FAITH THAT TRANSFORMS
#10 Overcoming Conflict

April 25th, 2010 – James 4:1-10

James is perhaps the most practical book in the entire Bible. As we come to chapter four, James asks a question that is still being asked today at every level of society: What causes fights and quarrels among you?            Why are children killing children? Why do we tend to hurt those we love the most? In Love Must Be Tough, Dobson recorded an illustration that graphically demonstrates how deeply these issues are affecting society. He tells of a sixth-grade teacher who gave her class a creative writing assignment. Each was asked to complete a sentence that began with the words I wish. The teacher expected the boys and girls to express wishes for bicycles, dogs, and video games. Instead, twenty of the thirty children made reference in their responses to their own disintegrating families:   • I wish my parents wouldn’t fight and I wish my father would come back. • I wish my mother didn’t have a boyfriend. • I wish I could get straight A’s so my dad would love me. • I wish I had one mom and one dad so the kids wouldn’t make fun of me. I wish I had an M-1 rifle so I could shoot those who make fun of me. 
Society is riddled with conflicts every day and in every area of our life. We run into conflict at work, at school, at home, in our community, in our neighborhoods, and yes even in the church. A church was split over the translation of the Lord’s Prayer. One group said the Bible says: forgive our trespasses and the other group said the Bible says: forgive us our debts! The church ended up splitting and going in different directions. What happened someone asked the pastor? He said: One group ended up with their trespasses and the other group ended up in their debts. The New Testament church reveals that conflict has been a part of it from the beginning (1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians). The truth is every church will face times of conflict. Let’s read James 4:1-10: The same passions that lead to church disputes are at the root of all conflicts. James gives us wisdom for Overcoming Conflict!  Someone said:     The mark of community-true, biblical unity-is not the absence of conflict. It’s the presence of a reconciling spirit.   
When President Bush was governor of Texas he had to deal with a lot of conflict. He came into office with a legislature that was in the opposite party. Early in his term he met with the opposition leader of the legislative branch with the hopes of building a cooperative coalition for the future. The meeting was a failure. There was no trust and no agreement. There was plenty of conflict. At the end of the session as Bush got up to leave he suddenly reached over and grabbed the opposition boss with both hands gave him a big kiss on the cheek. The man was completely stunned. He got red faced and stammered What did you do THAT for! Bush said, If I can’t get your cooperation and help, I’m at least going to get a kiss! The opposition leader broke up laughing and that was the beginning of friendship and the end of conflict. James gives us several reasons for conflicts:
REASONS FOR CONFLICTS

Our desires lead to conflict: James 4:1: What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?  Fights are also translated war and mean a continuing state of hostility. Quarrels are outbursts of active animosity. We have constant battles because of our desires or passions.          Desires (hedone) means sinful, self-indulgent pleasure. Hedonism comes from this word. Pleasure becomes the chief goal in life. We all want to feel good. We all want to have our senses satisfied. It’s not wrong to enjoy life.                1 Timothy 6:17: Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment! When comfort becomes number one in a person’s life their thinking is: I am going to do whatever it takes to feel good. This drive becomes very self centered – and there is conflict. 
The Message: Where do you think all these appalling wars and quarrels come from? Do you think they just happen? Think again. They come about because you want your own way, and fight for it deep inside yourselves.
Marriage has built in conditions for conflict. Think about your expectations of your spouse before marriage. Marriages have three stages: One – the honeymoon stage where everything is great.  Two – the reality stage where you realize things are not all peaches and cream. Three – the work it out stage where you say: Let’s make a deal.   At stage three you have to learn how to handle conflict because it’s going to happen. Our desires lead to conflict!
Our motives lead to frustration with life: These motives are basically selfish in nature. James 4:2-3: You want something but don’t get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God.  When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. We all want to have “stuff”. We like nice things around us. God created things for us to use and enjoy. The problem arises when we love “stuff” more than we love people. We are to use our possessions to show people that we love them. Wrong motives can leave one frustrated.

The sad fact is – we have our DVDs and MP3s – but we find that we are still S-A-D. A survey was taken of couples getting a divorce. They were asked, What was the number one reason that you filed for divorce? Do you know what the answer was? 56% of them said, We had money problems. Stuff became the battleground. We, as Americans, think the constitution says, Life, liberty and the purchase of happiness. Interesting that conflict starts early in life.
The Minnesota Crime Commission reported on the growth of crime and reached a startling conclusion: Every baby starts life as a little savage. He is completely selfish and self-centered. He wants what he wants when he wants it — his bottle, his mother’s attention, his playmate’s toy, his uncle’s watch. Deny him these once, and he seethes with rage and aggressiveness which would be murderous were he not so helpless. He is dirty, he has no morals, no knowledge, and no skills. This means that all children — not just certain children — are born delinquent. If permitted to continue in the self-centered world of his infancy, given free reign to his impulsive actions to satisfy his wants, every child would grow up a criminal — a thief, a killer, or a rapist. We cause conflict even if we can’t talk! 
Psalm 51:5: Surely I have been a sinner from birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me. Sin is our nature.
It’s like the time President Abe Lincoln was walking down the street with his two crying sons. Someone asked what was wrong with the two boys. Exactly what is wrong with the whole world. I have three walnuts and each boy wants two. Today we want more than a couple walnuts. Back in 1900, Americans wanted 72 things, but considered 19 of those important. In 1950 Americans wanted 496 things and considered 96 of them to be essential. I wonder how much higher the numbers would be in the 21st century! Our motives are self serving in nature. We don’t want to depend on God. We don’t want to ask him for what we need. And when we finally do ask him, we don’t receive because our motives are so selfish. Our motives lead to frustration with life!
Our lifestyles lead to hostility with God: James 4:4-5: You adulterous people, don’t you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely?       
Friendship means to love, or to have affection for. It can also mean, to kiss as an indication of affection. 
The church of Jesus Christ is married to Him. When we are having an affair with the world, we are being unfaithful to our heavenly spouse. We are telling Him that we are not pleased with Him or satisfied with Him. James tells us we have become God’s enemy because we have chosen friendship with the world over friendship with God.
James reminds us that the Holy Spirit, the very Person of God, lives within us; and He is jealous of our relationship with Him.  When we look to any other source to meet our needs, we are treading on the feelings of our lifelong companion, the divine Comforter. How many of you know that if you are unfaithful to your husband or wife you are going to have conflict?  Same is true of our relationship with Christ.  Friendship with the world is a result of misplaced priorities. Our first priority should be following Christ. Our lifestyle, or the way we live our lives, is simply a reflection of our priorities. Priorities are those things that are important to us. If Jesus is important to us, we will live for him. God’s Spirit longs jealousy for our full devotion to Jesus Christ! God is passionate for his children.
REMEDY FOR OVERCOMING CONFLICTS

James 4:6.10:  But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble…Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. The remedy for overcoming conflicts is God’s grace. What is grace? Grace is God's power to change. What would you like to change about yourself? Whatever it is, you need grace to do it. What do you want to change about your relationships, your marriage, and your family? Whatever you would like to change, you need grace. You can't change it on your own. You need God's power and that's called grace. Grace is the power to change, and there is only one way you get grace. You humble yourself. Humble means to be down to earth. Not to have an inflated opinion of ourselves. It’s the opposite of sinful pride. Proverbs 13:10: Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is found in those who take advice.
The way of humility leads to receiving the blessing of God. The value of humility has been misunderstood in today’s culture. We pride ourselves on self-sufficiency. We like to hear stories of how people have actively pursued a goal and achieved it. Somehow we think that humility equals passivity, or that humility equals humiliation. These notions are not true. Humility is a heart attitude of dependence upon God. It is understanding who we are and who we are not. God doesn't give grace to people who are full of pride and think I can change on my own. He gives it when we come and say: God, I need your help. That's where we get the power to change!
A New England pastor and a rabbi were having a conversation one day over lunch. The N.E. pastor proudly proclaimed: One of my ancestors signed the Declaration of Independence. He thought that the rabbi would be very impressed by this. The rabbi: I understand your pride. One of my ancestors signed the Ten Commandments. One of the problems with pride is that there is always going to be someone who can top you.. But an even greater problem with pride is that it puts you in opposition against God. Humility is not thinking less of yourself – it is thinking of yourself – less. It is putting others needs above your own. James gives four expressions of a humble heart:
Embrace God’s Will: James 4: 7: Submit yourselves, then, to God. Submission is a military word that means to rank under, to subject oneself to another and to place yourself in proper rank. When we submit to God we are acknowledging that his way is right. Submitting to what God’s will is the first step toward resolving the conflict.   By saying: OK, God, I will go your way, it brings about the grace or unmerited favor of God. We can quit insisting on our own way and begin to see things in an entirely different light. Message Bible: So let God work His will in you. By submitting to God--saying OK to what He wants for you, you will be able to see an atmosphere of peace being restored through His grace operating in your life. Grace helps us overcome things that pull us down. 
Colossians 3:15 Let the peace of Christ rule in your heart.  When we have the peace of Christ in our heart then we have the potential to be at peace with other people. Without God’s peace in our hearts we try to manipulate others, try to control them to get what we want out of life. When we find ourselves in conflict with others our flesh wants to prove a point to the other person.  If you’re in charge, then anytime somebody comes along that doesn’t go the way you want to go we get uptight and angry. If God’s in charge it doesn’t irritate you as much.  The starting point is getting peace inside before you can have peace outside. The real conflict is inside of you -- who’s in charge of my life? We can only have peace within ourselves when we have peace with the Prince of Peace. We can only have peace with others when the Prince of Peace rules our lives. Conflict in your life will stop when you stop praying, Lord, change the other person. Start praying, Lord, change me!  That is embracing God’s will!
Expel God’s Enemy.  Submission to God is what Satan tries to hinder. He prefers that we justify our critical actions and statements toward others by saying: I had a right to say that!  Matthew Henry: Resolution shuts and bolts the door against temptation to be critical. James says: Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Go away!             Resist is a term used in warfare and means to stand against.  We withstand the attack. Be prepared. Satan wants to destroy marriages, and good relationships. He wants to cause hurt feelings, and disappointment. He plays on our pride. Particularly wounded pride. In the middle of a conflict he whispers: You don’t have to take this kind of stuff. Retaliate. Who do they think they are? Get even! Don’t put up with this kind of stuff. Show them who’s boss. He tells us all the things our pride wants to hear.  Can you imagine that if we submit our life to God that even Satan himself has to obey when we resist him? Message Bible: Yell a loud NO to the devil and watch him scamper. Wow!
Expect God’s Grace: James 4:8: Come near to God and he will come near to you. We can expect God’s grace to be available the more we are aware of Christ’s presence in our life! Isaiah 26:3: You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast because he trusts in you. With our focus on Christ we get along better with others because He keeps perfect peace in our heart and we’re not as irritable. If you want to be close to someone, it is important to spend time with them. Same is true of our relationship with Christ. A young man was hired by the highway department to paint white lines on a nearby highway, because the machines were temporarily out of order.
The first day he painted 8 miles. Second day 4 miles. Third day 2 miles. Fourth day 1 mile. The supervisor said:

What’s the problem? He replied: I’m painting less and because the paint can is getting farther and farther away!

He would have done better if he had carried the paint can with him. We prosper in the Christian life as we come near to God as well. We come near as we get a good grip on God’s Word and receive His body and blood. If we become lazy in our spiritual life our expectancy level begins to go way down and our relationships suffer as a result. Have you become too busy come near in your relationship with Christ Jesus? Then maybe you're too busy. Maybe you need to cut some things out of your schedule to come near. Preschoolers were reciting their weekly memory verse. 
Call unto me and I will answer. Jill was trying very hard to remember the verse: Call unto me…she paused and then hurriedly finished. ...and I will call you right back! Dear ones may it not be so in our spiritual journey. Take the time to come near to God and he will come near to you. Those that do have a supply of grace in time of conflict.
Express God’s forgiveness: If you want to avoid conflict in your life – you need to learn to ask for forgiveness – both from God and from other people. James 4: 8-9: Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom.
Wash your hands is a reference to the Old Testament in which the priests had to wash their hands as a symbol of spiritual cleansing before approaching God at the tabernacle. Only out of Christ’s forgiveness are we able to express forgiveness to others. Don't minimize what's happened. Take it seriously. Be sorry for your self-centeredness. It is a big deal when your wife's feelings are hurt. Take it seriously. If someone says you've hurt them, you've hurt them. It may not be a big deal to you, but it was to them. Be willing to ask forgiveness even if they are primarily at fault. Maybe they are 95% wrong and you're only 5% at fault, but you take care of your 5% and let God handle the other 95% in their life. He makes bitter hearts sweet and ruined lives profitable. He puts an end to the conflicts among us and we cease to hurt those we love. It's humbling, sure but God gives grace to the humble. 
A man was irritated by his wife’s refusal to admit her hearing problem. Speaking with his doctor: How can I get my wife to admit that she needs a hearing aid? Doctor: I’ll tell you what you need to do. When you get home peek your head through the door and ask: Honey, what’s for dinner?  If she doesn’t answer, go into the living room. If that does not work then walk into the kitchen. If she still doesn’t answer then walk right up behind her. Then you will be able to convince her that she needs a hearing aid. He repeats the question at the door, living room and kitchen.  No answer any of the times. Finally, he walked right up behind his wife and spoke directly into her ear. Honey, what’s for dinner? She replied: For the fourth time we are having spaghetti!  Time to express God’s forgiveness!
Think about your life. Think about the something as recently as this past week, when you have been involved in some kind of conflict. What was at the root of your last conflict? It’s a tough thing to look inside and be honest.  It doesn’t come very natural to most of us. But it is God’s challenge to us. Don’t let your desires bring you into conflict with others. Don’t let your motives cause you to be frustrated with life. Don’t let your lifestyle result in a hostile relationship with God. Humble yourself before the Lord and watch Him lift you up. Watch Him bless your life as your relationships with Christ and with others grow stronger.  Watch God lift you up! AMEN!

