RESOLVING CONFLICT AND DISAGREEMENTS
CONFLICT IN MARRIAGE
Sooner or later every couple experiences conflict in their marriage.  Every couple experiences problems that threaten the closeness of their relationship.  Such conflict is not extraordinary - it is a natural part of marriage.

When two individuals become interdependent - living together, deciding together, sleeping together - their relationship will be exposed to all kinds of stresses and strains.  Often I have regretted getting married, but I have not regretted getting married to my wife.  From this you will gather that it is not there is something wrong with my wife, but that conflict is an inevitable part of marriage.

REASONS FOR CONFLICT

There are several reasons for conflict being a natural part of marriage.  These will differ from couple to couple, but there are five major reasons.

· Differences in temperament.

· Husband not showing the emotional love a wife needs and the wife not esteeming her husband.

· The problem of making decisions together.

· The natural decline in communication.

· The wife’s desire to dominate her husband and the husband’s desire to rule over her.

DIFFERENCES IN TEMPERAMENTS
We are all individuals.  We all have strengths and we all have weaknesses.  We view situations differently from others.  We think differently.  We react differently.  We behave differently.  That’s what makes our lives rich and varied.  When two individuals join their lives there is rarely a perfect fit.  Adjustment is necessary.

THE PROBLEM OF MAKING DECISIONS TOGETHER

When we are single we can make decisions on our own without having to consult anyone else.  We have the final say.  But marriage changes all this.  Suddenly our partners have an equal say.  Their views and tastes must be considered - and because we are all individuals, we will always have differences of opinion.

The issue is not that we have differences of opinion, but how we handle them.

OUR NATURAL DECLINE IN COMMUNICATION

One of the most exciting aspects of a courtship is the wide range and the depth of communication between two people.  This will often disappear.  There just seems to be a natural decline in the level of communication.

DOMINATION AND RULING

It may come as quite a shock to you to know that when Adam and Eve sinned, God cursed, among other things, the marriage relationship.  He had intended them to have a partnership on an equal footing where each one fulfilled a specific function.  However, sin marred the relationship, God told the woman that she would give birth to children with pain and that ‘Your desire will be for your husband and he will rule over you’  (Gen. 3:16)

What does ‘her desire will be for her husband’ mean?  The word ‘desire’ does not mean loving affection here, but rather a desire to control and dominate.  So what the curse on the woman actually implied was that she would want to control her husband, and that in response he would rule over her.  Here is the origin of the battle of the sexes, women’s lib and male chauvinism.  Conflict is inevitable whenever a wife tries to dominate her husband or whenever the husband lords it over his wife.

LACK OF LOVE AND ESTEEM
There are two faults common to most marriages that often are the result of most unhappiness.  The husband is often guilty of not meeting the emotional needs of his wife.  She needs to be shown love, not necessarily physical, but emotional.  To show that he loves her by doing small things for her.  By holding her hand or kissing her in company.

The woman on the other hand, will often not esteem her man and show him that she respects him and will hold him up to others.  This composition of man and woman is so very different.

She needs love and he needs to be esteemed, respected and admired.

MARRIAGE IS HARD WORK
No relationship can continue indefinitely, let alone grow if it is not consciously worked on.  Only people in fairy tales get married and ‘live happily ever after’ - in real life we have to build our relationship with purposeful determination, particularly since there are so many ‘natural’ forces which cause conflict and erode the relationship.

We find after the honeymoon is over and we discover that our strengths are their weaknesses.  It is at this point that the couple has to make a crucial decision.  Either they will focus more on each other’s strengths than on their weaknesses, or they will concentrate on their weaknesses rather than on their strengths.  If they focus on the weaknesses they will embark on a steady process of destruction.  Each little criticism and each little fault pointed out will not lead to a change in the partners’ behavior, but it will increase their feelings of inferiority and is sure to evoke a counter attack.

When our shortcomings are constantly pointed out, we usually respond in one of two way.

· we either withdraw into a shell of inferiority, or

· we become highly critical of our partners, breaking them down in the process - a vicious circle.

The answer does not lie in finding a partner with the right temperament -

the answer lies in learning to cope with each others temperaments.

WHAT’S THE USE OF TRYING?

At first we all try to resolve the conflict that arise in our marriages - but as the incidents of conflict increases there comes a feeling of ‘what’s the use?’  The process of trying and failing, again and again.  This may become so painful that we stop trying.  Then we can either withdraw physically by getting divorced - or mentally by living under the same roof in a meaningless relationship.

The answer lies in learning to cope with our differences

· First of all by allowing God to take control of our lives and changing us.

· Secondly by responding differently to our partners.

OUR REACTIONS MUST CHANGE
The real problem is not the way our partners behave - it is the way we react to their behavior.  We can view the same behavior either in a positive or negative light. That is why we sometimes get irritated with our partners behavior although we used to admire it in our days of courtship.  Similarly we can learn to react positively to behavior we usually find most annoying.

ACCEPTANCE

Probably the most important rule to follow is : Don’t try to change your partner. Accept them as they are.  So often we want our partners to react as we do - to see things the way we see them, to behave the way we do and even to think the way we do.  That is a natural desire.  However, the problem originates in the way we try to change them.  Most of us hope to change our partners by pointing out the weaknesses and highlighting the shortcomings, but this kind of fault-finding not only fails to bring about a change, but actually increases the partners resistance to change.

Whenever an individual is criticized - even when the criticism is valid - he feels that he is being attacked and the natural reaction is to defend. The partner can defend himself in several ways.  He can either counter-attack by highlighting the attackers shortcomings, or he can withdraw and build an emotional shield around himself.

To add fuel to the fire, we so often attack the person rather than the behavior.  It’s one thing to say, ‘Every time you correct me in company, I feel very foolish’ - it’s another thing to say, ‘You always want me to look foolish in company.’  In the first case the behavior is being attacked - in the second case the person is being attacked.

Accepting your partner as he is, therefore, does not mean putting up with all kinds of undesirable and acceptable behavior.  It means letting your partner know what behavior or attitude upsets you without making any attempt to change his or her behavior.  Leave the decision to change to them.  Don’t exert pressure of any kind.  It won’t change matters anyway.

REINFORCEMENT
A.
The most effective way to change your partner is to give him or her lots of praise and to express your appreciation as often as possible.  Build on their strengths.  Let them know what they are good at.  Let them know what you like about them.  Give them recognition for their efforts.  For some reason we are so quick to point out any negative aspect, while the positive one’s are taken for granted.

When did you last complement your wife on her appearance, on the way she handles the children, on the way she runs her house?  When did you last thank your husband for the way he provides for you, for his work around the house, for the security he provides?  Don’t take these things for granted.

Can you overdo it?  Probably yes, but the likelihood of that is very slim, if the praise is:-

· genuine and sincere

· linked to actual achievement

· given freely without ulterior motives

In other words avoid flattery or trying to manipulate your partner with smooth talk.  There are enough good qualities that we can praise honestly.

COMPLEMENTING
This means supplementing your partner in an area where he or she may be weak e.g. help with budgets, organizing, thinking issues over calmly.  Specific needs differ from couple to couple but the same principle holds good : Where we can complement our partners so that they can concentrate on doing what they are best at.

FEEDBACK

Another means of helping us cope with each other’s temperaments is to provide helpful feedback whenever we observe negative behavior.  In one family the couple agreed on an innocent statement like ‘my button’s loose’ whenever one partner saw the other behaving inappropriately.  Whenever the wife, for instance, reacts too emotionally towards the children the husband will say ‘my button is loose’.  In this way they help each other to prevent their weaknesses from dominating their behavior.

The key to giving this kind of help, however, is a previous agreement between husband and wife that they will do this - otherwise the help is seen as just another form of criticism with all the accompanying negative consequences.

THANKSGIVING

The final step towards coping with your partner’s temperament is to thank God daily for your partner as he or she is - with all the strengths and weaknesses.  The amazing thing is that as we act in giving thanks, so we begin to acquire a thankful attitude.  There is ample evidence that behavior affects our attitudes as much as attitudes affect our behavior. When we begin to treat our partners differently, two things will happen.

They will start to behave according to the way we treat them.  We will start to see them in a new light, and behave towards them accordingly.

Re-affirm your love for your partner and assure them of your commitment to your marriage.

Re-affirm your love for your partner and assure them of your commitment to your marriage.

HUSBAND NOT SHOWING LOVE
Husbands are commanded to love their wives.  But what does love mean?  Is it a feeling, or never having to say you are sorry.  What did God intend when He told husbands to love their wives?  How does God define love?

In the original Greek wording of the Bible six words were used to describe love.  Two of these are :- Phileo and agape.  Phileo can best be described as ‘affection’ and it certainly implies love that involves emotion.

Agape, on the other hand, can best be defined as ‘a unilateral readiness to meet the need of another person’.  When Jesus illustrated what it meant to ‘love your neighbor’, he told the story of the Good Samaritan who saw a man lying at the side of the road, wounded and beaten by robbers.  He dressed his wounds and paid for his accommodation at an inn until he was completely recovered.  Now that Samaritan could have had an affection for the Victim, since he didn’t know him.  In fact he may not even have liked him, especially since Jews and Samaritans hated each other.  Yet he acted to meet the man’s need - that was agape love.  Love reveres to action rather than emotion.

LOVE YOUR WIFE
Both in Eph 5:25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her’ and Col 3:19 Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.’  The word agape is an affection for her - but you must act to meet her needs materially, physically, socially and spiritually.  You have to love her whether you feel like it or not.

I am not denying the role of emotions and feelings in love.  

However, it is not the emotions that lead to behavior - it is the behavior that brings about the emotions.  And the deeper the need that is being met, the deeper the affection that follows.  I have often given a lift to a complete stranger.  By the time I drop him at his destination I usually experience some feeling of affection for him, however slight it may be.  The feeling follows the action.  The Bible confirms this view.  Rom 5:8 ‘But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.’

As husbands we do not have to experience a feeling of affection before we act lovingly towards our wives - but as we act, so the feelings of love will follow.  That means if you want to fall in love all over again, start acting lovingly.  Some may react and say that anyone who acts contrary to his feelings is a hypocrite.  If that is in fact a valid argument, then I must confess that most winter mornings I am a hypocrite.

HOW MUST THE HUSBAND REACT?
Eph 5:25-33 ‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.  In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies.  He who loves his wife loves himself.  After all, no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it.  Just as Christ does the church - for we are members of his body.  ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery - but I am talking abut Christ and the church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and wife must respect her husband.’

A man must love his wife as Christ loved the church.  That’s the standard.  This implies that a husband must:-

· put his wife first

· build his wife up

· protect his wife both physically and emotionally

· show his wife understanding

· provide leadership

PUTTING HER NEEDS FIRST
Phil 2:3-5 ‘Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  says that we must consider the needs of others more important than our own needs, just as Christ did.  This means that as far as material things are concerned your wife’s interests precede yours.

We must also put our wives first in our sexual relations.  Most of us turn on very quickly sexually, ever ready.  Women respond differently.  They are sexually aroused by atmosphere and romance, and it takes the longer to get warmed up - like an old fashion iron. Women need to be wooed.  Women are easily distracted - so ensure complete physical privacy, and give her plenty of time to get everything off her mind.  Women are also more easily affected by fatigue than men.  Don’t force yourself on her if she is too tired.

BUILDING HER UP
Proverbs 31 describes ‘a wife of noble character’. One reason why she is such a terrific woman is because her husband praises her (vs 28).  Few things have such a powerful influence on a person as a genuine compliment.  Every word of praise and appreciation builds a woman up - every word of criticism breaks her down.  What’s more, we always behave in accordance with what others tell us about ourselves.  Men often lose sight of the fact that they get recognition in the work situation.  But where does your wife get recognition from?  If she doesn’t get it from you, she doesn’t get it at all.

The areas you can praise her are :-

· As companion.  Talk to her, look for the occasion you enjoy being with her.

· As home manager.  Does she cook well?  Keep home well?

· As mother.  Try looking after the kids.  You will praise her.

· As lover.  Do you tell her how attractive she is?  Do you express your admiration at all.  Do you ever tell her that she is a good lover?

· As spiritual partner.  Many a woman is frustrated because she feels spiritually alone - either getting no support from her husband, or actually receiving only opposition and disdain.  Even if you find it difficult to provide the spiritual leadership in the home, you can at least encourage and support her in this area.

Every husband gets the wife that her deserves, for she becomes what he makes of her.  If you constantly run her down, you’ll end up with a disgraceful wife.  If you constantly build her up you will have a wife with a noble character.

PROTECTING HER
1 Peter 3:7 Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.  Not many of us recognize that she needs emotional protection.

· From the children, a mother’s nerves can be run ragged by children.  You must support and protect her form the kids.

· From the in-laws.

· From difficult decisions.

· From fatigue and time pressure.

· From tense relationships eg. Wrangle with shop keeper etc.

UNDERSTANDING HER
We must be sensitive to the moods and feelings.  1 Peter 3: 7 Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that nothing will hinder your prayers.  The word ‘considerate’ can also be translated ‘according to knowledge’ and suggests understanding and accepting them.  

This means accepting their moods and emotional fluctuations.  It means taking the trouble to listen to them - to be sensitive to their needs. It means learning to love in their language - not yours.  This means tenderness and gentleness.  Send them flowers, notes etc. even if you don’t think it necessary.  An occasional phone call in the middle of the day.

Loving your wife means trying to understand her - and to do that, you must take the time to communicate intimately with her.

LEADERSHIP
There are numerous areas where a husband can provide loving leadership.  For some it may be with regard to disciplining the children, for others it may mean dealing with a domestic servant.  Whatever the need or the situation is, a husband must provide leadership in the areas where his wife needs help most.

Above all he needs to be the spiritual leader in the home.  Eph 5:23 

For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.  If you abdicate this responsibility there is a breakdown in the authority structure that God instituted for the home - with many negative consequences.

The two of you are one, whether you like it or not.  So every time you run  her down, you run yourself down.  Every time you build her up, you build yourself up.  No women can resist being loved in the ways described.  Her response will be to love you, to look up to you, and to meet your every emotional need.

 

Changing your typical behavior is not easy and some men have tried to do it gradually.  But that doesn’t work very well.  A more effective approach is to tell your wife that you realize how little you do to express your appreciation for her - and you have bought her some flowers to tell her that she is a fabulous wife.

SEX

In the first three chapters of Genesis, after God had created male and female, the word says ‘God saw everything that He had made, and, behold, it was very good.’

It is interesting to note that all else that had been made was good - light, land, sea, animals etc. - but it was only after He had created man and woman did He say ‘Behold, it was very good.’

With all that was good in the earth we find that one thing was ‘not good.’ Genesis 2:18 ‘And the Lord God said, it is not good that the man should be alone; I will make a helpmate for him.’  With that God declared that there can be no alternative, no substitute or better companion for man than a wife.  A void was created in man by taking 

‘bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh’ which can only be filled by the presence of woman.

Since a part of Adam went to make Eve, a man is incomplete without his Eve.

Within this union we find that God placed a priority on sexual union in marriage.  Man is told in Genesis 2:17 not to learn evil by experience.  His second teaching to man and woman was how to relate in marriage.  Genesis 2:24 ‘Therefore unto his wife; and they shall be one flesh.’  In this brief counsel, even before sin and its resulting selfishness, we find three commands:-

1) When we marry we are not to be dependent on our parents or in-laws.  WE are to be completely dependent on our spouse to satisfy all our needs.

1) The man has responsibility for holding the marriage together by ‘cleaving’ to his wife.  This word means to be ‘wedged inseparably’, the one becomes a part of the other.  In other words the husbands commitment to his wife is total.

2) They are commanded to be ‘one flesh’.  To be joined together in sexual union.

We find in Genesis 2:25 that Adam and Eve were able to see each other as they were.  There was no shame, disappointment, or frustration.  Their sexual relationship God has designed before his command to bear children.  It was for companionship, unity and delight.  

God’s plan for us - for good and our pleasure - has never changed.  Psalm 139:14 says we are ‘fearfully and wonderfully made.’  When we truly discover this in our marriages we are truly fulfilled.

The sex act did not become unholy when sin entered into the world.  God’s basic counsel as sex in the first chapters of Genesis was repeated by Jesus (Matt 19:5; Mark 10:6-9).

Sexual relationships in marriage receive such emphasis in the scriptures, that we understand they were not only to be a wonderful, continuing experience for the husband and wife, but also to show us something more wonderful about God and His relationship with us.  Eph 5:31-32.  We see from this that the properly and lovingly executed and mutually satisfying sexual union is God’s way of demonstrating to us a great spiritual truth.  It speaks to us of the greatest love story ever told - of how Jesus Christ gave Himself for us and is intimately involved with the loves of the church.

This explains why the marriage union is the only way man and woman can truly enjoy the riches God has planned for them.  Because the relationship is specifically designed to illustrate God’s unending love for His people, sexual intercourse must be experienced in the context of a permanent, giving commitment.

We cannot relate the sexual act in marriage with that in the animal kingdom.  Animals breed according to instinct with biological motivation.  But man has intercourse as a whole person.  He of all creatures is the only one to use reason in choosing to have sexual relations.  

Even in the sex act itself we are reminded that this the only creature of God’s creation who relates sexually face-to-face.

Scripture suggests that just as we can know God, so we can know our husband or wife in a deeper, higher, more intimate way through the physical act of marriage.  Know is the term used in the bible to define our relationship to God; it also is the term used to designate the intimate union of husband and wife. Adam knew Eve (Gen 4:1).

WAYS OF DEALING WITH PROBLEMS :

1) The Ostrich
Hides it’s head in the sand and says ‘What problem?  I see no problem!’

2) The Rabbit
Runs away from his problem.  ‘Here is trouble – I’m off!’

3) The Owl
Day-dreams of success or how to make others sorry.

4) The Goldfish
Swims round and round in his bowl, getting nowhere, worries a lot, talks about it and does nothing.

5) The Sloth
‘I won’t tackle my problems today, there is always tomorrow.’

6) The Lemming (commits mass suicide)

‘I cannot face my problem.’ - suicide, drugs, alcohol.

7) The Porcupine
Curls up into a ball with all its prickles showing.  ‘I have been hurt and no one need come near me.’  Sulks, gets into a mood, shuts herself up in a room.

8) The Bull

Flies into a temper.  Blames others or circumstances.  (Reduces his emotional tension but sets it up in others.)

9) The Lion
Says: ‘This is my problem.  I am strong.  I will tackle my problem.’  This is obviously what we are striving for - an honest assessment of the problem and a genuine attempt to handle it to the best of our ability.

There are some problems that have no solution (can you think of any?).  For these, constant complaining and ‘kicking against a wall’ will not help us or the problem.  We must learn to accept this type of problem and live with it, perhaps even succeeding to make some good come of it e.g. 
10) The Camel
Carry it with us like water in the hump.

Or

11) The Hyena
Laughs it off.  Sometimes he is wiser than this - he is unable to kill his food himself so he waits for the lion to kill and after the lions have fed, he feeds off the carcass as well.  In fact, the hyena is getting help from the lion in solving his problem.

It is a sign of maturity to ask for help from someone who might be able to give it.  Asking for help is often the first step towards solving a problem and it also releases a lot of tension.

KNEECAP SESSION

1) 
Which characteristics of mine cause friction and conflict in our relationship?

2) 
How can I understand you more?

3) 
In which area’s can I give you more support?  What can I do to complement you?

1

