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A couple of weeks ago, we introduced our discussion on communication. We 
covered what it is: a two-way conversation of listening and speaking that is 
intended to help our marriages grow in intimacy. When we are able to 
communicate well, even in times of conflict and disagreement, we are then able 
to deepen our marriages and grow more into the oneness that God has intended 
for us.  
 
Today, we’re going to spend some time looking at how we can communicate well 
about the areas in our lives that are difficult. When we first are dating we are on 
our best behavior, though I am sure that we did our best to try to learn as much 
as possible about the real person inside. When we get married, the protection of 
our vows and commitment allows us to risk showing more of who we really are. 
Sometimes those things are not always good.  
 
The truth is, the more you feel comfortable with someone, the more we let down 
our guard. And the fact is, even as God’s redeemed people, we still live in a flesh 
that seeks its own good. As a result, conflict is inevitable as we each seek to 
further our own interests.    
 
But the good news is this: If we are truly God’s children, if we have truly tasted 
His grace, if we are living in humility before Him, under the guidance of the Spirit 
that lives within us, God is able to turn our conflicts into something that can 
actually draw us closer, rather than drive us apart. If we let Him, there is hope for 
us in our marriages.  
 
On that note, let’s open our time in prayer:  
 
Heavenly Father, thank You so much for the hope that we have in Jesus. Thank 
You for reaching out in love towards us, even while we were infected with our sin. 
Thank You for forgiving us, redeeming us, and giving us Your Spirit to live in us. 
Because of You, we have the power to do the same for our husbands, no matter 
how unlovable they may seem at the moment.  Soften our hearts to hear Your 
word for us today. Show us where we might need to apply what we learn this 
morning. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
 
So, conflict is inevitable. You’re not a bad wife if you are having trouble in your 
marriage. He’s not a bad husband if you get frustrated with him. You are simply 
human beings living in a fallen world. It happens.  
 
The Bible, as you can imagine, deals with this issue head on. No beating around 
the bush here. James says, “What causes quarrels and what causes fights 
among you? Is it not this, that your passions are at war within you? You desire 
and do not have, so you murder. You covet and cannot obtain, so you fight and 
quarrel. You do not have, because you do not ask. You ask and do not receive, 
because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions.” (4:1-3)  
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He goes on to say that to be friends with the world is to be an enemy of God. To 
love the world more than we love Him makes us adulterous people. And yet, He 
gives us more grace when we humble ourselves and submit ourselves to Him. 
When we resist the devil, he will flee from us. On the contrary, when we draw 
near to God, He will draw near to us. When we allow the sin in our hearts to bring 
us to humble grief, He will draw near to us and exalt us. (v. 4-10) 
 
The first thing we can do is to take a biblical stance on conflict. Conflicts arise 
when we love the world, live according to its passions, and in general, give sin 
the upper hand in our lives. When we do so, we are falling right into the schemes 
of the devil.  
 
On the other hand, when our first love is God, when we see the wretchedness of 
our sin, recognize how much we need Him, He draws near to us and He lifts us 
up from the mire of sin so that we can live a life that reflects Him.  
 
Before we deal with the conflicts with our husband, the first people we need to 
deal with is ourselves. By now, you’re probably tired of hearing me say this, but 
it’s true. Sin would like to blame someone else for our problems, just like Adam 
blamed Eve and Eve blamed the serpent in the garden of Eden. But if we really 
want to see God turn our conflicts into blessings, we can only start here.  
 
Some questions we can ask ourselves, based on James, include:  
What are some of the passions at war within me? What does God want? What 
do I want? The real conflict starts within when we want something different than 
what God wants…and we go with that instead of Him.  
What is the root desire in my heart that leads me to quarrel, argue, or desire to 
hurt my husband? Out of the heart the mouth speaks. What is in my heart?  
Have I tried praying for and asking God for what I want or am I trying to do this 
on my own?  
If I have asked, what is the motive behind my request? Is it pleasing to God?  
What is my part in this conflict? How have I contributed to this division between 
my husband and me?  
What is the posture of my heart before God? Am I self-righteous or sure of my 
case or am I willing to let God change me before approaching my husband (if 
necessary)?  
What kind of temptation or bait is Satan trying to use on me? What kinds of lies 
or messages have I believed? What is the truth? What do I need to resist?  
 
I want to touch on this last question. Have you ever thought about how Satan is 
involved in our arguments? What is really going on behind the scenes?  
 
Way back in the first few sessions, we talked about how marriage is a picture of 
Christ and his bride, the church. As husband and wife, our earthly relationship 
works best when we follow the pattern of how Jesus relates to the church. 
Ephesians 5 describes in great detail how husbands are to love the church and 
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be willing to give himself up for her. He is to nourish and care for his wife just as 
his own body because they are, in fact, one flesh in God’s sight.  
 
If this is the picture of what marriage really means, then it would make sense that 
Satan would do all he can to tear it apart. If he can’t completely destroy a 
marriage, he will wear it down, drive wedges in between us, or plant seeds of 
bitterness that separate us. And conflict is one of his favorite tools to do just that.  
 
I don’t believe in a devil behind every bush, but I believe that Satan is more than 
happy to exploit our conflicts to his own ends. Peter describes him as a lion, 
prowling around, looking for someone to devour. He is not a tame kitty cat! He is 
out to kill and destroy.  
 
When we begin to look at our spouse as the enemy, the one that we need to 
fight, then we have taken his bait. You can always tell when he’s behind the 
whole thing. There is a nasty, sinister tone in the thoughts that run through your 
mind. “He doesn’t deserve it.” “He’ll never change.” “You’re going to let him get 
away with that?”  
 
And that, my friend, is the temptation that James tells us that we are to resist. 
The question is not whether or not we will be tempted. The question is what we 
are going to do when we are. Are we going to resist that temptation by trusting 
God? Or are we going to listen to him, taking his bait, and letting his lies begin 
embedding themselves in our hearts and planting seeds of bitterness?  
 
Most arguments and conflict do not just pop up overnight. Usually they are 
planted by the enemy, and we water them! Satan’s desire is not just to tempt. 
That’s the first step. That’s like getting his prey to take the bait. Then he’s got us 
where he wants us and little by little starts doing his work.  
 
It doesn’t take a lot of bait to hook a fish. Comparatively speaking, it’s usually 
very small. Likewise, it doesn’t usually take very much for us to go down a path 
that leads to division and disunity. The toilet seat that is always up. The dirty 
clothes scattered around the house. The hot dinners turned cold. These little 
things are perfect for the enemy to use as bait. If you can just imagine him, 
egging you on, talking you into taking that bite, maybe even providing some very 
compelling reasons, beware.  
 
These things may not be a big deal. Sometimes they go away. But sometimes 
they don’t. I know from experience. Little things can grow into big things very 
quickly. And the more I feed them with my discontent, my anger, my frustration, 
the larger they grow, until they become something that can loom up large.  
 
So, what do you do then with these “little foxes,” as Solomon calls them in Song 
of Songs 2:15? In Bible times, foxes were cunning little critters who could wreak 
havoc on your marriage. A nibble here, a bite there, and before you know it, your 
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garden is ruined. That is why Solomon says, “Catch for us the foxes, the little 
foxes that ruin the vineyards, our vineyards that are in bloom.”  
 
Satan knows that our marriages, if lived in the light of God’s plan, can become 
beautiful pictures and testimonies, a beacon of light to a world that is rapidly 
becoming darker and darker. If he can snuff out that light, split us apart, ruin our 
testimony, then he comes out the winner.  
 
The only way to keep him from doing that is to catch those foxes early. Don’t let 
them fester and sit, infecting and ruining your vineyard and the potential that lies 
in it. 
 
As much as we don’t want to hear this, marriage is not just about making us 
happy. It is about making us holy. Marriage is not about changing our spouse, 
but God transforming us. Every irritation, every quirk that bugs you, everything 
that drives you crazy can be God’s way of changing us or it can be the 
beginnings of a canyon between you and your husband.  
 
2 Cor. 10:5 tells us to take every thought captive. Every thought matters. When 
we allow and entertain these irritations, we begin to lose perspective. We fail to 
see things accurately and start making speculations, leading to completely false 
conclusions about our spouses. Based on these assumptions, we begin to treat 
them as we think they deserve. To prevent this, we need to stop those thoughts 
right in their tracks.  
 
When I am talking about little foxes, I am talking about minor annoyances. They 
aren’t really sin issues. The only remedy: grace—and lots of it. When we hold 
these little issues against our husbands, keeping a running tally, “there he goes 
again,” we are saying that my spouse’s quirks are worse than my sin against 
God.  
 
Let’s take a look at another category of conflict. This time, it’s not really just minor 
issues. Sometimes the issue is one of personal expectation that our spouses 
did not meet. Maybe it’s being home on time to eat dinner together as a family. 
Maybe it’s being more involved with the kids. Maybe it’s more physical affection 
and tenderness. These are all good things, but sometimes when these desires 
are unmet, they can quickly become thorns and splinters in our souls.  
 
All of us have some expectations of our husbands, whether we verbalize them or 
not. We can tell when they are not met—we get angry, upset, frustrated. Those 
emotions are not necessarily evil. They are merely hints that something is going 
on inside. When we act sinfully on those emotions, that’s when it goes wrong.    
 
I like what Larry Crabb has to share in his book, The Marriage Builder. He 
defines the difference between goals and desires. Goals are objectives that are 
under my control and mine alone. No one else will impact whether or not I reach 
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them. On the other hand, desires are objectives that I may legitimately and 
fervently want, but I cannot reach them on my own.  
 
He goes on to say that how we view our objective—properly classifying it as 
either a goal or a desire—makes a huge difference in what we do with it. If we 
have a goal, we break it down into smaller steps and work towards it. Goals are 
things that we are to do. We only have ourselves to blame if we do not reach 
them. The proper response to our desires is to pray for them. We cannot change 
our husbands or their circumstances. However, we can pray that God will use us 
to influence our husbands or to clear away any obstacles or to work in their 
hearts to change.  
 
However, too often, he says, we switch them around. We pray for our goals 
instead of working on them, and then we take our desires into our own hands to 
manipulate and make it happen. That is when we get into trouble, when we are 
trying to achieve what only God can do or we fail to do what we alone can do.  
 
What does this mean then? First, we need to determine whether our issues are 
goals or desires. He suggests two questions we can ask:  
 
1. Exactly what is my objective? What do I want to see accomplished?  
2. Can I by my own efforts, with cooperation from no one, control whether this 
objective is realized? If yes, then the objective is a goal—take action. If no, then 
the objective is a desire. Begin to pray about it.  
 
These two questions can help us to determine the proper course of action. In 
either case, the ball is in our court. Let’s look at the first scenario. I want my 
husband to be home on time so we can eat as a family. What might that objective 
be? [Relationships, family bonding, time with one another, etc.] Now, can I be my 
own efforts, with cooperation from no one, control whether this objective is 
realized? No. This objective is not a goal, but a desire. I may desire that my 
husband be home on time to eat with us. However, I cannot control the traffic, his 
workload, or if he has a meeting right before the end of the workday.  
 
At this point, I have two things I can do. I can first of all respond properly to a 
desire. I can pray. I can pray that God will plant the same desire for family time 
into my husband. I can pray that he will make it a priority. I can pray that his 
schedule or work demands will allow him to be home for most nights of the week.  
 
The second thing I can do is to see if my desire can be restated into a goal. 
Remember that a goal is something that is dependent on me alone. If the 
objective is family relationships, I cannot control what my husband does, but I 
can control what I do. I can make it a priority by not overscheduling our kids so 
that it interferes with dinner time. I can figure out what is a suitable time that will 
work for my husband. I can be flexible with arranging our routine to work with his. 
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In short, I do all I can on my end to build family unity, including finding ways to 
serve my husband so that it works out for him.  
 
Most of all, I can choose to not hold it against him if he misses dinner…again. 
Instead of letting it build up a wall in my heart, I can remind myself that this is a 
desire of my heart and pray again. I can refuse to take the bait Satan offers me. I 
can express my disappointment, but I don’t need to heap on the guilt. I can be a 
wife that he will want to come home to instead of being a nag that justifies him 
staying even longer in the office.  
 
This way of thinking takes a bit of practice. Basically, it is doing what we can do 
and trusting our desires into God’s hands instead of trying to take them into our 
own. It is leaning hard into God and being open to His guidance and obeying Him 
in the ways that we can.  
 
Okay, so we have dealt with the little foxes and our personal preferences and 
desires. Which brings us to the next category of conflict: issues that do involve 
sin, primarily those that have been inflicted on us. What do we do when we have 
been sinned against? How are we to respond? 
 
First of all, we need to decide if they really did violate God’s commands, and if 
so, specifically how. Sometimes we find that it really isn’t a sin issue at all. 
Sometimes it is just an issue of personal irritation. If so, we can choose to take 
those thoughts captive, dispense grace, overlook the situation or bear with it. If it 
is a personal desire that we have, an expectation that is not being met, we can 
begin to pray for the Lord to change things or help us to see what we can do to 
help.  
 
But if we have been wronged, we still have choices. And it isn’t to just march right 
in and let him have it. Remember that conflict always involves two people. We 
can either let God use it to help us become better or we can let it make us bitter.  
 
In this case, there are several choices we have. Mark and Grace Driscoll, in their 
book, Real Marriage, suggests several possible options.  
 
As mentioned, one option is to overlook it. Love covers a multitude of sins (1 
Peter 4:8). That is a choice. Perhaps it was a little slight, a jab in a painful place. 
It wasn’t kind and it certainly wasn’t necessary. But the Lord reminds you that it is 
not customary of your husband to speak to you like that. Satan, on the other 
hand, would like you to take that sin and dwell on it, stew on it and assume the 
worst. In this case, overlooking it may be your wisest choice. Let it go and move 
on. Don’t keep a grudge or write it on your record.  
 
Another option is to commit to praying for your spouse. Perhaps this sin is 
something that you know is rooted in pain or woundedness in his own life. He just 
simply doesn’t know how to respond any differently. Unless the Lord heals him, 
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he may not be able to even do anything about it. Your prayers for him and his 
healing and wholeness may be the best thing you can do for him. Jesus tells us 
to pray for our enemies who hurt us. How much more should we pray for our 
husbands! Often times, prayer is God’s way of healing us too, so that we have 
compassion instead of bitterness.  
 
Now, this is not to say that we cannot speak up about it. What am I trying to say 
is that there are several other helpful and positive ways that we can deal with it 
first before we let it fly with our words. I am not advocating that we avoid it. 
Pretending that nothing is wrong is just as bad as letting our harsh and angry 
words out. Eventually, like a pressurized can, it will explode if the circumstances 
allow. Sweeping it under the rug doesn’t mean that it isn’t there. It’s just hidden, 
getting worse as the dust and spiders get to it.   
 
There are times when our words are not really for the benefit of our spouses. The 
words are neither productive or beneficial. The words we say are merely out of 
spite or because we just need to vent. As we talked about last time in Ephesians 
4:29, we need to make sure our words are helpful, encouraging, appropriate for 
their needs, and a benefit to them.  
 
We also need to be careful that if there truly is an issue that we need to discuss 
with our spouses, we do just that. We don’t tell our mothers, our BFFs, or our 
kids. If we must speak to someone about it, it is only fair for us to bring it directly 
to our spouses first.  
 
So before we open our mouths (and I am saying this to myself as to anyone 
else), here are a few tips from the communication experts. By the way, these are 
great for any type of conflict, including talking with your teenager!  
� Choose your battles. Not everything is worth fighting over.  
� Be specific. Stick to one point. Don’t drag in your grievances from the last ten 

years.  
� Pray before speaking. Ask God to show you your side in the problem. Ask 

that the Lord will season your words with grace and kindness. Use Eph. 4:29 
to test what you desire to say. Ask the Lord to give you self-control, kindness 
and gentleness while still being honest and truthful.  

� Give your husband a warning. Don’t just bombard him with your list as he 
walks in the door. Remember: guys need some time to gear up for conflict 
situations like this. Gently let him know that you’d like to talk with him, and do 
so in an inviting way. (This will require great self-control and wisdom from the 
Lord!)  

� Avoid threats, put-downs, sarcasm, and insults.  
� Avoid using “always” and “never”. These are usually never true.  
� Avoid hinting. Most guys don’t get hints.  
� On the other hand, be direct and succinct.  
� Be honest with how his actions impact you. Consider this phrase, “When you 

____________________, I feel _____________________.”  
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� Like Esther, we can ask God to show us how to share our concerns using 
language he will understand and connect with. Consider word pictures that 
relate to his favorite hobbies or similar situations that he might relate to.  

� Speak in a quiet voice, even if he raises his. When we tone down our voices, 
it helps to keep things calmer and more focused. This may require the Lord’s 
help!  

� Guard your words carefully, as you cannot take them back. As recipients of 
such words, we are well aware of how those can take root and grow into 
bitterness.  

� Remember that your conflict can help you grow together. Speak in terms of 
“we” instead of “you” or “me.” Your husband is not your enemy! Do not let 
Satan drive a wedge between you.  

 
Ultimately, we want to win the right battle. So often, we are focused on being 
right that we sacrifice the relationship. There are times when we need to have 
our say and then decide to compromise or agree to disagree. Too often, and I 
speak from experience, we are not willing to let go, or through our arguing, we 
are trying to get our husbands to do what we want them to do. Like we 
mentioned earlier, we are confusing our desires with our goals and are trying to 
force things to happen. That only makes things worse.  
 
If the issue truly is one that is serious and needs to be dealt with, and you are 
having trouble coming to a resolution between the two of you, there may be times 
when you will need to bring in a third party. If you must do so, then find someone 
who is neutral and able to give you a clear, godly and fair opinion.  
 
When you have talked it out, there still remains the issue of forgiveness. Unless 
we deal with unforgiveness in our hearts, it is likely that these issues will continue 
to be a divisive wedge between us. Eph. 4:32 tells us to “be kind to one another, 
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” This is but 
one of the many Scriptures that tell us to forgive. 
 
Earlier, I mentioned that when we are unwilling to forgive, we are basically saying 
that our spouse’s sin is greater than our sin against Jesus. It is saying that his sin 
is so bad that it cannot be forgiven.  
 
Who are we to judge? In making this kind of judgment, we are just as guilty of 
sin. We are not in any position to judge the relative “badness” of any sin. Yes, 
some sins will require much more time or effort. But they must be forgiven all the 
same, for the ones that are the most affected by unforgiveness is not the other 
person but ourselves. Unforgiveness chains us down. Most likely, the other 
person doesn’t even realize what they have done.  
 
It is important to remember what forgiveness is not. It is not condoning the sin. 
Neither is it the same as forgetting the sin. It is not anesthetizing ourselves from 
its impact. It is not given only when someone acknowledges, apologizes for or 
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repents of their sin. It is not the same as reconciliation, which requires both 
parties working together. It is not about neglecting justice.  
 
Forgiveness is feeling the full gravity of sin towards us, yet choosing to release 
the other person from guilt, punishment or revenge. It is acknowledging the hurt, 
feeling the pain, but refusing to let those emotions lead us into sinful responses. 
Most likely, depending on the severity of the offense, it can keep coming back. 
Some sins are impossible to forget. But forgiveness is loving despite the sin—not 
because our spouses deserve it, but because God does.  
 
The other option is holding on to the unforgiveness and letting it breed bitterness 
in our hearts. This bitterness will poison our hearts, affect our speech, and impact 
our children who are watching. This anger that simmers in our hearts must be 
dealt with.  
 
Paul had an urgency in dealing with anger. We have probably heard many times 
the words in Eph. 4:26 “Be angry and do not sin; do not let the sun go down on 
your anger, and give no opportunity to the devil.” We often think that this means 
we need to resolve the issue before we go to bed. Some of you may actually stay 
up late into the night to do this. At least you did that. I did not heed this verse, 
and I can testify that because I did not, I gave Satan all kinds of opportunity to do 
mischief in my heart.  
 
However, I am beginning to wonder if the urgency is to resolution or if it is the 
urgency is about dealing with it in your own heart, even if your husband is 
clueless about what you are angry about. Paul doesn’t say “do not let the sun go 
down before you resolve the issue.” He tells us to not let the sun go down on our 
own anger. Perhaps the important thing is to deal with it in your heart before 
God, acknowledging it, seeking His guidance and making peace with Him. 
 
For me, that makes a lot more sense. Some things are just not going to be 
resolved in two hours. Sometimes he is not available to talk things out. But this 
doesn’t mean that we cannot deal with it before God. Sometimes we think that 
unless he is there to talk it out with us until it is resolved, we don’t have to heed 
this verse. But whether our husbands are present or not, we can deal with 
ourselves. And that is the main issue because it is in our hearts that Satan wants 
to work. Don’t give him that foothold!  
 
But we also need to look at the flipside as well. Remember that our spouses are 
not the only sinners in the equation. While we have been talking about these 
issues as the offended in these situations, we have to remember that we also 
can be perpetrators of division. There have been times when I was completely 
unaware of my sin towards my husband.  
 
Regardless of who does the sinning, it can create a rift in our relationship. 
Though we may not want to hear it, we need to allow our husbands the 
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opportunity to say what they need to say. This is one of these opportunities that 
we have to draw our husbands out. If you sense that something is not quite right 
with the two of you and it is not work-related, then you may need to take some 
time to ask him. Our job here is to see how we can help him to overcome that 
bitterness.  
 
Whether bitterness is in our hearts or theirs, it will have an impact on our 
marriage. Because we are one flesh, it does not pay to let it take root in either 
one of us. Doing so will only result in hurting ourselves. So be ready to seek 
forgiveness as much as offer it.  
 
To recap: conflict is inevitable. The question is how we will deal with it. Conflict 
can either help us or hinder us as we seek to grow in oneness. Of course, there 
is an enemy who would love to take us down by sowing seeds of bitterness, 
anger and resentment in our hearts.  
 
But God provides a better way. We have choices. We do not need to let this tear 
our marriages apart. We do not have to let it build up in our hearts so that we 
begin to live separate lives. When we are willing to bring issues before God 
immediately, as they arise, we are then able to get the counsel and guidance 
from Him that we need to know how to deal with these issues.  
  
He may have you speak. He may have you stay silent. He may have you extend 
forgiveness. He may have you bear with your husband. The important thing is 
learning how to deal with the right issue in the right way. When we are rooted in 
God, hopefully those issues will become less, but until the day we die, there will 
be conflict. Sometimes they are old issues that need to be dealt with once and for 
all. Sometimes they are recurring issues that need continual processing. 
Whatever they are, whether they are little foxes or serious sins, let’s let the Lord 
use conflict to make us better, not bitter.  
 
Heavenly Father, 
This is hard for some of us to hear today. I know it is hard for me because it 
requires that I swallow my pride and lean heavily on you for justice to be done. 
Please help us to see the big picture when it comes to conflicts. Sometimes they 
are not as big as they seem to be at the heat of the moment. Sometimes they are 
truly serious issues but in the light of what You have done for us, we need to let 
them go for the sake of the greater good. Whatever we need to do today, Lord, 
please help us to be women of courage who will obey You as You lead us. As we 
seek to deal with these issues in our marriages, may our marriages become 
places of light, hope, and ministry to our spouses and others. In Jesus’ name, 
Amen.   


