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1. ADMIT THE 
CONFLICT. 
Don’t tell yourself “it’s fine” if it’s 
not. Denial will keep you stuck. 

Behind every denial is usually a 
fear, such as: 

• Fear of separation: If we’re in 
a conflict, this relationship may not go 
back to the way it was.
• Fear of confrontation: I might 
have to face someone I don’t want to 
face. 
• Fear of over-sensitivity: Maybe 
I’m the weak one and just need “tough-
er skin.” 
• Fear of over-dramatizing: This 
shouldn’t be a big deal. “Conflict” is 
too strong of a word for this.
• Fear of anger: What if they blow 
up? What if I do? 

• Fear of being wrong: If I con-
front someone else, I might also have to 
admit some fault on my end. 
• Fear of conflict as a sign of 
failure: Our relationship must be 
weaker than it used to be.

This last fear is ironic because if 
unaddressed conflict exists, the 
relationship is already weaker than 
it used to be – it just may be that 
only one person knows it. Remem-
ber, conflict doesn’t automatically 
threaten relationships. Unaddressed 
or badly addressed conflict does. 

If you’re conflict-aggressive, you 
probably didn’t need help with this 
part. But if not, remind yourself 
that there is more reward in bold-
ness than in fear (Prov 28:1), and 
get ready to move forward. 

2. CONTAIN THE 
CONFLICT. 
Once a problem is realized, keep 
it between the right parties. Don’t 
gossip, vent, or complain about 
someone with whom you’re having 
conflict. This goes for before, during, 
after, and long after the conflict.

“Whoever seeks love covers an 
offense, but he who repeats a mat-
ter separates close friends” (Prov-
erbs 17:9). This means that when 
someone offends you, you have two 
options: 1) keep things discreet and 
maintain love or 2) leak your frus-
trations and threaten the relation-
ship. This verse teaches something 
radically counter-cultural: that it’s 
possible to be offended without having 
to let the world know. 

The people of Mission City Church are committed to treating conflict as a 
God-given opportunity for building deeper relationships. We believe that when 
conflict is handled God’s way, personal connections learn to respond like a 
muscle to a workout - broken down, only to return stronger. Because of this 
belief, peace is something we strive to make and refuse to fake.

No one wants division - not for the church, and not for the city. We believe 
unity is the best option (Jn 17:11; Eph 4:2). Here are five ways to fight for it. 



Containing conflict sounds easy, 
and it is – until pain and anger en-
ter the picture. Then it’s work. But 
even in the heat of the moment, 
self-control is the best option: “A 
fool gives full vent to his spirit, but 
a wise man quietly holds it back” 
(Proverbs 29:11). So don’t vent 
randomly. Decide what to do next.

Unfortunately, Christians have got-
ten good at camouflaging gossip in 
all kinds of creative and “spiritual” 
ways, like: 
• Prayer requests: “Will you pray 
for me as I deal with so-and-so’s nega-
tive issue?”
• Asks for advice: “Can someone 
counsel me how I should handle so-and-
so and their negative issue?”
• Need for validation: “I just need 
you to tell me I’m not crazy, because so-
and-so (with their negative issue) makes 
me feel like I am.”
• Requests for therapy: “Can you 
be a ‘safe place’ for me as a I unload 
my frustrations to you about so-and-so 
and their negative issue?” 

Don’t just guard yourself against 
these traps; be ready to help oth-
ers, too. If you hear a relational 
problem being shared unwisely and 
the person being discussed isn’t 
present, ask the person talking, 
“Have you told so-and-so direct-

ly you feel this way?” Encourage 
them to do that soon. Even offer 
to go along if you can help them 
work it out. (The exact wording of 
this doesn’t matter. The point is to 
guard whole relationships instead 
of becoming a passive receptable 
for the emotional debris of the 
person in front of you.)

Does any of this sound extreme? 
If so, have you ever been around 
a company, team, or family where 
conflicts weren’t contained? Did you 
like it there? No one would. Be-
sides, as a church we want to reach 
new people, and church drama is 
like pepper spray to newcomers. 
(Would you bring your coworkers to 
a gossip-filled church?)

If containing conflict sounds any-
thing like suppressing conflict, don’t 
worry. The Bible commands that 
we let our frustrations out – directly 
to the frustrater (Matthew 5:23-24). 

But there’s one more thing to con-
sider first. 

3. CLASSIFY THE 
CONFLICT. 
Ask yourself, “Is this big enough to 
even matter?”

There are two kinds of offenses– 
those that are small enough be 
to overlooked (meaning, forgiven 
in the privacy of your own mind 
without needing a conversation 
with anyone to restore genuine 
peace), and those that are big 
enough that genuine peace can-
not be restored without a direct 
conversation. 

This step is about deciding whether 
a conflict is “overlook-able” or not.

If you can overlook an offense, 
you should: “Good sense makes 
one slow to anger, and it his glory 
to overlook an offense” (Proverbs 
19:11). Giving grace is always a 
win. Grace guards your conflicts 
from pettiness, and prevents small 
issues from becoming big ones.

When is an offense too large to be 
overlooked? Anytime: 

    • The offense has hurt or        
        continues to hurt the per-
        son’s relationship with you 
        or someone else (Colossians 
        3:13; Romans 14:13)
    • The offense is hurting or 
        has hurt the person himself 
        or herself (Galatians 6:1)
    • The offense is hurting the 
        reputation and witness of 
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        Christ (Matthew 5:16; Phi-
        lippians 1:27)
    • You continue winning imag-  
        inary arguments in your head. 
        If you’re having imaginary 
        conversations with someone, 
        just go have the real one. 
        (Ephesians 4:15, 25) 

Don’t try to overlook something 
you can’t (or shouldn’t). If one 
of the conditions above is met, 
approaching a friend is the most 
loving thing you can do, both for 
them and your relationship. 

If so, the next step is to approach. 

 
4. RESOLVE THE 
CONFLICT. 
How? 

Privately. “Go and tell him his 
fault, between you and him alone” 
(Matthew 18:15). Speak honestly, 
and ideally in person. Be upfront 
and clear about what offenses have 
occurred and their impact.

Patiently. Rebuilding a relation-
ship takes time. Don’t submit an 
apology or grant forgiveness until 
you’re ready to mean it. Also, 

understand this moment may be 
the other person’s first entry to the 
process. They may be surprised 
to learn there’s even a problem. 
Go slow enough to let them get 
oriented.

Positively. Assume the best about 
the other person’s motives, even if 
their actions were harmful. Con-
front their impact; let them explain 
their intentions. Stay optimistic for a 
good outcome.

Humbly. Until you hear from 
the other person, you never hold 
more than half the story. Consider 
your own biases that could cause 
confusion or accusation. “The one 
who states his case first seems right, 
until the other comes and exam-
ines him” (Proverbs 18:17). 

Honestly. Be authentic about your 
own contribution to the problem. 
This is why Jesus said, “First take 
the log out of your own eye, and 
then you will see clearly to remove 
the speck from your brother’s eye” 
(Matthew 7:5). Even if you are only 
1% of the problem, sincerely ask 
forgiveness for 100% of your 1% 
contribution. 

Graciously. Be ready to forgive 
and remove barriers (Colossians 
3:13). Think of forgiveness as a 
transaction, not a feeling. “I’m 
sorry” expresses regret but doesn’t 
clarify what the regret is for, or 
acknowledge how the other person 
was impacted. “Will you forgive me 
for [action] that hurt you by [conse-
quence of action]” may be more 
structured, but it’s much clearer. 

Quickly. Jesus said conflict 
resolution is important enough to 
interrupt an important religious 
tradition to go do (Matthew 5:23-
24). So “do not let the sun go down 
on your anger, and give no op-
portunity to the devil” (Ephesians 
5:26-27). Instead, be urgent about 
making peace.

Once you’re in the conversation, 
here are a few pitfalls to avoid:  
  • Withdrawing: “I’m quitting on 
this conversation.”
  • Invalidating:  “Let me explain 
how you should feel.”
  • Escalating: “I’m so mad you can 
barely hear me.” 
  • Negatively Interpreting: “I’m 
going to put the worst possible spin on 
everything you say.” 



Usually, if two people agree to use 
these biblical principles, reconcilia-
tion comes easily. 

But what if it doesn’t?  

5. WIDEN THE 
CIRCLE AND 
DON’T GIVE UP. 
Jesus knew we’d need more than 
just “go to your brother in private” 
(Matthew 18:15). He also said, “If 
he does not listen, take one or two 
others along with you, that every 
charge may be established by the 
evidence of two or three witnesses” 
(Matthew 18:16). 

This step means refusing to ac-
cept the false peace of “agreeing 
to disagree” (sometimes code for 
“ending this friendship”), and try-
ing again. Often it becomes clear 
in this second step if the people 
involved want peace, or if they 
want to “win” or be unreasonable. 
(Be prepared. Unfortunately, some 
people do want to be unreason-
able.)

Even if the road gets bumpy, 
remember that God is only asking 

you to respond faithfully. You are 
never responsible for the choices of 
another person. 

If someone continues to choose 
dissension instead of reconcilia-
tion,  Jesus adds a third step: “If 
he refuses to listen to them, tell it 
to the church” (Matthew 18:17). 
That means if you’ve come this far 
but are still stuck, Jesus says to stop 
working alone and without authority. 
Ask the church leaders nearest to 
the situation to help restore peace 
as gently and helpfully as possible. 
(That’s what they’re there for.)

Note that “tell it to the church” 
doesn’t mean asking to make a 
public announcement at a weekend 
service. It means asking the people 
(and leaders) close enough to the 
problem to help with the solution.

If people genuinely seek peace, it 
can almost always be found by this 
point. With prayer and patience, 
a reconciliatory step will become 
clear, even if it’s challenging and 
humbling.

It is possible that someone may 
persist in sin or divisiveness beyond 
these measures. At that point the 
issue should be considered a matter 

of church care and correction, not 
interpersonal conflict. In such a 
case, the disagreement between 
two people turned out to be down-
wind from a disagreement between 
one person and God. (If you’re 
worried your conflict will end this 
way, don’t be. This is less frequent, 
and you are only responsible for 
your responsiveness to God, not 
someone else’s unresponsiveness.)

THE FINAL WORD
No sane person wants more con-
flict. But if healthy conflict really 
does create stronger relationships, 
it is no longer something to fear. 
Conflict can become the gateway 
to the deep relationships we truly 
want. 

Never win your fights. Win your 
people. And know that as long as 
you’re working toward true peace, 
God really is on your side. 

“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they 
will be called sons of God.” 
Matthew 5:9

Sources: Watermark Community Church, 
Conflict Field Guide. Ken Sande, The Peace-
maker, 3rd Edition, Baker Books, 2004.
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