

Conflict resolution
Some form of conflict is inevitable in relationships. “We are sinners with the capacity to do great damage to ourselves and our relationships.”[endnoteRef:1] But a proper approach to relational conflict can bring about resolution and even bring us closer together in those relationships. Getting there is of course the challenge. “We need God’s grace to save us from ourselves. But we are also God’s children, which means that we have great hope and potential—not hope that rests on our gifts, experience, or track record, but hope that rests in Christ. Because he is in us and we are in him, it is right to say that our potential is Christ!”[endnoteRef:2] [1:  Paul David Tripp and Timothy S Lane, Relationships: a mess worth making]  [2:  ibid] 

Barriers to conflict resolution are numerous: We are embarrassed; conflict has become the norm; we have become conflict oriented. We won’t discuss how to handle problems in a way that pleases God because we are worn down by failure. Nothing worked before, so why try again. There may be such a significant breakdown in our communication that we can’t broach the subject; there is far too much sensitivity in the air. It is like touching a healing wound, the scab is visible from the last conflict, sore to the touch, one-word peals back the scab and the hurt and harm starts all over again.
If we live by the feud there will be no end in sight, no resolution in sight. God in the conflict becomes too distant, His wisdom “from above” will not allow for peace from above because tension has replaced God’s wisdom in the conflict. We are not “open to reason.” James 3:17 But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy and good fruits, impartial and sincere. “Every painful thing we experience in relationships is meant to remind us of our need for him. And every good thing we experience is meant to be a metaphor of what we can only find in him.”[endnoteRef:3] God is in the conflict, the pain of the conflict, and God is in the solution to your conflicts. He does not leave us alone in our conflict. [3:  ibid] 

How is God in the conflict? The story of redemption is remarkable. It is remarkable in countless ways, but especially as God deliberately enters into man’s brokenness. God does not leave man in his sin. Its story begins in Genesis as God pursues Adam and Eve after the fall. Genesis 3:8, 9 This redemptive story of God pursuing mankind throughout history is extraordinary. The greatest display of God pursuing and rescuing man from sin was in the cross work of Christ. Jesus came from heaven in pursuit of sinful man, dying on the cross and rescuing man, “through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” Romans 3:23–24. God was in the conflict, God pursued man in the conflict, and God settled the conflict once and for all on the cross. “By preaching the gospel to myself each day, I nurture the bond that unites me with my brothers and sisters for whom Christ died, and I also keep myself well-versed in the raw materials with which I may actively love them in Christ.” [endnoteRef:4] The one key to this study is to see yourself through the lens of the gospel. Work on small sections of the study at a time. There are nine sections to this study. 1 The Problem Of Pride. 2 The Power Of Emotions. 3 Getting Out Of The Routine. 4 Focusing On God’s Glory In The Conflict. 5. Gospel Principles In Conflict. 6. A View Of Conflict From God’s Perspective. 7. A View Of Conflict From A Spiritual Perspective. 8. A View Of Conflict From A Solution Oriented Perspective. 9. A Plan To Begin Gospel Conflict Reconciliation. Work and talk through each section, taking notes and growing in your understanding of each section. [4:  Milton Vincent, A Gospel Primer for Christians] 

THE PROBLEM OF PRIDE
Proverbs 13:10 (ESV) By insolence comes nothing but strife, but with those who take advice is wisdom. (KJV)  Only by pride cometh contention: but with the well advised is wisdom.
The verse above places pride as a unique factor in creating contention and dismissing advice that would lead to wisdom. “Most accurately is strife here traced to its proper source…. the proud swelling of the “fleshly mind”.[endnoteRef:5] In his small but powerful booklet, From Pride to Humility, Stuart Scott states: “Pride is the epidemic vice. It is everywhere and manifests itself in many ways. As much as we may hate to admit it, we all have pride, each and every one of us. The question is not, "Do I have it?" but, "Where is it?" and "How much of it do I have?"  [5:  Charles Bridges, A Modern Study In The Book Of Proverbs.] 

Proverbs 13:10 can read, “Nothing but by pride comes strife”, or “There is strife only with pride”. Of the various words in Hebrew that are used for the word pride all of them convey a lifting up of oneself, an arrogance. “The concept of an inflated view of oneself, self-willed and not humble.” [endnoteRef:6] In other words, “where there is strife there is pride.”[endnoteRef:7] Verse ten goes on to contrast pride against wisdom “but with those who take advice is wisdom.” But with those who take counsel refers to those with the modesty to acknowledge the limitations of their knowledge and the humility to allow themselves to be corrected, criticized, and led to a better plan of action. With those who listen to competent counselors [there is] wisdom, the knowledge of reality and of right order, and acting accordingly, leading to peace.” [endnoteRef:8] [6:  James Swanson Dictionary of Biblical Languages with Semantic Domains: Hebrew (Old Testament)]  [7:  Bruce K Waltke,  The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 1-15 ]  [8:  ibid] 

Usually when speaking of conflict many confuse the cause of conflict with the source of conflict. That is conflict can arise from many different causes, but at the core or source of the conflict is a proud heart as Proverbs 13:10 leads us to understand. Conflict comes from within the heart, from passions that are “at war within you”. James further instructs, 4:1 What causes quarrels and what causes fights among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? 2 You desire and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. “Simply put, pride is the root that nourishes the fruit of all sin and is akin to picking a fight with God.”[endnoteRef:9] We could say then that where there is strife, look for pride. Strife does not cause pride, pride causes strife. The “pride of life—is not from the Father but is from the world” 1 John 2:16. Conflict affords opportunity. “Conflict is especially effective in breaking down appearances and revealing stubborn pride, a bitter and unforgiving heart, or a critical tongue.”[endnoteRef:10] When conflict raises its ugly head, stop and ask yourself, where is pride being manifested in this conflict? Is this conflict revealing pride in me? Am I blind to my pride? Is it noticeable in the other person, and how can I carefully, lovingly, and humbly reveal this to them? Is it stubborn pride within both of us? Do we have the same attitude toward pride as God has? Proverbs 8:13, 11:2, 16:18,  [9:  Mark Driscoll, How Sharp the Edge? Christ, Controversy, and Cutting Words (John Piper, and  Justin Taylor Editors)]  [10:  Ken Sande, The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal Conflict] 

Discussion and Reflection Questions:
Tenderly and carefully commune with one another, ask where you are discerning pride within your relationship, in yourself, and in your mate. How is pride being manifested, in what ways? This can be a hard discussion but a very important one.
THE POWER OF EMOTIONS
“The ability to discern thoughts and motives when experiencing intense emotion is an essential skill for the Christian who intends to pursue holiness. Recognizing thoughts and imaginations of the heart is a prerequisite of bringing them “captive to the obedience of Christ.”[endnoteRef:11] The strength and wisdom to control our emotions is seen as wise in Scripture. Proverbs 16:32 Whoever is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit than he who takes a city. The contrast to wisdom is lack of self-control described as a city left dangerously vulnerable to attack. Proverbs 25:28 A man without self-control is like a city broken into and left without walls. Unchecked emotions result in unchecked behavior. One commentary states: “Unable to discipline himself, any temptation leads to sin and causes him to do things he never dreamed of.”[endnoteRef:12]  [11:  Lou Priolo, The Heart of Anger: Practical Help for the Prevention and Cure of Anger in Children]  [12:  Charles Bridges, A Modern Study In The Book Of Proverbs.] 

Where a heart of unrestrained emotions exists, the defilement of enragement will be expressed in our emotions, then words, and then actions. Rather than the heart being influenced by God’s Word, we fall prey to the influence and outpouring of these emotions. James reminds us: “If anyone thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his heart, this person’s religion is worthless” James 1:26. One who does not control their emotions is dangerously deceived at the heart level, and their “religion is worthless.” He appears to be something that he is not; he is not in relational harmony with God.
Controlling our responses to the circumstance of life takes discernment. Discernment is the insightful use of wisdom. A wise and discerning person takes heed to their inner man responses to life. The wise and discerning person does inventory upon their heart’s response to circumstances. The wise person controls their emotions and utilizes God’s Word and godly people to help them understand and control their emotions. The wise heart is being influenced by God’s Word and responds in a godly manner. Only by wisdom from God’s Word are we able to control the power of emotions.
· Discussion and Reflection Questions:
1. What do you recognize within yourself, within your heart that leads to overwrought emotions arising during or before you become angry?
2. Honestly ask yourself and each other, if you see a pattern of unchecked emotions in your relationship. Is this how you respond most of the time? Discuss with each other your answers.


GETTING OUT OF THE ROUTINE
Habit is the capacity to learn to respond unconsciously, automatically and comfortably without conscious decision making. We as human beings can act without conscious decision making in a variety of circumstances. Riding a bike, driving a car, doing the same thing, responding the same way, automatically and routinely is quite normal. Because this is a normal psychological mechanism often, we don’t even realize we have formed a particular habit. Once formed we respond or act comfortably and consistently in whatever way we have formed that habit, causing others to notice that we always respond that way. Responses toward circumstances, people, or events find a pattern. You may not even notice that your default is a learned negative thought, attitude, or emotion toward something or someone. It might be a parent that responds automatically to a crying baby or disobedient child in an automatic outburst displaying uncontrolled emotions. It might be finances or extended family matters that lead to conflict because couples have habituated themselves to becoming defensive in these matters.
Matthew Henry commenting on Proverbs 4:23 mentions that, “all the actions of the life flow from the heart…..Our lives will be regular or irregular, comfortable or uncomfortable, according as our hearts are kept or neglected.“[endnoteRef:13] The heart is the inner life one lives before God and himself, it is the inner man, the whole inner life, the core of his very being. It is the seat of motives and attitudes. It is—who I really am. It is necessary for us to be careful to allow constructive criticism of habits that we are typically blind to, habits that are ingrained and that create friction. We should guard our hearts from unhealthy habits of responding sinfully to conflict. We don’t want to ignore how we respond from the heart level habitually. [13:  Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and unabridged.] 

In the chart below the left column is demonstrating ways we may be responding habitually to conflict. The right column is suggesting a godly response. Talk this over with an accountability partner. Where do you fit? What could you add? Noticing habits in one’s life is almost impossible to self-diagnose. We need the help of others. 
	HABITUAL RESPONSES TO CONFLICT
	GODLY RESPONSES TO CONFLICT

	1. You are easily drawn into a conflict with people and become agitated.
	1. Instead, maintain spiritual control, think biblically, don’t allow yourself to be drawn into conflict.

	2. You model and allow sinful behavior by other family members, slamming doors, loud angry voices, etc.
	2. Instead, confront calmly when sinful behaviors are present. Act don't react, be solution oriented.

	3. You react with a snappy comeback, smart remarks motivated by emotions.
	3. Instead, respond out of love with a well thought out biblical answer, one that encourages a biblical response from those who are in conflict with you.

	4. You resort to defending yourself, justifying your actions, blame-shifting, argumentation, etc.
	4. Instead identify and effectively put an end to self-protective behavior. Humbly submit to constructive criticism.

	5. You terminate conversations by having the last word before biblical correction has taken place.
	5. You do your part in the conversation to end it well, being careful to work toward a biblical solution so that your family or those sharing in the conflict work together toward a solution.

	6. You walk away feeling sorry for yourself, guilty, intimidated, frustrated, exasperated, you feel like a failure, and/or out of control.
	6. Instead, you walk away confident that by God’s grace you are in control of successfully accomplishing God’s purposes in the situation. You are encouraged and have encouraged others.


The transformation of the patterns of living into which a person has been habituated must be "put off" and replaced by new ways to respond. Ephesians 4; Colossians 3. This takes place as the direct result of the Spirit's work in changing and influencing the person's heart. To change you must put off, renew your heart/mind with biblical truth and then put on the new godly response. This may take time but can be done by depending on God, His Word and the Spirits work in you. This takes patience and humility because the habits we have formed in life are hard to break at times. If we are not careful our pride will block honest, loving exposure, of how we are perceived by others. We may have developed habits of thoughts in response to circumstances that continue to lead us to these predictable emotional conditions. Our despair, anxiety, and perhaps even anger reveal that we are not seeing God clearly, not regarding His promises as we respond to the brokenness around us or in us. Others may see us responding frequently the same way in any given situation. We may be predictable in our responses to life situations. Ask the Lord to help you understand and discern unhealthy habitual responses in conflict. Psalm 139:1 O LORD, you have searched me and known me! 2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; you discern my thoughts from afar. 3 You search out my path and my lying down and are acquainted with all my ways.
Getting over the routine or winning over habits involves deliberate action. In 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 as well as Philippians 4:6-8, the Bible teaches us how to use God’s Word as a cue or a prompt to replace unrighteous responses by focusing our thoughts. Thoughts that are captive to obey Christ, “and take every thought captive to obey Christ”. Here we are exercising discernment and in Philippians 4:6-8 we are praying, using supplication and thanksgiving as we speak to God in our anxious moment, because then, “the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” Keep in mind that if you don’t control your thoughts your thoughts will control you. It is much better to have the “peace of God” guarding our hearts and minds in Christ, than letting our guard down and having our thoughts turn to words and destroy others. The Bible actually tells us how to think about things: Philippians 4:8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. The Bible is teaching us that thoughts are managed, and our hearts and minds are guarded by focus on Him and His Word. Begin a series of thoughts that are radically God-oriented, shift your thinking away from people and circumstances to how God would have you respond to people and circumstances.
· Discussion and Reflection Questions: 
· How do we move away from falling prey to unhealthy habits of responding to conflict? 
1. Are you aware of stressors or struggles in your life that seem to precede the times you give in to your thoughts? Try to identify and address these intrusive thoughts. What people, relationships and interpersonal dynamics tempt you to respond improperly? What circumstances or places? Are you in the habit of allowing circumstances to control you, people, even your health?
2. Have you ever attempted to actively replace old habitual responses, with new responses, by making it a habit to think biblically during conflict? Have you considered prayer, asking for the Spirit to lead you toward trusting God, toward biblical truth that applies to you and the situation?
3. Are you in the habit of getting your own way and the other person isn't cooperating, so you respond sinfully? 
4. Talk about your usual reaction(s) to disagreements or conflicts. Analyze the attitudes behind your reactions. Are you envious? Do you have ungodly motives? What are some knee jerk responses?
5. Are you in the habit of being overbearing, nitpicking, nagging, irritating, or have a loose tongue? Think ahead as you learn how to deal with unhealthy habits to conflict, how you have responded in the past and seek change.
6. Allow God’s Word to interpret your feelings, the intents of the heart being motivated by feelings. Ask honest questions about your feelings and pray those thoughts to God and examine them against Scripture. If we do this, then we are using an objective source to help us through the sometimes subjective tangled web of feelings. Feelings are natural, but they go bad when they are the driving force or are left without proper evaluation. Asking, “why do I feel this way, and what does God’s Word have to say about my emotions?” This is healthy self-introspection and so very important.
FOCUSING ON GOD’S GLORY IN THE CONFLICT
This study is not designed to fully discuss the topic of God’s glory being the ultimate goal and focus in one’s life.[endnoteRef:14] The answer to specific details of your marriage may not be easy to solve at first, but standing back and looking at the big picture of God’s goals for marriage and for all of life will start the process. That big picture is to please God by bringing Him ultimate glory with all of our life endeavors. 1 Corinthians 10:31. This is first and foremost, it is where to start and is where the focus should be in all relationships. Do you have this kind of life focus? Yes/No [14:  See Understanding Focus and Purpose in Life. https://christinyoucounseling.com] 

Life and marriage is not about us, it is about God’s glory. It is all about God’s ultimate glory. Have you thought about your marriage existing for God’s glory? If so, in what ways does your marriage manifest the glory of God? 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
We will never understand our marriages and never be satisfied in our marriages until we understand that marriage is not an end to itself, but rather, marriage is for God’s glory. “Everything we do and say in every situation and relationship of our lives must be done in recognition of his existence and for the purpose of his glory. We were created for his pleasure, and we are called to live in constant worship of him. So, everything in our lives has verticality to it. Everything we do must be done in recognition of God’s presence and his rightful ownership of our lives.”[endnoteRef:15] [15:  Paul David Tripp. What Did You Expect?: Redeeming the Realities of Marriage ] 



Life is full of problems, inner turmoil, stress, defensiveness, combativeness, as well as unchecked attitudes of the heart, which often cause us to avoid dealing with problems biblically. There are countless issues that create and compound conflict. Let’s simplify visually how conflict may typically be dealt with in a person’s life.  
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First, at the top of the chart #1, we recognize that pleasing God by bringing Him glory is the Christian’s ultimate life focus. At the bottom of the chart box #2 (A View on How Problems Are Often Handled) has four lines pointing toward ways that we may face problems. The four circles, numbers #3 - #6, represent problems we face, or conflict. We could place any one conflict or problem in those circles.
The line to the left #3, illustrates how we may run from the problem, thinking we can run away from the problem. As we run away, God’s glory becomes distant. The farther away a person attempts to run from problems the worse it gets. God’s glory is not the focus. Running away and not facing the problem is.
The next line, #4 is an illustration of how we may divert from the problem, minimize or excuse the problem that surrounds our lives. The problem is not that big of a deal, so we turn away from it, shrug it off, or play it down in some manner, giving little or no thought to pleasing God or His glory. In both #3 and #4 the longer the problem exists the worse it gets. You cannot run or divert from the problem. 
Line #5 demonstrates how a person may actually think that their lives please God and bring Him glory even though the problem still exists. They try to run around the problem thinking that their lives can please God at the same time as the problem exists, James 1:26. The danger here is in the self-deception, thinking things are alright with God and me even though my problem still exists. Self-deception may have the attitude that views God as being casual toward our sin. God winks at or knows sin is there but it’s ok as long as He still loves us. The Bible encourages us to not ignore offence or sin, but to deal with it promptly. Matt 5:23-26, Matt 18:15-17. Running away, diverting, or trying to go around conflict without dealing with it, is detrimental to our relationship with God and our mates as well as others. Ps 66:18, 1 Pe 3:7-12.
The far-right line, line #6 presents the way that God would have us to handle problems or conflict. God would have us to confront the problem, work through the problem, and reach the goal of bringing Him ultimate glory through the problem. Here the person who is in conflict is conscience of the fact that God is in the problem and that God is in the solution to the problem. They want to glorify God as a goal in life, and as they deal with conflict, they work through it with this in mind.
· Discussion and Reflection Questions: Where do you fit in this chart? If you were to choose a problem or conflict that exists, or continually exists in your relationship, what number(s) would it fall into? Perhaps there are other observations you should discuss, other habits you have fallen into different than stated above. Discuss this chart together. The chart above is enlarged at the end of this study, you can use that chart to write out thoughts as you discuss it together. 


GOSPEL PRINCIPLES IN CONFLICT
God Uses Gospel Thoughts to Re-center Our Thinking
One of the many places where sin is so destructive, and the gospel is neglected is within marital relationships. “People need to see that the gospel belongs in their workplace, their kitchen, their school, their bedroom, their backyard, and their van. They need to see the way the gospel makes a connection between what they are doing and what God is doing. They need to understand that their life stories are being lived out within God’s larger story so that they can learn to live each day with a gospel mentality.”[endnoteRef:16] [16:  Paul David Tripp & Timothy S. Lane, How People Change  ] 

Why is it that in the most important relationship other than relationship with the Lord, the gospel is overlooked or neglected? Could it be what some call gospel amnesia? “We should not and need not-live long seasons of life with “gospel amnesia”. God has placed each of his children within the body of Christ, where we are meant to be constantly reminded of the value of the gospel for our daily lives.”[endnoteRef:17] Gospel thinking helps us remember that God is gracious, kind, loving, longsuffering and merciful. Thinking about the demonstration of God’s love toward us should humble us, when we see ourselves rightly within the context of the gospel. When we were enemies, God reconciled us “by the death of His Son” Romans 5:10, even when we were “hostile in mind, doing evil deeds” Colossians 1:21, God restored us. These verses are powerful gospel reminders to recall and should cause us to approach conflict in marriage much differently. [17:  ibid ] 

The gospel is a story about redemption and is rich with infinite attributes of reconciliation such as love, mercy, grace and forgiveness to name just a few. Jesus Christ settled the greatest conflict on earth by dying on the cross; do you think that He could make it possible to settle great marital or family conflicts? If you will take time to enter into a gospel relationship with each other, He will bring about a story of reconciliation that is unfathomable just like His own. Having redemptive purposes in mind toward each other is accomplished by applying gospel attributes, purposely being gospel minded bringing about reconciliation to conflict. You two are brothers and sisters in Christ first, then a married couple. That is a very important distinction to make. God can and will heal the wounds and bind up the broken-hearted Psalm 147:3. He wants you to do the same. He wants His story of reconciliation to be your story of reconciliation, and it can be!
Forgiveness is at the heart of the gospel. “Only people who realize the magnitude of forgiveness they have in Christ are likely to grasp and show a measure of that forgiveness in their personal relationships.”[endnoteRef:18] We must want forgiveness and we must grant forgiveness. “Biblical forgiveness is a freely offered gift motivated by love.”[endnoteRef:19] Paul writes that, “God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Later in Paul’s letter to the church at Ephesus he writes. “Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” Ephesians 4:32. We must be willing to forgive as God forgives in our relationships. “Forgiveness is the oil that keeps the machinery of the Christian home and church running smoothly.….forgiveness is what keeps things from breaking down completely.”[endnoteRef:20] The gospel is a perfect example and model for forgiveness in conflict. Do you model the gospel in your relationships this way? [18:  Jonathan D. Holmes, Counsel for Couples]  [19:  Chris Brauns, Unpacking Forgiveness]  [20:  Jay E. Adams, From Forgiven To Forgiving] 

How can you start to orient your relationship through the attributes of the gospel? Start by being more aware of being a sinner than being sinned against. Ask God to help you keep three things in focus about sin in your marriage and relationships. First, that you can see your own sin first. Second, that you can see your own sin as worse. Third, that you can see your own sin as what you need to be working on most! Paul referred to himself as, the "chief of sinners”, the "least of all the saints", “the least of the apostles” 1 Timothy 1:15 KJV; Ephesians 3:8, 1 Corinthians 15:9,10. God forgave Paul of horrendous acts against the church, 1 Timothy 1:12-17. Grace was given by our dear and precious Savior. Paul had the right perspective on himself. This attitude of humility about yourself is the cornerstone of forgiveness. God saved me even though I was all of what the Bible describes me as a sinner. Yet God forgave me! How could I not be forgiving toward others? Romans 5:8, Ephesians 1:7–8.
Forgiveness is an act of undeserved Grace offered to unjust, unmerited sinners. “There‘s nothing more vital for our marriage than for each one of us to regain a clear sense of “me” as the worst of sinners. This ongoing need for the Savior is exactly what professing Christians must hang on to. The cross makes a stunning statement about husbands and wives: we are sinners, and our only hope is grace. Without a clear awareness of sin, we will evaluate our conflicts outside of the biblical story—the finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross—thus eliminating any basis for true understanding, true reconciliation, or true change. Without the gospel of our crucified and risen Savior our marriages slide toward the superficial. We begin to make limp justification for our sinful behavior, and our marriage conflicts end, at best, in uneasy, partial, negotiated settlements. But once I find 1 Timothy 1:15-16 trustworthy—once I can embrace it with full acceptance—once I know that I am indeed the worst of sinners, then my spouse is no longer my biggest problem: I am. And when I find myself walking in the shoes of the worst of sinners, I will make every effort to grant my spouse the same lavish grace that God has granted me.”[endnoteRef:21]  [21:  David Harvey, When Sinners Say ‘I Do’] 

"One of the most significant problems [with couples today] is that there is no economy of grace. With all their obvious difficulties, what is most shocking is the profound gracelessness of their marriage. There is no willingness to look within and confess deep-seated sins, so they never find sweet forgiveness. There is no vertical hope to carry them in dark and discouraging times. There is no rest that comes from entrusting each other to the God of grace… As a result, their relationship is reduced to human demands, human performance, human failure, human judgment, and human punishment. There is no hope or power for change. And because they are not daily soaking in the fountain of God's grace, they do not extend it to one another." [endnoteRef:22] The desire to forgive and show grace is Godlike; we desperately need this in our relationships. [22:  Paul David Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer's Hands  ] 

· Discussion and Reflection Questions: 
1. How is the gospel manifested in your marriage and relationships, in what ways? 
2. How are you benefiting your marriage and relationships through gospel attributes?
3. What about you as a partner? Are you extending mercy, grace and forgiveness to your mate?  
4. With every encounter between you and your spouse, are they on the receiving end of grace or law? What do they experience the most from you? 
5. The Bible doesn‘t give us permission to make the sins of our spouse our top priority. The Bible calls us to suspect and inspect our own heart first, to “notice the log that is in your own eye” Matthew 7:3-5. Do you have a healthy self-awareness of the “log” in our own eye?
6. Which are you more aware of, being a sinner or being sinned against? 
7. Take time to discuss this section together thoroughly. If we do not apply the gospel to our marriage or any other relationships, we will not know how to apply grace, mercy, forgiveness and many of the other attributes of the gospel to our marriage. We will never be able to apply Ephesians 4:32 kind of grace, Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you. We will not practice confession and repentance when we sin toward one another, and we will not be able to heal the deep wounds of marital conflict. You may want to take time to list as many as the attributes of the gospel as you can and then see where they are being applied or neglected in your relationship.
A VIEW of conflict from God’s perspective
Conflict can be resolved by seeing it as God sees and resolves it. If we walk carefully through these passages, we will see how God instructs us on how conflicts are to be resolved. Mat 5:23-24 So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.
God so values reconciliation that He directs us to postpone the act of worship to resolve conflict. When there is unresolved conflict, there is a separation of fellowship between you, God, and the person in the conflict. This must be of extreme and serious concern to you. God places such a serious high priority on reconciliation that He halts our worship of Him. The Father is seeking true, unadulterated, relational worship that is in Spirit and in truth. John 4:23, 24. He informs us that even our prayers can be hindered by not having relationship priorities in order. 1 Peter 3:7 Likewise, husbands, live with your wives in an understanding way, showing honor to the woman as the weaker vessel, since they are heirs with you of the grace of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered. When praying for forgiveness for yourself, you must also “forgive, if you have anything against anyone”. Forgiveness from God is hindered when you are not forgiving toward others. Mark 11:25 And whenever you stand praying, forgive, if you have anything against anyone, so that your Father also who is in heaven may forgive you your trespasses.” These are all very serious high priority relationship matters! This is God’s view of conflict resolution.
As believers, our common union with God in Christ is the foundation for our union with each other. We must understand that our mate and our siblings are brothers and sisters in Christ, and if our relationship is not right with them our relationship with God is not right either. We must have this view in all relationships. The question is do we see our conflict like God does? Are we as concerned about it as God is? Seeing this same sense of urgency in conflict as God does should heighten our awareness of sin in the conflict. As the conflict rages there should be a true sense of guilt, shame, remorse and need for confession and repentance. Parents need to convey this same sense of urgency to their children, and children need to see this same sense of urgency in their parents. Again, ponder this thought. Because we do not see conflict from God’s perspective, we do not sense the urgency because we do not see sin like our God sees our sin. If believers would take time to see sinful conflict like God sees sinful conflict, conflict would take on a different tone in their lives and marriages; it would not be considered a trivial matter in any relationship.
Conflict resolution is found in God—in the gospel that brought us to God. “In other words, you can’t take the gospel seriously and not take your relationships seriously. But we tend to make compromises that negatively impact our relationships without seeing the contradiction.” [endnoteRef:23] Only when you see conflict from God’s perspective, only when there is a true sense of urgency or a true sense of reflection are we able to separate the important from the trivial, the worthwhile from the waste, and begin to move in the right direction toward God. When you really value resolving conflict as a daily task you will become solution oriented instead of problem oriented. But first you must see conflict from the right perspective, but how? [23:  David Harvey, When Sinners Say ‘I Do’] 

Reflection Questions:
1. What are some points taken out of this section that speaks to your particular situation?
2. Can you explain what that situation looks like?
3. Has there been an honest effort to see conflict as God sees conflict in your relationships?
4. What agreed changes can take place in your relationship, as a result of what you have learned in this section?
A VIEW of conflict from a spiritual perspective
Conflict is a spiritual matter, an inner struggle. Paul includes strife, fits of anger, as well as dissention and divisions as works of the flesh, Galatians 5:19–21. Whether conflict originates from you or another, the solution to the conflict must be resolved through spiritual means because it is a spiritual matter. James 3:13-18. The Spirit of God is with us to help us in this spiritual struggle. The Holy Spirit can remind us of truth in His Word to keep us from falling into the darkness of conflict, John 14:26. God the Spirit, by means of working through His Word, will have an impact in our conflict by filling us with His Word. The Bible encourages us to be filled with the Spirit Ephesians 5:18. What does it mean to be “filled with the Spirit?” Simply put, the Spirit is the Author of the Word of God. 2 Peter 1:20-21 “It is breathed out by God,” 2 Timothy 3:16,17, and is profitable to you. The Holy Spirit works through and in conjunction with the Word of God. To the degree that you are filled with the Word of God, to that same degree are you filled with the Spirit. This fits with the context of the Ephesians 5 passage and to statements of God’s revealed will. We cannot over emphasize how important it is for your relationship to be anchored in the Word of God so that the Spirit of God is ever working in your relationship.
Scripture specifically addresses three models of conflict resolution, within the gospel, the church, and in the home, all three must be resolved spiritually, that is by the power of the Spirit of God working in one’s life.  First, let’s look at salvation. God sets forth the act of securing our salvation as a model for resolving conflict. 2 Corinthians 5:18  All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation;  19  that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation. Colossians 1:21  And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds,  22  he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him,
As already mentioned, the greatest conflict of all time was settled by the Son of God. The byproduct of that great conflict was the spiritual reconciliation of sinful man to a Holy God. Even though man had alienated himself from God and even was His enemy, God still provided salvation for him in the greatest conflict of all time. There is nothing that man as a sinner can do that God would not be unwilling to save man from. Focusing on the one thing done, or the person that is creating the conflict, will only prolong the conflict. Instead focus on the One who faced the greatest conflict known to man and resolved that conflict on the cross. Nothing is so exceedingly sinful that Jesus is not willing to forgive, Psalm 32:5. Conflict resolution is a great spiritual matter!
What did Jesus do, how did He respond, and what was the outcome of the greatest act of conflict resolution known to man? What impact should this have on our current conflict?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Second, God sets forth the model for resolving conflict spiritually through the church, Mat 18:15-18. The purpose of church discipline is to bring people back into a right relationship with God and people, as well as usefulness in the local church. Conflict is detrimental to the church if left alone. God models for us a way to reconcile any problem, any sin, so that the church will remain pure in its relationship with each other and more importantly with God. There is nothing so exceedingly sinful, that the church cannot forgive a person if the other party is willing to repent of their sin and turn back to God.

What impact should this have on our current conflict?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Third, God sets forth the model for resolving conflict spiritually through the husband and wife relationship, as well as within family relationships. Read Ephesians 6:4, Col 3:19-20, 1 Peter 3:7-8. Notice how these passages of Scripture address conflict. Fathers—“do not provoke your children,” Husbands—“be not bitter against wives,” Children—“obey your parents,” Husband/wife relationship—“that your prayers be not hindered.” The Bible speaks to the Husband and wife, to the family, as well as to everyone: “all of you, have unity of mind, sympathy, brotherly love, a tender heart, and a humble mind.” 1 Peter 3:8
These are strong statements calling believers to not only resolve conflict, but to keep from having conflict in the future. These are statements calling for harmony in relationships, prayers being unhindered, unity, sympathy, love, tenderheartedness and humility, in order for our relationships to be “well pleasing to the Lord.” When you begin to see conflict as a spiritual matter that can only be resolved through spiritual means, you will then stop trying to argue your way out of problems, shout your way out of conflict, ignore conflict so it will somehow go away, or blame shift so you won’t be responsible for the conflict.
Remember there is nothing so exceedingly sinful that God would be unwilling to save a person from sin’s horrible grip. There is nothing so exceedingly sinful that the church cannot or would not forgive a person from sin’s destructive effects, and I submit that there is nothing so exceedingly sinful that a family, friend or person cannot model God’s kind of forgiveness toward one another by having Godlike forgiveness. It takes the Spirit’s work in a spiritual person’s life—one that recognizes the grace of the gospel upon their own lives—to be able to forgive like God forgives. Before conflict can be resolved horizontally it must be dealt with vertically, spiritually.
Reflection Questions:
1. What are some points taken out of this section that speaks to your particular situation?
2. Can you explain what that situation looks like?
3. Has there been an honest effort to see conflict from a spiritual perspective? If not, why not?
4. What agreed changes can take place in your relationship, as a result of what you have learned in this section?
A VIEW OF conflict from a solution oriented perspective
Keep in mind that God is in the conflict and God is in the solution to the conflict. God is going to use the conflict for your sanctification; He wants you to aggressively pursue resolving conflict, desiring to be in harmony with Him, with others, Matt 5:24 “First be reconciled to your brother”. 
How do you begin the process of obeying the reconciliation process? First: Be willing to confess. It’s rare that one escapes wrong attitudes or actions toward others during conflicts. Therefore, it's important to confess unacceptable behavior, in order for God to bring reconciliation to those who were wronged. Wrongs include thoughts and/or behavior. Be aware that attitudes, words, tones and behavior communicate what is in your heart, where your sin emanated from. Do not trivialize your sin; sin is a transgression against God, 1 Jn 3:4. Confession is a normal and continuous part of the believer’s life that maintains a right relationship before God and others, 1 John 1:9. True confession that leads to true repentance does not have ulterior motives. Repentance is a key to reconciliation and change. [endnoteRef:24] [24:  Brad Hilgeman, Confession & Repentance bah.docx https://christinyoucounseling.com] 

Second: Be willing to replace the goal of winning with the goal of pleasing God. At the end of the day, if we win, what will that look like? Our heart attitude should not be from a must win argumentative perspective. This destructive goal only does more harm. Since goals are an expression of our values, convictions, and what is really important in our lives, we must ask, what really is our goal in the conflict from the heart level? If it’s to win, we really don’t have God’s goal in mind during conflict. If this is our focus God’s kingdom purposes will have been replaced by our own agenda and pleasing God will become secondary. Seek God’s goals in the conflict, His kingdom purposes, and His glory as your goal. Even in conflict, reorient your heart toward these things. Matthew 6:33, 1 Corinthians 10:31. It may seem difficult, but you can discipline your heart and mind toward these goals even in conflict. An attitude of winning will change when your focus becomes God’s focus in conflict. We must work hard at putting off winning.
Third: Think about how you may be contributing to conflict by retaliation. When people hurt us, our tendency is to strike back at them in some way. The saying that “hurt people—hurt people” unfortunately may be a part of your struggle, and you are aiming at hurting the person in the conflict, Romans 12:17-20. We must be careful to put off retaliation. 
Fourth: Inaction—when things go undone, when we are not aggressive in problem solving, we contribute to conflict. Jesus encourages us to go straightway to the person when there is conflict. Matthew 5:23-24, 18:15-18. As we have learned, the Bible’s pattern is to handle conflict aggressively. Like a cancer we must act swiftly before it spreads. Ignoring the offence and waiting for the cooling down period often turns into days, weeks, months, and then the problem is never settled. It is rather swept under the rug. Can someone walk away for a time to cool off and gather their thoughts? Certainly, but with the idea and resolve to address the conflict as soon as possible and not let time get away. God desires us to seek reconciliation as He modeled in these passages as well as others, with urgency and love in order to restore. We should put off inaction.
Fifth: Unwise confrontation and manipulation. Proverbs 14:29, 15:18, 29:11. We may be unwise in how we confront others by subtle or intimidating ways, or perhaps in aggressive or manipulative ways. At times we may speak condescendingly or with a hidden agenda or arrogance. We may have a spirit of anger or bitterness that schemes a desired and selfish purpose. We may be overbearing, domineering or give the impression that we are controlling the situation. Unwise confrontation and manipulation is inconsistent with a humble, submissive attitude of servitude. Philippians 2:3-4, Even when one is wronged, a secure sense of humility should surround the conflict, not retaliation. The offender should be humbled in true repentance. Confession and repentance are gospel attributes that must be in a relationship that is strong. 
Reflection Questions:
1. What are some points taken out of this section that speaks to your particular situation?
2. Can you explain what that situation looks like?
3. Has there been an honest effort to see conflict from a solution-oriented perspective? If not, why not?
4. What agreed changes can take place in your relationship, as a result of what you have learned in this section?
A PLAN TO BEGIN GOSPEL CONFLICT RECONCILIATION
Are You at One In The Gospel? This principle is by far the most important of all. The most critical factor for the prevention or the resolution of conflict is your own relationship with Jesus Christ—one that you are growing in and examining on a daily basis. If this is not occurring you really need to start here, because your relationship with Jesus Christ is more important and practical than any method of conflict resolution. Growing in conflict resolution is a sanctification process, not a method. People in your life need to grow with you in resolving conflict biblically. They need to see you growing in your understanding of the redemptive purposes of conflict resolution. They need to be able to talk to you about conflict comfortably. When a spouse sees spiritual growth, even attempts at spiritual growth, they are encouraged!
Have Redemptive Purpose in Mind. Live with a redemptive purpose in mind each time you find yourself in a conflict. The list of reasons for conflict is innumerable. People in your life need to know that they can be liberated from the effects of sinful conflict by watching you resolve conflict with redemptive purposes in mind. God’s redemption provided a solution to man’s fallen condition and brought about reconciliation. It rescued man from sin permanently, and then progressively transforms the believer for a lifetime into the image of Christ. That is powerful! Children need to see parents model the redemptive purposes of the gospel in front of them. The only model they will see up close is mom and dad. This model is what they will remember and may or may not carry into relationships later. They need to see that mom and dad are not perfect, but Christ and the effects of His gospel are. The highest good that you could desire for anyone is that he or she would become like Christ in the worst of situations. Let them know that they can be set free from the conflict by coming along side of you when they experience conflict as well. Develop options. Avoid the assumption there is only one answer to the problem. Search for creative solutions. Be prepared to explain how each option will benefit the other person. Anticipate reactions but with that same redemptive purpose in mind. Live with redemptive purpose in mind because there is always going to be conflict.
Plan To Use Words Biblically and Wisely. If you are going to serve another with your words, Paul says there are three things to consider in Ephesians 4:29. #1“Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, #2 but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion,#3 that it may give grace to those who hear.” Corrupt talk is not just foul language; it is language in any form that is corrupt. The word corrupting means rotten and no longer fit for use—considered worthless. You may think that this does not apply to you because you are not a person who uses foul language, but this is not just addressing foul language. It is speaking about language used in everyday conversation. Not just bad words but thoughts, ideas, and sentences that may be communicated corruptly. We want to be careful to not break someone’s spirit with unwise words but rather use “a gentle tongue” as a life-giving virtue. Proverbs 15:4 A gentle tongue is a tree of life, but perverseness in it breaks the spirit. Is corrupt talk having a corrupting influence in your marriage?
It may be wise to write out what you want to say. Sometimes the air is so thick an outline of thoughts helps to stay on topic and avoid further conflict. Proverbs 16 encourages this kind of thoughtful purpose and planning as well as other thoughtful communication gems. Topics that are hypersensitive are likely to offend. Well thought out planning is needed in these areas. Don't interrupt or show non-verbal signs that indicate disgust, mistrust’ or anger. Try to describe the effects the problem is having on you and others. Unless it is a safety issue or something that is threatening, make no demands. Make suggestions and preferences for a solution to the problem. Do this humbly and with God’s goals in mind. Describe how God will be pleased and the benefits that will be produced by cooperating to find a solution God’s way. Remember the ultimate goal is to please God and bring Him ultimate glory in this entire process.  
Consider Building One Another Up. #2 “but only such as is good for building up, as fits the occasion.“ What does this person require in this situation, and how should it guide what I say? How can I build them up instead of going toe to toe with them and becoming part of the problem instead of the solution? As you communicate your words should be carefully chosen, so that which proceeds out of your mouth builds up and does not tear down. When in conflict, if you cannot find a biblical reason or purpose for your response, recognize that you are likely to defend your own reason and purpose for your sinful communication by excusing or yelling, reckless talking or tearing down. Think about responding in a way that saves both of you from tearing each other down. You must consider the person (only such as is helpful for building others up). 
Practice building each other up when there is no conflict; say encouraging words, compliments, praise, kindness and approval. Be deliberate, the more that you demonstrate true praise for one another the more it will become a good habit. Always show deep gratitude for your mate. That is what 1 Corinthians 13 kind of love does. 1 Corinthians 13:4 Love is patient and kind; love does not envy or boast; it is not arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 7 Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.  Demonstrate loving concern by gently talking about issues when things are not heated. Remember, your mate should not be your rival they are your loving counterpart. Talk when things are calm.
Consider the process.  Will my response #3 “give grace” to those who listen. “that it may give grace to those who hear” Ephesians 4:29. Here the word grace means to give something to someone of one’s own accord or advantage. Grace is unmerited favor, and the result is the divine influence upon the heart. If we do not train and habituate our hearts toward this kind of thinking, we will find it difficult to counter our emotional responses. Grace is the divine influence upon the heart, if I am showing grace in my conversation then I am showing how grace has influenced my heart. If I am not, then grace is absent, and I am being influenced by something other than grace. Grace empowers forgiveness. Show grace and forgiveness will follow.
Recognize The Specific Ways in Which You Are Alike And Not Alike.  Don’t sweep those distinctions under the rug. We are all different. Get those distinctions out in the open and discuss them thoroughly. Seek to discern the reason why these differences tend to escalate into conflicts. Be honest before God. Ask yourself the question,” do these differences and disagreements bother me so much because I am being selfish?” In how you think differently, recognize that not everything is a matter of right and wrong, bad or good; some things are just different. If you are not on guard for differences, they will be handled sinfully, and can easily turn a harmonious home into a war zone. Thankfully and interestingly God made us different. Work on understanding how you are different, consider those differences, compromise and blend them together. Capitalize on sameness, there are many things that you have in common, or you would not have married. The greatest one thing you have in common is salvation, we are all in Christ and we should all be becoming more like Him. That is sameness, which is a place to rally.
Utilize Scripture. Diagnose what's going on in your life and relationships by using the Scripture as your benchmark. Ask meaningful questions derived from thoughtful Scriptural principles. For instance, read the following passage and then discuss where this may be a problem area in your relationship. Mat 7:3  Why do you see the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye? 4 Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when there is the log in your own eye? 5 You hypocrite first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye. Don’t point a finger when you detect hypocrisy, minister grace with humility and lovingly allow the mirror of God’s Word to reflect back upon their hypocrisy, James 1:22-25. 
Don't Blame-Shift or Rationalize. Look at how you respond to conflict from the heart level. We are talking about root issues (why I respond like I respond), not surface issues (what is surrounding the conflict). Wherever you find your attitudes, thoughts, emotions, and actions to be unbiblical, take full responsibility for them. Get to the root of the conflicts in your home and in your life and the heart issues involved with these conflicts. Is there bitterness involved or deep-rooted hostility in some way? Dig down into the “Nitty Gritty” of your personal and family life and root out harbored sin. You have to talk about it, even if it is only a partial conversation about the issue until there is better understanding. It might take time to develop but each conversation will build upon the other. Work until you both can lovingly, honestly, calmly, and with grace talk about it fully, and come to some conclusions.
Prepare Your Heart When Dealing with Conflict. Pray—ask for humility, discernment, and wisdom. Study the Bible together and pray over the truths you find together. Rely on the Spirit of God to use prayer and the Word to change your heart. Clearly identify the biblical principles involved and make sure you know how to put them into practice. Define the problem as properly and biblically as you can. Clearly understand the issues you believe need to be addressed. Be quick to listen. Ask for facts and feedback, use prayer and Scripture. Depend on the Spirit of God to utilize these means to produce change. 
Seek Godly Counsel from Those Who Can Give You Biblically Sound Advice. Too often we miss exposing ourselves to good counsel, Proverbs 1:5, 11:14, 15:22, 19:20. This happens because we have not reached out; we have forsaken help because of embarrassment of exposure. We have unwittingly or maybe deliberately avoided the very thing that God has given us—the body of Christ to help us heal the wounds. God uses His Word working through His people to come along side of us and guide us to the place of healing. “Human community was not only Christ’s plan for His disciples; it was also God’s plan for all people from the very beginning. Even though we are flawed people in flawed relationships, we are created to be social beings. Community with one another is not just a duty; it is an aspect of our humanity.”[endnoteRef:25] Outside help is really “in-family” help; it is through the family of God—the body of Christ. Romans 15:14 I myself am satisfied about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to instruct one another. [25:  Paul David Tripp and Timothy S Lane, Relationships: a mess worth making] 

Pray Together and Thank God For The Resolution To Your Problem. Make a promise before God that you will do your best to follow His way of solving problems with each other in the future. Focus on pleasing and glorifying God in the reconciliation process within that promise. When I speak of promise I am speaking of commitment to each other and to biblical conflict resolution. Now take your time and walk through your study, keep it handy as you grow and change together. [endnoteRef:26] [26:  You are free to use this paper as a homework assignment or use its contents for other useful means, as long as it is not altered, and credit is given to the author Brad Hilgeman. https://christinyoucounseling.com] 
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