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Introduction 
 
Reference: Winston T. Smith, Marriage Matters, New Growth 
Press, 2010 
 

1) Understanding Conflict 
 
Dangers of conflict 
 
Proverbs 17:14 “Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam; so 
drop the matter before a dispute breaks out”.  
 
Peace is one of God’s inherent qualities (Is. 9:6). Peace is a 
fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5. In Hebrews 12:14 we are 
urged to “make every effort to live in peace with everyone”.   
 
Conflict – Part of God’s Good Purposes  
 
However, conflict ought to be seen as part of God’s good 
purposes.  
 
Luke 12:49-53  
 
The big picture of the Bible  
>  in the beginning there was peace  
>  sin entered the picture 
> God pronounces to Satan a curse on him  
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> Jesus crushes the Serpent’s head and he struck his heel on 
the cross. Jesus is wounded on the cross for our sins but it is 
Satan who receives the final blow. By forgiving our sins and 
giving us new hearts, Jesus makes it possible for us to join his 
family and to grow and mature to be like him.  
 
> Although we still must battle the sin that lingers in our 
hearts, we no longer have to be mastered by it.  
 
The Battle Starts With Yourself  
 
James 4:1 gives us a surprising answer. “What causes fights 
and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires 
that battle within you?”  
 
I’ve seldom met a married couple that is not convinced that 
the source of the problems in their marriage is their spouse.  
 
The revolutionary perspective of the Bible is that we must 
examine ourselves.  
 
Beneath the battles we have with our spouses are our own 
desires that battle within us.  
 
Our desires and fears within us can lead us to love and serve 
created things rather than our Creator. The desire for 
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approval, control, comfort and safety are all natural desires. 
But our sin turns them into obstacles to love. 
 
 
Defensiveness 
 
 “An offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city, 
and disputes are like the barred gates of a citadel” (Proverbs 
18:19) 
 
In ordinary moments of conflict, we’ve all tried to break 
through walls and squeeze through barred gates. But we’ve 
also built our own walls and locked our own gates.  
 
If we want conflict to serve God’s good purposes, then we 
need to do our utmost to minimise defensiveness.  
 
Hypocrisy, the Most Common Offense 
 

 “Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same 

way you judge others, you will be judged, and with the 

measure you use, it will be measured to you. 

3 “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s 

eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? 4 How 

can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of 

your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? 
5 You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and 
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then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your 

brother’s eye. (Matt. 7:1-5)  

 
Jesus’ point is not that you have no right to address your 
spouse’s sin if you’ve ever sinned. His point is that you need 
to deal with your own sin first.   
Defensiveness and hypocrisy are fuelled by a host of other 
desires that do battle within us, such as the desire to be right, 
to avoid anxiety, shame or guilt, the desire to be justified, or 
the desire to feel superior. When you find yourself quarrelling 
with your husband or wife and aren’t sure what the desires 
are that are battling within you, begin with the desires that 
fuel defensiveness and hypocrisy. This will help to clear the 
decks and set the stage for productive problem solving.  
 
What Do You Really Want?  
 
To understand conflict we must ask the question of ourselves 
– what do we really want? That is, examine your desires. 
 
James 4:2 says: “You want something but do not get it. You 
kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You 
quarrel and fight”. 
 
When I quarrel with my wife, usually I want something that 
I’m not getting.  
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So, as you try to figure out how you’re contributing to the 
quarrel, the Bible suggests you ask the question, “What do I 
want”. It’s a deeper question than “what are you fighting 
about?”  
 
And when we accurately identify the wants or issues that 
drive a conflict we find that the same issues create different 
conflict events.  
Now, one last warning. When you’re removing the plank from 
your own eye, don’t confess something just to make yourself 
look good or throw your spouse off balance, or to take a 
shortcut in pointing out their faults.  
 
Take time to honestly reflect on what’s going on in your own 
heart. Think, pray, journal.  
 
Think About It  
 
1) What is your attitude to conflict? How might your attitude 
change if you understand conflict as something that God uses 
to help you? 
 
 
2) How are you guilty of the very things that you typically 
point out to your spouse? 
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3) Think about the recent conflicts you’ve had with your 
spouse. What did you really want? What desires do you 
typically bring to relationships? How do your desires fuel 
conflict? 
 
 
Chat Together 
 
Chat about your responses with each other. Where there is 
need to confess sin and to ask for and offer forgiveness, take 
time to do that.  
 
 

2) Moving Forward Through Conflict 
 
Common Strategies  
 
Appease 
 
This is about finding a way to appease or satisfy others so 
that there’s no reason for conflict.  
 
A spouse who appeases will often say things they don’t really 
mean and agree to do things they don’t really want to do.  
 
There are some perks to this approach … 
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On the other hand…  
 
 
 
Ignore 
 
This is the approach of pretending that the problem doesn’t 
exist. These people avoid the conversation entirely. They may 
avoid sharing their opinion, or share it and then cut down any 
opportunity to have dialogue over it. Rather than saying yes 
to requests, they delay decisions, try to avoid being pinned 
down, or, when pressed, tend to say no. Conflict is still 
possible but only if it is unavoidable. 
 
 
The advantage of this approach…  
 
 
But…..  
 
 
Win  
 
Settle problems by prevailing. This is about making sure that 
your interests prevail. These people are not reluctant or 
intimidated in conflict, they even enjoy it at times. Winners 
tend to be skilled at communicating, persuading and even 
intimidating. Their emotions of anger, fear and frustration are 
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an active part of their argument. They use emotional 
pressure to get agreement. 
 
This approach escapes the pitfalls of the other approaches 
but… 
 
 
Can you see yourself in these descriptions? One of these 
might strongly represent your approach or maybe you can 
see a bit of your approach in 2 or all 3 of these. To what 
extent do you tend toward one or another approach and 
why?  
 
Does your preferred strategy play to desires and fears that 
show up in other areas of your marriage? Does your 
preferred strategy for conflict reflect a pattern of interaction 
that’s rooted in the ruling desires and fears of your heart? 
To help you think further about this. 
 
Is your tendency to appease, part of a wider pattern of 
movement towards others? Does it reflect cravings for 
acceptance and peace or fears of rejection?  
 
Is your tendency to ignore part of a larger pattern of 
movement away from others? Does it reflect desires for 
peace, comfort, control or a distaste for messiness or a fear 
of being controlled?  
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Is your strategy of winning part of a wider pattern of 
movement against others? Does it reflect cravings for 
success, a desire to be superior to others, or a fear of failure, 
or of being dominated or controlled by others?  
 
When the plank in your eye keeps you from seeing the truth 
about yourself, the way you handle conflict can help you to 
see yourself more clearly.  
 
Three Biblical Approaches 
 
So, what does love look like in conflict? We will see three 
different approaches to conflict that look a bit like the ones 
we’ve just looked at but if the over-riding principle is love, 
they can all be part of a godly strategy for conflict.  
 
 
Yield 
 
We’ve already explored how defensiveness can be an 
obstacle to resolving conflict. Jesus teaches to defuse this by 
examining ourselves first to see if there be a plank in our own 
eye. 
 
Sometimes you engage in conflict with your partner and you 
realise that you are in the wrong – that you’ve misunderstood 
or misinterpreted your spouse. You may even have seen your 
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own sinfulness at work. At that point you need to yield, that 
is, admit your mistake or confess your sin.  
 
Sometimes, even when you’re right, yield to the desires or 
preferences of the other because to do otherwise might 
cause harm. Sometimes we need to surrender what we think 
we’re entitled to, for their benefit.  
 
Wait  
 
Second, another strategy can be to wait.  
‘It is to a man’s honour to avoid strife, but every fool is quick 
to quarrel” (Prov. 20:3).  
 
But the Bible’s advice to avoid or postpone conflict is based 
on other important truths. It reflects the way God loves us. In 
1 Cor. 13 – love in the way God loves us – love is patient. And 
later, it says, it doesn’t keep a record of wrongs.   
 
 
Confront  
 
Finally, another strategy is to confront.  
 
17 “‘Do not hate a fellow Israelite in your heart. Rebuke your 

neighbour frankly so you will not share in their guilt. 
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18 “‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone 

among your people, but love your neighbour as yourself. I am 

the LORD. (Lev 19:17-18) 

 
Once you realise that the real enemy is not your spouse but 
sin, then you can begin to understand that sin can’t be 
ignored.  
 
An Over-riding Principle - Which Will Best Serve the Needs of 
Your Spouse? 
 
Finally, the over-riding principle in working out which strategy 
to use, is which will best serve the needs of my spouse?  
 
As Paul said to the Corinthians in his first letter – knowledge 
puffs up but love builds up (1 Cor. 8:1).  
 
Putting It All Together  
 
A quick review of the themes of tonight so far: 
 

• Remember the big picture of conflict and don’t give in 
to discouragement. 

• Be alert to the dangers of defensiveness 

• Deal with your own sin first 

• Adopt the biblical approach that fits your knowledge of 
yourself, your spouse, and the need of the moment.  
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• Don’t get stuck on who’s right and who’s wrong; 
always act to build up the other in love.  

 
Think About It 
 
1) What strategy do you use most in conflict: appeasing, 
ignoring, or winning? Why? Are there particular desires or 
fears that shape your approach? 
 
 
2) Which biblical approach is most difficult for you: yielding, 
waiting or confronting? Why?  
 
 
 
3) Can you think of a way that you need to yield to the needs 
of your spouse out of love?  
 
 
Chat Together and Pray 
 
Chat about your responses with each other. Pray for each 
other, for God’s help to be godly and loving through conflict.  
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3) Foundations of Forgiveness 
 
Forgiveness is Rooted in God’s Forgiveness of Us In Jesus 
 
We will not understand forgiveness, nor be deeply moved to 
forgive in marriage until we grasp God’s forgiveness of us in 
Jesus. 
 
The Bible’s most powerful and dramatic picture of God’s 
forgiveness and love is Jesus’ death on the cross.  
 
In Matthew 27:50-52 - we hear of the curtain of the temple 
being torn in two from top to bottom, the earth shaking and 
the rocks splitting and many tombs being broken open and 
dead bodies being raised to life.  These are powerful images 
of forgiveness.  
 
Hebrews 10:19-22 (NIV) 
19 Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have 

confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of 

Jesus, 20 by a new and living way opened for us through the 

curtain, that is, his body, 21 and since we have a great 

priest over the house of God, 22 let us draw near to God with 

a sincere heart and with the full assurance that faith 

brings, having our hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty 

conscience and having our bodies washed with pure water. 
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So, here’s the thing about God’s forgiveness of us. It is of 
course the foundation for our relationship with God – to trust 
in what Jesus has done so that we can draw near to God.  
 
But it is also the foundation for our forgiveness of each other. 
Embracing what Jesus has done for us and extending that in 
thought, word and deed is the essence of forgiveness. Put as 
simply as possible, forgiveness is releasing the other from the 
penalty of sin so the relationship can be restored.  
 
God’s Forgiveness Reflects Several Decisions We Need To 
Make To Forgive Our Spouses 
 
A decision to release 
 
Forgiveness means letting go of your “right” to punish 
another and choosing through the power of God’s love to 
hold onto the other person rather than his or her offense. 
 
 
A decision to sacrifice  
 
God’s forgiveness was a decision to sacrifice. God sacrificed 
his own Son to pay the penalty for our sin. Our forgiveness 
requires sacrifices too – of a different kind. Your suffering 
doesn’t atone for your spouse’s sin, but you’ll have to 
sacrifice in several ways.  
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You’ll have to accept the wound that you’ve received from 
your spouse. Forgiveness doesn’t mean pretending that it 
didn’t happen, brushing it under the carpet, or running from 
it. Face the pain of the offense and the discomfort of talking 
about it, so that your spouse can know how you’ve been hurt 
and have an opportunity to turn from sin and receive mercy 
and forgiveness. So, forgiveness is a sacrifice in the sense that 
you’re choosing the more difficult path.  
 
It also means that you’ll let go of any future payback.  
 
You will sacrifice your claim to justice by refusing to bring up 
the matter in a harmful way.  
 
Forgiveness as a decision to sacrifice also means that you 
won’t gossip about the issue.  
 
A decision to trust that God is up to good  
 
As Jesus sacrificed himself, he had to entrust himself to God. 
He had to trust that his sacrifice was not in vain and that God 
would protect him and raise him from the dead and that God 
would restore and renew his people.  
 
You too have to trust God when you choose to forgive. You 
have to trust God that he will heal your hurts and that he will 
use your sacrifice to restore relationship. You need to trust 
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that you aren’t being a fool but that God will work through 
your forgiveness.  
 
Your decision to forgive is a decision that you will do 
everything you can to keep this incident from standing 
between you and your spouse.  
 
 
A decision to grow  
 
This leads in to our last point. No matter how sincere the 
confession and commitment to change, your spouse will sin 
against you again. Remember that change is a process. The 
forgiveness God gives you based on the one time death of 
Jesus on the cross – that forgiveness is bestowed on us day 
by day for the rest of our lives. A purpose of that forgiveness 
is to renew us in God’s image and that is a process that takes 
a lifetime.  
 
 
Taking Responsibility For Our Sins and Confessing Them  
 
 
What to Keep In Mind When Confessing Sin  
 
 
Confession is about being restored to God, not just saying 
you’re sorry 
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Psalm 51:3-4 

 
 
Confession isn’t about getting something off your chest  
 
 
 
Don’t blame shift  
 
 
 
Get specific  
 
 
 
Plan to be different  
 
 
 
Ask for forgiveness  
 
 
 
Conflict is Ordinary, Forgiveness is Extraordinary  
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Think About It  
 
1) Recall a time when someone sincerely forgave you. What 
did he or she say or do? How did it impact you and the 
relationship? Recall a time when someone refused to forgive 
you. How did it impact you and the relationship?  
 
 
2) Which aspects of forgiveness are easier or harder for you 
than others? Explain the differences. 
 
 
 
3) How do your confessions typically get off track? Why?  
 
 
 
Chat Together  
 
Chat together about your responses. 
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4) Forgiveness in Marriage 
 
Common Obstacles to Forgiveness In Marriage  
 
Using forgiveness to take the issue off the table  
 
 
 
 
Believing that your spouse will just do it again  
 
 
 
 
Forgiving, Enabling, and Setting Consequences – Knowing the 
Difference  
 
 
 
Helps in Forgiveness  
 
I like this person  
 
 
 
This person has been a blessing to me  
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I’ve been forgiven much  
 

Matthew 18: 21-35 
 
 
 
My spouse and I are more alike than different 
 
 
 
 
God will use this  
 
 “He who heeds discipline shows the way to life, but whoever 
ignores correction leads others astray.” (Prov. 10:17) 
 
 
What if Your Spouse Isn’t Sorry? 
 
 
 
“4 Even if they sin against you seven times in a day and seven 

times come back to you saying ‘I repent,’ you must forgive 

them.” 

5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 
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6 He replied, “If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you 
can say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the 
sea,’ and it will obey you.” (Lk 17:4-6) 
 
Think About It  
 
1) In what ways do you find forgiveness hard in marriage? 
How do you make forgiveness difficult for your spouse?  
 
 
 
 
 
2) Take a few minutes to write down at least five things that 
you especially appreciate and like about your spouse. Keep 
the list handy and read it regularly. The next time you feel 
your spouse has wronged you, review the list and thank God 
for your spouse before and after you talk to them about the 
offense.  
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3) List some ways that God has helped you grow since 
marrying the person you did. (How have they been a blessing 
to you?) Review the lists regularly.  
 
 
 
 
4) Looking over the course material in this booklet, asterisk 
one or two areas that you most need to think through some 
more, pray over and talk over with your spouse. Don’t forget 
to refer back to your booklet soon to start doing that.  
 
Chat Together and Pray  
 
Chat together about 1) to 3) and pray for each other and for 
your marriage.  
 
 


