth of what is really going on. Sec-
ular counselors may be descriptively insightful, but they cannot see the anti-God drive that operates 
within such interpersonal “expectations.”

The irony here is that, in my experience, people with a secularizing bent find the Bible too obvious 
and simplistic. “Of course” people get angry when they don’t get what they want; there must be some-
thing “deeper” to really explain problems. But secular psychology misses the core issue; it plucks out 
its own eyes. The expectations that lead to conflict reveal something fundamental about where the 
combatants stand with respect not just to each other but to God Himself.

Contrary to secular assumptions, nothing lies “deeper” than the lusts that lead to conflict. Our crav-
ings rule our lives; they directly compete with God Himself for lordship. No problem is more profound 
and more pervasive. James 4:1 says that such God-playing desires “battle” within us. This does not 
mean that desires battle against us or with each other. These are our desires, expressing who we are. 
The metaphor envisions siege warfare, an army digging in around the city. Our desires become en-
trenched … hence we fight and wage war. We would act as peacemakers if we obeyed the Lord instead 
of asserting our desires. But where you find quarrels and fights, you are witnessing people obeying the 
desires of a different lord.

WHO ARE YOU WHEN YOU JUDGE?

There is nothing superficial, obvious, or simplistic about the Bible’s analysis. Combatants don’t see 
the real problem. Neither do would-be counselors who try to explain and help them while ignoring the 
Bible. This understanding of the profound sin that drives interpersonal conflict is further explained by 
James 4:11–12. We judge others—criticize, nit-pick, nag, attack, condemn—because we literally play 
God. This is heinous. “There is only one Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and to de-
stroy; but who are you to judge your neighbor?” Who are you when you judge? None other than a God 
wannabe. In this we become like the Devil himself (no surprise that the Devil is mentioned in James 
3:15 and 4:7). We act exactly like the adversary who seeks to usurp God’s throne and who acts as the 
accuser of the brethren. When you and I fight, our minds become filled with accusations: your wrongs 
and my rights preoccupy me. We play the self-righteous judge in the mini-kingdoms we establish: “You 
are so stupid, cruel, insensitive, selfish. You’ve gotten in my way. You don’t get it. You are a hindrance 
to my agenda.”

What is an argument? In an argument, you offend ME by crossing my will. I respond by confessing 
your offenses to you. At the same time, I explain to you how all my failings are really your fault. If only 
you were different, I wouldn’t be the way I am. You do the same to me, confessing my sins to me and 
excusing your own. Nowhere in the heat of conflict does anyone confess his own sins, except as a way 
to buy time for a counterattack: “Yeah, I was wrong to do that, but.…” The log remains firmly planted in 
the eye (Matthew 7:1–5) as each party plays lawgiver and judge. “But there is one Lawgiver and Judge, 
He who is able to save and to destroy. Who are you that you judge your neighbor?” Here we see that at 
the heart of interpersonal conflict, a far more profound conflict rages: the presumptuous sinner stands 
at odds with the one true God.
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James 4:1 and 4:12 sound the two key themes that lie at the heart of conflict: grasping demand 
and selfexaltation. Each of us says, in effect, “My will be done, and damn you if you cross me.” To find 
God’s solution to conflicts, you must ask and answer the questions, “What do I want?” and “How am 
I playing God in asserting my will?” Such a profound and explicit analysis of the “vertical dimension” 
in interpersonal conflict provides the key that begins to unlock it. As long as we remain only in the 
“horizontal dimension,” there will be no genuine and lasting peace.

For this reason, all secular forms of peacemaking are inescapably shallow. Without the vertical di-
mension, at best one makes compromises born of “enlightened” and mutual self-interest. Humility 
before the living God and love for neighbor are impossible, and not even dreamed of. But where con-
viction of sin before God occurs, genuine peacemaking becomes not only possible but logical. Yes, the 
other person may have started it; what he said and did to you may indeed be worse than what you said 
and did back. But when God opens the books, He shows you your participation in the conflict, what 
you bring, by the pride of your god-playing and willfulness. God’s perspective reveals how the wills of 
two petty gods lie at the heart of those quarrels and fights.

COME HONESTLY TO THE GIVER OF GRACE

We have looked into Scripture, at how James relentlessly dissects conflict and opens up an unsus-
pected dimension. Now let’s look more specifically at ourselves, and at the dynamics of grace. I would 
like to begin with a story. One of the first conflicts that my wife and I solved actually involved four small 
arguments in a row. That is significant in itself. You will find that many arguments are patterned. They 
are repeatedly triggered by the same sort of situation, and they play out the same themes, as if the two 
parties follow a script and act on cue. In our case, things got tense between Nan and me on four suc-
cessive Sunday evenings in June. We had been married less than a year, and I was working as a summer 
intern in our church. Let me set the stage, first from my vantage point, and then from Nan’s.

For me, Saturday was a busy, high-pressure day. I was focused on preparing for Sunday’s events. 
Many activities would come to a head throughout that day. Sunday morning I got up early to finish 
preparing to preach, teach, and lead worship. The day was intense, filled with many responsibilities 
and with people, people, people. I’d talk with people, listen attentively, express care and concern, try 
to help, pray. I’d counsel both informally and formally. In the afternoon we often extended hospitality. 
I often had to preach in the evening or lead worship, so further preparations—both finalizing content 
and collecting my soul—would fill the late afternoon. After the last conversation had ended, Nan and 
I would get home about eight o’clock Sunday night. I had one thing on my mind: rest. I defined rest as 
the peace and quiet to savor the sports page, to sip a tall glass of iced guava juice, to nibble my way 
through a handful of Fig Newtons. I was ready to close up shop on relating to fellow human beings.

Meanwhile, what was Nan experiencing? For the previous two days she had supported her husband 
in all the things he had to do. She had prayed for each of my responsibilities, and had borne with my 
preoccupation. She had watched me talk with other people, offering them a seemingly endless sup-
ply of hospitality, patience, attentiveness, and biblical input in response to their needs and concerns. 
She, too, had been active in hospitality or teaching Sunday school. Now we finally had an opportunity 
to be together, an opportunity to talk intimately and personally, an opportunity to look at the week 



33 |  LEADING THROUGH CONFLICT

ahead and do some planning and praying. Come Sunday night at eight o’clock, Nan had one thing on 
her mind: personal connecting. She wanted a sympathetic and listening ear, someone to hear how her 
weekend had gone, to bear her burdens and share her joys, to walk arm-in-arm into the next week.

Do you get the picture? There’s only one train track but two trains heading towards each other. The 
northbound and the southbound trains are due to collide at precisely eight o’clock Sunday evening 
when we arrive back home! You can see exactly what’s going on in terms of James 3–4. Joe Pastor and 
Josephine Pastor’s-wife are not a pretty picture at this moment. What was the cause of the quarrel, the 
unhappy bickering, the self-pitying sense of not being understood and loved, the self-righteous sense 
of offense? Is it not your pleasures, your cravings, the expectations that have dug in deep in your soul? I 
was ruled by my desire for pleasurable R & R. Nan was ruled by the desire for intimacy. The all-too-pre-
dictable result? A weekly quarrel.

A question immediately rises up in most minds, particularly in the participants to conflict. What’s 
wrong with what I want? In the story above, isn’t rest one of the commandments of God? What’s wrong 
with wanting to enjoy the good gifts of food, drink, and leisure at the end of a long day, and before the 
week that lies ahead? Isn’t sabbath refreshment, laying burdens down, one of God’s good blessings? 
And isn’t intimacy, a husband’s nourishing and cherishing his wife, the mutuality of bearing burdens 
and sharing joys, one of the commandments of God? What’s wrong with wanting your husband to care 
about you, too, along with all the other people he talked with at church? Isn’t being loved one of God’s 
good blessings? One of the things that keeps our books tightly closed is how plausible our desires seem 
to us.

(TOO) GREAT EXPECTATIONS

What’s wrong with what I want? Scripture, the Holy Spirit’s X-ray of the heart, makes clear that 
when such desires rule, they produce sin, not love … and so they show themselves corrupt. God sees 
into the heart of conflict; He sees the private kingdom we each create. We each ascend to the throne, 
making our desires for blessings into the will of a god: I crave, I need, this must be. We each had fallen 
prey to sin’s insanity and self-defeating futility. I was willing to quarrel in order to get peace and quiet! 
Nan was willing to quarrel in order to get intimacy! Often it is not the object of a person’s desire that is 
the problem; it is the “encampment” that corrupts. There is nothing per se wrong with wanting either 
rest or intimacy. But when I want it too much, when it rules me, I sin against the Ruler of heaven and 
earth. When our expectations dig in, we inevitably sin against each other, too. “I’ve gotta have it! It’s 
mine! I demand my rights. I need to meet my needs. You’re getting in the way of my precious, cherished 
longings! You’re messing with my program to control reality. You’re not meeting my expectations.”

What do you want? How are you playing God? Those are not exotic questions, meant to send you on 
some introspective idol-hunt or an archeological investigation into shaping influences from your past. 
Ask the questions straightforwardly. They have an objective, present-time answer. You aren’t probing 
for a subjective experience, a feeling, an elusive moment of insight. You want something as tangible 
and as fatal as Ebola virus: “What exactly do you want that makes you warlike, when Christ’s rule 
would make you peaceable?” Answer honestly, and you will have identified WHY you participate in 
sinful conflict. There are no deeper reasons for your sinful anger. Violation of the “first great com-
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mandment” is the deepest motive of all.6 In moments of conflict I loved rest more than I loved the 
living God; Nan loved personal connecting more than she loved the living God. My outward sins in the 
situation included a grumbling attitude and critical words, but those works of the flesh erupted from 
the craving for my own utopian version of time off. Nan’s outward sins included a grumbling attitude 
and critical words, but those sins poured out of the craving for her own paradise of marital intimacy. 
For both of us—as for all of us—the horizontal sins register and express the vertical sins.

Those vertical sins are so serious that they merit the blunt labels the Spirit uses in James 3:13–4:12: 
“bad zeal and selfish ambition,” “pleasures, lusts, and envy” “adultery” against God (i.e., idolatry), “love 
of the world,” “pride,” “double-mindedness,” and “playing God.” We are meant to live with God on the 
throne, with a wide-open heart to Him and others. But a contentious, judgmental person has shriv-
eled up inside, becoming closed and hard to both God and neighbor. In attempting to ascend to the 
throne of judgment and control reserved for God alone, he becomes perverted, corrupted, polluted. 
He becomes, in fact, Satanic. He acts in the image of the accuser of the brethren, an adversary of the 
well-being of others, an unlawful bringer of destruction, a tyrant and vigilante. On the outside, a con-
tentious person speaks rotten words that tear down rather than build up, that deal out condemnation 
rather than give grace (Ephesians 4:29). On the inside, a person swept up in sinful anger has become 
demonic and diabolical—in the truest sense—an image-bearer of the great and wrathful critic of God’s 
people (James 3:15, 4:7). God intends a different image, that we become bearers of mercy, redemption, 
and aid to others, even—particularly—in their sins.

What happens when warmakers come to see the significance and scope of this inner dimension of 
conflict? We are brought up short. We are humbled for specific sins before the face of God. The Search-
er of hearts catches us by the collar and makes us look in the mirror. No wriggling away. Imagine 
glancing at a small, grainy, black-and-white photograph of the Grand Canyon, circa 1890. That’s paying 
lip service to the idea that “specific sins are the fruit of specific lusts.” Now imagine actually standing 
at the canyon rim from pre-dawn darkness until the full light of day. At first you peer down into inky 
darkness. But as the sky slowly brightens, impenetrable darkness gradually gives way to gray. You be-
gin to discern the shapes and contours of the abyss below. You see dimly what was right in front of you 
all along. That’s what it’s like to identify by name the specific lusts that characteristically produce your 
battles. Finally, as the sun breaks forth, the rocks begin to glow with every color of fire. The canyon 
blazes, and you see everything in vivid detail. That’s specific conviction of what is true: “My anger at 
you—not only my cutting and defensive words, but the dismissive attitude, the negative, damning spin 
I put on everything you did, the positive, justifying spin I put on my own performance, the evasions, 
the gush of self-righteous and self-pitying emotions and thoughts, all these and more—expressed my 
diabolical pride against God and my restless demand for what I want.” James 3:14–4:12 has been over-
laid upon the details of real life.

PURSUING GRACE

What happens next? James 4:6 makes a staggering promise: God gives more grace. God gives a 
greater grace. God gives grace to the humble. Grace is more and greater than sin. When god-players 
admit the truth, they find amazing grace in Jesus: forgiveness, mercy, sanity, a fresh start, cleansing, 
power, freedom.
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Every facet of the grace of God is tailored to cleanse and renew angry, critical, fearful, proud people. 
Those who are living deformed lives, the spitting image of the Devil, can find the “double cure.” In Jesus, 
those who seek will find forgiveness for such sins. The just anger of God will turn away from the sinfully 
angry, falling instead upon the only innocent man. In Jesus, those who ask will receive the Spirit who 
makes the dead alive and makes the warped straight. They will be re-formed into the image of the Son 
who died for us that we might live for Him.

What must you do? Angry people must seek this God in repentant faith. James 4:6–10 says that 
over and over. The Lord proposes a radically “vertical” solution for the radically vertical problem of the 
heart. It is interesting how relentlessly God-centered this solution is. Submit to God and resist the dev-
il, rather than vice versa. Draw near to God. The devil will flee and God will draw near to you. Cleanse 
your hands ( from those outward expressions of sin, the “chaos and every evil practice,” the “quarrels 
and conflicts,” the “speaking against one another”). Purify your heart ( from those inward defections, 
the double-mindedness that professes God but serves gods). Grieve over what you have done. Humble 
yourself in the presence of the Lord. Notice how present God is. Notice how relational the solution is. 
We need to seek and find Someone who will be gracious, Someone with the power to help us. To really 
solve the heart of conflict is to enter into God’s presence. If our conflicts were fueled by our usurping 
God’s place, peace will be produced as the grace of Jesus Christ reinstates God’s rule in our hearts.

James is distinctly unmodern in his solution to conflict! Moderns tend to talk about particular hor-
izontal strategies: “clarify your expectations, listen well and repeat back what you’ve heard, phrase 
concerns and objections in non-condemnatory ways, count to ten before voicing anger, communi-
cate respect for persons amid disagreement over issues, watch your body language.” There’s nothing 
necessarily wrong with these strategies. Properly defined, they may be timely applications of James 
3:17–18. Standing alone, however, they are seriously inadequate. Although they tend to make for more 
harmonious social life, they skim right over the heart of the problem. James’ solution cuts to the core 
of what’s going on in conflict. Solving the “religious” core gives the recipient of grace the power and 
humility to pursue strategies that lead to genuine peace.

PEACEABLE WISDOM

What does this look like interpersonally? Formerly angry people are enabled by God to give love 
and to make true peace. If you once attacked people, you learn to interact constructively. James 3:17–
18 describes it compactly. God the gracious Giver gives “wisdom from above” (cf., 1:5, 1:17, 4:6). It is 
wisdom: practical, specific, walked out, talked out. It is a way of life, the opposite in every respect to 
the words, tone, thoughts, actions, and attitudes of sinful anger. And it is from above, the gift of God 
through the Lord Jesus Christ. He alone gives the goods that truly solve interpersonal conflict. If you 
lack wisdom—and “quarrels and conflicts” are prime examples of folly—ask God (James 1:5).

This wisdom He gives is first pure. Angry people churn out mental, emotional, and verbal pollution. 
They plot ugly things; their hypocrisy condemns others’ failings while they themselves plunge head-
long into spectacular sins. Contentious believers have hearts that are dangerously divided: impure. 
But repentant believers begin to live a life that is pure. Simple. Straight. Pursuing the good and true. 
Out for others’ welfare. Giving your life away. Not calculating self-interest in the background.
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Godly wisdom is first pure, and “then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, 
without partiality, without hypocrisy.” How many more ways can James say it? Peaceable people have 
laid aside warlike traits: defensiveness, aggression, criticism, self-justification, scoring points, touchi-
ness to offenses.… These moral weeds—the “filthiness and remnant wickedness” that comes from the 
“anger of man” (James 1:20–21)—are plucked up by the roots and begin to wilt. Sweet fruit begins to 
grow as the Word of God and other good gifts take root: teachability, forbearance, kindness, concern 
that others look good, contentment and gratitude for the inexpressible gift, an outlook of charity rath-
er than peevishness. May the Prince of peace make us “irenic” (the Greek word here), replacing our 
instinct for contentions, quarrels, and criticisms. Jesus Himself is peaceable, the incarnation of every 
facet of this wisdom from God.

The English language has no full-orbed equivalent for the word translated as gentleness. Jesus ex-
hibited this trait so remarkably that its fragrance and coloration marked His entire life. Here walked 
the Lord of glory with His own creatures. Every human being that Jesus met owed Him life and utter 
loyalty. He is YHWH, to whom temple sacrifices were offered in repentance and gratitude. Yet most of 
these people ignored Jesus, misunderstood Him, tried to use Him, reviled Him, plotted against Him. 
Even His own intimate followers, who basically loved Him, repeatedly proved themselves dense as 
stones. How did He put up with it for thirty-three years?! Gentleness.

Jesus dealt gently with the ignorant and misguided, even when He suffered at their hands. He was 
meek: a virtue almost beyond our imagination, the ability to endure injury with patience and without 
resentment. I have known several people in whom I saw demonstrated the first fruits of this virtue. 
Their lives showed hints of radiance, a glimpse of the unveiled glory of Jesus, the loveliest thing I’ve 
ever seen. Jesus was fundamentally and comprehensively kind, “going about doing good.” We can un-
derstand to a degree that He was compassionate towards sufferers. But when we consider that the 
Christ’s master purpose was self-sacrificing mercy for His enemies, here the gentleness of Jesus ex-
ceeds comprehension. George MacDonald once captured the fragrance of such gentleness this way: 
“It’s a painful thing to be misjudged. But it’s no more than God puts up with every hour of the day. 
But He is patient. So long as He knows He’s in the right, He lets folk think what they like—‘til He has 
time to make them know better. Lord, make my heart clean within me, and then I’ll care little for any 
judgment but yours!” It is unfortunate that “gentle Jesus, meek and mild” has become largely a phrase 
of mockery, picturing someone weak and ineffectual, a sentimental, pablum savior for children. But 
may the God of the Lord Jesus Christ give us His true gentleness, making us meek and mild. Such in-
comparable, forbearing strength is a regal attribute. This glorious goodness—cleanse your hands, you 
sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded—is precisely what James 3–4 intends to produce 
in you and in me, people so quick to take and cause offense.

The wisdom from above is also reasonable. It has never ceased to amaze me how reasonable Nan 
starts to sound once both she and I begin to repent of sinful anger. People in conflict have distorted 
hearing and speaking. We tune in to the same wavelength we broadcast on, and it’s the wrong channel: 
I’ll listen for and speak whatever proves you wrong and proves me right. But peaceable people send 
and receive on a different wavelength: what makes for growing in the grace and knowledge of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Wisdom makes sense. It’s listenable, accurate, constructive, winsome—even when it says 
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tough things. But angry people are insane and perverse. You don’t talk sense when you are conten-
tious; malice and distortion subvert and pervert even the attempts at truth. You can’t talk sense with a 
contentious person. But you can say anything that’s true and constructive to a wise person and you’ll 
get a fair hearing.

Naturally those who repent of an angry critical spirit become full of mercy. If I’ve found the mercy of 
Jesus overflowing towards me for spectacular and fatal sins, it’s only natural for me to overflow at least 
a little with the same mercy towards others for their lesser sins against me. The more deeply you get 
to the heart of your participation in conflict, the more you will understand with joy the mercy of God 
to you. And you’ll become correspondingly merciful and patient towards others in their sins. If God 
has been so patient with me, I can be patient with my neighbor. Angry, critical, feisty, irritable people 
typically don’t much understand this mercy of God. They can mouth the words, but their actions reveal 
that a lie inhabits their hearts. They still serve lusts. And others will pay the full price for perceived 
transgressions. It has been interesting and humbling for me to ask myself, “Towards whom am I full 
of mercy, and towards whom am I merciless?” I have to give a mixed answer: persons ABC are on the 
mercy list, and persons XYZ are on the merciless list. The difference between the two lists has little to 
do with the people’s particular strengths and failings. It boils down to my “expectations,” to whether 
I view that person through the lens of the Redeemer’s merciful agenda or through the lens of my own 
instant and insistent demands. May God be so merciful as to make me and you persons with only the 
mercy list.

You will become full of good fruits also, as you learn to make peace rather than war. The good fruits 
of peacemaking are as diverse as the evil works of war-making. Scripture gives us no exhaustive list of 
good fruits. No list could ever capture the many creative, timely, and appropriate things that repentant 
people do and say as they learn to make peace. Keep your mouth shut, when you used to blurt out a 
reaction. Speak up courageously, when you used to get intimidated. Embed your criticism of another in 
both appropriate commendation and Christ-centered optimism. Treat people fairly, representing them 
accurately and recognizably, rather than misrepresenting them. Speak accurately, abandoning prejudi-
cial language; “always” and “never” are rarely true and usually more destructive than constructive. Speak 
calmly, rather than with gusts of inflammatory emotion. Speak strongly, rather than inhibited by timidity. 
Raise an issue you used to swallow. Overlook an offense you used to explode about. Solve the problem 
rather than attacking the person. Expect to see Christ at work, rather than despairing or panicking when 
troubles come. The gentle answer turns away wrath, replacing the harsh words that stir up anger. When 
you get the log out of your own eye, you really can see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s eye. 
Odds are, he’ll trust you as you do it, and he’ll love you for it. The cornucopia overflows.

James’ comment that peacemakers are without partiality is particularly striking, and points out some-
thing I’ve never heard discussed. I’ve noticed that when people repent of sinful anger they become able 
to discuss their own sins accurately—after all, such sins now exist in the light of Christ’s grace and will 
be progressively destroyed by grace. Simultaneously, they become able to talk about other people’s sins 
charitably. There is no more ax to grind, but an emerging desire for the well-being of the other in the 
hand of the merciful Redeemer. Impartial people become able to sort out who really contributed what to 
the overall problem. Such even-handedness stands in marked contrast with the polarization of conflict. 
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I recently witnessed a wife discussing her own sins without defensiveness, and the sins of her husband 
without accusation. Simply, utterly amazing! They had been at each other’s throats, full of anger, disap-
pointment, defensiveness, and self-pity only one week before. Changing her husband, punishing him, 
fearing him, getting one up on him were no longer her prerogative. She was free to get about the business 
of being a constructive help in the process, rather than a destructive hindrance.

Finally, peacemakers are without hypocrisy. They don’t stir up a whole evening of trouble and mis-
ery to get a few moments of peace and quiet; they don’t stir up an evening of hostility to get loving at-
tention. They don’t judge others for Little League versions of sins against themselves, thereby commit-
ting major league versions of sins against God. People in conflict are hypocrites. They deal out global 
condemnation, while screaming in outrage whenever they are mistakenly criticized regarding some 
tiny detail of a story. They grouse about a spouse spending $20 on some perceived frivolity, while they 
don’t think twice about spending $500 on their own hobbies. They damn others as theological nincom-
poops and biblical ignoramuses, while they themselves subscribe to theological “distinctives” that are 
at best dubious and at worst flat out wrong. They accuse others of harshness … harshly; they get angry 
at angry people; they haughtily judge proud people; they gossip about gossips. May God be merciful to 
us all. “And do you suppose this, O man, when you pass judgment upon those who practice such things 
and do the same yourself, that you will escape the judgment of God?” (Romans 2:3). God gives more 
grace … to those who stop to look in the mirror and get to the heart of their participation in this world 
at war. That grace is effective to make real change, in real time, with real people, in real situations. He 
who is pure teaches us to purify ourselves. And the pure are without hypocrisy.

REAL CHANGE IN REAL LIFE

Just as God’s diagnosis maps onto real life, so we live out the cure into real life, real time. Nan and 
I talked differently after our “sunrise on the Grand Canyon” than we had talked before. Words came 
clothed in a different tone of voice. They carried a different attitude and intention. No longer adversar-
ies and accusers, we began to talk honestly about our own failings. We began to love the love of Jesus, 
and to pray for each other, and to worship the Merciful One. There are three in our marriage, and one of 
us is perfect, good, and merciful. He’s at work. Wisdom is feet-on-the-ground, every-word-out-of-your-
mouth practical. We were enabled to make practical, problem-solving decisions.

There is nothing so unromantic as love. Romantic feelings of attraction and pleasure will some-
times be associated with love, but the essence of love is different: a commitment to act for another’s 
welfare. As we solved our Sunday night bickering, Nan actually wanted to give me rest, and I actually 
wanted to spend time with her and give her personal attention. We decided, as a matter of policy, to 
define Sunday night as a time of private rest, and to take Monday morning as a time of extended and 
open communication. Interestingly, as a matter of fact, over the rest of the summer, we ended up in-
formally “connecting” on about half the Sunday evenings anyway. Somehow when the lust for R & R 
was dethroned, I didn’t “need” private peace and quiet so much. And, not surprisingly, when the lust 
for intimacy was dethroned, a lot more intimacy just seemed to happen. Those typical surprises occur 
when people get to the heart of conflict and find the needed grace.
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Does this mean we never bickered again? Would that it were so! But the burning cinder of iniquity 
must be extinguished daily (Luke 9:23), not once and done. During that summer almost twenty years 
ago, Nan and I were given a road map to the fountain of life and were enabled to find grace. We gained 
an enduring understanding of characteristic sin patterns, and tasted the joys of repentance and god-
liness. Such understandings are repeatedly beneficial. When we sin afresh, repentance is much less 
haphazard. We’re familiar with what’s going on. We know the terrain, and where to go. We needn’t 
stumble around in the dark so long before seeking needed grace. Many potential conflicts have been 
nipped in the bud and turned into nourishing companionship. But we are far from perfection, even 
more aware of that fact than we were twenty years ago. On the day we see Christ, we will be like Him, 
all who are in Him. From that day on there will be no more causes of stumbling, no more “quarrels 
and conflicts.” The process of getting to the heart of conflict will one day be finished. Simple and pure 
devotion will replace double-mindedness forever.

WHAT HAPPENS TO THE CLOSED BOOK?

We’ve been looking at conflicts in the process of resolution. But what about people who refuse to 
see themselves, who continue to accuse others and excuse themselves? In effect, they pluck out their 
eyes. They attempt to keep their book shut tight, while bringing vigilante justice to those they hate. 
They won’t look into the mirror of the Word illuminated by the Spirit. What happens when the “log” re-
mains impaled in the eye? You remain a slave to your encamped desires: “If only my wife would change 
and see that I’m tired and need to rest.… If only my husband would change and see that I’m lonely 
and need his love.…” Irascible people remain incapable of love, digging ruts of bitterness, self-righ-
teousness, self-pity, entitlement, unhappiness, perhaps escapism, perhaps that fruitless search for the 
greener pasture of lusts fulfilled.

I’ve done personal ministry for twenty years, and have spent thousands of hours talking with peo-
ple. In that time, I’ve gotten to know some champions of anger, rage, self-righteousness, and the rest of 
the sordid clan. In my informal “Hall of Shame,” the five angriest people each said something like this: 
“I’m not really an angry person.… I was really a nice guy until I met my wife/husband.… I get along 
great with the people I work with. But that woman/man drives me crazy!” Such comments express 
deep darkness; he doesn’t know over what he stumbles. Such a person really IS an angry person, con-
trary to self-perception. That anger expresses cravings that Christ would expose and uproot. Praise 
be to God that His common grace has allowed such a person to be reasonably civil much of the time, 
rather than perpetually criminal. But “that woman/man” has been given to bring the heart into open 
display. The comment speaks volumes about a person’s ignorance of reality, ignorance both of himself 
and of God. The spouse doubtless has sins, perhaps serious ones. But the angry person plays god, and 
in so doing plays the Devil, rather than letting God be God, and so embracing the Redeemer’s agenda.

Leisure time and personal connecting—like control, money, vindication, power, success, being 
loved, health, significant accomplishment, and the like—are seductive and dangerous masters. When 
thwarted, their anger takes a thousand forms, sometimes showing its face openly, sometimes hiding. 
But when tyrant lusts are overthrown by grace, then rest, intimacy, and the like simply become good 
gifts. They are gifts to give away to others in the true freedom of the “golden rule”; they are gifts to 
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enjoy when we receive them. They are nothing to live for, to claim, to need, to long for, to organize life 
around. God has good things in store for His children. The best gift is freedom from the guilt and do-
minion of sin in order to know God Himself. Along the way, He will give the true version of every lesser 
good sooner or later.

WALKING BY FAITH

In James 3–4 the Holy Spirit repeatedly calls us to stand before the mirror and to see what is true. He 
repeatedly beckons us with promises: “God gives more grace. He opposes the proud, but gives grace to 
the humble.” Let those words be stamped on your heart. Faith takes God at His word. Imagine yourself 
down to the last $100 in your savings account. The next wave of bills has arrived in the mail, and must 
be paid. That night your soul flutters with anxiety. You lie awake, mind running in circles, calculating 
and recalculating, planning and imagining. The next morning, out of the blue, your banker calls you 
and says, “Someone just wired $10,000 into your account. The money’s available, so live accordingly … 
Yes, it’s in your account … No, there’s been no mistake.” Would you keep worrying? Or would you get 
about the business of paying your bills with a glad heart? Get about business.

Faith lives as though what God says is true. God does give more grace to the humble. Humble your-
self. God does oppose proud warmakers. Come out with your hands up and surrender. He truly for-
gives those who open their eyes to their sins. Stop, open your eyes, confess. He sealed His promise 
in the blood of Jesus. Count on it. He actually gives the Holy Spirit to His children who ask. Ask. “If 
any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God who gives to all men generously and without reproach”  
( James 1:5). Ask unafraid, knowing your need. “You do not have because you do not ask. You ask and 
do not receive, because you ask … to spend it on what pleases you” (James 4:3). Ask, repenting of your 
lusts. God Himself will empower fruit-bearing. He gives wisdom to walk in the image of Jesus Christ.

The humble faith that makes for peace is just as objective as the proud craving that makes for con-
flicts. Many people view faith as their feelings of trust, confidence, peacefulness, contentment, hap-
piness. Many people view prayer as an experience of certain religiously colored emotions: fervency, 
stillness, joy, familiar comfort. Such feelings are sometimes associated with faith and prayer, but the 
Psalms illustrate how the faith that talks to God can express itself in many different feeling states, 
some pleasant, some rather unpleasant. And we should never forget that many forms of falsehood may 
feel peaceful or fervent or confident. The state of your emotions is no accurate register of whether you 
are actually relying on God.

The essence of living faith is something different than any particular experience: seek the true God 
who speaks truth. Faith takes God at His word and acts on it. There is nothing so unexperiential, 
unmystical, and unsentimental as faith. But robust, straightforward, simple faith is powerful. Relate 
your life to God in Christ, and He will rearrange your life. Take God at His word. To get to the heart 
of conflict you must seek God. And if you seek, you will find. And you’ll change, because living faith 
can never prove fruitless: “the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make 
peace” (James 3:18).
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“Hey, what kept you?” Chuck asked as Frank finally joined him for lunch.

“The phone rang just as I was walking out the door,” Frank replied as he sank into his seat, “and it 
was one of those calls I couldn’t cut short.” Noticing the troubled look on his friend’s face, Chuck asked 
if something was wrong.

“It’s another divorce,” Frank groaned, “the third one this year. This couple had been putting up a 
good front for months, so no one in our church knew about it until after papers had been filed. When 
we tried to reach out to them, the wife refused to talk with us. They’re having a horrible custody battle, 
and the husband is frantic to stop the divorce, but there’s just nothing more we can do.”

After a pause Frank went on. “In fact, that’s what seems to happen every time we have serious con-
flict. Once people get mad, they rarely work things out. And someone almost always ends up leaving 
the church. But I guess that’s just how it is.”

“Not necessarily,” Chuck responded. “We used to see the same pattern in our church, but it’s really 
turned around in the last few years.”

“Really? What kinds of conflicts have you had to deal with?”

“Well,” Chuck answered, “in the last year we’ve seen several troubled marriages, a couple of business 
disputes, child abuse, and your typical disagreements over music and youth ministry. To top it off, we 
switched denominations a few months ago.”

TRANSFORMING  
YOUR CHURCH:  

CULTIVATING A CULTURE OF PEACE 

BY KEN SANDE
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“Really! You’ve got conflicts all over the place! Didn’t you lose a lot of people?”

“No, actually very few. As far as I know, only four families left the church because of conflict in the 
last year, and that was because they didn’t agree with the denomination change. We had to do a lot 
of counseling and mediation in the other situations, but most of the time people have reconciled and 
stayed with us.”

Frank was stunned. “All that conflict, and you lost only four families? And you actually mediate dis-
putes between members? That’s unbelievable!”

“It’s true,” Chuck answered. “It’s taken a lot of work, and we’ve failed at times, but with God’s help 
we’ve seen some amazing reconciliations. Would you like to know how it’s happened?”

“Of course! Who wouldn’t?”

A CULTURE OF PEACE

Chuck and Frank are real people, and the descriptions of their churches are factual. A few years 
ago, the leaders in Chuck’s church realized that God wants Christians to demonstrate the reconciling 
power of Jesus in the conflicts of real life. Therefore, they began a deliberate process of training the 
congregation to respond to conflict biblically. By God’s grace, their efforts have produced a noticeable 
change in the way their church deals with conflict. As a result:

• The church sees peacemaking as a biblical imperative and regularly promotes it as an essential part 
of the Christian life and an opportunity to bring glory to God.

• The church is deliberately training both leaders and members to respond biblically to conflict in all 
areas of life.

• When members cannot resolve disputes privately, the church assists them through in-house trained 
reconcilers, even if the conflict involves financial, employment, or legal issues.

• The church works long and hard to restore broken relationships, especially when a marriage is at 
stake, and even when attorneys are involved.

• If a member refuses to listen to private correction, the church practices redemptive church 
discipline to encourage repentance and reconciliation.

• Members who have turned from sins as serious as business fraud, adultery, and sexual abuse have 
experienced such complete forgiveness that they have remained in the church.

•  Leaders and workers serve productively for long periods of time, and members rarely leave the 
church unless they move out of town.

• Members are encouraged to practice peacemaking so openly in their daily lives that others will 
notice, ask how they do it, and hear about Jesus.
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This may sound like an imaginary congregation, but it is not. Although the church is far from per-
fect, it is steadily learning how to do these things with growing consistency. And it is not alone. By 
God’s grace, many other local churches are seeing similar progress in developing a culture of peace. 
As they live out the love of God in the conflicts of daily life, they are preserving friendships, preventing 
divorce, reducing member turnover, and leading others to trust in Jesus.

LEADING A CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION

Chuck’s pastor played a key role in developing a culture of peace. His preaching and personal exam-
ple set the stage for change. At the same time, he wisely delegated most of the day-to-day educational 
and reconciliation work to elders and other gifted people in the congregation (details later in this 
article). By God’s grace, this pastor has received a significant return on his investment. In addition 
to seeing his people blessed with stronger relationships, he has benefited by being removed from the 
daily “complaint loop” and spending less time as a lightning rod for others’ grievances.

These benefits came about after he and other leaders in the church took an honest look at the 
church’s “peacemaking culture,” or combination of attitudes, traditions, habits, and abilities for re-
solving conflict. What they saw troubled them. They realized that their church culture was not con-
ducive to peacemaking. So they asked God to help them change. God led them to make peacemaking 
a specific part of their overall discipleship strategy. The pastor and elders had primary responsibility 
for leading this change, but they were able to share much of the daily work with gifted people in the 
congregation. Together they transformed their church’s culture and steadily raised its level of peace-
making productivity.

This process was like nurturing a stunted tree and bringing it to a point of abundant fruitfulness. It 
involved five levels of growth and productivity:

LEVEL 1 A CULTURE OF DISBELIEF (MISSING FRUIT)

LEVEL 2 A CULTURE OF FAITH (BLOSSOMS APPEAR)

LEVEL 3 A CULTURE OF TRANSFORMATION (PRUNING AND CULTIVATING)

LEVEL 4 A CULTURE OF PEACE (HARVEST TIME)

LEVEL 5 A CULTURE OF MULTIPLICATION (REPRODUCING)

The purpose of this article is to describe this cultural transformation, and to show how, by God’s 
grace, you can reproduce it in your church. As you pursue this growth, please realize that churches do 
not always fit neatly into one specific level; as they change, they will often straddle some of these lines. 
The important thing is not your church’s level today, but the direction in which you are heading.
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THE LEVEL 1 CHURCH—A CULTURE OF DISBELIEF

A church has a culture of disbelief when its people lack practical training in resolving conflict and 
they doubt that the church can do much to help them resolve their differences. This church is like a 
tree that is missing some of its sweetest fruit.

Many people would say Chuck’s church sounds too good to be true. In fact, they would identify 
more closely with Frank’s church. It has many fruitful ministries and leaders who truly care about their 
people, but when it comes to peacemaking, the leaders believe there is only so much they can do to 
help members deal with conflict. When reading about Chuck’s church, their reaction would be, “That’s 
great, but it’s just not realistic in today’s world.” This attitude is evidence of a culture of disbelief with 
regard to resolving conflict. There are many understandable reasons for this attitude.

• Most church leaders are already overworked, and they cannot imagine finding time to get more in-
volved in members’ disputes.

• They often lack training in conflict resolution and fear their involvement in a conflict might actually 
make matters worse.

• It is difficult for them to envision having the time or qualified people to peacefully settle real-life prob-
lems that might otherwise become legal disputes.

• There is often a concern about offending someone and triggering a lawsuit against the church.

• Having never seen church discipline used redemptively to promote peace and reconciliation, they 
doubt that it would be helpful or even accepted in today’s culture.

• Thriving churches face an additional hindrance to peacemaking. Having a big vision for what a church 
should be, they give themselves enthusiastically to many fruitful ministries and are blessed with 
steadily growing numbers. It is often difficult for such churches to see why they should divert time 
and energy from productive ministries and devote it to the time-consuming and seemingly fruitless 
work of helping people resolve conflict.

Given these concerns, it is understandable why many churches do not give much attention to 
peacemaking. This lack of attention has consequences, however. It usually robs a local church of the 
sweet fruit of peacemaking and creates a culture marked by the following patterns:

• The church does not have a clear vision or specific plan for making peacemaking an effective minis-
try of the church.

• Little effort is made to provide leaders and members with practical training in  
personal conflict resolution.

• If members have unresolved conflicts with other believers, they rarely seek assistance within the 
church, especially if the dispute involves employment, business, or legal issues.

• If members give up on a broken relationship and do not want to discuss reconciliation any  
further, church leaders usually decline to press the matter, even if it is a couple moving  
towards divorce.
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• The church does not consistently practice biblical church discipline, and probably hasn’t for many years.

• If it becomes widely known that a member has committed a serious sin such as embezzlement, 
adultery, or child abuse, he is more likely to leave the church than to seek restoration.

• There is a high burnout rate for leaders and workers, and a steady turnover of members.

• Members of the church are not equipped or expected to respond to conflict in such a uniquely 
Christian way that the door is opened for witnessing about Jesus.

These patterns are so common in modern churches that few people even notice them. When a bro-
ken relationship results, people naturally grieve. But they seldom believe that there was anything more 
the church could have done to produce different fruit.

What we also fail to notice is how much these patterns reflect the culture of the world around us. 
Instead of providing a radically different model for how people can look to God and help one anoth-
er preserve relationships, we allow the world’s self-reliant and individualistic values to seep into the 
church, reducing us to the world’s fruitless level of resolving conflict.

What about your church? What kind of culture does it have when it comes to resolving conflict? 
What kind of fruit is it producing when relationships are threatened? To answer these questions, take 
another look at the bulleted lists above. Which list comes closest to describing your church-the list 
for a culture of peace or for a culture of disbelief ? Please think about this and note your answer before 
reading on.

MISSING FRUIT, MISSING WITNESS

It is difficult for most Christians to imagine how a church could intervene effectively in serious dis-
putes. It is also hard to believe that most conflicts can end in reconciliation, and that deeply conflicted 
marriages don’t have to end in divorce. But isn’t this exactly the fruit that Jesus wants a local church 
to produce?

The night before He died, our Lord set forth a key ingredient in our witness for Him. “By this all men 
will know that you are My disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35). “I pray that all of them may 
be one, Father.… May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that You sent me and 
have loved them even as You have loved Me” (17:20–23).

When Jesus speaks of “unity,” He does not expect us to agree on everything. He is calling us to love 
one another through our disagreements, whether that requires accepting a debatable difference, over-
looking a minor offense, confessing a wrong, gently confronting others, or even submitting to church 
mediation or discipline. Our love for Jesus compels us to do everything in our power to preserve our 
relationships (Rom. 12:18; Eph. 4:1–3).

Thriving ministries and good preaching can attract people to a church, but the Bible teaches that 
the most powerful testimony Christians can offer for the reality of Jesus Christ is to love one another. 
Many churches think they are demonstrating the love Jesus calls for if their members are smiling and 
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friendly on Sunday morning. But you can find the same unchallenging and superficial love in countless 
social gatherings where people are pleasant and agreeable. As Jesus said, “If you love those who love 
you, what credit is that to you? Even ‘sinners’ love those who love them” (Luke 6:32).

The love that distinguishes us as being the children of God is the love that Jesus describes in  
Luke 6:27–28: “But I tell you who hear Me: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless 
those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you” (Luke 6:27–28). This is the kind of love that 
Jesus showed on the cross. And it is the kind of love He commands and enables us to show in midst of 
conflict to those who oppose or mistreat us.

This is why peacemaking is an essential mark of a Christian and of a church, and why it has power. 
It is supposed to shine so brightly that people cannot help but see it. When Jesus taught, “Blessed are 
the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God” (Matt. 5:9), He was not promising us a heavenly 
title. Instead, He was teaching that when we draw on His grace to resolve difficult conflicts and restore 
broken relationships, those who are watching us will recognize that we are the children of God. This 
recognition opens the door to sharing the gospel of Jesus Christ with those who do not yet know Him 
(Matt. 5:16; 1 Pet. 2:12).

But the opposite is also true. If we do not love others in the midst of conflict, forgive those who have 
hurt us, and restore broken relationships, our Christian witness is profoundly damaged. As 1 John 4:20 
warns, “If anyone says, ‘I love God,’ yet hates his brother, he is a liar. For anyone who does not love his 
brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.” When the world looks at our 
churches and sees the fruit of unresolved conflict—quarrels, broken families, estranged members, and 
church splits—it makes all Christians look like hypocrites.

Thus, a culture of disbelief has a double cost. When church leaders do not teach biblical peace-
making or get involved in members’ conflicts, families fall apart, friendships and jobs are lost, and the 
church sees a steady turnover in members. At the same time, when unsaved people see our failure to 
reconcile with one another, they dismiss Christians as hypocrites and liars when we try to speak to 
them about reconciling with God.

To put it simply, when the fruit of peacemaking is missing in a local church, that church will also 
miss many opportunities to give witness to the reconciling love and forgiveness of Jesus Christ.

MISSING FRUIT, SMALLER HARVEST

As I mentioned earlier, thriving churches often ignore their weakness in peacemaking by focusing 
on their growing numbers and the success of their other ministries. What they do not see is how much 
more genuine growth and lasting fruit they would experience if they strengthened their ability to re-
solve conflict.

No matter how fruitful a church’s other ministries are, if it does not have a culture of peace, every 
ministry is weakened to some degree. As people work together, they will inevitably have differences. If 
they have not been taught peacemaking, even minor differences can grow to major proportions. Mem-
bers may hesitate to clear up misunderstandings, to overlook minor offenses, or to stop gossip. They 
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may not seek reconciliation with someone they have offended, or gently confront others, or negotiate 
issues in a way that satisfies the interests of all those involved. Worst of all, they may fail to practice 
genuine forgiveness and may miss experiencing the reconciling power of Jesus.

Without these peacemaking activities, relationships within families and church ministries will in-
evitably suffer. Unresolved differences will take a toll on members’ enthusiasm, commitment, creativi-
ty, giving, and productivity. As a result, their witness and circle of influence will be reduced, and many 
people whom they might have served will be neglected. And even if many new members are coming in 
through the front door, church growth will be sapped by a steady exodus of unreconciled people out 
the back door.

No matter how strong a church’s ministries are, a culture of disbelief will weaken those ministries 
and prevent them from being as fruitful as they could be. Conversely, when a local church develops a 
culture of peace, everything is strengthened. The church’s families and ministries are protected from 
debilitating conflict and given the opportunity to achieve their maximum impact in the kingdom of 
God. The fruit of peacemaking enhances the entire harvest.

THE LEVEL 2 CHURCH—A CULTURE OF FAITH

A church has a culture of faith when its people begin to understand God’s peacemaking commands 
and promises and believe that His ways will work in today’s culture. This church is like a tree blossom-
ing in the spring.

Once a church realizes it has a culture of disbelief, it can begin to replace it with a culture of faith. 
This change can begin only when we understand the root cause of a culture of disbelief. As we saw 
earlier, there are many understandable reasons why churches hesitate to get involved in conflict. But 
behind most of them are two basic factors: a failure to understand what the Bible teaches about peace-
making, and a lack of faith that biblical principles will actually work in today’s culture. As Jesus taught, 
“You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God” (Matt. 22:29). Hence, a 
culture of disbelief is usually the result of ignorance and unbelief.

This is an unpleasant diagnosis. But if we simply deny it, our churches will not change. On the other 
hand, if we admit our lack of understanding and our unbelief to God, He is ready to forgive us. More 
than that, He is eager to lead us into all truth and increase our faith so that we can become His agents 
of change in our congregations. There are five ways that we can cooperate with God as He strengthens 
our faith.

1. Nurture a budding faith through prayer: “I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief !” (Mark 9:24). Go 
to God in faith and confess your unbelief, and thank Him for the forgiveness He has given us through 
Christ. Ask Him to guide your study of His Word so that you can understand all that He teaches about 
peacemaking. Pray that He will replace your unbelief with faith. And then ask Him to give you strength 
to do whatever He commands, even if it requires making major changes in the way your church re-
sponds to conflict.
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2. Rejoice in God’s grace as revealed in the gospel of Christ, which is the driving motivation for peace-
making. “For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him 
shall not perish but have eternal life” ( John 3:16). This incredible news reveals our radical sinfulness: 
nothing could save us except the death of God’s only Son. But it also reveals the depths of God’s radical 
mercy: He gave His Son to die for us! As we reflect on and rejoice in the gospel of Christ, two things 
happen. Our pride and defensiveness are stripped away, and we can humble ourselves and admit that 
we struggle with sinful conflicts that we cannot resolve on our own. At the same time, the gospel 
shows us how important reconciliation is to God, and it inspires us to do everything we can to see that 
the love and forgiveness of Christ is reflected in the way we make peace in our families and churches.

3. Dig into God’s Word. Learn more about how He wants us to bring the love and forgiveness of Jesus to 
bear on everyday conflicts. You can start by studying Bible passages that describe eight characteris-
tics of a church that has a culture of peace:

•  VISION: The church is eager to bring glory to God by demonstrating the reconciling love  
and forgiveness of Jesus Christ, and therefore sees peacemaking as an essential part of the Christian 
life (see Luke 6:27–36; John 13:35; 1 Cor. 10:31; Col. 3:12–14).

•  TRAINING: The church knows that peacemaking does not come naturally, so it deliberately trains 
both its leaders and members to respond to conflict biblically in all areas of life  
(see Gal. 5:19–21; Luke 6:40; Eph. 4:24–26; 1 Tim. 4:15–16; Tit. 2:1–10).

•  ASSISTANCE: When members cannot resolve disputes privately, the church assists them through 
in-house trained reconcilers, even when conflicts involve financial, employment, or legal issues (see 
Matt. 18:16; Rom. 15:14; 1 Cor. 6:1–8; Gal. 6:1–2; Col. 3:16).

•  PERSEVERANCE: Just as God pursues us, the church works long and hard to restore broken 
relationships, especially when a marriage is at stake, and even when attorneys are involved  
(see Matt. 18:12–16; Rom. 12:18; Eph. 4:1–3; Matt. 19:1–9; 1 Cor. 7:1–11).

•  DISCIPLINE: If members refuse to listen to private correction, the church practices loving, 
redemptive discipline to encourage repentance and reconciliation (see Prov. 3:11–12; Matt. 18:12–20; 
1 Cor. 5:1–5; James 5:19–20).

•  RESTORATION: Wanting to imitate God’s amazing mercy and grace, the church gladly forgives 
and fully restores members who have genuinely repented of serious and embarrassing sins (see Matt. 
18:21–35; Eph. 4:32; 2 Cor. 2:5–11).

•  STABILITY: Because relationships are valued and protected, leaders serve fruitfully year after year 
and members see the church as their long-term home (1 Tim. 4:15; Heb. 10:25).

•  WITNESS: Members are equipped and encouraged to practice peacemaking so openly in their 
daily lives that others will notice, ask why they do it, and hear about the love of Christ (Matt. 5:9; 
John 13:34–35, 17:20–23; 1 Pet. 2:12, 3:15–16).

Even though it is clear that Scripture commands these activities, it is plain that most of these char-
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acteristics are contrary to our culture and uncommon in our churches. Therefore, it is still difficult to 
believe that we could actually live them out in daily life. To overcome this unbelief and build hope for 
change, read what God promises to do for those who are determined to obey his will:

 The eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully com-
mitted to him … For it is God who works in you to will and to act according to His good purpose … and 
nothing is impossible with God … Therefore, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves 
fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain. (2 Chron. 16:9; 
Phil. 2:13; Luke 1:37; 1 Cor. 15:58)

Read these promises through several times, and then ask yourself, “Do I believe that God has the 
power and willingness to enable our church to obey what He commands?” If so, renounce unbelief and 
move ahead in faith!

4. Find mutual encouragement with other people in your church. Begin by giving this article to other 
members or leaders in your church. Approach people who are widely respected and likely to be open 
to these concepts. Build a core group of three or more people who are willing to seriously study these 
Scriptures and pray about these issues, and then work together to build faith and promote needed 
growth, as discussed in the next section.

5. Build faith by contacting people outside your church. Learn how God has enabled their churches to 
resolve difficult conflicts and build a culture of peace. Start by looking for churches in your area that 
have a reputation for peacemaking, and ask them how they do it.

As you pursue these five faith-building activities, you and others can gain a better understanding 
of God’s marvelous vision for the church. He wants us to be so effective in imitating Jesus as we build 
and preserve relationships that the rest of the world will take notice and be drawn toward Him. What 
an exciting vision!

God not only wants this kind of church—He expects it. He is already at work in many churches so, 
and He promises to give you the wisdom and strength needed to seek this change in your church. Hav-
ing faith in His promises, you can put off unbelief and see your faith blossom. As this faith spreads and 
grows in your congregation, you can move a step closer to the harvest of peacemaking.

THE LEVEL 3 CHURCH—A CULTURE OF TRANSFORMATION

A church has a culture of transformation when its people put off worldly ways of resolving conflict 
and take steps to learn how to respond to conflict biblically. This church is like a tree that is being 
pruned and cultivated for greater productivity.

Peacemaking is an attitude expressed through action. The heart of this attitude is the joy and thank-
fulness that come from fully understanding the gospel of Christ (Phil. 4:4). Jesus died on the cross in 
our place to release us from the penalty and ongoing slavery of sin. He gave His life to buy our forgive-
ness, earn our freedom, and bring us back to God. Now He wants us to pass this priceless gift of recon-
ciliation on to others in the form of personal peacemaking:
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 As God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, hu-
mility, gentleness, and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have 
against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. (Col. 3:12–13; see also Eph. 4:1–3; Gal. 6:1–2;  
2 Cor. 5:18)

These attitudes and actions do not come naturally to people. In fact, our instincts usually take us 
in the opposite direction! Therefore, in order to build a culture of peace, a church must do both prun-
ing and cultivating. It must help its people to put off worldly ways of resolving conflict and to put on 
peacemaking attitudes and actions that mirror our reconciliation with God.

Pruning and cultivating takes a lot of work. The good news is that this work does not have to be 
done by an elite few, but can be shared by gifted people throughout a local church. Senior pastors in 
particular do not have time to resolve everybody’s conflicts. Therefore, they should follow the advice 
that Moses received when he became weary from serving as the sole judge for Israel:

 The work is too heavy for you; you cannot handle it alone … You must teach them the decrees and 
laws, and show them the way to live and the duties they are to perform. But select capable men from all 
the people … Have them serve as judges for the people at all times, but have them bring every difficult 
case to you; the simple cases they can decide themselves. That will make your load lighter, because 
they will share it with you. If you do this and God so commands, you will be able to stand the strain, 
and all these people will go home satisfied. (Ex. 18:18–23)

Like Moses, a senior pastor is responsible before God to make sure that His people have the teach-
ing and assistance they need to respond to conflict biblically. Since a pastor must play a primary edu-
cational role from the pulpit and may occasionally have to assist with difficult conflicts, he would be 
wise to develop a solid understanding of the basic principles of biblical conflict resolution. At the same 
time, a pastor can and should entrust most of the educational and reconciliation activities to capable 
leaders and members of the congregation.

In many situations, God will give a vision for peacemaking first to members of a church, and then 
work through them to bring this vision to the leaders. As leaders and members work together to weave 
peacemaking into their overall discipleship efforts, their church can develop those eight characteris-
tics of a culture of peace: vision, training, assistance, perseverance, discipline, restoration, stability, 
and witness. This cultivation usually involves the following activities:

1. Gain support from church leadership. Although God often works through lay members of a church 
to initiate interest in peacemaking, cultural transformation will take place only when church leaders 
officially support and lead this effort. The most important “tipping point” for seeing major progress is 
when the senior pastor sees peacemaking not as a helpful side-ministry, but as something that is vital 
to the well-being and fruitfulness of the church.

2. Form a core support group (Church Reconciler Team). This team will be responsible for guiding ed-
ucational and reconciliation activities within a local church. Church leaders should spearhead the 
team, but it may also include spiritually mature lay members who have gifts for peacemaking.
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3. Educate the entire congregation in peacemaking. God’s peacemaking principles are like yeast: the 
more thoroughly they are worked into a congregation, the more good they can do. This requires an on-
going effort to teach peacemaking to every person in the church. The best way to do this is to educate 
in two stages. Begin by presenting a preaching series that elevates the congregation’s interest in and 
commitment to peacemaking. Then encourage every person in the church to participate in a Sunday 
school class or small-group Bible study where he and she can learn specific peacemaking principles. 
Discuss how the principles apply to conflicts in their own lives.

4. Train gifted people within your congregation to become reconcilers. Reconcilers are gifted church 
members or leaders who have been trained to help others deal with conflict. This help may be provid-
ed through conflict coaching (advising one person how to respond to conflict biblically) or mediation 
(meeting with both parties to facilitate discussion and agreement). Well-trained church reconcilers 
can help members respond biblically to a wide variety of personal, family, employment, business, and 
even legal disputes.

5. Upgrade your church’s organizational documents to support peacemaking and to reduce legal liabil-
ity. Churches are being sued at an alarming rate for conflict-related activities. Legal actions against 
churches include negligence, defamation, breach of confidentiality, invasion of privacy, and intention-
al infliction of emotional distress. Judgments can be extremely costly, with church leaders sometimes 
being held personally responsible for the award. Upgrading church bylaws and adopting special poli-
cies for counseling, confidentiality, conflict resolution, and church discipline can substantially reduce 
exposure to legal liability.

Some churches can make substantial progress in each of these areas in two years. Others will take 
four or five years to overcome deeply engrained attitudes and traditions. Yet even small, initial efforts 
can produce noticeable fruit. A few people going through a Sunday school class on peacemaking can 
have a ripple effect on their own families and friends. As they use the basic principles in their daily lives 
and share what they are learning with others in conflict, relationships can be improved and a growing 
interest in peacemaking can be nurtured. These benefits will multiply as cultivation continues.

THE LEVEL 4 CHURCH—A CULTURE OF PEACE

A church has a culture of peace when its people are eager and able to resolve conflict and reconcile 
relationships in a way that clearly reflects the love and power of Jesus Christ. This church is like a tree 
producing a rich harvest.

Those who have cultivated diligently will harvest abundantly. This is especially true when it comes 
to peacemaking, for God promises, “Peacemakers who sow in peace raise a harvest of righteousness” 
(James 3:18). As we will see, this harvest involves a wide variety of fruit.

When a local church develops a culture of peace, it can overcome every one of the concerns that 
had previously locked it into a culture of disbelief. By delegating much of the educational and recon-
ciliation work to others, church leaders’ time and energy are reserved for other ministry. As gifted in-
dividuals are trained as reconcilers, members are able to look to the church for assistance in resolving 
all kinds of conflicts.
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When people see church discipline being taught and practiced in a merciful and constructive man-
ner, they usually come to respect it as a vital shepherding ministry of the church. By upgrading its 
bylaws and policies, a church can substantially reduce its exposure to legal liability, as just mentioned 
above. Other ministries of the church are more likely to achieve their full potential as well when mem-
bers improve their ability to resolve differences and find more productive ways to work together.

These developments open the way for additional fruit. When a church teaches its people to live out 
the gospel in the conflicts of daily life, people are more willing to admit their shortcomings and ask for 
help before a crisis occurs. Families are better equipped to handle disputes, which makes divorce less 
likely. Members are encouraged to go to each other to discuss problems instead of letting them fester. 
The church is protected from division and splits, and offended members are less likely to leave. As a 
result, church growth improves.

Pastors and other church leaders can experience many benefits as well. When leaders fulfill their 
shepherding responsibilities more fully, respect and appreciation for their work grows. As they are 
taken out of the day-to-day “complaint loop,” they can spend less time dealing with disgruntled mem-
bers and more time on forward-moving ministry. When members learn to stop gossiping, leaders are 
subjected to less criticism. As conflict declines in a church, stress on leaders’ families is often reduced. 
And when respectful discussion and reconciliation are the norm in a church, pastors and other staff 
are less likely to burn out or be forced out of their jobs.

Of course, no church sees all of these benefits at once or all the time. Our sin continually works against 
a culture of peace. Even Paul and Barnabas had a falling out! (See Acts 15:2.) So we should not be sur-
prised when members forget what they have learned, leaders are inconsistent, and our efforts seem to 
have been wasted. Even though we stumble, we need not fall, for the Lord upholds us with His hand  
(Ps. 37:24). As He helps us back to our feet, we can learn from our mistakes and forgive one another. We will 
continue to grow. When we do, God can use both our mistakes and our forgiveness to encourage others.

One of the greatest benefits of resolving conflicts biblically is that outreach and evangelism are en-
hanced. Conflict is inevitable in a fallen world; Christian and unbeliever alike struggle with disputes 
and broken relationships. So when the unsaved see Christians admitting their failures and forgiving and 
reconciling with one another, even after intense disputes, they cannot help but take notice. The more our 
relationships reflect the amazing love and mercy of God, the more people will want to know about the 
power that is working in us to maintain peace and unity. What a marvelous way to increase the harvest!

THE LEVEL 5 CHURCH—A CULTURE OF MULTIPLICATION

A church has a culture of multiplication when its people delight in expanding God’s kingdom by 
showing other people and churches how they too can be peacemakers. This church is like a tree that is 
spreading its seed and reproducing.

With many blessings comes great responsibility. God has given the church a unique and precious 
talent: the power and ability to bring peace, unity, and reconciliation to a broken and conflicted world. 
Sadly, many churches have been afraid to use this talent; like the unfaithful servant, they have hidden 
and neglected it for years. If they do not repent, they will be ashamed when Jesus calls them to give an 
accounting someday (see Matt. 25:24–27; Ezek. 34:1–16).
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How much better it would be if your church could say what the faithful servant said: “Master, … you 
entrusted me with five talents. See, I have gained five more” (Matt. 25:20). What a joy it would be to 
hear the answer, “Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will 
put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness” (v. 21).

How can your church produce the maximum harvest with the peacemaking talents God has given 
it? Start by weaving peacemaking thoroughly into the fabric of your congregation, as discussed in the 
previous section. But if you stop there, you may still be hiding part of your talents. Ask God to help you 
build a culture of peace that is so fruitful that it overflows into your community, other churches, and 
your denomination. The following are steps that many churches are already taking.

1. Equip and encourage members to carry peacemaking into everyday life. As church members interact 
with their family, friends, neighbors, or co-workers, they will naturally have opportunities for peace-
making. When they themselves are involved in a conflict, they can ask God for the grace to respond 
with humility. If they see others in conflict, they can ask God for wisdom on how to offer advice or 
encourage agreement. As word spreads about their ability to resolve conflict effectively, others may 
seek them out for advice, which can open the way for witnessing and inviting others to church. And 
when a church gains a reputation for resolving “small” problems, it will have greater credibility when 
it speaks to “large” issues that impact an entire community.

2. Teach peacemaking to children. Most parents would welcome any program that could teach their 
children to resolve conflict. Churches can respond to this need in Sunday school or in vacation Bible 
school classes that are advertised to people outside the church. As children and their parents benefit 
from this training, many of them may be drawn to the church and to the Lord.

3. Send peacemakers with mission teams. Churches can strengthen their mission efforts and promote 
peacemaking overseas by including trained peacemakers on their short-term mission teams. These 
peacemakers can protect teams from destructive internal conflict by teaching members conflict res-
olution skills and by serving as reconcilers if conflicts occur on the field. Peacemakers can also teach 
these principles to pastors in other countries. Those pastors will teach and model peacemaking in 
their own congregations, and the benefits will continue to spread.

4. Develop a church-based reconciliation ministry. Once your church reconcilers have gained experi-
ence by working within your congregation, they can expand their ministry by making their services 
available to people outside your church. This kind of practical ministry provides an excellent way to 
demonstrate the power of the gospel to unchurched or unsaved people who are in conflict. It could 
draw them to the Lord as it helps them to make peace.

5. Share your experience with other churches in your community or denomination. As God blesses your 
church with a culture of peace, you can multiply that blessing by sharing what you have learned with 
other churches. For example, your church can host a peacemaking seminar for your community or 
train your reconcilers to assist neighboring churches when they cannot resolve internal conflicts. You 
can also share your church’s testimony by working with your denominational leaders as they seek to 
promote biblical peacemaking in your district.
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6. Plant new churches that have peacemaking as part of their original “DNA.” As God enables your 
church to support church planters and give birth to new congregations, you can pass on the spiritual 
characteristic of peacemaking. This precious gift will increase the new church’s ability to survive nat-
ural growing pains and thrive as a family of believers who are visibly committed to living out the love 
of Christ in the natural conflicts of real life.

IT CAN START TODAY WITH YOU

Even if a church is stuck in a culture of disbelief today and sees little peacemaking fruit, by God’s 
grace it can eventually overflow with a culture of peace that benefits its entire community and brings 
praise to God. What a wonderful way to fulfill Jesus’ command in Matthew 5:14–16:

 You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and 
put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the 
same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father 
in heaven.

All it takes is one person who hears the call of God and responds, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isa. 6:8). 
Perhaps, for your church, that person is you. Please pray about it and reflect on the Scriptures in this 
article. Ask God to give you a longing to see a culture of peace in your church that reflects the love and 
power of His Son. If He gives you that longing, hard work awaits you, but great blessing is also in store, 
for Jesus’ promise is absolutely dependable:

Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called the sons of God.

Used by permission. This article is published in the Journal of Biblical Counseling, a publication of the Christian Counseling & Educational 
Foundation (CCEF). All content is protected by copyright and may not be reproduced in any manner without written permission from 
CCEF. For more information on classes, materials, speaking events, distance education, and other services, please visit www.ccef.org
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