Conflict Resolution in the Church

Note:  The terms, pastor, elder, overseer and shepherd are used interchangeably here as they are in the New Testament to identify different functions of the same office.
Disagreements, Offences and Being Sinned Against


Healthy conflict resolution in the church is very important.  The New Testament gives prescriptions for dealing with three main conflict situations: Disagreements, offences and being sinned against.

Disagreements 
In Acts 15, Paul and Barnabas had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company in their travels together as apostles.  In this case, it was not that one was right and another wrong, nor was there any indication of sin.  They both were standing for principles they believed in.  They disagreed.  So, in the case of disagreement, these general principles are to be applied:

1. It is important to establish, without judgment, an atmosphere where someone has the freedom to express their sincere opinion on a matter, even if it is not in agreement with the prevailing opinion of the church or its leaders. This affirms the value of each person and their point of view, and allows more opportunities for the Lord to speak.
2. Disagreements should never be contentious or lead to judgments or personal attacks.  If motives are pure, differences of opinion can be managed.  Paul says “Do everything without complaining or arguing” (Philippians 2:14).
3. Pastors should be willing to hear from those who have reason to question decisions, actions, doctrine or direction.  Often, disagreements hinge on differing interpretations of biblical texts.  Church overseers should be willing to consider sound biblical reasoning and be able to articulate their stance on any issues that rise out of biblical interpretation.  Leadership will more seriously consider persons who are not contentious.  Persons who disagree with the leadership must eventually accept and submit to the decisions to which they arrive (Hebrews 13:17).  People in the church will be more likely to do that if they feel that the overseers of the church have seriously considered their point of view, even if there still remains disagreement on the issue.
4. When persons in the church have disagreements with each other every effort should be made to hold opinions without taking offence or causing division.  The Scriptures say: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” (Romans 12:18); “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3); “Make every effort to live in peace with all men . . .” (Hebrews 12:14).
5. Total agreement is not impossible and is something we should always be working toward.  To say, “We agree to disagree” is not enough.  We want to contend for the gospel as “one man.”  Listen to the words of Paul:  “Make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others” (Philippians 2:2-4).
Offences
Occasionally, we can get offended with each other.  Sometimes the offence has legitimate cause and other times it doesn’t.  Either way, if it remains in the heart, it needs to be dealt with.  Many times offence is taken, not over held viewpoints, but because of insensitive words or actions.  If we care about each other we will make every effort to clear up all unresolved interpersonal issues.  This is integrity.  If a person has hurt you, they may not even know it, but if it remains in your heart, you have an obligation to talk to them about it.  Conversely, if you know that you have hurt your brother or sister, you have an obligation to go to them and take responsibility for any wrongdoing, or clear up any misunderstanding.   Here are some more principles:
1. Sweeping things under the carpet is rarely a healthy thing to do.  If you know that someone in the church has something against you, according to Matthew 5:23-24, you cannot expect to worship God acceptably without first reconciling yourself to your brother or sister.  As far as it lies within you, you must make the effort to be reconciled.  If they choose to not forgive you then that’s another issue.
2. Unforgiveness is not an option. Jesus said, “When you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.”(Mark 11:25); and, “If you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.” (Matthew 6:14).
3. We are to take care of things ASAP.  According to Ephesians 4:26-27, if we let the sun go down while we are still angry, we give the devil an opportunity to get a foothold on us.  There are times when it would be to our credit to overlook an offence (Proverbs 19:11), but if anything whatsoever lingers in the heart, the devil will use that to produce a cancer of unforgiveness and bitterness.  And bitterness will then defile others and will lead to the devil’s desired goal: Division between brothers and sisters.
Being Sinned Against
Consider Matthew 18:15-17:
"If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.  But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that `every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.'  If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”
This is the model that is to be used when someone personally sins against another.  Notice that these instructions apply to Christians only.  You cannot fully apply this model when you are sinned against by someone outside the authority of Christ and his church.  There are four steps in this confrontation process, each one being meant to lead to repentance and restoration with increasing social pressure.

1. The first step is a meeting, just between the two parties.  If the offending party has never been confronted before, it is vital to establish the truth of how the offending person sees the situation.  Do they agree with the assessment of sin?  Are they defensive?  Are they repentant or unrepentant?  Do they deny it?  Was it in fact a misunderstanding?  These things can be established and hopefully resolved as one Christian goes to another to show him his fault.  An exception to this rule would be a case where the one being sinned against is in a chronic abuse situation and are just gaining the courage to get help.  For safety’s sake, they may need to go directly to step two, but there could still be benefit and even repentance by the offender if step one is able to be fulfilled. If, in the first meeting, the person truly repents, that is the end of it.  The brother or sister has been “won over” and there is no need to disparage their reputation. The relationship is to be restored and forgiveness is to be the response of the person who was wronged.  In Luke 17:3, Jesus said, “If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him.  If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to you and says, `I repent,' forgive him.” Time should be given to establish the fruit of their repentance.
2. The second step is to go with one or two other persons in order to fulfill the biblical injunction that the truth of a matter must be established by two or three witnesses.  These witnesses must be reliable and trustworthy and because of the seriousness of the matter it is recommended that those being brought along to establish the matter be elders (pastors) of the Church.  This second step is important because it actually protects both parties.  If it is established that there really is sin, then the sinning party will be confronted squarely with that truth and will have the opportunity to repent and be restored to the Lord and to the injured party.  If they do repent, that is the end of it.  If the matter cannot be established that sin has occurred, then the person in question is protected from false accusations.  If the accusations are true, but the matter cannot in fact be established, the sinning person will at least have been questioned and will know that there are persons ready to confront the sin.  In one case in our church, a husband changed his abusive behaviour after being confronted by the eldership, even though he would admit no wrongdoing during the confrontation.

3. If the matter has been established that there has been sin and the sinning party is unrepentant, Jesus tells us to take it to a third step: “Tell it to the church.”  By the time it reaches this point we are dealing with someone who names the name of Christ but who is not willing to change their mind regarding their actions that have injured not only a fellow Christian but the name of Christ as well.  There can be no question in the minds of the Elders at this point as to whether the person has actually sinned.  You cannot tell it to the church unless the truth of wrongdoing has been duly established.  This is not a civil or legal matter (though in cases where the laws of the land have been violated, what has happened may be required to be reported).  This is a church matter.  While most churches shy away from Jesus’ prescription in Matthew 18 to bring people to godly sorrow and restoration, some churches are overzealous in their legalism and do not apply the prescription in love.  If done correctly, this prescription will restore to the Lord and to the fellowship all who have not completely hardened their hearts. There is some question of whether telling it to the church means telling it to the entire church or telling it to the leadership of the church (assuming that step two did not involve them).  Either way, if the person remains unrepentant, the entire church will eventually have to be informed.  But if his or her relationship to the Lord and to the Lord’s people is more important than their sin, they will listen when the church exhorts them in love to repent.  This is exactly what happened in another case in our church.  A person was completely unrepentant of injurious sin until we told him we had to take it to this third step.  When he saw that we were serious about doing this, he came clean about his wrongdoing.

4. The fourth step is removal from the fellowship.  This removal is not meant to be permanent—as is often the case and assumption regarding “excommunication.”  Even this fourth and final step is meant to bring restoration (compare 1 Corinthians 5 and 2 Corinthians 2 for an example of how this worked in Corinth).  Some people see this as “shunning” and ask “what about love.”  The truth is that this is love.  A person’s eternal welfare is at stake.  Unrepentant sin will lead a person to hell.  These actions, as drastic as they are, if applied correctly will give the person the best possible chance to come to repentance and restoration. We must trust in our Lord’s prescribed manner of dealing with these situations.  In regard to the unrepentant sinner in the Church at Corinth, Paul gives these instructions: “Hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” (I Corinthians 5:5).   In that case, the immoral brother would be removed from the protection of the gospel and hopefully come to repentance through the awful realization that being controlled by Satan and the sin nature is resulting in spiritual death.  Here in Matthew 18, Jesus says that if the brother who sins against you “refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or tax collector.”  Some people erroneously interpret that to mean to take him in and love him because that’s how Jesus treated the “pagans and tax collectors.”  But, that reasoning does not fit with the context nor the point of Jesus’ instruction.  Jesus’ point is that you can no longer treat this person as a brother.  Is everyone in the church then to have no more contact with the excommunicated brother or sister?  No.  That would indeed be shunning.   He or she does need to know that there is an open door to come back.   But to “associate” with them and share fellowship around meals would signal a tolerance of known sin and would not be appropriate.  Again, to quote Paul from 1 Corinthians 5: “You must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat.  What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? God will judge those outside. Expel the wicked man from among you.”
        


Grievance Procedures


Interpersonal Grievances
For a case where there is an accusation of being sinned against see the previous section on conflict resolution.  In addition to this, in the case where there is a dispute between two parties, Paul’s admonition to the Corinthians certainly applies:
If any of you has a dispute with another, dare he take it before the ungodly for judgment instead of before the saints? Do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if you are to judge the world, are you not competent to judge trivial cases?  Do you not know that we will judge angels? How much more the things of this life!  Therefore, if you have disputes about such matters, appoint as judges even men of little account in the church!  I say this to shame you. Is it possible that there is nobody among you wise enough to judge a dispute between believers?  But instead, one brother goes to law against another--and this in front of unbelievers!  Why not rather be wronged? Why not rather be cheated?  Instead, you yourselves cheat and do wrong, and you do this to your brothers.  -1 Corinthians 6:1-8

Disputes can be handled in many ways.  Parents know that full well.  One of the functions of the leaders, judges, priests and kings in the Old Testament was to settle disputes.  Moses did it.  Deborah did it.  Solomon did it.  Simply put, part of the role of pastors is to mediate conflict within the body.  Pastors are overseers and carry God-given authority in the church.  They may attempt to resolve conflicts by mediation, arbitration or other creative ways.  One thing that we know for sure is that Christians are to settle their disputes with each other within the church family and not in front of unbelievers in the court systems ruled by unbelievers.  We all know that the legal system can be unfair and arbitrary in its judgments.  How much better would it be to settle disputes under the guidance of those in the Church with godly wisdom who understand biblical principles, are closer to the situation that is being disputed and have giftings of discernment?  Surely there are people competent enough in the church who can be trusted to judge fairly.  Our city newspaper carried as story last week about a court battle between a small church in Georgia and its pastor.  When the case came before the presiding judge for the third time the judge’s comment was, “Not you people again.  Can’t you get anything resolved among yourselves?

 
While a brother or sister is not to take another to court, they must choose if they will go if taken by another.  If the welfare of others (i.e., children) is to be protected, they may have to go.  If only they are personally affected, Paul’s advice is “why not rather be wronged.”  If doing good to those who wrong you (Matthew 5:38-41) is the prescription to bring holy conviction upon unbelievers, how much more should it do it for those who claim to be believers. 
 
In disputes between believers and non-believers, the church has no jurisdiction.

Church Grievances
If someone has a problem that arises in relation to some ministry in the church, a three-step procedure is recommended:

1. Go directly to the person who you feel is responsible for the problem in order to seek resolution.  If not satisfied after a sincere attempt to resolve the matter on that level, then

2. Go to the Ministry Coordinator responsible for the oversight of that ministry in order to seek resolution.  If not satisfied after a sincere attempt to resolve the matter on that level, then

3. Bring it to the Elders.  The Elders should not consider the case until it has been shown that steps one and two have already been sufficiently undertaken.

As in Acts 6, the Elders should be made aware if there is any complaint or feeling that things are not being handled fairly in the church.  If there is a legitimate problem, the shepherds of the flock will certainly want to take care of it.  Consider Acts 6:1-7: 
In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.  So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, "It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.  Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word."  This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism.   They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.  So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith
Too often, people have departed from the fellowship of the church over some grievance or sense of inadequacy in the ministry of the church, without even bringing their concerns to the leaders of the church.  It is not causing trouble to bring up these concerns to the leadership.  The best thing to do for both the church and the persons affected is to make their concerns known so that the leaders can discern what’s best for all involved and make any changes if need be.  As in Acts 6, it may very well result in the improvement in the ministry of the church and the spread of the gospel.


It is important that persons who have a grievance not sow discord about their problem and not go to others before they first have gone to those who would be responsible for correcting any problem. Pastors and ministry leaders should be accessible and there should be no problem in getting an answer to their grievance.  They may end up not liking the final decision, but there will be due process and their grievance will be considered.

Disciplinary Procedures of Members


Sinning against another Member of the Church
See prior section under “Being Sinned Against.”

Dealing with Immorality
In the case of known and continuing immorality on the part of someone in the Church who holds out to be a Christian, the following directives are to be followed (based on 1 Corinthians 5):

1. As in the case of dealing with a brother who sins against another (Matthew 18), the matter of ongoing and unrepentant sin by a member of the body must be duly established by the Eldership.  There must be no doubt that the person in question is indeed acting immorally and is unrepentant.  
2. The question is not only one of sinful action but of a lack of contriteness over the sin.  The immoral brother in the Corinthian church was not only committing immorality, he and the entire church lacked repentance over the matter.  Sometimes people are caught in a trap of an immoral addiction to some form of sin and cycle through guilt and shame only to find themselves falling back into sin again.  That is one thing, and the person caught in this trap usually doesn’t need disciplinary action but rather healing and deliverance.  But it is another thing when the person who has no contriteness and/or does not acknowledge their sin, and yet claims to be a Christian.  These persons need disciplinary action.
3. There is actually a different standard for those inside the kingdom of God as opposed to those outside.  Those who claim to be righteous are judged differently than those who make no such claim.  Persons who claim to know the grace of God that brings salvation (Titus 2:11-12) but live in continual sin are to be rejected from fellowship.  People in the world who make no such claim are not to be rejected despite a sinful lifestyle.  Jesus lived this double standard, eating and drinking with prostitutes and tax collectors while renouncing the Scribes and Pharisees.  Paul clearly lays out this same double standard in 1 Corinthians 5 when he says, 
“I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people-- not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world.  But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat.”
4. The Elders have the option of going directly and immediately to the action of removing the immoral brother or sister from the fellowship of the church.  In most cases, however, warning should be given to the immoral member to give them time to turn from their behaviour.  One personal visit with the person who is involved in immorality can be enough to establish the matter and give the warning.
5. The name of Christ and the preservation of holiness in the church are at stake.  Toleration of known and unrepentant sin is likened by Paul to leaven, which can pervade the entire church if left unabated.
6. The prevailing attitude of the church when seeing unrepentant sin should not be “holier than thou,” but grief (1Corinthians 5:2).  The grief would be for the state of the person in sin and for how it affects the name of Christ and the body.  The church should always be in prayer for the repentance and restoration of the sinning member.
7. There will be those in the church who will not understand the need for discipline of unrepentant sin.  They may be critical of church discipline and see it as “unloving.”  Time and effort should be taken to teach them this New Testament pattern and the rationale for it.
8. The goal is always repentance and restoration to fellowship.  This is not a witch hunt.  This is caring for people’s souls.  What parents do not have to discipline their children?  Proverbs 13:24 says, “He who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline him.”
9. All disciplinary inquiry and action should be conducted face to face with at least one credible witness.
10. Often the issue will be ongoing unrepentant sexual immorality.  Paul focuses especially on this in 1 Corinthians 5.  The most common case would be that of persons who participate in a continuing sexual relationship outside of marriage.  While patience with new believers is called for, the need to broach the subject will come before too long lest sexual practice outside of marriage is seen as acceptable in the church.  Sometimes it happens that a person or a couple may come to Christ while living in a common-law relationship.  If their conversion is genuine, the Holy Spirit will confirm what their conscience was probably already telling them concerning their sexual practice outside of marriage.  The new Christian(s) may need some grace while they work out these issues, but should also receive biblical instruction regarding the sanctity of the sexual act and its intended use in marriage only.
Divisiveness 
Paul’s advice to Titus in Chapter 3 was, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him.  You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.”

The biblical instructions here are plain and simple.  If the Elders determine that a person’s actions in the church are clearly divisive, they shall approach the person, spell out the divisive behaviour and give the person their first warning.  If the divisive behaviour continues, the person is given a second warning with the advisement that continued divisive behaviour will result in them not being welcome in the fellowship any longer.  A pastor friend came to me with a problem.  There was a man in his church who was against the practice of taking public offerings.  The man believed that all giving in the church should be done privately.  My friend had considered his viewpoint and had spoken with him on the subject, letting him know that it would continue to be the practice of the church to pass the offering plate during their worship gatherings.  But the man continued to oppose the practice, going to others in the church to influence them in favour of his viewpoint.  The pastor asked me what he should do.  I told him, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him.”  

Often, the issue with divisive persons is control.  A spirit of control must not be allowed to operate in the church.  Rebellion and control are likened in the Scriptures to the sin of witchcraft.  Very serious stuff.  In the early years of my ministry, a man in our church, reputed to be a pillar, was dissatisfied with the style of our worship.  He would stand with his arms folded across his chest during worship, refusing to participate.  He, his wife and another couple had a chance to share some of their “concerns” with us and we were attempting to be sensitive to their context.  On a subsequent Sunday he made a scene during worship, walking out of the sanctuary in a huff to stand in the foyer in protest.  Days later, after we as pastors discussed the proper remedy for the situation, I approached him and said, “Your action is clearly divisive and the Bible says, ‘Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him.’  Consider this your first warning.”  He then replied, “What right do you have to tell me what I can and can’t do?”  I said, “Have you ever heard of pastoral authority?”  At that point he knew that he would have to change his attitude or no longer be welcome to be part of the fellowship.  He chose not to return to the church.


Examples of divisive behaviour include

· Unwillingness to submit to the leadership in the church.

· Sowing discord through gossiping, arguing or complaining.

· Promoting teaching that one knows is not in line with established doctrine.

· Words or actions that intentionally disrupt unity and harmony in the church.

The first warning is given because the person may not be aware that their behaviour is divisive.  The second warning is given to fully establish the seriousness of the matter.  All disciplinary action is for the sake of leading a person to repentance and harmony with the Lord and the Church.
 
Pastors are responsible for establishing and guarding sound doctrine and for making sure that the prophetic ministry in the church is also sound. They will want to make sure that those who have opportunity to teach or prophesy are not promoting doctrine that is contradictory to what is considered sound biblical teaching.  It is fully appropriate for the Pastors to coach and, if need be, gently correct those who are in error.
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