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BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS is not another program. You don’t have to build a program from 
scratch or take another night to be out. BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS works when you want it to, 
where you want it to, the way you want it to. It’s completely flexible and designed to be easy to 
use. 
 You probably already have regularly scheduled meetings with board members or with other 
committees or groups of leaders. BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS fits easily into what you’re already 
doing. Here’s how to use BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS at the beginning of a board meeting or 
committee meeting: 

1. Select a learning tool. In this theme of “Spiritual Care,” you’ll find multiple types of handouts from 

which to choose:  

 ♦ interviews ♦ case studies ♦ how-to articles 

 ♦ assessment tools ♦ devotionals 

 

2. Select a handout. You could select one of the four assessments in this theme: “How to Read Our Critics” 

(p. 8), “Removing the Roadblocks to Unity” (p. 9), “Classifying Our Critics” (p. 10), or “First Response” (p. 

11). From these options, select the one that best fits what you want to accomplish. 

 

3. Photocopy the handout. Let’s say you selected “How to Read Our Critics” Photocopy as many copies 

as you need—you do not need to ask for permission to photocopy any material from BUILDING CHURCH 

LEADERS (as long as you are using the material in a church or educational setting and are not charging for it). 

 

4. Prepare for the discussion. We recommend you read the Scripture passages and identify key 

discussion questions. How will you apply the principles to specific decisions your church is making? 

 

5. Lead the discussion. Most handouts can be read within 5 minutes. After you have allowed time for 

reading, begin the discussion by asking one of the provided questions. Be ready to move the discussion to 

specific issues your church is facing. 

 Most BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS handouts can be discussed in 15 or 20 minutes. Your board, committee, 

or team will still have plenty of time to discuss its agenda. 

 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 

 To contact the editors: 

  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 

  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today 

   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188 

Leader’s Guide 

How to use “Handling Conflict” by BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS in your regularly scheduled 
meetings. 
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Conflict Above Ground 

Building community out of controversy. 

1 John 3:14–15; 1 Corinthians 13 

In this interview, Bill Hybels, pastor of Willow Creek Community Church in South Barrington, 
Illinois, discusses biblical ways to handle church conflict. 

Given the assortment of people and ministries at Willow Creek, how does the church stay 
united? 
Bill Hybels: Unity isn’t the word we use to describe relationships at Willow Creek. The popular concept of 

unity is a fantasy land where disagreements never surface and contrary opinions are never stated with force. 

We expect disagreement, forceful disagreement. So instead of unity, we use the word community.  

 The mark of community—true biblical unity—is not the absence of conflict. It’s the presence of a 

reconciling spirit. 

 

How do you teach people to fight fair? 
First, we acknowledge that conflict is inevitable. Then we go the next step and 

say, “When your nose does get bent out of joint—not if but when—you have a 

biblical responsibility to take the high road of conflict resolution.”  

 That means going directly to the person with whom you’re having this 

conflict rather than building a guerrilla team to ambush this person later. 

 We also teach a kind of reverse accountability. In staff meetings or in front 

of the congregation, we say, “If someone whose nose is bent out of joint 

comes to you for a ‘Won’t you join my cause?’ conversation, you have a 

biblical responsibility to interrupt mid-sentence and say, ‘I think you’re talking 

to the wrong person. Please go to the individual with whom you’re having this 

conflict and seek to resolve it in a God-glorifying way.’ 

 

By expecting people to fight, and teaching them how, have you 
created more conflict in the church? 
Yes. But most of it stays above ground. Conflict that goes underground poisons the soil and hurts everyone 

eventually. We would rather have conflict within community than a mask of unity. 

 

What are the issues for which the leadership of Willow Creek will go to the wall? 
First, we will not tolerate biblical infidelity, a discounting of the clear teachings of Christ. 

 Second, we insist on the enforcement of Scripture, the “living out” of the teachings of Christ. We’ll not only 

defend the inerrancy and authority of Scripture, but also the indisputable importance of applying biblical 

teaching to our daily lives in practical ways. 

 Third, we expect lay and staff leaders at our church to be on board with the basic vision of Willow Creek. 

 The last nonnegotiable is verbal discipline. In confrontation too often our verbal discipline goes out the 

window. People make always and never statements. They exaggerate the truth or get careless with facts. 

Volume levels increase. And then we wonder why we’re unsuccessful in finding resolution. 

 

Are certain types of people more prone to create conflict? 
People who are unhealthy emotionally. In contrast, healthy people are less likely to internalize difference of 

opinion and less likely to assume the worst. For that reason, we are committed to placing healthy people into 

key leadership roles, both on staff and lay level. 

 
Bill Hybels 

“We expect 
disagreement, 

forceful 
disagreement.” 



 

 From BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, © 2015 Christianity Today page 5 

H
A

N
D

L
I
N

G
 
C

O
N

F
L
I
C

T
/IN

T
E

R
V

IE
W

  c
o
n
tin

u
e
d
 

 

 

How can you be sure you’re looking at a healthy person? 
You can’t be 100 percent sure. But a person who has never wrestled with how his upbringing impacts his adult 

relationship is a sure bet for a barrel of conflict.  

 In our interviewing process, we often ask, “Were you raised in a perfect family?” Most often, of course, the 

answer is no. Then we probe deeper: “How did your parents let you down? Have you worked through that?” 

 People on the journey toward health generally can answer yes to two important questions: (1) Will you 

admit that you have baggage from your past? and (2) Will you do honest work on it so it doesn’t distort your 

relationships and work around here? 

 

How does an unhealthy person create unnecessary conflict? 
Often, an unhealthy person will say yes when he should say no. For example, we look for people who, when 

asked to do additional work, have the emotional health to say, “I’m swamped right now. I won’t be able to get 

that assignment done by the due date. Can we discuss how the assignment can get done another way?”  

 Another tip-off is when a person cannot subject himself or herself to loving, constructive evaluation. If 

people are terrified of the evaluation process or hostile to it, there’s usually an underlying issue that needs to be 

explored and understood. 

 

What are some standard precautions to head off unnecessary conflict? 
Around Willow Creek we talk about having “check-ins.” If we sense tension with someone, we sit down and 

say, “I just need to check in with you. Is everything okay between us?”  

 Once a month, we also have a question-and-answer time with the staff, and in addition, we have regular talk-

back sessions with those who work in the sub-ministries. 

The more interactive we are, the more we preempt serious conflict, because we get people talking before 

conflict goes underground. 

 

Adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 1998 Christianity Today. For more articles like 

this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss  
1. How would you define “healthy handling of conflict”? 

2. How does our nominating process for boards and committees ensure we recruit emotionally healthy 

people? 

3. On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate our verbal discipline as a team? How could we improve that by 

several points?
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Keeping Conflict Healthy 

Sometimes we need to be ready to embrace conflict—in the  
right way. 

1 Corinthians 10:31 

In ministry, conflict is to be expected. The participants in this forum have seen the worst of the 
worst, and they have fenced in some challenging matches themselves—but amazingly, with 
grace. We wanted to know how they managed that. At the table: 

Ken Sande is president of Peacemaker Ministries; for 23 years he has mediated lawsuits and 
church splits, and helped to reconcile hundreds of couples looking at divorce. Rene Schlaepfer 
is senior pastor of Twin Lakes Church in Aptos, California; he oversaw a difficult transition in 
style from traditional Baptist to contemporary. Jim Van Yperen, with his organization Metanoia 
Ministries, has aided almost 60 deeply divided churches in conflict resolution. 

All churches have conflict. No one really wants it. Is it possible for churches to be in conflict 
and to be healthy? 
Van Yperen: Health is not the absence of conflict. A healthy church has learned a way of thinking and seeing 

and behaving that's redemptive, so that when the inevitable conflict comes, they're able to handle it. They've 

learned that God is sovereign over all things, so that conflict is not necessarily a threat. 

Sande: Conflict is actually an opportunity. First Corinthians is a long conflict resolution letter. At the end of 

chapter 10, Paul sums up by saying, "… whatever you do, do it all to the glory of God, not for your own good 

but for others. Follow my example." 

Paul says to look at conflict as God looks at it. In every conflict, he has given you an opportunity to exalt 

him. He wants you to behave so differently that people take notice and are impressed. It's an opportunity to 

grow in Christ-likeness. If we embrace conflict as a primary means of sanctification—it's not something we go 

looking for, but when it comes—we slow down and say, "Lord, if nothing else in this situation, refine me." 

How do you recognize healthy conflict? 
Schlaepfer: One key is asking, "Are you as pastor staying on message?" I think Satan tries to destroy the 

church by getting us off the message of the gospel and onto other things—politics, hot potato issues, and 

whatever the conflict is about. The message is the gospel of grace. Look at what Paul does. Every time there's 

a conflict, he ties it back to the gospel. 

Sande: The apostle James asks, "What causes strife and conflict among you? Don't they come from your 

desires and battles within you?" The word desires here is neutral. They could be good desires. The vast 

majority of conflicts I have seen in church have been when good desires have been elevated to consuming 

demands, which the Bible calls "idols." 

Often I find this happening when I hear the phrase All is want is … "All I want is to reach the lost." "All I 

want is godly worship." When I hear those words, I often find people have elevated a good desire to a 

controlling idol. That's when we need to help each other, to ask the X-ray questions—"What are you 

preoccupied with? What do you want so much that you are willing to hurt others to get?" We need to help each 

other see that we have taken good desires and made them into bad gods. 

Schlaepfer: Evangelist Steve Pettit says a sure sign you're using weapons of the flesh instead of weapons of 

the Spirit is that you're getting short-term gains, but long-term losses. And that's what happens when we react 

to people in ways that are manipulative and angry. When we are angry, they become angry.
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From what we've heard of your story, Rene, the conflict you found at Twin Lakes was not 
healthy conflict for you or for the church. 
Schlaepfer: I came to Twin Lakes following a devastating split, not just a split, an explosion. I followed a 

beloved, godly man who had led the church for 50 years. The church had not really experienced much conflict 

in that time. But in the three years they were without a pastor, tensions were so high the board resigned, the 

search committee resigned, the church went $2 million in debt, and some staff were fired or quit. 

Some people were glad to have a leader after three years, but once I started to lead, my ideas were met with 

extreme resistance in some quarters. When we made changes, I started getting nasty anonymous letters. I 

discovered a group was calling my former employers to see if they had anything against me. They called 

higher-ups in our denomination to get me fired. 

After six months, I ended up in the hospital emergency room with severe anxiety attacks. The root issue for 

me was my response to the conflict. I was seeing these people as antagonists and myself as the protagonist. 

Since I was framing the situation as a drama, I was making it more dramatic that it needed to be. I had to learn 

that our battle is not against flesh and blood. 

By the way, we did eventually resolve the conflict, and the church is thriving beyond my expectations. 

Rene's actions seemed to make the situation worse, at first. Are there times you need to 
create conflict in order to make peace? 
Sande: You're not creating conflict in that situation, you're surfacing it. It's already there. I use the distinction 

peacemaking versus "peace faking." And churches love to fake peace. Quite often the peacemaker is the one 

who says, "Let's stop covering up. Let's deal with it." 

Van Yperen: We're called to speak the truth in love, which means you balance those two things. There is 

another danger when, in the name of grace, you never want to confront anything. When we do that, we create 

an environment where people think something but don't say it, and that's deceptive. 

I would say you must surface the issue. If the church is the body of Christ, then there is no such thing as a 

secret conflict. It always has to be brought to the surface. So the question to me is not if it should be surfaced, 

but how. 

Schlaepfer: One reason our church got hammered by the giant conflict was they didn't know how to handle 

this kind of conflict. The downside of the blessing of 50 years of great leadership is the vacuum created when 

it's gone. Some staff told me the church had an "all for one, one for all," Three Musketeers view of themselves, 

where unanimity was expected. 

We have since built a culture of critique at Twin Lakes, where people are encouraged to give feedback and 

analysis, so the church can learn to love without unanimity. 

Critique can come out in ways other than arguments. We have encouraged critique through weekly reviews 

of our services, including the sermon. We also have these sessions with the whole congregation, where they 

write out questions, and we answer them. In a creative atmosphere, you have people butting their heads a little 

bit, and that's good. 

Sande: Someone once said, "If you want to prevent destructive conflict, encourage respectful disagreements." 

That's wise. Like a pressure release valve, we need to deal with differences before they become destructive. 

What is the downside to "leaving well enough alone"? Aren't there some issues we will 
always have with us? 
Van Yperen: The big downside is that we're not being the church. We need to have a means to disagree and to 

work things out—through the blood of Jesus Christ, through prayer, through the Holy Spirit. You can't agree to 

disagree over major issues in the church. 

Such as? 
Van Yperen: Foundational issues, doctrinal issues, for a start. But also philosophical issues about who we are 

called to be in Christ—whether it's to grow in size or to plant another church, those are major things. It takes a 

lot of wisdom to decide which are major issues and which are minor. The church needs to be talking about 

these things in calm moments and not wait 'til a crisis. 
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Schlaepfer: Sometimes it seems church leaders demand more unanimity than there really has to be—but you 

should choose your issues. Over starting a postmodern service, our congregation worked through the process 

and agreed to disagree. The service was begun, though not everyone was on exactly the same page. 

One of my wife's favorite lines is "Do you believe in the ministry of the Holy Spirit or not?!" But sometimes 

somebody has to make the final call on the way the Holy Spirit seems to be leading the organization. You want 

consensus and to include as many people as possible in the process, but ultimately, someone must make the 

decision. 

Van Yperen: This is the core issue—the role of leadership. First, hear what God is saying to the church, not 

yourself only but through the wisdom of others, through his Word, through his Holy Spirit, through the 

affirmation of other believers. Hear that, then describe it. Then invite people into it. 

That last part is where most leaders get themselves into trouble. There's a thin line between inviting people 

into the journey and coercing them. 

To say, "We believe God is leading us. I know this is going to be hard for some of you. In fact, some of you 

won't like it. Will you walk with us as we test God's will here? Will you step out in faith?"—that's leadership. 

What's not leadership is to say, "Hey, look, this is the way it is. If you don't like it, leave." 

Sande: I think God is more interested in our attitudes about resolving our differences on some of these issues, 

than he is in the positions we take. 

Van Yperen: I agree. Philippians 2 is the test here; if we say that we must do a certain thing, despite the 

interest and needs of others, then we have something less than a redemptive process. 

Much of the conflict in churches is between individuals. How do we teach people to resolve 
personal conflict well? 
Van Yperen: It starts with the leadership—praying for one another and confessing their sins to one another. 

The pastor is responsible for building redemptive community within the fellowship of leaders. The most 

powerful kind of learning in church is when the pastor gets up with an elder and says, "I want you to know we 

haven't seen eye-to-eye. I've done something untoward to my brother, and I've asked his forgiveness." You 

embody this kind of message. 

Schlaepfer: Confessional preaching is important in this—telling about the time you were an idiot. I told the 

congregation how I almost got into a fight at a San Francisco 49ers game. Even when the church is not in 

conflict, preach the hard lessons you've learned about living in a graceful way. 

Van Yperen: You're in good company with Moses and David. 

Sande: The piece Rene talked about is important—ongoing and repeated. We can have it down pat today and 

in six months have forgotten it. Create a reconciliation culture and reinforce it repeatedly. There should be 

deliberate teaching up front. Give people a simple, clear, systematic theology in conflict resolution. Lay out the 

Scriptures about confrontation and forgiveness and restoration. 

Van Yperen: Our story has to be that when we were still in sin, Christ died for us; he has provided the means 

by which we can become new creatures, the righteousness of God, reconciled to him and to each other. 

 

Adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 2004 Christianity Today. For more articles like 

this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss  
1. Does our church tend to equate health with the absence of conflict? 

2. Do we provide venues where people can give honest, constructive criticism? 

3. How do we discern the difference between major and minor issues?
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How to Read Our Critics 

Evaluating what they really mean. 

Proverbs 10:21; Romans 12:10 

You can assess the real meaning behind the words of a critic, but you may need to read 
between the quotes: 

 I deal 
with this 
regularly 

I deal with 
this 

sometimes 

I never 
deal with 

this 

1. “I don’t know.” This person criticizes because of insufficient 

information. He may really be saying: “I want to know more before offering 

my support.” He needs time to ask questions and needs to receive honest 

answers. 

  

2. “I don’t understand.” This may mean “I like things the way they are 

and don’t understand why they must change.” This person needs to be able to 

honor and celebrate what has gone before, and a clear picture of where the 

church wants to go. She needs time to express fears, and she needs 

encouragement. 

  

3. “This is moving too fast.” This critic may be saying, “I don’t feel like I 

have been a part of this process. I don’t want anything crammed down my 

throat.” He needed more information from the outset. To honor such critics, 

provide information as the process progresses. Give them time to think before 

asking them to decide. They need to own the process. 

  

4. “You blew it.” This person can be the most disconcerting to a leader, but 

she may also be the most valuable. Of course, the valuable critic doesn’t take 

inordinate delight in your failure. 

 This person may not always be correct in her assessment, but neither am I. 

When I realize this critic is right, I admit, “I was wrong”—that’s what she 

needs to hear. I am constantly amazed at the disarming power of a simple 

confession, particularly when coupled with a willingness to listen. 

  

5. “It’s me again.” The most frustrating, this critic’s words are often far 

different from his meaning. A critical comment may actually mean, “I am so 

unhappy with my life that I refuse to see anything positive about anything.” 

Or, “I am in desperate need of attention, and I don’t know any other way to 

get it.” Or, “I feel powerless in every other area of my life, and this is the only 

way I can exert any semblance of control.” 

 He may need love, not a response to the criticism. By answering his 

complaints, a leader will only encourage more criticism. This is one instance 

in which the squeaky wheel, in spite of the old adage, should not be greased. 

In healthy churches, the body tends to absorb the effect of these critics. 

  

 

—KEN WARREN; adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 1998 Christianity Today. For 

more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss 
1. Who are the most outspoken critics of our church’s vision and direction? 

2. Which of their criticisms fall under the above categories? 

3. How do we inadvertently grease the “squeaky wheel”? 

4. How do we address the complaints of someone who has never bought into our church vision? 
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Removing the Roadblocks to Unity 

4 barriers to teamwork. 

1 Corinthians 12:12–31; Proverbs 26:21 

Not all conflict is inevitable. I’ve discovered four roadblocks to unity that can be removed: 

 Definitely a 
roadblock  

for us 

Might be a 
roadblock  

for us 

Not a 
roadblock 

 for us 

1. Meeting in the wrong place. We once held our worship services in a 

high-school cafeteria. Our monthly board meetings took place in my office, a 

large, refurbished garage. 

 On the first Thursday night of each month, I witnessed a mysterious 

transformation. What earlier in the day had been a place of study and prayer 

suddenly turned into a battleground of ideas and personalities. 

 When we began meeting in my home, however, members’ body language, 

terminology, and even dress subtly changed. Everyone seemed to relax. Rather 

than squaring off across a table, we now sat on couches and chairs. When 

meetings were over, people began to stay and talk rather than quickly leave. 

  

2. Not enough focus on relationships. I began to look for ways to make 

sure board members spent more social time together. I scheduled an all-day 

elder retreat. While traveling together in vans, stopping for breakfast on the 

way, and meeting in a different setting, our sense of unity and togetherness 

blossomed. 

  

3. Not enough meetings. We tended to meet as infrequently as possible. 

The last thing most people wanted was another meeting. 

 Each summer someone would suggest we skip a meeting because vacation 

plans and the resulting schedule conflicts made it difficult to get everyone 

together. But this played havoc with our board unity. Without adequate time 

together, it was impossible to understand or appreciate the unique background 

and frame of reference each member brought to the board. 

 Whenever a group of people interacts with one another more, there is a 

corresponding increase in their regard and appreciation for one another. 

  

4. Careless selection process. Early on we focused exclusively on 

spiritual qualifications when selecting board members. While spiritual 

qualifications are still our primary consideration, we now ask some new 

questions: What effect will this person have upon the unity of our board? How 

will this person fit in with the ministry team we’ve developed? 

 This does not mean potential board members must agree with everything the 

board has previously decided. It does mean they must be in agreement with the 

basic thrust of the current ministry. 

  

 

—LARRY W. OSBORNE; adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 1986 Christianity Today. 

For more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss 
1. Do you agree with the idea that people not in agreement with our ministry direction should not be 

candidates to join our ranks? Why or why not? 

2. Does our group focus too much or too little on relationships? How does that help or hinder our mission? 

3. Is where we meet conducive to healthy interaction? What is one thing we could do to warm up this room? 
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Classifying Our Critics 

Anticipate what someone might say. 

Matthew 5:43-48; Romans 15:5-6 

Critics come in many shapes and sizes. Some are overt, and some are covert. Some hit you in 
the nose, and others stab you in the back. I have found classifying my critics helps me 
anticipate what a person may say. 

 
This is often 
a problem 

This is 
sometimes 
a problem 

This is not a 
problem 

1. People who resent authority per se. These critics have never 

outgrown their disrespect for any authority but their own. As children they 

rebelled against their parents, as employees against their bosses, and as adults 

against leaders in whatever groups they joined. They adhere to the bumper-

sticker slogan “Question all authority.” 

  

2. People with natural leadership qualities who are not part of the 
majority. As a result, they become leaders of the minority, and they feel they 

have to be in opposition to serve their function. The more capable they are, the 

more difficult they are for a leader to deal with. 

  

3. People who criticize to show their superior knowledge. Those 

who consider themselves good in a particular area will criticize others who 

aren’t as good. For example, a great dresser will criticize others’ clothes. 

  

4. Natural howlers. Most organizations have people who are like the hound 

dog lying on a cocklebur: he would rather howl than move. Every new idea 

becomes another cocklebur. 

  

 We work with 
critics like this 

We don’t 
encourage  
such critics 

5. People who use criticism to exorcise internal conflicts. As a 

friend says of these critics, “They are a fight going somewhere to happen.” 

Generally their criticism is perpetual and petulant. In fact, most bitter criticism 

is personal, not organizational; it’s not over doctrine but ego. 

 I’ve found I can use such criticism as a way of identifying those who are 

hurting. A person dissatisfied with himself or herself will generally transfer 

that. Criticism might be an invitation to meet someone at a place of deep need. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

6. Genuine, honest, interested critics. Some feel responsible for the 

welfare of the organization. I must treat these critics with respect, attention, 

and courtesy. They are not my enemies but, ultimately, my friends. Good 

critics are like buoys in the river: they keep you in the channel. 

 

—FRED SMITH, SR.; adapted from Leading Your Church Through Conflict and Reconciliation, © 1997 

Christianity Today. 

 
Discuss 
1. What person in our church falls under the category of “genuine, honest, interested critic”? How is his or her 

criticism handled? 

2. Do we have some natural leaders who are not part of our team whom we need to recruit in the future? 

3. How does classifying our critics help to address the issue they raise? 
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First Response 

4 common reactions to church conflict. 

Matthew 18:15–20; 1 John 3:16–18 

People who fear conflict commonly respond to disagreements in one of these ways: 

 Often our 
response 

Sometimes 
our 

response 

Rarely our 
response 

1. Over-spiritualizing. A Christian leader pulled me aside after an intense 

effort to resolve a long-festering church feud. “I suppose all this emphasis on 

getting things out in the open isn’t all that bad,” he commented, “but I really 

don’t think that will do us any good. What this church needs is not dialogue; 

we need to get down on our knees and pray, confess our sins, and get our 

hearts right with God. That’ll take care of our conflicts!” 

  

2. Denying. Tension had paralyzed the elders in one congregation for 

months. They stopped communicating with each other and instead talked to 

other members about their frustration. When we called a meeting for elders to 

communicate directly, the member most distinguished for sullen withdrawal 

began with denial. 

 “I don’t intend to say much,” she stated archly. “I’m here because I was 

asked to come. But I’ve given all this over to God. I don’t have problems with 

anyone here, and I don’t understand why everyone keeps fussing and 

complaining.” 

  

3. Trivializing. “Why can’t these people be a little more mature?” moaned a 

congregational chairperson about a recent church tiff. “People are starving in 

our world, and we are surrounded with lost souls, yet here we sit, tearing up 

each other over ridiculous details. Why do we waste time over these petty 

objections?” 

  

4. Guilt-tripping. “I feel as though I’m a failure as a pastor when there’s 

disharmony in the church,” confided a distraught minister. “Maybe I’m just 

not exercising appropriate leadership.” 

 The people who respond in the above ways share the common assumption 

that conflict is primarily negative and destructive. While their wounds are 

many and undeniably real, these assumptions elicit the worst in others. Each 

approach blocks communication and escalates feelings of desperation, 

misunderstanding, and anger. 

 The question is not whether we disagree but how we disagree. If we rightly 

understand Scripture, church history, and human experience, we need not 

necessarily say, “Oh, no, here we go again!” We should have the courage to 

say, “Well, what is God going to say to us this time?” 

  

—RONALD S. KRAYBILL; adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 1986 Christianity Today. 

For more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss 
1. Why does so much of church conflict center around competing visions for the future? 

2. When does conflict become destructive for a church family? 

3. What amount of conflict is healthy or normal? 

4. What fruits of the Spirit (Galatians 5) are most needed in church leaders during conflict? 
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“God Told Me” 

How to respond when someone claims divine guidance. 

Proverbs 26:12, 1 John 4:1–6 
 

The Case The woman began her address to the board, assuring us that she had studied the Bible and 

prayed. She said the Lord had spoken to her many times. She then tearfully told us that 

aspects of our denomination’s polity and theology were wrong and that if we continued 

to follow them, Satan would destroy our church.  

 A long-time, respected member of the congregation with many friends, this woman 

had recently become enamored with authors of a different theological persuasion than 

that of our church. She had been through some well-known hardships, and as a result, 

people in the congregation were always careful how they treated her and her family 

members. 

 Now the board was faced with either changing the identity of the church, or coming 

into open conflict with a beloved member. 

  

What Would 
You Do? 

 How do you determine whether a person is hearing from the Lord? 

 Do we have a right to question another’s spiritual experiences? 

 What potential problems may come from opposing this woman? 

  

What 
Happened 

Several board members and I gently, but firmly, told the woman that we, too, study the 

Bible and pray, yet we had come to different conclusions. We communicated that we 

believed the Lord speaks corporately through the wisdom of the church and not just to 

individuals. We assured her there was room to disagree agreeably in our congregation. 

But we weren’t about to oppose or leave the denomination, nor try to make our church 

into something it wasn’t. 

 Shortly thereafter, however, she left the church, saying the leadership was opposing 

God. We also lost a couple of families, who couldn’t imagine how the church leadership 

could alienate their friend. 

 But despite the firefighting and rumor control, the board grew stronger. We became 

more convinced of what we believed and why. We united around a common identity and 

vision for the congregation. Though battered, the church, as a whole, was healthier. 

 

—STEVE BIERLY 

  

Discuss 1. Do you agree with the decision of the board? Why or why not?  

2. What are the various reasons people give for leaving our church? Are they valid? 

3. How can we give our blessing to people who decide to leave our church? 

4. How does God speak to a congregation? How can we know we have accurately heard 

from him? 
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Are Two Heads Better than One? 

Help for handling a conflict between key leaders. 

Proverbs 18:15; 25:11 
 

The Case Crest Falls Assembly hired two part-time children’s directors, Sue and Cindy, to co-

direct the growing children’s program. Their roles in the Christian education department 

were defined carefully—Sue would handle preschool, and Cindy would handle 

elementary. When their functions overlapped, they would combine their efforts, and both 

would answer to Phil, the associate pastor.  

 Sue and Cindy’s personality differences soon led to problems. Cindy was driven to 

excel while Sue worked in a more relaxed mode. 

 “Sue won’t carry her share of the load,” Cindy complained to Phil. “She’s big on talk 

but doesn’t get things done.” Cindy spent hours preparing only to see Sue show up barely 

in time for an event. 

 Sue saw things differently. “I’m getting paid for only 25 hours a week,” she said with a 

shrug. Sue didn’t feel obligated to work extra hours without pay just because Cindy did. 

 Phil suspected Sue, who spent hours building relationships with her workers, could 

work more efficiently. But his guess was that no matter what he said, Sue would remain 

unmotivated while Cindy would always push for more. 

  

What Would 
You Do? 

 If you were Phil, what would you say to Cindy? 

 Would it help if Phil pronounced one director right and the other wrong? Why or 

why not? 

  

What 
Happened 

Phil used a personality assessment to help both women understand themselves better, but 

he still had to deal with the problem.  

 Phil listened as Cindy vented her frustrations, a process that helped her gain 

perspective. She also learned that to lower her expectations for Sue wasn’t compromising 

her work ethic—as long as Phil wouldn’t hold her liable for Sue’s unfinished 

assignments. 

 Phil challenged Sue to spend her work hours more wisely. “We don’t need you as a 

counselor,” he said. “We need you doing those things that most benefit the children’s 

ministry.” Sue began to let go of less productive activities, adjusting her work style. 

 Together Cindy and Sue distributed assignments more evenly, dividing them so they 

could work independently. One teachers’ workshop, for example, would be Cindy’s 

responsibility alone, allowing her to do her best without begrudging Sue’s lack of 

involvement. The next workshop would be Sue’s, allowing her to work at her pace 

without feeling pressured by Cindy. The tension in their relationship diminished, and 

Phil’s role as mediator eventually shrank. 

 

—RICHARD DOEBLER 

  

Discuss 1. Can teams function with two leaders in charge?  

2. What’s the best way to reconfigure job assignments to reflect personality needs 

without demoralizing the staff? 
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Best of Days 

The conflict-free church is a myth. 

Ecclesiastes 7:10 
 

Read Do not say, “Why were the old days better than these?” For it is not wise to 
ask such questions (Eccl. 7:10). 

  

Comprehend In the midst of hassling over such earth-shaking issues as what color the covers of the 

new hymnal should be or trying in vain to get the members of one leading church family 

to start speaking with members of another, more than one leader has pined for the days of 

the New Testament church.  

 “The early Christians didn’t have to worry about petty concerns. They just 

concentrated on spreading the gospel. They were one, happy, committed family, enjoying 

being together in the Lord. The world knew that they were Christians by their love.” One 

thing is wrong with this wishful thinking—it is based on an untruthful, rose-colored view 

of the past. 

 As I write, a nostalgia craze is sweeping through the high school and college 

campuses. Young people, obsessed with the 1970’s, put on their father’s old leisure suits 

and head to discos. 

 I graduated from college in 1977 and don’t remember the decade being that great. The 

music was repetitive and boring. Gasoline prices went through the roof. Our nation 

wasn’t sure what to do with returning Vietnam vets. Ironically, when I was in college, we 

greased our hair back, put on leather jackets, and went to the hop, longing for the 1950’s. 

Older people assured us that the Cold War and the threat of the Bomb were nothing to 

celebrate. 

 Writers who actually lived during the New Testament era also give us a realistic 

picture of the early church: 

 partners in ministry splitting up when they couldn’t agree on how best to carry out their 

task (Acts 15:36–40); 

 a congregation full of cliques, each one asserting their members were the “real 

believers” (1 Cor. 1:10–12; 11:17–22); 

 prominent women fighting with each other (Phil. 4:2–3); and 

 warnings against showing favoritism (Jas. 2:1–9). 

 Even in the early church, in an era of great missionary fervor, leaders had to deal with 

conflict. 

 Rather than abandoning our roles as leaders or abandoning the church itself, we must 

learn to handle controversy with grace. And look to the Lord for the strength to do so. 

 

—STEVE BIERLY 

  

Discuss 1. Some conflict detracts a church from its mission to reach its community for Christ. 

What type of conflict should be severely dealt with by church leaders? 

2. Coming face to face with conflict in a church setting can make some cynical. How do 

we overcome that temptation? 

3. Does our church culture allow for healthy disagreement? How can we create a more 

open environment? 
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My Part in the Solution 

Every leader has a responsibility to reduce conflict. 

Hebrews 13:17 
 

Read Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you 
as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, 
not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you (Heb. 13:17). 

  

Comprehend More than one church leader has joined a board or committee full of enthusiasm and joy, 

only to resign later feeling burdened and weary. The “Lord’s work” turned out to be a 

drag.  

 Some frustrations, however, are the result of controllable behavior; some leaders can 

make church ministry into hard labor without realizing it—for example, when leaders 

who have been outvoted on the board carp to members in the congregation. Or when 

board members say, “I told you so,” when decisions agreed upon by the board didn’t 

work out as planned. 

 All this increases tension on the board and in the congregation. The board may begin to 

feel everyone is against them; the complainers feel unloved when others begin avoiding 

them. 

 Church leaders must be careful how they think of, talk about, and act toward their 

peers. They also must be willing to discipline the troublemakers among them. In some 

congregations complainers and divisive people go merrily on their destructive way for 

years, even decades; nobody lifts a finger to stop them. 

 Creating a positive, life-giving church culture requires leaders who commit themselves 

to the mission of the church. The needs of the larger body of Christ must take precedence 

over pleasing this or that person. Much of the weariness and burnout that comes from 

serving in the church could be eliminated if conduct unbecoming a church leader was 

addressed rather than avoided. 

 

—STEVE BIERLY 

  

Discuss 1. What’s the difference between offering a dissenting opinion and being divisive?  

2. What is the definition of submission? Why is it so hard for us to submit to one 

another? 

3. How can we begin to lovingly challenge leaders who create a divisive spirit on our 

boards and committees? 
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Change Diplomacy 

Steps to take before a major decision. 

Nehemiah 4:1–3; James 1:19–20 

Christians aren’t the only ones who respond negatively to change. The reaction to change is 
more of a sociological problem than a spiritual problem. Here are steps to help reduce the 
conflict associated with change: 

1. Test the waters. The first thing I do with a new idea is try to find out how people will react should the 

change actually take place. I start by asking a cross section of our people—board members, unofficial power 

brokers, and the average man or woman in the pew—what they think of an idea or possible change. 

 I’ve found it’s best to ask in small social settings. All I want is a reading on people’s initial reactions to the 

basic idea. 

 

2. Listen and respond to resisters. People who resist our ideas are sometimes labeled adversaries. That 

label is usually a case of mistaken identity. Rather than view them as enemies to be overcome, I prefer to see 

them as advisers. They are, in fact, a necessary link in the process of transforming a good idea into a great idea. 

Like pain in the body, resistance lets me know something is out of adjustment. 

 I learn two things by listening to resisters: First, I learn where change is most likely to go wrong. Second, I 

learn what hidden psychological barriers must be overcome. To figure out where those psychological barriers 

are, I ask myself two questions: 

 Are the resisters objecting to the proposal or the presenter? 

 Are the resisters objecting to the proposal or to the way it was presented? 

 

3. Sell individuals before groups. When an idea is presented to an entire group, everyone’s opinions 

instantly become a matter of public record, and public stands are hard to change. While people often talk 

themselves into an idea they initially rejected, they seldom do so after they’ve gone public with their opinions. 

Selling an idea to individuals before presenting it to the entire group makes it easier for people to change their 

minds. 

 Also, those who study the process of change inform us that only about 15 percent will adopt a new idea 

without first knowing who else is supporting it. 

 

4. Lead boldly. For many, this type of leadership doesn’t come easily. It forces people to act or react. At 

times, it can mean offending a dear saint or losing a key family. Yet bold leadership is needed, or inertia will 

restrain necessary changes. Fear of upsetting a few can allow a handful of critics to hold off an army of 

supporters. The resulting ministry resembles a bus with one accelerator and 60 sets of brakes. 

 

—LARRY W. OSBORNE; adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 1987 Christianity Today 

or the author. For more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net. 

 

Discuss 
1. Did our leadership follow the above steps when initiating the most-recent change in the church? Which 

steps did we bypass? 

2. Do we tend to listen to the resisters too much or too little? 

3. How could our leaders lead more boldly? What prevents us from making decisions with more confidence? 
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6 Rules for a Fair Fight 

How to keep conflict healthy. 

3 John 11; Proverbs 11:25 

At an all-day meeting, a church mired in “dissension between the newcomers and long-time 
members” drew up a list of guidelines for how they would handle their conflict. Some of those 
guidelines: 

1. Conflict can be healthy and useful for our church. It is okay for people to differ with one another. 

 

2. Resolutions for the sake of quick agreement are often worse than agreements that are 
carefully worked out over time. 
 

3. Fair conflict management includes: 
— dealing with one issue at a time; 

— if more than one issue is presented, agreeing on the order in which the issues will be addressed; 

— exploring all the dimensions of the problem(s); 

— exploring alternative solutions to the problem(s). 

 

4. If any party is uncomfortable with the forum in which the conflict is raised, it is legitimate 
to discuss what the most appropriate forum might be. 
 

5. Inappropriate behavior in conflict includes, but is not limited to: 
— name calling; 

— mind reading (attributing evil motives to others); 

— inducing guilt (e.g., “Look how you’ve made me feel”); 

— rejecting, deprecating, or discrediting another person; 

— using information from confidential sources or indicating that such information exists. 

 

6. Fair conflict always allows people who are charged with poor performance or inappropriate 
behavior to: 
— know who their accusers are; 

— learn what their accusers’ concerns are; 

— respond to those who accuse. 

 

—SPEED LEAS; adapted from Mastering Conflict and Controversy, © 1992 by Christianity Today and 

published by Multnomah. 

 

Discuss 
1. When have you seen a quick resolution to a conflict only to find later the resolution was inadequate? 

2. Anxiety is a normal reaction to conflict. What are some destructive ways people handle conflict? 

3. What is the proper way to handle anxiety? 

4. Do we have rules for how our church fights? What would be the first step toward creating some guidelines?
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How to Handle Criticism 

7 biblical and practical steps. 

1 Corinthians 13:4–13; Hebrews 12:14–15 

Criticism is part of leadership; here are ways to handle it: 

1. Anticipate specific criticism. Every capable leader knows the “thought leaders” in a group and often 

talks to them ahead of time, enlisting their support or listening to their criticisms before a meeting. You can’t 

go into a meeting without knowing how the voting will go. 

 

2. Assume criticism is logical. It’s always best to assume that a person’s criticism is sincere. Given the 

base from which the person is working, the criticism is entirely logical. The key is to understand the base from 

which people work. 

 Thus, to work with people’s criticisms, we must know their deep beliefs, biases, experiences, theological 

positions, and especially their ego positions. 

 

3. Limit the criticism you’ll accept. A leader must know how to limit the criticism he or she accepts. 

Many times I have let one critical person keep me from recognizing the strength of the hundred who are in 

agreement. It’s possible to turn a cold into a cancer. 

 

4. Make constructive criticism part of the culture. Since criticism is going to come, it pays to make 

constructive criticism a part of the church culture. Every well-led organization needs to have an established, 

stated, understood, and agreed-upon culture. This won’t increase the amount of criticism; instead, it will 

channel the existing criticism so that it accomplishes something valuable. 

 

5. Don’t turn criticism into a personal contest. So often we make criticism into a personal contest, 

when if left alone, it will die of its own lack of meaning. Learn to lose a battle in order to win a war. 

 

6. Admit when you’ve been wrong. I try to look on every reasonable criticism as a chance to review my 

position. While the Scriptures might be inerrant, those of us who lead are not infallible. 

 

7. Don’t take revenge. It’s so important to personify tolerance and avoid all retribution. A dear friend was 

being emotionally crucified by his critics. These people had profited from him and owed him gratitude rather 

than criticism, but still they bitterly fought him. When he died, I found a prayer list in his Bible. At the top of 

his list were these simple yet powerful words: “Pray for those who are lying about me.” 

 

—FRED SMITH, SR.; adapted from Leading Your Church Through Conflict and Reconciliation, © 1997 

Christianity Today. 

 

 

Discuss 
1. What are some ways we can limit the criticism we’ll accept? 

2. What are the subtle ways we can take revenge on those who disagree or conflict with us? 

3. Does our church value constructive criticism? How can we show that?
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The Good Fight 

4 spiritual disciplines to keep fights from scarring your soul. 

Galatians 5:15 

The church is full of cat fights. How do turn them into good fights? We have four disciplines to cultivate for 

such a time as this. 

A spirit of heartbreak: War, even when its cause is noble, can swiftly descend into pettiness and spite. I'm 

not immune. Conflict makes me irritable and anxious. I might turn the other cheek, but usually with clenched 

teeth. I can worry a bruise into a hemorrhage. I have acted in cowardice here, belligerence there.  

The only antidote is to open myself to genuine grief. Paul tells us that bitterness, rage, anger, brawling, 

slander—all our incivility toward one another—grieves the Holy Spirit. It breaks God's heart, is all. I try to let 

it break mine, too. 

A spirit of giddiness: And yet we need joy, too, especially in conflict. Paul tells the Philippians, just after 

he's instructed them to help resolve a cat fight between two leading women in the church, to "Rejoice in the 

Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!" (Phil. 4:2–4). Rejoicing is integral to the ministry of reconciliation.  

The counsel seems frivolous. Think how annoying it is when, in the midst of grim and tense matters, 

someone cracks a joke. Doesn't rejoicing trivialize the gravity of the situation? 

But maybe the situation is trivial. Maybe those in conflict have inflated a minor misunderstanding into a 

church-wide altercation, nursed hurt into grudge and magnified it into vendetta. Trivial or otherwise, conflict 

within the church almost always stems from a failure to live by faith and not by sight. Taking our eyes off of 

Jesus entangles us in sin and distraction, and quickly we lose heart. Thus, rejoicing in the Lord is reality 

therapy. It jolts us out of our preoccupation with "these light and momentary troubles" and reminds us of the 

"eternal weight of glory" that awaits those who trust in God (2 Cor. 4:17). 

A spirit of hardness: When Jesus started his journey to the cross—that great personal and cosmic battle—

he "set his face like flint toward Jerusalem" (Luke 9:51, KJV). Conflict takes this as well, this hard resolve, 

this toughness. A leader in battle cannot be thin-skinned. 

And yet with conflict, we can tend to flinch and avoid it at every turn. I've done that enough times to learn a 

hard lesson: it only gets worse. Combatants, left to themselves, rarely come to peaceful resolve. 

So I've learned to set my face like flint. The results almost always surprise me. At first people may balk, but 

deep down, they long for someone who refuses to mince words or hang fire. 

A spirit of humility: I have rarely stepped into a conflict without someone reminding me of my own 

shortcomings. And rather than deny them, which is what I'd like to do, I confess them. In fact, I know of 

nothing like a season of conflict to purify and refine me, to prune my wild wood and remove my dead wood.  

I see this quality in the Apostle Paul. Maybe the church that gave Paul the most grief was the one in Corinth. 

They attacked his integrity, his giftedness, his appearance. In their eyes he didn't look right, speak well, or talk 

straight. Paul's two letters to them, especially the first, are thick with a defense of himself and his ministry.  

Only, it's an odd defense. It's cruciform. Paul doesn't bellow or hammer. Instead of countering their 

accusations, he admits most of them. Yes, he's unimpressive in speech. Yes, he's physically frail. Yes, he's 

unwise by human standards. Yes, he's shoddy-looking alongside those swaggering "Super Apostles." He 

preaches in weakness. He ministers in brokenness. He has nothing to boast about except the cross.  

This is no disingenuous rhetorical ploy. It's true, and its overall effect is to disarm his opponents. It's hard to 

keep pressing an attack when your target refuses to fight back. 

 

—MARK BUCHANAN; adapted from our sister publication LEADERSHIP journal, © 2004 by the author or 

Christianity Today. For more articles like this, visit www.Leadershipjournal.net.  

Discuss 
1. Which of these spirits is most evident in our handling of conflict? 

2. Which of these spirits is most lacking in our handling of conflict? How can we address this? 

3. What other spirits or attitudes are critical to have in the midst of conflict?
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BuildingChurchLeaders.com: Leadership training resources from Christianity Today. 

 

 "Handling Conflict" Assessment Pack 

 "Overcoming Criticism" Assessment Pack 

 "Healthy Problem Solving" Case Study 

 "Avoiding All-Out Church War" Survival Guide 

 "Facing Theological Division" Survival Guide 

 "Mastering Conflict" Survival Guide 

 "Smoothing Conflict Over Worship Style" Survival Guide 

LeadershipJournal.net: Our sister website offers practical advice and articles for church leaders.  

Peacemaker Ministries: A ministry, led by Ken Sande, which equips and assists Christians and their 

churches to respond to conflict biblically. 

 

StudentMinistry.org YouTube Video: Youth pastor/author Tim Schmoyer interviews Danny Wayman on 

how youth pastors and directors can work best with other church staff—in particular, the senior pastor. 

Books: 

 
Communication and Conflict Management: In Churches and Christian Organizations by 
Kenneth L. Gangel and Samuel A. Canine. This book focuses on the dynamics unique to a Christian ministry 

or work environment. (Wipf & Stock, 2002; ISBN 978-1579109028) 

Conflict Management in Congregations David B. Lott, ed. Gathers the wisdom and advice of many 

conflict-management consultants. (Alban Institute, 2001; ISBN 978-1566992435) 

Discover Your Conflict Management Style by Speed Leas. Lays out the various types of leadership 

styles for conflict management and explains how to improve your style. (Alban Institute, 1998; ISBN 978–

1566991841)    

Firestorm: Preventing and Overcoming Church Conflicts by Ron Susek. Addresses the causes and 

impact of church conflicts, how to get them under control, and how to bind the wounds they create. (Baker, 

1999; ISBN 978-0801090912) 

Making Peace: A Guide to Overcoming Church Conflict by Jim Van Yperen. This book focuses on the 

“why” of resolution, encouraging readers to place their church and all of its dissension under the Lordship of 

Jesus Christ. (Moody, 2002; ISBN 978-0802431851) 

The Peacemaker by Ken Sande. Provides advice and options for Christians who want to address 

interpersonal conflict in a way that honors God. (Baker, 2004; ISBN 978-0801064852) 

The Peacemaking Pastor by Alfred Poirier. A guide for pastors to help them lead their congregations 

through periods of conflict and church discipline and develop a culture of peace in their churches. (Baker, 

2006; ISBN 978-0801065897) 

Further Exploration 

Helpful resources on handling conflict. 


