
Conflict in Context 
Imagine with me for a minute: Two ladies – we’ll call one “Lucky” and one “Success.” Lucky and Success 

used to work hand-in-hand with each other for a good cause, and received all sorts of recognition for 

their efforts. But now, they’re known for something else: These two women have a serious 

disagreement. In fact it’s so great, that when people think of Lucky and Success, they don’t think of their 

good work, but of their argument. In order for the good work to continue, they simply must get on the 

same page.  

That’s actually a true story, taken from Philippians 4. Two women Euodia, which means prosperity or 

success and Syntche, which means lucky, had a problem. Paul knew this, and he urged them to “be of 

the same mind.” Even in the body of Christ, there will be conflict, or tensions. People won’t be “of the 

same mind.” How do we do fix this problem? Is it a problem? Our bottom line question today: When a 

brother has a problem with another brother, what should he do about it? How should the offending 

brother respond? As we look through this text and consider some of its implications. Have we really 

mastered the challenges of “being of the same mind?” What stands in the way?  

I still struggle with sin, with wrong attitudes. If I’m the one with the problem, I’m tempted to gossip 

about what our brother or sister is doing; to make assumptions and blast them from a lofty perch of 

judgment; or to simply ignore it and say, “Well, it’s not my problem.” Even though sometimes it’s not 

actually my problem and I shouldn’t be concerned, this attitude often belies a growing distance between 

me and my brother.  

So gossip with others, judgment based on assumptions, or separation because of discomfort. Is there a 

better way? Sometimes, we purpose in our hearts to share honestly, out of pure motives of concern, but 

the other brother reacts.  

And that’s the other side of the coin in this messy business. Often, when we’re challenged on 

something, we respond in a less-than-helpful fashion. We’re defensive; we assume motives; we write 

them off. Listen to me closely: It doesn’t matter if you’re the offender or the offended, if you fall into 

one of these traps, you’re doing it wrong.  

 

Let’s look at the text:  

SLIDE:  

• I urge…: Unity is important 

• Euodia…Syntyche: This was a serious conflict, serious enough that Paul knew about it.  

• …agree in the Lord: This isn’t a specific sin they’re dealing with – it’s a lack of agreement. “To be 

of the same mind means to think the same thing, have the same attitude, have the same 

opinion, and be intent on the same goal.1” The wording is quite simple in Greek: “one (or the 

same) mind.” This is the exact same phrase that Paul uses in chapter 2 (read), indeed – “to 
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think” appears ten times in this short letter. From the beginning of the letter, he was driving the 

Philippian Christians to be united. Listen to these “if statements” – Everyone would agree that 

they are true. And everyone wants Paul’s joy to be fulfilled. And so they must be of the same 

mind. Now, at the end of this letter, the rubber meets the road and he specifically asks these 

two women to live it out.  

• What was the nature of the disagreement, the lack of like-mindedness? It was not a sin issue or 

a fundamental doctrinal error – or else Paul wouldn’t have just told them to be of the same 

mind. We know that’s not how Paul deals with sin and doctrinal error.  

• “Help these women…” They need help.  

Why do they need help? Why is it so important that they agree? Because these women are so valuable 

to the Kingdom. Perhaps their conflict was threatening to divide the church – this whole letter seems to 

revolve around a message of peace, of unity.  

SLIDE: Now, notice some things that he doesn’t say:  

- Agree to disagree. There are times when it is fine to maintain different perspectives on a given 

issue, but that shouldn’t be our first reaction. Even when we disagree on a specific issue, we 

should be in agreement on the nature of the issue – we can’t have one person saying this is a 

“salvation issue” and the other thinking it’s a matter of personal freedom.  

- Ignore the issues 

- Pretend that there are no problems 

- Start a new church: Note that this is why I didn’t use the passage from Matthew 18 – there are 

times to bring church discipline, to leave the church. But Paul didn’t think that was a solution for 

everything.  

- Keep squabbling, without any resolution. He said that someone should help them.  

- Treat the two women as troublemakers and ignore them – he wanted them contending for the 

faith again! 

So it’s great that we say, “Guys, let’s just get along!” But seriously, what are we supposed to do?  

1. SLIDE: Remember the common ground: “…coworkers whose names are written in the book of 

life.” (See also 2:1-5) 

2. SLIDE: Focus on what matters: ‘Rejoice in the Lord always.” (Nine times in Philippians, the word 

“rejoice” is used) From Steven Runge: “A natural consequence of truly rejoicing in the Lord 

about something is the inability to complain about the same thing.”2 To say, “Focus on what 

matters – rejoice in the Lord!” doesn’t mean that we don’t personally feel that these issues are 

unimportant. It can feel a bit flippant – “well, brother, just rejoice in the Lord!” “In the light of 

eternity, does it really matter?” But there’s a lot of truth there, too.  

3. SLIDE: Let your attitude shine: Paul appeals to something he says already exists – their 

graciousness. (definition below) (The KJV’s “moderation” just doesn’t get the scope of meaning, 

though if we are not moderate in how we interact with people, we will have never-ending 

conflict.) What is your attitude? Having reminded them of their common ground, called them to 
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rejoice in the Lord, he has confidence in their graciousness. But it has to be lived out – it has to 

be shown.  

a. Osborne: The Greek word translated as “gentleness” (epieikēs) is an interesting, 

multi-faceted term. In the context of how we treat others it means to be kind and 

gentle, while in relationships it is to be courteous and tolerant, and in legal 

situations it connotes leniency. When others make demands or mistreat an 

individual, the gentle person does not demand equity in return but willingly 

accepts the lesser portion and bears up under persecution, manifesting a 

longsuffering attitude and returning good to those who are doing evil.3 

4. SLIDE: Check the time: This is not just a throwaway line, a cliché he drops in there. Euodia and 

Syntyche need to keep in mind that Christ is coming back. Their conflict with evaporate in the 

light of the Son’s return. And there’s work to do. To put it another way: Do you have time for 

this fight? (see point #2) 

5. SLIDE: Talk to God, not others: Of course, there’s a place for talking things out, but not to worry 

about them. Not to stir up strife. “Don’t worry about anything.”  

And what is the result? The result is that the peace of God will guard our hearts. It’s as if Paul is saying 

that, when they do these five things – especially prayer – God will post guards around your heart and 

minds, keeping unity, protecting you from strife.  

Remember the common ground, Focus on what matters, Let your attitude shine, Check the time, Talk to 

God. What I see in these five points boils down to a very simple message: Put your conflict in context. 

Don’t ignore it, don’t deal with it yourself if you need help – but always remember the context in which 

the disagreement is happening.  

It’d be easy to leave the message right here. Five simple points, one bottom line. But I want to flesh this 

out for us. Some people might take the point from here to just shut up and get along – just be happy 

together.  

SLIDE: But we have an underlying problem – it’s not just a problem, it’s a blessing, too. It’s a challenge. 

That’s the tongue.  

• Death and life are in its power (Prov 18:21) 

• The tongue bears fruit (Prov 13:2, 18:20-21) 

• We are either judged or acquitted by our speech (Matthew 12:36-37) 

• The tongue has great power for good or evil (James 3) 

• Each of the foundational gifts to the church – apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor-teacher – 

involve speaking, resulting in unity and maturity.  

• By speaking the truth in love, we grow together (united!) into Christ. (Eph 4.15) 
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• Because we are members of each other, we speak the truth to each other. (Eph 4:25) 

SLIDE: So the tongue can be devastating. James explains that the default setting of the tongue is 

destruction. But along with the dangers,  

SLIDE: With all that said, we have a duty – not to hold our tongues, but to use our tongues. To speak out 

when there’s a problem.  

• Watch out for each other (Heb 10:22) 

• Provoke to love (Heb 10:22) 

• Provoke to good works (Heb 10:22) 

• Encourage one another, to keep from being hardened in sin (Heb 3.13, 10:22) 

• Do not tolerate sin in our midst (1 Cor 5:7, Gal 6:1)  

• Do not cause your brother or sister to sin (1 Cor 8, Romans 12) 

• Bear one another’s burdens (Gal 6:2) 

• Teach and admonish through singing (Colossians 3:16) 

• Use our diverse spiritual gifts (Romans 12, 1 Corinthians 12) 

• Go to a brother if he has something against you (Matthew 5:23-24) 

For both the one who would share a concern and the one who is causing the concern, there is a duty: 

Open your mouth, and open your ears. God wants to use you in the church. Don’t just get offended 

because someone is doing something differently than you would. When someone comes to you with a 

concern, embrace the opportunity to hear them.  

That’s how the church works.  

SLIDE:  

Let’s also be realistic: We’re going to each struggle to respond properly. We must have thick skins, 

assuming that things might be awkward, but that’s okay. We’re on the same side.  

With these two roles in mind – the one who is offended, and the offender – let’s take one more look 

through these five points, with some practical application, fleshing out what it looks like in real life.  

SLIDE: Common ground 
1. Do you have a relationship with this person? When Paul rebukes someone, he often appeals to 

their relationship. (REFERENCE)  

2. What is the nature of the conflict? The three different kinds will require different approaches, 

and responses. Make your appeal based on what you both value, what is important to both of 

you.  

a. An apparent violation of God’s law? 

b. An issue of wisdom?  

c. A genuine stumbling block?  



d. Or is it a pet peeve, a minor frustration? (These should still be processed!) 

3. Is this any of my business? Remember, we’re grounded in Christ, and we need to focus on those 

things that ground us in him, or hinder being grounded in him. If this is just a minor, irrelevant 

argument, then maybe I should reexamine it. “Let each man be fully persuaded in his own 

mind.” Don’t spy out others’ freedom.  

a. For the offender – take the time to search out the Scriptures, examine your heart, and 

pray before coming back to the brother who is offended. You both have the Bible, you 

both have the Holy Spirit, and you should be looking there.  

4. Focus on what matters (Rejoice in the Lord) 

a. How has this person been a blessing? (Don’t sandwich method it) Again, Paul does this 

when he writes letters. What’s the difference between honest appreciation and “the 

sandwich method?” The first is coming out of a context of appreciation – you don’t just 

praise someone because you want to blast them. The first is specific. The first is not 

seeking to manipulate. If possible, the appreciation could be directly tied to the concern, 

in a genuine way. Even when we disagree strongly, we can rejoice in our “opponent’s” 

identity in Christ (see 1 Corinthians 1, for example).  

b. How can God use this disagreement to make his church stronger?  

What are the things we do agree on?  

c. If, after examining yourself and the surrounding questions, you come away saying, 

“Well, I don’t know if this needs to be brought up….” You should REJOICE in that! This 

means that what you thought was non-like-mindedness is actually something you an let 

go and take joy in unity.  

SLIDE: Let your attitude shine  
1. Have I examined my motives? (James 3, 4) 

a. For the offended 

b. For the offender 

2. Have I examined my assumptions?  

a. For the offended:  

i. “He knows what he is doing/knows better.”  

ii. “He is doing this because….” 

iii. “Everyone has a problem with it/he’s causing others to sin.”  

iv. “If he does x, it means that he’s going to do y.” There are times when slippery 

slopes are genuinely slippery. But we need to ask our brother or sister if our 

perception of their trajectory is valid. Sometimes the one causing the concern 

has actually carefully thought through the potential slippery slope concerns. 

Sometimes they have a clear and specific reason for doing what they do, and 

that reason grounds them, keeping them from slipping.  

v. Do you think you are infallible?  

b. For the offender 

i. He’s just saying this because ____ 

ii. He doesn’t understand and doesn’t want to 

iii. Do you think you are infallible?  

c. Process for the one causing offense: Ask questions – real, sincere, honest questions. 

Seek to learn. Ask questions for clarification, but don’t defend. Thank them for their 



concern. Don’t assume their motives. After hearing their concern, go back to them – 

follow up. Return to the person, explaining what your response is:  

1. Do you need to ask further questions to better understand? Perhaps a Bible 

study together is in order.  

2. Can you accept their concern? Let them know, and repent when appropriate 

3. Do you have partial agreement? Graciously explain your point of agreement 

and how you want to move forward.  

4. Disagreement – again, explain how you want to move forward. Take the time 

to give a very careful, thoughtful, grace-filled explanation of your position.  

If you don’t resolve the situation in full agreement with the concern, seek to be in 

agreement about the nature of the concern: Perhaps it is a legitimate concern that you 

are taking into consideration; perhaps it is an area that you can both agree is one of 

personal freedom; perhaps you can restrict your freedom out of respect for them; etc. 

Always remember that you share common ground in Christ.  

 

If you struggle to come to agreement on the nature of the concern – one of you thinks it 

is black and white, the other thinks it is personal liberty – it may be appropriate to ask 

someone else for input.  

 

3. Have I considered my wording, timing, and location?  

SLIDE: Check the time. (The Lord is near)  
What will this look like in eternity? Can I set this thing aside? Should I set it aside?  

1. Is this the right time? You want the person to receive what you share well – don’t use the “it’s 

not the right time” as an excuse. On the other hand, you must consider if there are other, bigger 

issues that should be addressed. Perhaps all you’re seeing is the tip of the iceberg.  

2. Note that, when we ask these questions and ultimately decide to “set it aside”, it doesn’t mean 

that we’re sweeping it under the rug. I must bring it to resolution. I have to figure out why I feel 

the way I do about this.  

SLIDE: Talk to God.  
Have you ever felt frantic when you’re in a hard conversation with someone? Like, if we don’t get this 

worked out, bad things will happen? Or, I simply HAVE to get him to agree with me! Good news: You 

never have to feel that way. Instead of worrying, take a deep breath and pray to God.  

1. This also precludes complaining about it to other people, or setting up sides.  

2. Don’t hesitate to say, “Can I get back to you on that?”  

 

SLIDE: There are times when one side simply living out these principles just doesn’t cut it. There are 

exceptions. 

• There are times to get help from others 

• There are times to call out sin 



• There are times to leave a church or discipline a brother 

• There are times when someone abuses their role 

• There are times when a brother won’t listen 

SLIDE: But we must assume common ground with those who claim Christ. I dare not attempt to bypass 

his use of me to help my brother grow. I dare not fail to listen to the sincere concern of my brother.  

 

Examine your heart. And as you do that, remember you might not always be the best judge of your 

heart. Examine your actions, as well. Examine how others have responded. (Paul was so gracious in this 

letter to Euodia and Syntyche – he wasn’t a Jeremiah blasting sin. He assumed common ground) 

For those of you on the receiving end: Take the time to listen and seriously consider. Go back and ask 

follow-up questions. Be humble. Together, both of you should try to understand what the nature of the 

disagreement is. Together, find a way to bring peace – even if you don’t end up seeing the particular 

issue in quite the same way, you both agree about the nature of the issue. You recognize what it looks 

like in light of Christ’s prayer, in his desire that we all be one.  

 

 


