Managing Conflict in Your Church


I.  Some myths about church conflict.
A. Churches are supposed to be one, big, happy family.
1. Most families are not one big happy family.
2. Many church members often overemphasize the “family motif” out of nostalgia or compensation because of shortcomings in their nuclear family.

B. Really good churches don’t have open conflict.
1. Growing churches have inevitable conflict.
2. Many church members have not been taught a balanced understanding of church conflict.

C.  Committed, mature believers don’t have open conflict.
1. All believers still carry the taint of sin.
2. Many church members have an idealized view of biblical leaders.

D.  Personnel decisions at church should not be divisive.
1. Church members make the common mistake of viewing employees as “members” rather than as “employees.”
2. Many churches lack adequate supervisory structures to manage inevitable conflict in the workplace. 

E. When a church conflict is resolved, everyone is satisfied.
1. Pastors are the only people who have “permission” to leave a church they no longer feel is a good match for their skills, perspectives, or interests.
2. Many churches have an inadequate perspective on church membership – “church membership for life” is not realistic

 
II.   Some examples of church conflict in the Bible (and what we can learn from them).
A.  Conflict between church members (Phil. 4:2-3a)
1. Mature, committed, gospel workers can have significant conflict. – “…to help 
these women who have contended for the gospel at my side.” 
2. A shared relationship with Jesus Christ does not negate the possibility of interpersonal conflict – “to agree in the Lord”

B.  Conflict between church leaders (Gal. 2:11-14)
1. The most committed, capable, and spiritually powerful Christian leaders can have conflict. - “Cephas (Peter) and Paul”
2. Conflict between leaders can be public and intense. - “I opposed him to his   face…in front of everyone”


C. Conflict in church over a personnel decision. (Acts 15:36-41)
1. The leaders had a public debate about a personnel matter. – “Barnabas wanted to take along John Mark.  But Paul did not think it appropriate to take along this man who had deserted them in Pamphylia and had not gone on with them to the work.”
2. The confrontation was bitter and divisive. – “There was such a sharp disagreement that they parted company…”
3. The issue involved other leaders who had to choose sides. – “Paul chose Silas and departed…”
4. The church had to make a difficult decision about who to support. – “…after being commended to the grace of the Lord by the brothers.”
5. Relationships can be restored.  (Barnabas disappears from the Bible…but Paul and John Mark eventually re-established their relationship). – “Bring Mark with you, for he is useful to me in the ministry.”  2 Tim. 4:11


III.  Some truth to remember about church conflict.
A. Good churches with committed leaders will sometimes have conflict. (serious,   intense, gut-wrenching, divisive conflict)

B. Church leaders and churches sometimes have to make tough decisions which lead to conflict.  (doctrine, personnel, etc)

C. Tough decisions sometimes lead to departure from a church (not from the Church or the mission, but from a particular church to another church).

D. Even when decisions lead to separation, our bond in Jesus Christ remains.

E. Even when decisions are painful, reconciliation and recovery of relationships can still take place (even years later).

IV.   Some strategies for church leaders to manage conflict
A.  Anticipate conflict – it will happen eventually.
1. Teach your church conflict is inevitable
a. They are redeemed sinners
b. We are imperfect leaders
c. Churches have people of varying levels of maturity
d. Christians have different opinions about many issues
e. Christians project personal problems into church relationships
2. Teach about conflict when there is no significant conflict happening.
a. Study conflict management with your leaders
b. Preach on conflict when you encounter it in the Bible.
c. Watch the horizon and minimize potential conflicts you see coming

B. Address conflict intentionally.
1. Be courageous!
2. Steps to addressing conflict intentionally.
a. Deal with the people involved directly.
b. Approach people the right way at the right time.
c. Discern genuine issues driving the conflict.
d. Facilitate honest dialogue and prayer about the genuine issues.
e. Document agreed to results and future steps.
3. Mistakes to avoid in addressing conflict.
a. Don’t ignore it.
b. Don’t make it bigger than it is.
c. Don’t preach or speak on the conflict or the resolution prematurely.

C. Resolve conflict appropriately.
1. Reach the best possible conclusion – not make everyone happy.
2. Reach a conclusion – and hold people accountable to that conclusion
3. Reach a conclusion that facilitates kingdom-focused work.
a.   Stay and work together.
b.   Separate and work apart
c.   Stay and disrupt kingdom-focus, leave and abandon kingdom-focus are 
      not biblical options.

D. Accept mixed outcomes
1. Some people will be happy; some unhappy.
2. Some people may leave, some will stay.
3. Some collateral damage is inevitable.
4. Leaders who can’t accept mixed results are doomed to perpetual frustration.

E. Move on
1. Accept less than perfect outcomes.
2. Stop revisiting the conflict and allow it to fade.
3. Shift your focus from the conflict back to accomplishing your mission.
4. The ultimate goal is kingdom-expansion – not perfect conflict resolution.
