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Reducing and Resolving Conflict 

Philippians 4:2-3 
 
 

Conflict is inevitable in our fractured world. But with these handful of biblical principles we can both 
reduce the frequency of conflict in our lives and effectively resolve the conflicts that do occur. 

 
Earliest memory: age 3, ear to mom’s pregnant abdomen listening to brother’s heartbeat  

- Excited – someone to play with – couldn’t wait to meet him 
- But the thrill didn’t last – no sooner could he walk than conflict began 

o “that’s my toy!”; “don’t take the remote”; “why are you following me everywhere?”  
- We fought all the time… and it always led to pain – words -> punches -> spankings  

o but we just kept choosing to fight! 
 
Sadly, that propensity towards conflict doesn’t end when we become adults 

- Hopefully the punching and kicking are over…  
- But we still so easily fall into conflict at home, school, work, with our neighbors 
- Conflict is in our DNA - first recorded sin after the garden was murder between brothers! 

Conflict is common… and it is always painful – leads to stress and heartbreak 
 
So here’s the question…How can we REDUCE and RESOLVE conflict in our lives? 

- Be realistic – can’t cover conflict comprehensively in 35 mins!  
o Too many possible extenuating circumstances; complications  

- Whole books written on this subject – like 2 I mentioned in sermon on communication 
o A Lasting Promise 
o Crucial Conversations 

- Our goal this morning = identify basic principles from this passage to help us…  
o REDUCE the frequency… RESOLVE the conflicts that do occur 

 
Read 4:2-3 

- A serious case of conflict – reached Paul all the way in Rome  
- Very concerning to him (“I urge” = “I beg”) 
- No new truths here – just applying truths previously discussed to specific conflict  
- Gives us principles to REDUCE and RESOLVE any conflict – with spouse, friend, coworker, etc 

 
First set of principles:  
How to REDUCE the frequency of conflicts in your life 
1) Anticipate Attack 

- All of us are susceptible to conflict, even if we’ve walked with Jesus for decades 
o E & S are proven leaders (“fellow-strugglers for the gospel”)  
o we’re still sinners in a sinful world and can fall into conflict at any time 

- Furthermore, we know Satan will attack us here 
o In Jn 13:35 Jesus says world will know we’re His disciples by our love for one another 
o Therefore: Satan will attack our love for one another to destroy our witness 
o Satan wants to destroy your relationships – that’s His goal 

- We must anticipate attack on our relationships and be ready for it  
- Practically: pray often for God to protect the relationships in your life from sin and Satan 



o Pray daily for your marriage, your family, your friendships 
2) Adopt Jesus’ Attitude 

- “live in harmony” in v2 = Gr: fronew = mindset or attitude 
- Same word used in 2:5 – read 2:5  
- We avoid conflict by adopting the same attitude Jesus had during His time on earth 

o Described in the next few verses – read 2:6-8 
- Jesus sacrificed not His divinity but His rights and desires in order to serve us 

o He chose HUMILITY – He chose SACRIFICE 
- If we choose that same attitude in life, we will experience far fewer conflicts with one another 
- Paul looks at it from the opposite perspective in 1 Cor 6:7-8 read 

o better to be wronged than to war with one another  
o now be clear: not talking about a criminal situation – not violence – this is a civil case 
o I may have a genuine right to sue another person…  
o But God wants me to be willing to sacrifice that right even if it costs me $ or reputation 
o That’s what Jesus did… and if we follow His example, we reduce the conflicts in life 

- Prov 19:11 – it is a mark of maturity and honor when we overlook a transgression 
o Now not everything can be overlooked  

 Don’t overlook criminal or self-destructive behavior – must confront that 
 Some hurts so deep you shouldn’t overlook – should confront and work thru 

o But most hurts are not criminal and not too deep to overlook  
 often we’re hurt because of a misunderstanding  
 or simply because someone said something dumb when they were hungry or tired! 

o In that case, be like Jesus – sacrifice your right to be right and let it go  
- Practically: are there any offenses you need to let go of? 

o Has someone hurt you in an everyday kind of way and you’ve been hanging on to it?  
 thinking about it, replaying it in your mind? 

o Turn that hurt over to God this morning and ask Him to help you let it go - forgive 
 
3) Focus on the Mission 

- v3 – “shared my struggle in the cause of the gospel” 
- Paul is reminding them of the years they’ve spent working together to share the gospel 
- That’s the mission Jesus gave us on this earth 

o Great Commission – Mt 28 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations” 
- When we focus on that shared mission it helps us avoid conflicts or reconcile faster 
- For those who’ve read the book or watched series: Band of Brothers 

o Easy Company, part of 101st Airborne division fighting Nazis in WWII  
o Rough personalities – most weren’t exactly gracious men 
o Yet incredibly strong friendships developed between them – they became a tight team 
o Because too busy fighting the Nazis to fight one another! Focused on shared mission 

- When we keep our common mission first, it leaves less room for conflict between us 
- Read Phil 2:2 

o That “one purpose” – that’s sharing the gospel 
o If that’s our common purpose in life it will protect us from conflict 

- Practically: you can’t control what other people prioritize, but you can control what you do 
o Are you praying & looking daily for opportunities to share Jesus’ love in word or deed? 
o If you will make sharing Jesus’ love first in your life, you’ll avoid a lot of conflict 

 
4) Hope in the Next Life 

- End of v3 – Paul reminds them: their names are already written in God’s “book of life”  
o = record of those who have received eternal life through faith in Jesus 
o if you have trusted in Jesus as your Savior, your name is already in the book 



o if you haven’t, that can change right now  
- And if your name is written in the book of life: you know this life is not your best life 
- And if you will focus your hope on that next life, you’ll avoid a lot of conflict in this one! 
- Here’s how James puts it – looks at it from the negative perspective – read James 4:1-2  

o In conflict because they are focused on what pleasures they can have in this life… 
o and pleasures in this life are LIMITED – this life is a zero-sum game 
o If there’s 1 box seat at Kyle available and you get it, then I can’t – seats are limited 
o $ is limited. Land is limited. Trips to Jamaica are limited. 
o If your desires are focused on the limited pleasures of this life you will end up fighting with 

people who are competing with you for those limited resources 
- Interestingly, Buddhism recognizes this problem  

o Resources are limited so our desire for those resources leads to conflict and pain 
o Solution = eliminate all desires! Feel nothing. Want nothing. Hope for nothing. 

- We believe Christianity offers a better solution: transfer your desires to the next life 
o Heaven offers unlimited resources, unlimited satisfaction 
o You can be completely satisfied in heaven and it won’t limit my ability to be satisfied 

- To avoid conflict in this life, choose to set your hope for satisfaction in the next life 
- Practically: Pray for God’s help and keep reading what the Bible says about the next life 

o Read books like Isaiah and Revelation that talk a LOT about the next life 
o Ask God to help you hope in what He’ll give in the next life 

 
That’s 4 steps for reducing the frequency of conflict… but what do we do when conflict still happens? Let me 
give you 4 principles for resolving conflict quickly and effectively… 
 
Second set of principles:  
How to RESOLVE Conflict 

 
1) Take the first step  

- Unusual grammar in v2 – Paul repeats the verb “I urge” – 1x for each woman  
o “I urge E and I urge S” rather than “I urge E and S” 

- Point: doesn’t matter who started fight, both should take first step towards reconciliation 
- This is really hard – it’s hard to initiate reconciliation when it feels like other person started it 
- Noticed that with our twins – 9 – really love each other but do fight like all siblings 

o When time to make up – each will rehearse whole history of argument to prove sibling started it 
– use it as excuse not to make up 

o Teaching them: doesn’t matter who started it – each is responsible to take 1st step 
- Blaming the other person for starting it won’t get you anywhere 
- Suck up your pride and in humility take the first step towards repairing the relationship 

 
What is that first step? That’s the next principle… 
2) Choose forgiveness 

- Notice that Paul doesn’t rehearse any of the details about the conflict 
o doesn’t talk about how one offended other and then other hurt back – none of that 

- Why? To show us what forgiveness looks like 
- To forgive = to let go of an offense 

o No longer hold it against the person who hurt you 
o No longer rehearse the memory of that offense in your mind 
o Paul wants E&S to forgive so he doesn’t rehearse any of the fight 

- Reconciliation begins with forgiveness – with letting go of the offense 
- And that goes both ways if we’ve both hurt each other 

o I need to forgive what the other person did to me 



o AND I need to ask forgiveness for what I did to the other person  
- Two important clarifications… 
- (1) There are some hurts that go incredibly deep – may take time and counseling to forgive 

o abuse, betrayal, violence 
o we still need to forgive, but it may take a long time and require help  
o If you’ve been hurt badly, don’t feel guilty if right now it just seems too hard to forgive 
o Forgiveness might take years for you… and that’s ok 
o All God wants today is for you to say, “God, help me one day to be able to forgive.”  
o Ask God to begin to set you free from that deep hurt 
o Because, ultimately, getting to a place where you can forgive… will be so good for you! 
o Holding on to that offense just hurts you over time – like holding in poison 
o God wants to set you free and help you forgive 
o But it’s completely ok if it takes a long time and a lot of help! 

- (2) Choosing to forgive is NOT the same thing as choosing to trust! 
o I’m asked this question so often in counseling 
o Must distinguish between forgiving someone and letting that person hurt you again 
o Forgiveness can come instantly but trust takes time to rebuild if it ever does 
o E.g. if you shared something private with someone and then they blabbed it 

 you should forgive… but you’d be foolish to share another secret with them  
o E.g. if a woman is abused by her husband  

 God wants her eventually to forgive him because that’s better for her  
 but does NOT want her back under his abusive hand if chance happen again 

o Forgiveness and trust are NOT the same things – be very careful with that 
- Now with those clarifications in mind: how do we forgive when we really don’t want to? 

o Forgiveness is HARD when you’ve really been hurt 
o When I struggle to forgive, I try to remember Eph 4:32  
o God isn’t asking me to do something He hasn’t done first!  
o He forgave my sin & selfishness even though that was what nailed His Son to the cross 
o When I see myself as recipient of radical forgiveness, then easier to forgive others  

- If you’re struggling to forgive someone: pray and ask for God’s help 
o Ask Him to soften your heart towards the person who hurt you 
o Ask Him to help you see how much He has already forgiven you to motivate you 

 
3) Get help when needed 

- This conflict between E & S had been going on a LONG time – long enough to get to Paul and back 
- Apparently, they hadn’t been able to resolve it themselves… so they needed Timothy’s help 
- Sometimes we need help from a 3rd party to mediate and counsel us towards reconciliation 
- An ideal mediator is someone like Timothy who… 

o is a mature believer  
 “true companion” = “yokefellow” – had served with Paul faithfully for years 

o who won’t play favorites – a neutral party – read Prov 18:17 
 our tendency: accumulate allies – but only deepens conflict 
 need someone wise enough to hear both sides before arriving at a conclusion 

- Find someone to help you reconcile 
o Might be an elder or deacon or wife of one, a small group leader, staff member  
o If the conflict has gone on for years – may need a Christian counselor to help unravel  

 
4) Keep it private  

- The saddest thing about this conflict: a billion people have read about it in pages of the Bible! 
o This conflict is what E and S are remembered for – not their years of faithful service  



o If they could have kept it private – just between themselves and a couple godly mediators, we 
would never have known about it 

o But they let it spread and become public and that made it so much worse 
- This is part of the reason James 3 calls the tongue a fire  

o James marvels at “how great a forest is set aflame” by our words 
o when we share a conflict beyond the few people who can help us resolve it, we are setting a 

forest fire 
o People take sides based on only hearing one side of the story – lines are drawn, anger is 

amplified – and everything gets worse 
- Principle: conflict becomes more damaging and harder to resolve when is goes public 

o The stakes get bigger the more people who know 
- That’s why Proverbs 11:13 “he who is trustworthy… keeps a thing covered” 

o Again – not talking about criminal or self-destructive stuff – talking about the everyday conflicts 
we all have 

o E.g. when you and your spouse have a fight – don’t be the husband who tells all his friends how 
unreasonable his wife is; don’t be the wife who tells all her friends what a jerk her husband is. 
You can ask for prayer – but protect the reputation of your spouse  

- Again – you can’t control what the other person does – but you can do your best to keep conflict private 
– that increases the ease of reconciliation 

 
End with most common question I’m asked about conflict resolution: what if the other person won’t 
reconcile? 

- read Romans 12:18 
- Paul knows you can’t make someone reconcile with you 
- All God requires of you is to do what you can to pursue peace  

o initiate, forgive, ask for forgiveness, get wise counsel, keep the conflict private 
o even if other person doesn’t forgive, doesn’t ask for forgiveness, doesn’t keep private 
o if you do your part then you are not guilty   
o take comfort in the fact that God is pleased with you 

- And begin to pray consistently for the other person’s heart  
o that God would work miraculously to soften their heart and bring reconciliation 

- Persevere in that prayer because God can do miraculous things if we will patiently pray 
- E.g. Paul and Barnabas got in serious fight in Acts 15 

o read Acts 15:36-39 
o John Mark had abandoned them on first missionary journey – homesick or afraid or just gave up 

– we’re not sure 
o To Paul that was game over – he wasn’t going to trust Mark again on a journey 
o But Barnabas felt otherwise – wanted to give Mark a 2nd chance 
o They disagreed so strongly that it split their partnership – serious fight 

- But here’s the verse I love… written many years later towards the end of Paul’s life  
o Read 2 Tim 4:11b – this is the same Mark! 
o Somehow God worked over years to reconcile Paul and John Mark even when it seemed 

impossible 
o And they didn’t just become friends again – Paul is longing for John Mark while he’s in prison 

and knows he’s about to die – he and Mark are close brothers – they love each other – their 
relationship is not just reconciled, it’s closer than it had ever been 

- That is what God can do even in the worst conflicts – He can bring supernatural healing 
o So after you’ve done all you can to be at peace 
o Pray and pray and pray and patiently wait for God to work a miracle like He did for Paul and 

John Mark 
 



Relationships are hard and conflict is common  
But God can do great things in us to build peace and reduce conflict 

- Now we know what to do – we just got to do it! 
- So let’s pray and ask God for help! 

 


