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Conflict as a Gateway
to Spiritual Growth

pBEEEE rxrEaTesRr SRR

c onflicts can be very hurtful and costly. Yet, conflicts seem to be inevitable—es-
pecially for those serving in the ministry. The truth is: This world is complicated
and fallen, we all are complicated creatures, and fallen. Sadly, conflicts are inescap-
able in the church as well. Christians—even true, genuine, faithful followers of Christ-
—often have conflict with each other. So, the question is not whether conflicts will
come, but how we will handle them.

If conflicts can exact heavy tolls on those who are involved, can anything good
come out of them? Thankfully, in God’s economy, conflicts can often lead us to
greater spiritual advancement. In fact, Pastor David Mathis labels conflict as “an op-
portunity for grace.” More specifically, conflict may be an opening for us to learn
how to rely more faithfully on God. Just when situations we encounter appear to be at
their darkest, the light of His grace often shines the brightest. Mathis points out that
throughout the Bible are accounts of God’s people “not of fleeing conflict, but moving
toward it in hope, believing God will be at work in the tension, pain, and mess.”  Look
at all the inductees in the “hall of faith” ( Hebrews 11 ); every one of them exemplified
perseverance, trust, and obedience even in the face of impossible situations.

J. Robert Clinton, a recognized expert on leadership emergence theory, has stud-
ied the life of hundreds of Christian leaders. He concludes that “God uses conflict—
whether personal or ministry related—to develop the leader’s faith, dependence upon
God, and insights relating to personal life and ministry.” In other words, conflict can
be a means of developing godly character in Christian leaders.

Conflict comes in varying shapes and forms. For example, we may clash with
others because of the different perspectives we each hold; or we may experience
heightened relational tensions due to personality differences; or we simply harbor a
spiteful spirit that desires to hurt someone else. To me, what Clinton calls “leadership
backlash” may be the most difficult to overcome. A leader experiences leadership
backlash when seemingly his or her followers are in agreement with the leader’s vi-
sion and direction, but only to find that when the group experiences persecution and
hardship as a direct result of the decision made by the leader, some followers or even
other leaders of the group begin to react negatively toward the leader. Israelites’
strong resentment toward Moses in the wilderness is a prime example of a backlash.

14| 224RBE-HRE




Conflict is drama, and how people deal with conflict
shows you the kind of people they are.”

— Stephen Moyer

| tasted backlashes firsthand. Early on in my pastorate, a group of us had a bur-
den to launch a new children’s outreach ministry at public elementary schools nearby.
By divine intervention, we managed to receive permissions from the principals involved
and the district office to conduct Jesus Club as weekly after-school activities. The
response from children—many of whom had come from unchurched families—was
most encouraging! We had plans to expand our efforts. Then, unexpectedly, op-
position to this new outreach arose from members of the church leadership. They
expressed concerns that our own children could be neglected if we were to continue
with the outreach. There was a lot of pushback against me. As a leader, | was utterly
confused; | did not and could not understand the rationale for the negative reaction.
Subsequently, the outreach ministry was terminated after three months. It took me
quite a while to recover from this experience.

God uses leadership backlash to test “a leader’s perseverance, clarity of vision,
and faith.” His or her motivation is often revealed in these conflicts. Was the leader
seeking success and approval, or was he or she desiring to do the will of God? When
a true leader is tested during difficult times, he or she can learn more about God’s
sovereignty. God can use difficult situations to demonstrate that deliverance can only
come from Him. All glory belongs to Him alone.

The entire ministry of Jesus Christ was filled with conflicts. Jesus himself was
also well acquainted with leadership backlash. Rather than shying away from conflict
with his enemies or his disciples, the Lord Jesus embraced it. He is the founder and
perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross,
despising the shame (Hebrews 12:2). Even though he knew death awaited him, he set
his face like flint to go to Jerusalem, to the great conflict at Calvary, so that we can
be rescued from our greatest conflict against God.

He calls you and me to follow him by daily taking up the cross. In conflict we
are drawn to the foot of the cross. In humility and prayer, we learn to trust God to
resolve conflict for His own glory. It is through the cross that God forms and shapes
our character to be more like His Son Jesus Christ. May we approach and experience
conflict as a means of spiritual growth.
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CESNA 20th Class of Graduates
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