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 The Heart of Conflict in Marriage 
 Galatians 5:13-26 
 
Introduction 
 

A. Life doesn’t come with very many guarantees.  We are often surprised by the twists and turns of life.  
Decisions made at a fork in the road carry consequences (glad to be here!). 

 
1. The common secular phrase is that taxes and death are the only guarantees in life. 

 
B. The Bible gives us a few additional guarantees.  Suffering, trials, persecution, and even discipline will 

come our way as we follow Christ. 
 

1. Marriage is not a guarantee.  But, somewhere along the way, most folks meet someone they are 
attracted to.  A wedding follows and each one anticipates a wonderful life together.  

 
2. A wonderful marriage is not a guarantee for the Christian.  When you sift through the ruins, you 

will usually discover the couple did not handle conflict very well. 
 

3. This is because conflict is difficult to handle.  It tends to bring out the worst in us. 
 

Ex: Beth, examples I could use?  Beth says we could have that conflict all over again!   
 

C. This message is about The Heart of Conflict in Marriage.  My aim is twofold: 
 

1. I aim to equip you to handle conflict in your marriage (you will be sinned against). 
 

2. I aim also to equip you to counsel others who may experience conflict in their marriage. 
 
I. So, what comes into your mind when you think about conflict and your spouse?   
 

A. I would anticipate a few different responses. 
 

1. Some of you may immediately think about a current conflict.  
 

2. Others may think instantly about an old issue that has not been resolved, it has simply been 
covered over by the sands of time. 

 
3. Yet others may not have a current issue and what comes to your mind may be gladness that you 

have experienced growth over the years and are effective peacemakers. 
 

4. What probably comes into your mind when you think about conflict and your spouse is an 
evaluation of how well your spouse resolves conflict. 

 
B. Included in the thoughts that flood your mind when you think about conflict and your spouse should be 

(not optional) thoughts about God.  We cannot assume God!    
 
Conflict always provides an opportunity to glorify God, that is, to show Him honor and bring Him praise. 
 In particular, conflict gives you a chance to show God that you love, respect, and trust Him... Every 
time you encounter a conflict, you have an opportunity to show what you really think of God.  Ken 
Sande in The Peacemaker p 21-22 

 
1. Or in the words of Paul: 
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Colossians 3:2 ESV Set your mind on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 

 
2. We see people and events on stage before our eyes.  The fruitful Christian consistently sees 

God as the backdrop and lives for the glory of God. 
 

3. I am so grateful for conflict.  Because God only allows us to experience that which is in our best 
interests, conflict serves us.  Conflict helps us grow. 

 
 
II. Our text warns us though, about conflict.  While the text applies to everyday life, let’s make sure we 

apply it specifically to our marriages. 
 

A. The Christian is called to freedom.  This is not so we can indulge ourselves and our flesh. 
 

1. Through love we serve one another which fulfills the whole law in one word.  When we love one 
another it is evidence that we love God. 

 
1 John 4:8 ESV Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love. 

 
2. The consequence of conflict mishandled is that we consume one another.  Biting and devouring 

are destructive behaviors (words and deeds), while love is constructive. 
 

B. So how do we do constructive?  The Christian walks by the Spirit(v 16 and 25) and is led by the Spirit (v 
18). 

 
1.  Being led by the Spirit is passive.  God works! 

 
Ex: A farmer herding cattle, a soldier escorting a prisoner, or wind driving a ship. 

 
2. Walking in the Spirit is active and purposeful.  We work!  

 
We reject one path to follow another.  We turn from what is evil to occupy ourselves with what is good.  
And if it is vital to be ruthless in turning away from the things of the flesh, it is equally vital to be 
disciplined in turning towards the things of the Spirit... This will be seen in our whole way of life - in the 
leisure occupations we pursue, the books we read, and the friendships we make.  John Stott in BST 
Galatians Commentary p 153-154 

 
3. We pursue means of grace (prayer, fellowship, CG, Scripture meditation, worship, etc.).  

 
C. The deeds of the flesh seem to lead to two places: sexual immorality and relational strife.  The fruit of 

the Spirit is sweet to behold. 
 

1. So when we are sinned against - patience, kindness, gentleness. 
 
2. Our calling is to live the gospel.  Once we were at odds with God.  There was conflict, but for all 

who come to Christ, peace with God. 
 
 
III. But nevertheless, despite our best efforts, conflict strikes. 
 

A. Let me here voice two concerns. 
 

1. The couple that fights consistently and as a way of life demonstrates considerable anger and 
meanness towards one another.  It is serious, act now to get help. 
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2. The couple who says they have no conflicts.  This concerns me because no adversity means no 

growth.  It is no sure sign of godliness. 
 

Ex: Wayne Grudem says men tend towards two extremes - dominator or wimp.  Women tend 
towards 2 extremes - usurper or doormat. 

 
B. The gate is dropped.  And they’re off!  How will you respond? 

 
C. Our response always comes from our heart.  Ken Sande, in the Peacemaker, describes five unhelpful 

responses that he has witnessed over the years.  Find your niche. 
 

1. Avoiding - here we either deny or simply refuse to deal with it. 
 

Ex: It is appropriate to overlook an offense in love, but then be sure to overlook it.  It should 
never visit our conversations. 

 
Ex: My first five years of marriage.  I was afraid of Beth at times. 

 
2. Accommodating - here we automatically give in to the wishes of others. 

 
Ex: Sometimes conflicts are over incredibly little things.  We say - because this is little you 

shouldn’t care so much.  Oops. 
 

3. Compromising - here we try to meet others halfway (fine if no sin involved). 
 

Ex: I’ll acknowledge this much if you give a little as well. 
 

4. Competing - here we decide we must win.  We become aggressive, domineering, and 
uncooperative.  We may become angry. 

 
James 1:19-20 ESV Know this, my beloved brothers: let every person be quick to hear, slow to speak, 
slow to anger; [20] for the anger of man does not produce the righteousness God requires.  

 
5. Collaborating - here the focus is on the people involved, not God’s interests.  Can seem good, 

but neglects the heart which is the underlying cause of conflict. 
 
IV. When conflict strikes, what a glorious opportunity exists for us!  
 

Matthew 5:9 ESV Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called Sons of God. 
 
A. Ken Sande quote again: 

 
Conflict always provides an opportunity to glorify God, that is, to show Him honor and bring Him praise. 
 In particular, conflict gives you a chance to show God that you love, respect, and trust Him... Every 
time you encounter a conflict, you have an opportunity to show what you really think of God.  Ken 
Sande in The Peacemaker p 21-22 

 
B. We don’t aim for conflict, but when God graciously brings conflict our way, be good stewards of the 

opportunity set before you.  Give thanks to God He is at work! 
 

C. How shall we steward conflict? 
 

1. Aim to glorify God. 
 



Living Hope Church 25 April 2004 
 

 
4 

· Trust Him, acknowledge Him, obey Him. 
 

Ex: Right now God, what would bring you glory? 
 

2. Aim to serve others. 
 

· The proper orientation of the Christian is towards God and others, we die to our cravings 
and desires. 

 
3. Aim to grow to be like Jesus Christ. 

 
· Christ, in the gospel, gives us who believe peace with God by giving us acceptance, 

forgiveness and love. 
 

· In conflict we learn obedience exactly like Jesus Christ did. 
 

D. Aren’t you glad conflict comes our way?  Can you see the silver lining of opportunity? 
 

1. You can’t build a strong church without it.  Relationships require the testing of the fire of conflict.  
Will folks flee when it comes? 

 
2. And, you can’t build a strong marriage without conflict.  Will you steward conflict? 

 
E. I am grateful heaven will be without conflict.  But for now, it helps you and me grow up. 

 
Close 
 

A. A few pastoral markers or considerations for you as you try to glorify God by moving towards the heart 
of conflict in your marriage. 

 
1. We live in an imperfect world.  You will not always agree with your spouse.  Sometimes a matter 

(after repeated attempts) must be allowed to rest.   
 

· What does it mean to you to resolve a conflict?  Sometimes a resolved conflict means we 
understand it as far as we can.  We look forward. 

Romans 12:18 ESV If possible, so far as it depends on you, live at peaceably with all. 
 

· Do not underestimate prayer.  It may be more powerful that we pray together than that we 
discuss things ad nauseam.  

 
2. Be patient if you are at a difficult place.  Your mentally should be that of a farmer.  You have 

sown seed to reap where you are at, it will require more sowing for a good harvest. 
 

It seems to me you feel your marriage is a sinking ship.  You have been deep in the engine room, 
running the pumps to try to keep it afloat, and you are getting worn out manning the pumps as the water 
keeps rising each day.  All this time your husband has been on the deck thinking that if he can 
rearrange the furniture better, you will be happy.  Paul Randolph in JBC Vol 19, #3 p 8 

 
3. Invite another couple you respect into your life.  You will find on occasion that God desires 

humility.  Let them speak to the issue as they see fit.   
 

4. Repent well.  We sin well, by God’s grace may we also repent well.  Make reconciliation an 
event.  Steps?  Not simply sorry! 

 
· Confess your sin (not your spouse’s sin) to your spouse.  Always look at yourself first. 
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I’ve done personal ministry for twenty years, and have spent thousands of hours talking with people.  In 
that time, I’ve gotten to know some champions of anger, rage, self-righteousness, and the rest of the 
sordid clan.  In my informal “Hall of Shame,” the five angriest people each said something like this: “I’m 
not really an angry person....I was really a nice guy until I met my wife/husband....I get along great with 
people I work with.  But that woman/man drives me crazy!  Such comments express deep darkness; he 
doesn’t know over what he stumbles.  David Powlison in JBC Vol 16 #1 p 41  

 
· Use biblical names for sin. 

 
Ex: Not defensive, arrogant.  Not frustrated, angry. 

 
· Tell the story of the consequences of your sin. 

 
· Explain what you should have done. 

 
· Finally, ask for forgiveness. 

 
Ex: Sometimes we get here too quickly. 

 
5. Watch for patterns to your conflicts.  You don’t have to go around the block too many times to 

realize you’re back at the same situation. 
 

B. When we consider the conflict that God has rescued us from, what a privilege to extend a forgiving 
hand to our spouse.  What a privilege to preach the gospel in our marriages.   

 


