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Reece Frith 20 – 10 – 24 

 

“Conflicted About Conflict” 

Acts 15:36 – 41; Galatians 2:11 – 16 

 

Acts 15:36 – 41: 

36Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the believers 

in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see how they 

are doing.” 37Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with them, 38but 

Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted them in 

Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work. 39They had such a 

sharp disagreement that they parted company. Barnabas took Mark and 

sailed for Cyprus, 40but Paul chose Silas and left, commended by the believers 

to the grace of the Lord. 

 

Galatians 2:11 – 16: 

“When Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood 

condemned. For before certain people came from James, he used to eat with 

the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and separate 

himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who belonged to the 

circumcision group. The other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by 

their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray. When Cephas came to Antioch, 

I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For before certain 

people came from James, he used to eat with the Gentiles. But when they 

arrived, he began to draw back and separate himself from the Gentiles 

because he was afraid of those who belonged to the circumcision group. The 

other Jews joined him in his hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even 

Barnabas was led astray.” 

 

So this morning, when was the last time you got into an almighty row? 

You know, a real stand-up, voices raised (maybe a little bit ‘shouty’), where you are 

seething,  a real ding-dong fight? 

And who was it with? 

Just come up the front and share about that… no don’t do that.  

(Bad joke I know…) 

 

There are workplace conflicts. 
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A recent New Zealand survey found that: 

- A quarter of employees had at least one disagreement or argument at work that 
distracted or prevented them from doing their job.  

- Over a third of the disagreements/arguments went on for more than one month. 
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There are school yard or class room conflicts. 

 

There a conflicts in the home.  

Couples have a spat or a row. A barney.  

 

And there are the conflicts we read about this morning. 

Paul and Barnabas and Paul and Peter. 

Paul and Barnabas over a person, and Paul and Peter around an issue. 

 

In the case of Paul and Barnabas we read and hear they had a “sharp disagreement”. 

The English doesn’t do justice to the intensity of the situation.  

In the original language it means that, after a good deal of uncomfortable feeling 

and discussion, the difference between Paul and Barnabas, instead of cooling down, 

broke out into such an acute form. 

It went volcanic!  

It carries the idea of cutting words and spitting tacks! 

 

And what was the result? 

Again in English it sounds so polite – “they parted company”. 

When look at the original language what they did is they “swept each other aside!” 

They were done with each other! 

 

And then as we heard last week Paul had a confrontation with Peter.  

He had a stand-up argument in in front of everyone, in front of the church and told 

Peter he was wrong. 

The truth of the good news of Jesus was at stake and Paul let everyone know it. 

 

Both Paul, Barnabas and Peter are all Christ followers, are all men of God, they all 

know what it means to be forgiven much and both have received the Holy Spirit. 

                                                
1 FairWay Resolution Conflict in New Zealand Workplaces Study, 2. 
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All three are Apostles of Jesus Christ, specially commissioned and invested with 

authority by Him. 

They all had performed miracles and acts of power in the power of the Spirit to 

God’s glory, established, grown and encouraged churches. 

 

These loyal, courageous and genuine followers of Jesus - their names are written in 

the book of life - were in disagreement. 

 

So I come to my first point this morning and it’s very simple one, and one we often 

overlook, and it’s this: even good, Spirit-filled, Bible-believing, godly people can find 

themselves in conflict and disagreement at times. 

 

You find it here in Scripture. 

These two occasions and are plenty of others as well.  

You find it throughout church history. 

And I’m sure that if you take look, you’ll find in your personal history. 

 

So that leads on to another point: if you are in a Christian community you will 

eventually hear things that you don’t like. 

When you do there is the potential for conflict – which no one relishes. 

Conflict and disagreement are sources of anxiety and stress. 

 

There was a pastor who was trying to prepare for a conversation with a very 

intimidating person. He was talking about this with his wife and told her, “You 

know, when I think about doing this, my palms get sweaty.”  

About an hour later, unable to think of anything else, he said, “You know, 

when I think about doing, this my mouth gets dry.” 

Her advice to him: “Why don’t you just lick your palms?”   

 

If I were to ask the question, and if we’re really honest with ourselves, do Christians 

and Churches do conflict and disagreements well?” 

I think there almost universal response is, “No”. 

 

Because whether in our personal conflicts or church conflicts, what often happens? 

 

What can happen is the situation goes nuclear; DEFCON 1; code red; volcanic; 

hammer and tongs; the knives come out and there’s blood on the floor (figuratively 

speaking not literally).  
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But conflict can be addressed well. 

As followers of Jesus we want to do conflict well and do it differently. 

 

So… 

“If you were to give one piece of advice about conflict, what would it be?” 

 

Tell the person next to you. 

Does anyone want offer feedback?  

What’s the collective wisdom here this morning? 

 

I have three pieces of advice to offer you this morning. 

 

Let me introduce you to the “Conflict Iceberg”. 

On the surface is what we see. 

We have an event, a disagreement, a conflict. 

 
But none of us come into a conflict or disagreement as blank state.  

 

Below the surface, behind the event there is lot more going on. 

 

 

 

 

In fact you see this somewhat in the account of Paul and Barnabas. 

What’s going on in Paul’s mind?  
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When you read widely Paul is trying to protect the integrity of his mission of 

preaching the good news of Jesus. 

He had a massive task ahead of him and he’s needs people who are going to be 

absolutely reliable but John Mark had been a deserter. 

Paul’s mission was life and death stuff; the preaching of the gospel often left him 

bruised, bloodied and battered. So he needed know that everybody on the team 

had each other’s backs and to his mind John Mark didn’t have the right stuff. 

 

For Barnabas something else was going on – John Mark was his… cousin.  

He was family, he was whanau and probably a bit younger. Barnabas also means 

“son of encouragement”. If it was a name given to him he probably was saying to 

Paul, “We’ve got to give John Mark another chance!” 

 

 
 

These can become drivers that can shift disagreements and conflict in a negative 

direction very quickly. 

We need to be in touch with these because out of the overflow of the heart the 

mouth speaks. 

With the Psalmist we should pray, “Search me, O Lord and know my heart; test me 

and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me 

in the way everlasting.” (Psalm 139:23 – 24) 

With that in mind we need a framework. 

So let me share with you this morning a framework for addressing conflict.  
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I can’t claim it as my own but we would do well to spend some time working it 

through. 

 

Yielders 

Give in 

Smooth over 

Accommodate 

 
Resolvers 

Seek a solution 

Collaborate 

Lasting synthesis of 

interests 

 
Compromisers 

Win-a-little 

Lose-a-little 

Temporary balance of 

interests 

 

Avoiders 

Withdraw 

 
Competitors 

Compete to win 

Force a showdown 

 

 

The question is, which box is the preferred way to process conflict? 

 

Well they all are. 

They all have their place.  

 

- When we are clearly wrong it pays to give in. 

There are other times when the best thing is to maintain harmony rather than prove 

one is right and that maintaining is best achieved by yielding.  

- It may be right to avoid a conflict if we suspect we may lose the relationship over 

an issue.  

- Compromise is valid if the topic under discussion is only a secondary issue.  

- But, if on the other hand, an issue surfaces that is more life and death then it may 

be appropriate to try and persuade and compete with their view. 

The difficulty is many people adopt just one approach and one approach only: 

- Some people are consummate avoiders. The result? Issues are never 
addressed.  
 

- Others always give in yet become increasingly frustrated because their real 
views are not heard. 
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- Then there’s the compromiser. Problem is, in the give and take they can end 

up standing for nothing. 
 

- And resolvers, with great intentions, don’t acknowledge that sometimes a 
solution for everyone is not possible or even favorable. 

 

- And then there are a few people who are competitors and will always strive to 
be right regardless of the situation. There are winners (themselves) and losers 
and that’s it. Consequently the make life difficult for everyone else. 
 

And I think you can find each of these in Scripture: 

- In our reading today: Paul confronting Peter: “I opposed him to his 
face” because he was “not acting in line with the truth of the gospel” 
(Competing). 

- The council in Acts 15 resolving whether the non-Jews should be 
circumcised  before becoming Christians (Competing / Resolving) 2 

- Proverbs 19 verse 11 says “it is to one’s glory to overlook an offense.” 
(Yielding or Avoiding) 

- Paul’s discussion on marriage in 1 Corinthians which was… not marrying 
is best but if you do that’s okay too – has a feeling of compromise about 
it. 3 

 

Finally James chapter 1 verse 19: 

“My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to 

listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, 20because our anger does not 

produce the righteousness that God desires.” 

 

In other words, hit the pause button.  

 

Keep our minds open to an alternative explanation for what we see and hear before 

us. 

We’re to ask ourselves: 

a) Am I jumping to a negative conclusion? 

b) Have I got enough information? 

c) Is what I see really that bad? 

 

                                                
2 Acts 15 
3 1 Corinthians 7:25 – 28  
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So of those, is there one piece of advice that stands out? 

 

-------------------------- 

 

Our ability to address and handle conflict well is, at the end of the day, a gospel 

issue. 

  

Paul would later write in Ephesians chapter 4 verse 2 - 3: 

“Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in 

love.  

Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.” 

 

We have been reconciled to God through Jesus; we have the peace of God that is to 

permeate throughout all our relationships. 

Conflicts and disagreements done badly have done such a disservice to the church 

and God’s kingdom.  

 

And the thing is, “Make every effort” again does not capture the intensity of what 

actually being said. 

Some translations have “Do your best…” Which is like, Give it go, if it doesn’t 

happen, hey you tried. 

It is not saying that. 

 

In the Greek it has the idea of hurry,  

of being prompt,  

and being earnest. 

So what means is to strive, to be zealous and do with speed. 

To go all out. 

 

In conflict we are to go all out for the sake of the gospel and God’s church. 


