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Fighting Fair
PREFACE 
Conflict in marriage is very normal and healthy.  It isn’t a bad thing.  In fact, conflict is should be expected!  Paul said in 1 Corinthians 7:28 that if you marry you “will face many troubles in this life.”  So if conflict is bound to come, we must learn how to approach it and navigate through it in a way that strengthens our marriages instead of weakening them. 

Each time we work out a disagreement in a healthy way, we’re better equipped to deal with the next one.  Conflict handled properly will not only fine-tune a relationship but it can fine tune our character as well: “As Iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another” (Proverbs 27:17).
In this study, we look at several passages in Scripture that answer the question, “How do we fight fair?” Even if you are not currently married, you’ll find these principles will transfer to other relationships at work and at home.
INTRODUCTION

Jack Warren mentioned that conflict is normal and can be productive in a marriage or other relationship if we apply wisdom and fight fair.

· When you hear the word “conflict,” what do you think of?  Why do we usually think of conflict in a negative way?
· Why is conflict unavoidable, even in great marriages or other relationships?  (Consider reading 1 Cor. 7:28 to emphasize the point that conflict is unavoidable in marriage.)
· What good can come out of conflict?
In this study, we are going to take a deeper dive into the principles Jack shared on how to fight fair. 

Option – The Newlywed Game

The classic TV game show, The Newlywed Game, was always an interesting window into what couples knew about each other and, often, how fairly they fought.  So to break the ice on this topic, let’s play our own LifeGroup version of The Newlywed Game. (Sorry, no “whoopee” questions!)

 (Leaders:  Follow these instructions to play the game. You will need enough note cards and pens for each player to write down their answers to the game questions.)

· Ask several couples (three, ideally) to volunteer to play the game.

· Ask the husbands who are playing to go into one room and the wives into another room.

· Give each person three note cards and a pen.

· Ask each player to write on the note cards their answers to the following questions:

Question #1, worth 5 points – Which one of you gets your way most often when you argue – him or her?

Question #2, 10 points – What one thing do you argue about the most?

Questions #3 and 4, 15 points each – Jack Warren gave us three phrases to help us engage in more healthy conflict: “We against the world; appreciate instead of criticize; and yield instead of control.” Which one of these three phrases best describes the way your spouse engages in conflict with you?

· After each player has written down their answers, bring everyone back into the room.

· Instruct the players to keep their answer cards face down in their laps.

· Read Question #1 out loud. Ask each couple, one at a time, to show their answer cards. If their answers match, they get 5 points.

· Read Question #2 out loud. Ask each couple, one at a time, to show their answer cards. If their answers match, they get 10 points. 

· Read Question #3/4 out loud. First ask the wives what they think their husbands said about them. (For example, “Wives, did your husbands say your approach to conflict is more like we against the world, appreciate instead of criticize, or yield instead of control.”) Then, ask the husbands to show their cards. If their answers match, they get 15 points.

· Repeat this to see if the husbands can guess what their wives said about them for Question #3/4. Award 15 points if their answers match.

STUDY THE SCRIPTURES

The first principle Jack shared is “we against the world.” When two people get married, there is a physical, spiritual, and emotional union. You and me become “We”. When we approach conflict, we need to approach it with a “we against the world” mentality instead of a “you against me” mentality.
Matthew 19:4-6

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”
· Why is it sometimes difficult to achieve this kind of unity in a marriage? Besides leaving behind your family, what are some of the other things you have to leave behind in order to become “one flesh”?

· How is your approach different when you try to resolve conflict as a unified team instead of trying to “one-up” the other person? How do you fight differently when you have a “we” goal instead of “you vs. me” mindset?

The second principle Jack shared is “appreciate instead of criticize.” It’s easy for us to agree with this as a statement, yet it is so hard to practice. This kind of behavior – being kind, compassionate, forgiving – isn’t natural for us.

Ephesians 4:29-32
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you.
Proverbs 15:1
A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger.
Proverbs 16:24
Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.

· What is your natural response when someone criticizes you? When you hear criticism, how does that affect the way you address conflict with that person?

· The last verse in the Ephesians passage brings up Christ’s forgiveness of our sins. How should the blessing of God’s grace affect the way we approach conflict with our spouse or others in our lives?

· Criticism typically makes us defensive, while a display of appreciation can be very disarming. Besides hearing you are appreciated, what are some ways you like someone to show their appreciation for you?

The third principle Jack shared is “yield instead of control.” This is an important skill of healthy dialogue that needs to be practiced in the midst of conflict.
Ephesians 5:21-22, 25
Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.
Philippians 2:3-4
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.
· Why is it difficult for us put into practice what these verses call for us to do?

· When we are in a conflict, what are some things we do to try to control the other person? What impact does this have on resolving the conflict? 

· What are some practical actions we can take to yield to the other person instead of trying to control them?

GOING DEEPER
The familiar parable of the Prodigal Son tells the story of grace and forgiveness. It is also an interesting illustration of a family struggling with conflict. If you have time, have your group discuss this passage.  Begin by having your group read Luke 15:11-32 together.

· Think about the three principles Jack gave for fighting fair: we against the world, appreciate instead of criticize, yield instead of control. How do you see the father following or not following these principles?
· How do you see the younger son following or not following these principles?  How do you see the older son following or not following these principles?

· How might the outcome of the conflict changed for each character if their approach had been different?

FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION
Use the following questions to lead your group in a discussion on applying the principles for fighting fairly.

1. Think of a time when your spouse or other people in your life handled a conflict with you in a positive way.

· What did they do that was effective?

· Why did you appreciate it?

· How did what they did change the way you thought about or approached the conflict?

· What was the outcome?
2. Think about the three principles Jack shared about how to fight fair:

· Taking a “we against the world” instead of a “you against me” approach to conflict

· Appreciating instead of criticizing

· Yielding instead of controlling
Which of these principles do you think you are already practicing well? Which principles do you think you need to work on?

3. Do you think allowing your children to see you and your spouse argue is healthy?  Why or why not?  How can the way we deal with conflict help our children?  Explain.

FINISHING OUT

One of the challenges Jack gave was for us to have an open discussion with our spouses or other important people in our lives about how well we are approaching conflicts with each other. Encourage your group to take some time this week to talk with each other about these questions:

· Do you feel like our conflicts are you against me or us against the world?
· Do you generally feel appreciated in this season of our relationship or do you feel like you are consistently criticized?
· Am I more like a One-Way sign in conflict or more like a Yield sign in conflict?
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