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Matthew 23:1-7, 13

Matthew 23:1-7, 13

1Then Jesus said to the crowds and to his disciples: 2"The teachers of the law and the Pharisees sit in Moses' seat. 3So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not practice what they preach. 4They tie up heavy loads and put them on men's shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. 

 5"Everything they do is done for men to see: They like to show off their prayer shawls; 6they love the place of honor at banquets and the most important seats in the synagogues; 7they love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have men call them 'Rabbi.' …

13Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites!  You shut the kingdom of heaven in men’s faces.  You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying.’

Conflict is part and parcel of being human.

Every single one of us at one time or another gets involved in some kind of conflict.

Take people with different dispositions, different personalities, different passions, different opinions, different backgrounds and you’re going to have conflict.

It happens at work, it happens in marriages, it happens among neighbors, it happens within families, it happens even among friends.  

Stuff happens; conflict happens.

Our theme this morning is handling conflict.  Around that theme let me share five key insights.

I. LIFE IS FULL OF DIFFICULT PEOPLE
About a year ago I preached a sermon titled, “Dealing with Difficult People.” In that sermon I mentioned that Rick Warren, author of The Purpose-Drive Life, said that there are five types of difficult persons.   Let me mention them again this morning.

i. The Sherman Tank – Will run over you if you let him/her

ii. The Megaphone – Will talk your ear off

iii. The Bubble Buster – deflates everyone’s enthusiasm

iv. The Volcano – has a temper like Mt. St. Helen’s 

v. The Cry Baby – is a chronic complainer

I’ve got one to add to this list.  It comes from our Bishop, Dick Wills.  He says that much conflict is created by “persons who are unteachable.”  These are persons who don’t feel a need to learn, to grow, to change.  

The point of all this is that much of the conflict with which we have to deal in life is caused by difficult people.  It’s hard to deal with persons like these without there being some kind of conflict.  When it comes to handling these persons, there are two things to remember:

1. If you know you are going to be dealing with a difficult person, prepare yourself prayerfully so that you can handle it as best we can.

2. In many cases, however, the only way to handle difficult people and avoid conflict is avoidance; that is avoiding them as much as you possibly can.  I wish that weren’t true but it is.

II. SOMETIMES WE ARE THE PROBLEM

Sometimes we have to admit we are the problem.  Sometimes the reason for conflict is that we are 

the ones who are not handling things as well as we should.  There’s not a one of us in this sanctuary this morning who can say that we’ve never been the problem when it comes to tension or conflict with other persons.  Generally speaking we are the problem leading to conflict when we do one of three things:
a. We believe we’re always right; what some call “my way or the highway” approach.  When we believe that we are right most of the time and others are generally wrong we are the ones who have facilitated the conflict.

b. We make it more personal that it should be.  When we don’t stick with the issues and instead denigrate the person with whom we’re in conflict, then we’re part of the problem.  We need to confront the issues not unnecessarily degrade the person. 

c. We exacerbate the problem by bringing in unrelated issues.  Psychologists call this “gunny sacking.”  This is when persons while having a disagreement, some tension, unload their sack of prior complaints.  Often these other feelings, thoughts, experiences have nothing to do with the conflict at hand.  Psychologists define gunny sacking as “storing past grievances and bringing them up every time you try to resolve the problem at hand.”  When we do this, we turn an issue that can be addressed to a conflict that is harder to handle.

III. WE MUST BE CLEAR ABOUT ANGER

The Bible is very clear about anger. Anger in and of itself is not a sin.  There is anger that is 

sinful, yes, but anger in and of itself is not automatically a sin.

We know this first of all because Jesus got angry.  Look at this scene recorded here in the

Gospel of Matthew.  Jesus is extremely upset, angry with the Pharisees.  He goes so far as to call them “hypocrites.”  If you read farther in this section, you will find that he also calls them “blind guides” and even “snakes”, “brood of vipers.”  I assure you that when Jesus reacted to the spiritual arrogance and insensitivity of the Pharisees there was nothing passive or peaceful about his response.  And when he called them, “snakes”, “brood of vipers”, I don’t think he did so calmly, serenely; I think he did it angrily.  If you wonder about that go to Mark chapter three where Mark tells us in confronting the Pharisees “Jesus looked at them in anger.”

We know the Bible doesn’t condemn anger in and of itself, secondly, because in Ephesians

4:26 Paul acknowledges that we all get angry.  He says, “In your anger do not sin.”  Some translations say, “When you are angry, do not sin.”  Paul clearly indicates that he knows the Ephesian Christians are going to get angry; he just wants them to avoid being sinful when they are angry.

So how do we know about our anger?  How do I know when my anger is acceptable anger and 

when it is not acceptable anger?  Here once again the New Testament helps.  In the Greek language and in the New Testament there are three different understandings of anger.  There are three different Greek words for each of these understandings respectively.  
One of the Greek words translates “raging but subsiding anger.”  This anger boils up and over, but it 

Dissipates reasonably quickly.  It rages, but fairly quickly subsides.  Whether or not raging anger is sinful depends on the extent to which one lets it continue to rage, continue to boil over, continue to fester.  In and of itself raging anger isn’t inherently sinful.


Another Greek word points to “anger at wrongdoing.”  This is anger at injustice; anger at abuse; anger at extreme misbehavior, anger at hurtful wrongdoing.  This is the anger we find from Jesus in his relationship with the Pharisees.  There are clearly some things in life about which we ought to be angry.  As long as we don’t seek to be vengeful toward others in this anger, it generally cannot be considered sinful.

The third word translates as “bitter anger”, “resentful anger.”  Bitter anger, resentful anger is never

right.  It is by its very nature wrong.  It is by its very nature sinful.  One lets the anger brew and boil and lets bitterness, hostility, and resentment well up in the spirit and the attitude.  .

The point here is that as we find ourselves in conflict we have to assess our anger.  We perhaps

need to ask ourselves these questions?

· Once the anger rages, am I willing to work on it and make sure it subsides?

· Am I allowing feelings of resentment, bitterness, hostility to develop?  If so, no matter what the other has done, no matter the cause of the conflict, the anger is not acceptable.

· Is my anger clearly directed at a serious wrongdoing, at an injustice, at seriously unacceptable misbehavior?  

Anger is inevitably a part of most conflict.  The degree of the anger and the resolution of the anger 

are matters we each must address to make sure that in the conflict we’re not letting sinful anger impede constructive developments.

IV.
WE SHOULD PRAY FOR THE PERSON AND THE SITUATION

I believe in the power of prayer.  I think it’s amazing what prayer can do in the midst of 

conflict with another person.  However, I’m not saying prayer alone will automatically resolve the conflict, will make everything right, will cause the disagreement to go away, will inherently bring healing.  I would never make that claim about prayer.

But let me tell you what I am saying.

a. Prayer helps and changes us.  You cannot, I don’t believe, be in conversation with God without God helping, maybe even changing, our spirit, our emotions, our feelings.

b. Praying for another lifts that person from enemy to brother and sister in Christ, to fellow child of God.  Truly caring for another in prayer can make all the difference in how we see that person.  And that alone can often help facilitate resolution to conflict.

c. Praying for the situation to be resolved, not on our terms but on God’s terms, allows God to do his part to resolve the conflict in the right way, the healthy way, the just way, the fair way.  If we pray for God’s resolution, not our own, then we open ourselves to finding the answer God has for the situation.

V.  CONFLICT CAN BE A GOOD TEACHER

I said last week in my sermon on failure that failure in our lives can be one of life’s best 

teachers.  Well, the same is true of conflict.  We can learn much about ourselves and much about how to deal with tough situations in life by how things go in the midst of the conflicts we face in life.  As one thinker puts it:

“Conflict forces us to know ourselves better.  It also forces us to learn how to work more effectively with others in solving problems and resolving differences.  The secret is to see conflict as an opportunity for learning, for personal growth, and for healthy progress.” (Donald Palmer, Managing Conflict Creatively)

When I was serving on the Cabinet with Bishop Ken Carder, there was a meeting in which we

were dealing with a particular situation involving a large church in our Conference.  The meeting got rather tense, heated, and confrontational.  Bishop Carder was direct.  The leaders of this large church were direct.  My role was to mediate the discussion.  After it was over, with little seemingly accomplished, Bishop Carder and I walked to our cars and I asked him if he was upset that things didn’t go as we had hoped.  His response stuck with me.  “Well, I realized I need to do my homework better.”  In other words, even though he felt he was right and I felt he was right, he realized that one reason the meeting didn’t go as we had hoped was that he wasn’t properly prepared.  They were.  We weren’t.  He was acknowledging that even though he was the Bishop and could play the power game if he wanted, the thing he most needed to do was learn from that experience and do a better job next time.  Again, conflict can be, if we will let it, a great teacher in our lives.

There are some questions we can and should ask ourselves in the midst of conflict?

· Did I really do my best here?

· What can I do better next time, when facing this same kind of conflict?

· What is God trying to teach me about myself and about handling conflict in life from this experience?

