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Fighting the Good Fight

Luke 17:1 

Then He said to the disciples, "It is impossible that no offenses should come.”

“Marriage is one long conversation, checkered by disputes.” – Robert Louis Stevenson

“Misunderstanding is a natural part of marriage.  No matter how deeply a man and woman love each other, they will eventually have conflict.  It is simply unrealistic to expect that both people will always want the same thing at the same time.  Conflict in marriage is inevitable.  If you aren’t married yet, this may not make a lot of sense.  But it will.  Thirty-seven percent of newlyweds admit to being more critical of their mates after being married.  And 30% report an increase in arguments.  Stressed-out, dual-career couples today have more to negotiate than ever, and the potential for conflict is at every turn.  But for couples who know how to work it out, conflict can actually lead to a deepening sense of intimacy.  The trick is knowing how to argue.  Let’s make this perfectly clear:  “Knowing how to fight fair is critical to your survival as a happy couple.” – Les and Leslie Parrott

“All intimacy is based on differences.” – Henry James

Research shows that learning how to handle conflict is vital to survival of a marriage.

· Not acquiescence, calmness and quiet without resolution.

· Not hurling verbal javelins at each other, degenerating into insults and abuse.

How did your parents handle conflict?

What is likely to happen if conflict is avoided?

What do couples most likely fight about?

Dr. John Gottman and a team of researchers at University of Washington have studied marriage for 20 years and now can predict with 95% accuracy which will deteriorate.  Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse – four symptoms of progressive deterioration of handling conflict:

1. Criticism – If your spouse has a behavior you don’t appreciate, attacking his person rather than objectively speaking about behavior.  Criticism involves blaming, making a personal attack or accusation, saying “You always . . .”  

Judge not, that you be not judged. – Matt 7:1

2. Contempt – What separates criticism from contempt is the intention to insult and psychologically abuse your partner.  Aimed right at the heart of a person, purposefully causing pain and destabilizing the relationship.  Name-calling and mockery.

Col 3:8

Put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and foul talk from your mouth. 

3. Defensiveness – Both feel victimized by the other, neither willing to take initiative for setting things right.  Natural inclination is to defend oneself.  Becomes a reflex.  

Isa 53:7

He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth.  KJV

4. Stonewalling – Exhausted and overwhelmed by verbal attacks, ceasing to respond out of hopelessness.  85% of stonewallers are men.  Characterized by keeping their face immobile, avoiding eye contact, holding neck rigid, no non-verbal cues.

James 3:17 - But the wisdom from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, open to reason, full of mercy . . . 

Why a good fight ain’t so bad

Conflict is a social taboo, considered immoral by some.  

“Emotional intimacy involves feelings of both love and hate; of wanting to be close and needing to be separate; of agreeing and disagreeing.”  -- Les and Leslie Parrott

You cannot be like God until you love through disagreement and conflict.

Jer 30:23-31:3

23 Behold the storm of the LORD!

Wrath has gone forth, a whirling tempest;

it will burst upon the head of the wicked. 

24 The fierce anger of the LORD will not turn back 

until he has executed and accomplished the intents of his mind.

In the latter days you will understand this. 

31:1 "At that time, says the LORD, 

I will be the God of all the families of Israel, and they shall be my people." 

2 Thus says the LORD . . . 

3 I have loved you with an everlasting love;

therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you. 

Corporations have learned that good decisions come from conflict.

“The absence of fights does not augur well for most marriages.  Unresolved, unhandled conflict acts as a cancer that erodes the passion, intimacy, and commitment of a marriage.  Couples who do not make an issue of things often resort to anger substitutes – overeating, depression, gossip, physical illness.”  - Les and Leslie Parrott

Three types of raw material in marriage:  

1. Things you have in common

2. Things in which you are different, but the differences are complementary

3. Differences which are not complementary and cause conflict

Every married couple has #3, and as you and your partner move closer together, those differences become more prominent.  Conflict is the price you pay for deepening intimacy if resolved correctly.

Rules for fighting the good fight:

1. Don’t avoid conflict – engage!

Gal 2:11-12

11 But when Cephas came to Antioch I opposed him to his face , because he stood condemned. 12 For before certain men came from James, he ate with the Gentiles; but when they came he drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party.

2. Choose your battles carefully

One of the major tasks of marriage is learning what can and should be changed (habits of nagging, for example) and what should be overlooked (how your spouse squeezes the toothpaste tube).  90% of all bickering should be avoided.  Don’t sweat the small stuff.

3. Define the issue clearly

When you feel the tension rising, ask each other to clearly and objectively define what the conflict is about until both of you understand the single issue.  Sometimes the issue is not the issue – it may be residual anger from a previous hurt (feeling neglected or disrespected).  

4. State your feelings simply, directly, calmly, and objectively.

XYZ formula:  In situation X, when you do Y, I feel Z

“When you are on the road (X), and you don’t tell me that you miss me (Y), I feel unloved and lonely (Z).”  Far more constructive than “You never call me when you’re away!”

If a wife says, “I don’t understand why your job takes priority over our relationship,” what is she really saying?

5. Rate the intensity of your feelings

Frequently one spouse is more articulate or expressive than the other.  This imbalance may cause problems because what is very important to the less expressive person may appear not important at all to the more expressive.

1. I’m not enthusiastic, but it’s not big deal to me

2. I don’t see it the way you do, but I may be wrong

3. I don’t agree, but I can live with it

4. I don’t agree, but I’ll let you have your way

5. I don’t agree and cannot remain silent on this

6. I do not approve, and I need more time

7. I strongly disapprove and cannot go along with it

8. I will be so seriously upset I can’t predict my reaction

9. No freakin’ way!  If you do, I quit!

10. Over my dead body!

Free conflict card at http://www.realrelationships.com/
6. Give up put-downs

“You don’t want a better job because you’re lazy.”

Especially stay away from residual issues from childhood.

Two especially off-limits topics – sexual performance and your spouse’s parents

Research shows that one put-down can undo hours of kindness.  

Cultivate kindness!  

· Greet each other with an embrace and warm hello; kiss each other goodbye.

· Always show appreciation for work done – “Thanks for dinner!  Thanks for doing my laundry!”  

· Engage in pleasant conversation.  Turn off the TV.

7. Don’t dwell on downers

Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry. – Eph 4:26

Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.  – Eph 4:32

Maybe you should say, “Let’s take a break.  We’re both too upset to discuss this reasonably right now.”  Recognize when your partner is under stress.

8. Defer to your partner’s preference if you can joyfully

Eph 5:21 - Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.

Questions for Reflection:

How do you typically handle conflict?  On a continuum with “denial of conflict” on one end and “confrontational” on the other, where do you place yourself?

What patterns can you detect in what you and your partner argue about?

Take a moment to consider conflicts you have worked through.  What can you learn about your ability to handle future conflict?

What is your greatest strength and greatest challenge when it comes to fighting the good fight?
