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Conflict and harsh words * Ephesians 4 

July 22, 2018 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

The question before us this morning is a good one and one that I’ll bet is immediately relevant – 

“Dealing with negative conflict, how are we to act?  In some instances being kind does not diffuse the 

situation.  Is it ever ok to be harsh and negative in response?”   

 

Great question, and I’m sure that we can all identify with it, at least to some degree.   

 

As believers, we know that one our primary goals in life is to love others the way that God loved us.  And 

so we put up with a lot.  We aim for peace.  We strive for patience.  And we try our very best to be kind, 

to love our neighbours as our selves. 

 

But what happens when that kindness is ignored or even opposed?  What happens when conflict erupts 

and kindness seems to be getting nowhere?  Can we use harsh and negative words in order to get 

through to the other person? 

 

The short answer, I would say, is no. 

 

The longer, more nuanced answer… is also no.  But it IS more nuanced.  So let me show you what I say 

that. 

 

I think that the Bible gives us two reasons why harsh and negative words are not really helpful in 

conflict.  The first reason is very pragmatic - one harsh word leads to another.  If Evert and I are in some 

kind of conflict, and he’s just not listening and I decide, I just need to knock him down a peg or two and 

let rip with the harsh words, what’s going to happen?  He’s just going to get angry.  And he’s going to 

respond in kind.  And then I’ll get angry and then your conflict has just escalated.   

 

There’s a proverb that speaks to this – Proverbs 15:1 – “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh 

word stirs up anger.”   

 

If you go in swinging, you’re just going to stir up a hornet’s nest of anger in the other person.  I mean, 

what happens when someone says something mean to you?  Defenses go up, immediately.  You’re going 

to want to treat them as they’ve treated you.  But if you can address someone gently, then they are 

more likely going to be willing to hear what you are saying.   

 

There’s another proverb that gets at why our defenses go up so quickly when someone says something 

mean to us – Proverbs 12:18 – reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings 

healing.  Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing.  Harsh words 

hurt – and so of course, people are going to fight back if they’ve been pierced by those swords. 

 

But the proverbs shows us there’s another way, isn’t there?  A wise person uses their words to help and 

to heal.  It reminds me of what we said back in James – do we use our words are weapons or as 

wheelbarrows? Swords or salves?  For hurting or for healing?   
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One harsh word leads to another and that’s the Bible’s practical reason for not using harsh words with 

others. 

 

But the Bible gives a theological reason too, and that comes from the passage that was just read for us.  

Turn with me to Ephesians 4 and we’ll take a quick look at it.   

 

17 So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the 

futility of their thinking. 

 18 They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the 

ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. 

 19 Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind 

of impurity, with a continual lust for more. 

 

Observation 1 – Apart from God, harshness makes sense.  Just look at the handicap that we deal with 

apart from God – v 17 – futile thinking, 18 darkened understanding, 19 loss of all sensitivity, completely 

calloused – put that together with a continual lust for more – more acclaim, more prestige, more 

privilege – and you get a person who is willing to say whatever they need to to make their point, no 

matter how harsh or exaggerated it may be.  (Paul’s going to call this ‘the old way of life’ in a minute).   

 

Verse 20 -  

 

 20 You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. 

 21 Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 

 22 You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being 

corrupted by its deceitful desires; 

 23 to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 

 24 and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 

 

Observation 2 – In Christ, we are renewed to be like God Himself.  When we turn from sin and become 

His children, God takes away the dirty old self and gives us a brand new way of living that reflects His 

goodness and holiness.  He enlightens our understanding and softens our hardened hearts and that is 

meant to impact how we live in very practical ways.  For example –  

 

Verse 25 -  

 

 25 Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all 

members of one body… 

 

29 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. 

 

Observation 3 – Being renewed means building others up.  Being a child of God means getting rid of the 

old way of thinking and speaking and letting go of the habit of saying whatever you feel like, regardless 
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of how it will impact the other person.  Instead, being a child of God means being sure that your words 

will build others up, according to their needs, so that it will benefit them.  

 

That’s the theological reason the Bible gives for not speaking harshly to others - God makes us new to 

build others up.  When we become believers, we throw out that old way of living and put on a new self 

that reflects the goodness and holiness of God.  And our words should then reflect the goodness of God 

and build others up, for their benefit, instead of tearing them down.   

 

So, no, I don’t think that it’s appropriate for believers to be harsh or negative in the midst of conflict.  

The Bible shows us a practical reason for that – A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs 

up anger (Pro 15:1 NIV) -  and a theological, gospel reason – God makes us new to build others up. 

 

But the question remains, how do we get through to someone who has really dug in their heels and 

seems to want to fight?   

 

And this is where the nuance comes in.   

 

It strikes me that harsh and negative words are inconsistent with the character of God but that doesn’t 

mean that we give up on conflict resolution.   

 

Sometimes, you need to be sharp to get through to someone.  Sometimes you need to be blunt.  

Sometimes you need to rebuke and I think that that’s totally appropriate for believers.  In fact, I think 

we see examples of it in the Bible. 

 

For example – when Peter felt pressure from Jewish believers and began to withdraw from Gentiles, 

Paul told him to his face – ‘you’re wrong’ (Galatians 2:11-14). 

 

When Paul invited Barnabas to revisit the churches they had planted, they had such a sharp 

disagreement that they went separate ways when Barnabas wanted to give John Mark a second chance 

(Acts 15:36-39).   

 

Even Jesus was direct and to the point in addressing the Pharisees in His day – ‘you brood of vipers’ – 

and of course the cleansing of the temple was hardly rolling over and giving up. 

 

Sharp and pointed words MAY be appropriate in the life of a believer.   

 

Ok, well what’s the difference between “harsh and negative words” and “sharp and pointed words”? 

I think it all comes down to motivation – why are you saying what you are saying?  Are you tearing down 

or building up?  “Harsh and negative” implies to me tearing down – you’re just saying this to knock em 

down a peg and show you’re better.  I don’t think there’s room for that in the Christian life.  “Sharp and 

pointed words” – well, they may be to the point, but if your intention is ultimately the other person’s 

benefit and for the benefit of your relationship, then I think that they are appropriate.   
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Now that being said, we DO need to use them very carefully.  They’re a lot like dynamite – very useful 

and effective if handled wisely, but tremendously destructive if abused.  So what are some of the 

guidelines for speaking pointedly in the midst of conflict?  I’ll give you three. 

 

First – examine your own heart.  Isn’t that what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount?  Matt 7:3-5: 

 

3 "Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother's eye and pay no attention to the plank in 

your own eye? 

 4 How can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when all the time there is a 

plank in your own eye? 

 5 You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the 

speck from your brother's eye.  (Matthew 7:3-5).   

 

I have often found, in the midst of conflict, that when I want to lash out at someone, it’s because my 

heart has defaulted to ‘the old self’s’ way of thinking.  I want to prove that I’m right.  I want to WIN this 

fight.  I want to make sure everybody knows I’m good and the other guy’s bad.  But that’s not consistent 

with the goodness and holiness of God, is it?  And that’s why Paul has to remind us to ‘put on the new 

self’ – to be actively working God’s character into our own character. 

 

Before we ever think about saying something sharp to another person, we need to look at our own 

hearts to see what’s going on in there?  What’s the motivation behind this?  Is it just a desire to fight?  

Put the dynamite back in the box.  It is really a desire to resolve the conflict and you can’t see any other 

way to proceed?   

 

I blew through two books called ‘Words that hurt, words that heal’ this week, and one of them was by a 

Jewish rabbi who writes – “If you realize that part of you relishes speaking out, you probably shouldn’t. 

The insincerity of your concern, your pleasure at seeing your victim’s discomfort, and/or your desire to 

hurt someone at whom you might be angry will probably be apparent. As a result, your listener probably 

will react defensively, and be unlikely to change.  

 

If your motives are pure (you really wish you didn’t have to offer the criticism, but feel morally obligated 

to do so), this will shine through in the encounter. It’s likely that the listener won’t see you as an 

adversary who wants to inflict hurt, but as a friend who wants to help, a perception that will enable him 

to maintain self-respect (“He’s criticizing me because he likes me, and thinks that if I just correct this 

trait, everything will be all right”).6 

 

Telushkin, Joseph. Words That Hurt, Words That Heal: How To Choose Words Wisely And Well (p. 96). 

HarperCollins. Kindle Edition. 

 

I think that’s wise advise – we need to first examine our own hearts before we say anything to the other 

person. 

 

The second guideline is this: be quick to listen and slow to speak.   
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A lot of time, in the midst of conflict, our instinct is to rush in and make sure that we are heard, but that 

often comes at the expense of not hearing the other person.  If we are going to speak pointedly to 

another person, then we need to understand where they are coming from.  And if we are going to 

understand where they are coming from, then we need to REALLY listen to them.  Not “listen to figure 

out what you’re going to say next,” but “listen to understanding where they’re coming from.” 

 

Margaret Nielsen has spent years as a counsellor and spiritual mentor, so I invited her into the 

conversation and she gave me this gem: “To listen is a gift to the other person to acknowledge them and 

their thoughts and feelings; it tells them that you care” (Margaret Nielsen).   

 

We need to be quick to listen… and slow to speak.  I mean, that’s an idea you see time and again in the 

proverbs – Proverb 18:13: 

 

13 He who answers before listening-- that is his folly and his shame. (Pro 18:13 NIV). 

 

10:19 When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is wise. (Pro 10:19 NIV). 

 

15:28 The heart of the righteous weighs its answers, but the mouth of the wicked gushes evil. 

(Pro 15:28 NIV). 

 

17:27 A man of knowledge uses words with restraint, and a man of understanding is even-tempered. 

(Pro 17:27 NIV). 

 

21:23 He who guards his mouth and his tongue keeps himself from calamity. (Pro 21:23 NIV). 

 

Clearly God cares about how we speak, and according to these proverbs, the smart move is to weigh our 

words carefully before we use them.   

 

So in the midst of a conflict with someone who refuses to budge – think for a minute – have you taken 

time to really hear what the other person is saying?  Because only then should you move to talk.  So 

guideline 2 – be quick to listen and slow to speak.   

 

Now if you are confident that you have heard and understood where the other person is coming from – 

and I would add that it’s smart to have another objective voice weigh in on that – if you are confident 

that you have heard the other person and you see no other way forward, then you need to speak.  But 

you need to speak like this:  Guideline number 3: speak the truth in love.   

 

There is clearly something happening here here that is causing conflict and that truth needs to be 

addressed.  If they have stubbornly refused to engage in that conversation, then you may need to be 

firm in pushing them into taking responsibility for their part in it.  BUT, you need to do that with 

gentleness and patience and respect.  You speak the truth in love.   

 

Ken Sande, who founded the organization that published the Resoling Everyday Conflict study we did in 

the fall says this – “There are times when you must speak to others in a firm or even blunt manner, 
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especially if they have refused to pay attention to a gentle approach and are persisting in sinful 

behaviour.  Even so, it is wise to take a gentle approach first and get firmer only as necessary” (171).’ 

 

He goes on to suggest what that looks like - “When you need to show others their faults, do not talk 

down to them as though you are faultless and they are inferior to you. Instead, talk with them as though 

you are standing side by side at the foot of the Cross… When people sense this kind of humility and 

common bond, they will be less inclined to react to correction with pride and defensiveness” (Sande, 

172).  

 

If you are engaged in some kind of conflict, go ahead, speak the truth.  Tell the other person truthfully 

how their actions have hurt you or your relationship.  But do it in love, with compassion, and mercy, 

knowing that at some point soon, you may need someone to do the same to you.  Guideline three – 

speak the truth in love.   

 

So, is it ever ok to be harsh and negative in order to get someone to listen to you?  No, I don’t think so.  

Two reasons why - first off, it’s likely to cause them to be harsh and negative back, and second, that way 

of speaking belongs to our old way of life, and we’ve been renewed to speak with the goodness and 

holiness of God.   

 

So, no, I don’t think it’s ok to be harsh and negative but yes, I agree that there ARE times when it’s 

appropriate to be firm and pointed with a person who just won’t listen.  In those instances, check your 

heart first, be slow to speak and quick to listen and then, prayerfully and carefully, speak the truth in 

love.   

 

Now listen, let me get really pastoral here.  I realize that this is way easier to say than to do.  And I that 

many of you are in the midst of conflict right now that makes life and relationships really tough.  I feel 

for you.  I have had nights where I wake up at 2 am and can’t sleep for hours because I’m repeating a 

conversation in my head.  I’ve had times when I was so frustrated that I want to throw a chair across the 

room.  I’ve had times when all I can do is bite my tongue and close my eyes and say “God, what am I 

supposed to do here?”   

 

I thought back to a time about seven or eight years ago and thought what did I need to hear in that 

moment.   

 

So here it is – I know that you’re going through a lot and it can be very hard not to lash out at someone.  

But listen, you are a child of the most high God.  You have put on the new self, created to be like God in 

righteousness and holiness.  God is at work in you, empowering you to speak as Jesus would?  

WWJD/WWJS. 

 

But even then, it WILL take time.  It will take some awkward and uncomfortable conversations.  It may 

time going into another room and waiting until tempers have cooled down.  But you know what?  It’s 

worth it.  Because you will have shown love to that person, even if they have opposed you.  And you 

know what?  If you have been kind and gentle and humble, you’re doing the right thing.  You are 

reflecting God’s goodness and holiness and in time, He WILL vindicate you.  He is working for goodness 
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even now, and He will ultimately show that love does overcome evil.  Speak the truth in love and let God 

speak love to you.   

 

 

 

 

 

6. 2 Cor. 13:11 - Finally, brothers, rejoice. Aim for restoration, comfort one another, 

agree with one another, live in peace; and the God of love and peace will be with 

you. 
 

 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/search/?t=niv&q=2co+13:11

