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“United We Serve”

#5: “Resolving Conflicts God’s Way”

Matthew 18:15-17, 21-22

July 6, 2008

Lets review what we have learned in the last few weeks.
In Romans 14 Paul told us not to get worked up over minor issues of our faith, focus on the important stuff, but don’t judge each other. In Romans 12 Paul challenges us to be like Jesus, living sacrifices to God. In Ephesians 4 Paul challenges us not to be the problem but part of the solution. In Hebrew 13 we found God’s encouragement to trust our leaders and follow them because they are God’s chosen.

Paul has set us a high standard for sure, but it is doable with the Holy Spirit’s help, - that is if we didn’t have to contend with difficult people. But, alas, that isn’t the case is it? Almost every day we have to deal with difficult people. The most difficult for us to deal with are the people we would call friends or brothers. They may be family members or members in the larger family of the church. When those people hurt us, Jesus says “sin against us”, that really hurts. Today Jesus teachers us how to deal with difficult “brothers”. If we can learn how to deal with problem friends then dealing with troublemakers who are co-workers or complete strangers will be a little bit easier. Lets listen to Jesus.

Matthew 18:15-17 & 21-22

Now, let me do a disclaimer here. Every time I preach on this verse or similar ones someone comes up to me after the sermon and says “Well, you obviously have never met my _____”, fill in the blank. And they tell me a heart breaking story about somebody who seems to be out to get them. I know there are some people who we just can’t get along with. We do our best but it just won’t happen.

Jesus knows that too. This teaching from Jesus is His encouragement to us to do our best with difficult relationships. It is very important to notice that Jesus is talking to Christians about dealing with other Christians. He says, “If a brother”. Some of the conflicts we get into happen with people who we would seriously doubt are Christian, no matter what they claim. So, even Jesus understood that this advice is not foolproof. It is Godly advice, but not everyone is willing to take Godly advice. We had to let one of our preschool teachers go this year because she seemed to feed on spreading discontent. We talked to her about it, we warned her but she wouldn’t stop. She had to go.
Troublemakers come in all shapes and sizes. There is the Sherman Tank trouble makers who will run right over you. The Megaphones troublemakers who will out talk you or drown you out. Then we have the Bubble Buster troublemakers who have a knack for popping your enthusiasm. The Volcano troublemaker is that person who has a hair trigger temper and you tend to tip toe around. The opposite of the Volcano is the Cry Baby troublemaker who seems to see most things as half empty glasses, the “oh woe is us” person. Or how about the Nit Picker troublemaker who won’t ever be satisfied. And every gathering of people has at least one Space Cadet. The Space Cadet doesn’t seem to have his feet on the ground, doesn’t seem to understand possible ramifications of actions. This person tends to wreck havoc in the most unpredictable places. 

Those are just some of what I call troublemakers but Jesus calls “sons and daughters” of the kingdom. He loves them too. So, how do we resolve a conflict with a brother or sister God’s way?
Point number one! We must not ignore hurtful behavior! The person doing it won’t go away and the trouble they are causing won’t get better if we ignore them. It seems easier to ignore than confront, but ignoring hurtful behavior just encourages the one doing it and will eventually cause much greater problems. It is never easy to confront a person about something they are doing that is hurting. Our tendency is to complain to others, which Jesus clearly thinks is not a good idea. If what that person is doing is hurting us then it is all too easy to use some form of oblique confrontation as retribution. Maybe we slam them to another person, or drop kick them through an email. The most commonly used way of getting at another is subversive talk. That is not the Lord’s way! That cannot be our way! Our objective must be restoration of the relationship not retribution.
Jesus gives us four clear steps for dealing with difficult people. But the four steps are difficult in themselves. It is never easy to address a person we are having difficulty with face to face. But face to face is Jesus’ way, and if we are going to live like Jesus then, no matter how difficult, it has to be ours.

As we go through these four steps please notice that Jesus believes keeping the problem private is very important. You will see in these steps that Jesus wants us to do our best to resolve the problem on our own and use outside support only if that doesn’t work. The reason is obvious, the more people who get involved the more chance there is of spreading the discontent, developing “sides” or “camps” and escalating a personal problem to a corporate problem. So, here we go. This is how Jesus says God wants us to resolve conflicts between us.
Step number one, Go and Show. Jesus says in verse 15, “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.” In this teaching a “brother” is anyone who is not a stranger to you, someone you regularly encounter and can’t get away from. A “brother” could be a paternal brother but he could also be a co-worker or a fellow church member. A brother is someone God has brought into your life.
Jesus says “If a brother sins against you”. Sins are things the person is doing that seem to be counter to what sons and daughters of God would do. Not normal Christian ways. Hurtful. Sometimes people do sinful things that are not directed at you but affect you nevertheless. They hurt you indirectly. “Sins against you” are the most difficult for us because what they are doing is hurting us directly and our natural reaction is to hurt back, to get even. But we know how Jesus feels about retribution don’t we? (eye for eye?) That’s a no, no! That is not God’s way. Therefore as a Christian that is not one of your options.
Jesus says step number one in resolving a conflict between yourself and another person is to go to that person, in private, and show him how what he is doing is hurting both of you. Your prayer as you go, (and surely you have prayed before you go and are praying as you are going), is that he will see what he is doing through God’s eyes, he will see your sincere desire to heal the hurt and rift between you and change his ways. It is amazing what happens when two people who have been in conflict obey the Lord, swallow their pride, stuff their anger, and try to understand each other. The Holy Spirit always helps us when we try to be obedient to the Lord Jesus. This first step of obedience has the potential to resolve many of our conflicts with people.

If we go with a sincere hope of restoration it will show and the person we go to may respond by sharing with us why they have been doing what they have. Very often the hurtful behavior has been triggered by their perspective about something we have done or are doing. Step number one is an exercise in conflict resolution. If we go into it with the right motivation the chances of success are very high.

But, like all personal relationships it takes two to come to a resolution and sometimes one of the parties isn’t willing to work out the problem. They are unwilling to compromise, unwilling to change what they are doing, and seem to take some kind of satisfaction in hurting you. Whatever has caused this rift between you and is causing the hurtful behavior may be way too deep for a visit to heal. When it doesn’t work, when that person refuses to work with you, then Jesus gives us step number two, Go back with support. Verse 16 says, “But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that the matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.” Sometimes people don’t want healing. Sometimes their reason for hurting you is so deeply established they won’t listen. Sometimes they just don’t want to face the truth of their hurtful ways. If they reject your private efforts to heal the situation then it is appropriate to escalate the effort. It is not appropriate to give up! Jesus never gives up!

Ask one or two people to help who do not have a stake in the situation. Just a few trusted people. Don’t pick people because they are on your side, pick people who you know are strong in the faith, good clear thinkers, and proven conflict resolvers. Every church has those gifted people.

These people may, when they hear the problem, identify something you have been doing that needs to be changed. Be willing to listen yourself! And willing to change if need be..

Several trusted people working in agreement have a strong impact on others. A hard headed person might just soften when he sees other good people working to bring resolution. This trip it would be best if you let your team do most of the talking.

Jesus says another good reason for taking trusted helpers is so you will have “two or three witnesses” who will confirm your efforts to heal the problem. No one will be able to say about you that you don't care.

But Jesus is a realist, he knows that sometimes even a select team of people can’t bring resolution to a personal conflict. So, when one on one has failed, when a small team of interventionists can’t help resolve the conflict, then it is appropriate to take a more radical step, “tell it to the church”.

I do not believe that Jesus means publishing your problem in the St. Timothy Follower or putting it on the prayer chain, or standing up in the middle of a worship service announcing your problem. I believe what Jesus is counseling is taking your problem to the full session of the church. One of the beautiful things about the church session is that those nine people are mature in their faith, have promised God to do whatever they can to keep unity in the church, and have a wonderful diversity of skills and talents to bear on the problem. If they can’t find an equitable solution to the conflict, nobody can.
But even they can fail. If that happens, if we have followed the Lord’s format to the letter and the conflict is still alive and well, then the one who has been judged “the sinner” (hopefully not us) in this matter should be treated “as you would a pagan or a tax collector”. That sounds satisfying doesn’t it?
But wait a minute, how did Jesus treat a pagan? How did Jesus treat a tax collector? Matthew ought to know, he was a tax collector. Jesus loved him and gave him another chance. You see those that sin against us and refuse to change are like lost sheep to God. And the bible tells us in verse 14 of this very chapter that “your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost”. So, forgive “not seven times, but seventy-seven times”. You see, God never gives up on us! And He doesn’t want us to give up on each other.
Follow our Lord’s three step attempt to heal the breach. If that doesn’t work, then, if you must, put distance between you But never stop praying for the one who is hurting you. Pray that somehow God will be able to change them, and change you too.
P.S. Next week I start a five part series I call “Renewal, God’s Word for a Fresh Start”.

It is based on Psalm 51.

