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THE RED ZONE 
Repairing a Relationship by Speaking the Truth in Love 

Remarkable Relationships (Part 6) 
Text: Matthew 5:21-26; James 1:19-26 

 
Three Approaches to Conflict 

 
As we’ve explored in recent weeks, most of the connections we have with the important 
people in our life start out strong.  They fly high at the start on good feelings and warm 
expectations by all parties. This romantic phase of the partnership, however, eventually 
gives way to a stage in which we start learning about the profound differences between 
us.  Those differences are difficult but, handled wisely, can also be one of the great 
gifts of a relationship. God can use the friction and struggle of this learning process to 
lead us to a higher kind of connection than we even knew possible – a state the Bible 
calls agape love. 
 
And yet, much of the time, this doesn’t happen, does it?  Somewhere toward the 
bottom of the learning curve we enter into what I call “the Red Zone” of relationship.  
It’s in this part of the journey that we start experiencing a level of conflict that can tear 
the kite of our connection apart. Today, I want to zoom in with you on what the Bible 
has to teach us about resolving these RED ZONE CONFLICTS. When someone has hurt 
us or angered us, frustrated or failed us, what can we do to begin repairing the tear in 
the kite?   
 
As I watch relationships in action, it seems to me that many of us tend to respond to 
conflict in one of three ways. Some of us handle conflict by RETREAT.  Someone injures 
or enrages us and we go passive.  We become silent or walk away sulking.  We try to 
push our feelings away, but usually only succeed in pushing them down, till they 
become compacted inside of us.  The reason the Bible says, “Don’t let the sun go 
down on your anger” (Eph 4:26) is because God knows that unaddressed feelings 
have this way of hardening into ice around our heart or on the wings of a relationship. 
Over time, the increasing weight of this ice drags the kite of our connection down.   
 
Some of us have opposite problem.  We’ve hardly met an irritation we weren’t bold to 
address.  We tend to handle conflict by attempting to DESTROY our opponent.  
Someone does wrong or deals with us badly and we become aggressive.  We go on the 
attack.  We will show the other person the error of their ways by evening the score.  
Martin Luther King Jr. once observed that this “eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” 
strategy is actually a pretty satisfying one, so long as you don’t mind living in a world 
that will ultimately be completely blind and toothless.  This is why the Bible cautions us: 
“Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good” (Rom 12:21). 
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So what is good?  How do we handle the conflicts between us and the people we live, 
work, and worship with in a way that doesn’t miss the mark on the one side by 
retreating or on the other by destroying, because neither patches the problem?  The 
answer, I think, is to learn an approach that lies in the middle.  We need to learn how 
to authentically and respectfully ENGAGE people in a way that is neither passive nor 
aggressive but humbly assertive.  Let’s look at what the Bible teaches us about this.  

 
Preparing to Engage 

 
The first recommendation comes in the form of these familiar words of the Apostle 
James: "You must understand this, my beloved: Be quick to listen, slow to 
speak, slow to anger; for your anger does not produce God's righteousness” 
(Jas 1:19-20).  Has it worked well for you to jump right into  engagement with 
someone when you or another party were seeing red?  It’s a good rule for hockey, but 
my own experience in relationships is that when I try to talk when I’m good and mad, 
the mad almost always overwhelms the good. Here is a crucial FIRST principle for 
conflict resolution:  Wait till the temperature is a bit cooler, before talking.  Don’t wait 
forever, but let the heat die down.  
 
The writer of Ecclesiastes was right: “For everything there is a season, and a time 
for every matter under heaven” (Ecc 3:1).  That’s why the SECOND step of conflict 
resolution is to ask the other person for a convenient time to talk.  It is almost always 
our natural inclination to let OUR time schedule dictate the timing of a response to a 
conflict-laden situation.  It is tempting to vent during the middle of a social 
engagement, or going by in the hallway at work, or as the other party is nodding off to 
sleep or rushing out the door.  When you respect the other person's needs, desires, and 
ongoing activities, however, they are much more likely to come to respect yours. 
 
THIRDLY, and this is very important: Make a decision in advance that you will not try to 
rehash past issues in the upcoming discussion.  St. Paul once wrote, that God’s “Love 
does not keep a record of wrongs” (1 Cor 13:5).  Is that a hard one for any of you?  
It is for me.  On the outside I’m a Pastor, but on the inside I’m too much of a CPA – 
that’s Crotchety Performance Accountant!  I’m slowly discovering, however, that unless 
I leave behind the ledger sheet, every effort to deal with the present issue gets crushed 
under the dead weight of the past.  If we’re going to repair the tear, we have to 
discipline ourselves to hold to current events where details are more clear, and redress 
is more possible.   
 
Then, FOURTHLY, go into the encounter with a willingness to make changes yourself. 
The writer of Proverbs says: “A man's pride will bring him low, but the humble in 
spirit will retain honor” (Prov 29:23) and gain influence.  Few things will so increase 
the willingness of that other person to alter his or her course, than finding in you a 
humble openness to changing yourself in the areas where you may be injuring others.  
As someone who has been creatively confronted many times, let me say that it’s been 
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hard for me to deny the wood in my own eye, when the person talking to me is not too 
proud to admit the logs in his or hers.   
 
FIFTHLY, before you engage the conversation, commit yourself to refraining from 
taking any “cheap shots.”  By “cheap shots” I mean those wonderful statements that 
hammer our feelings home, but which so completely smash the person we’re trying to 
reach that creative communication is almost impossible.   Generalizations like “You 
never help out.  Why don’t you ever listen?  How come you always act this way?” are 
cheap shots.  Extreme comparisons like “You’re just like so-and-so” are cheap shots.  
No two creatures of God are “just like” one another.  Extreme labels like “You blank!” 
are also cheap shots:  Cheap shots punch people so hard in the face that their 
emotional eyes water up and they can no longer truly see the validity of anything else 
that is said.  They are a delightful way to win the round, but an almost certain way to 
lose the fight for changed behavior. “Let no evil talk come out of your mouths,” 
says St. Paul, “but only what is useful for building up, as there is need” (Eph 
4:29). 
 
FINALLY, before you begin to talk, wrap it in prayer.  Aristotle once observed: "Anyone 
can become angry -- that is easy, but to be angry with the right person, to the right 
degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way -- this is difficult."  
This is perhaps why the Apostle Peter, prone to hot-headedness himself, once said: 
“Whoever speaks must do so as one speaking the very words of God… with 
the strength that God supplies, so that God may be glorified in all things” (1 
Ptr 4:11). Turn to God in prayer before engaging the repair process.  He can supply a 
capacity for understanding, truthfulness, and courage we didn't think possible. 
 

Speaking So Others Will Listen 
 
That’s the preparation process for repairing a tear.  Here are a couple of pointers for 
actually engaging the conversation.  The FIRST step is to RELATE to the listener exactly 
what you perceive the behavior of the other has been.  A woman I know approached 
her husband about her sense that he was allowing his work commitments to override 
his family ones time and time again.  “Honey,” she said, “you tell me that you’re going 
to be home at 5:30. For the last week you haven’t been home earlier than 6:30.”  It 
was difficult for the husband to debate this. She had the basic facts right.  No 
exaggeration. 
 
SECONDLY, REVEAL what the practical and emotional consequences of the behavior 
have been.  This is probably the hardest part for any of us, because it involves the 
vulnerability of confessing that someone else has the power to throw your life into 
turmoil.  It is a lot easier to hide behind those safe "you should… must… and ought to" 
statements.  But “you should be home earlier” is nowhere near as impactful as hearing: 
“You know, after being at work all day myself, it’s overwhelming to try to juggle our 
children who are melting down, the dog that needs to go out, and the dinner that 
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needs to be made -- all at once.  I’m just not able to do it. I don’t want to feel angry 
and resentful toward you. But does it make sense why I wonder if we matter as much 
to you as your work?”  No matter how hard someone may try to be defensive, it is very 
hard not to feel empathy and conviction when someone approaches you this way.   
 
The FINAL step of engagement is to REQUEST what you hope the other will do 
differently going forward.  The spouse in my illustration might say: “O.K., let’s forget 
5:30 if that just can’t work.  Could you be home by 6:00 at the latest or call ahead of 
time and let me know what’s going on?”  The key idea is that by giving people a 
practical handle on what they can do to resolve the conflict, you create some objective 
criterion for evaluating success in dealing with the problem.  It keeps you -- the 
confronter -- from unconsciously manipulating others, because you are compelled to 
define what YOU want and don't want.  It leaves responsibility for response where it 
belongs – in the other’s hands.  It provides fodder for discussion as to compromise at 
the very least. And, as Jesus says, “If he [or she] listens, you have made a 
friend” (Mat 18:15). 
 

How Important is Conflict Resolution to Christ? 
 
Building great relationships takes a courageous and consistent investment.  But Jesus 
made it clear that repairing the tears that happen there was even more important than 
attending church. “If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember 
that [you’ve got a broken relationship] leave your gift there in front of the 
altar. First go and be reconciled… then come and offer your gift” (Mat 5:23-
24).  
 
God’s greatest desire is that our relationships reflect the quality of his agape love.  
Jesus gave his followers a lot of credit for wanting real harmony and intimacy in their 
relationships not just a living or working arrangement.  He gave them credit for wanting 
real transformation in themselves not just a character made up of tolerated sins.  Jesus 
assumes that, as his followers, we aren’t just playing at these things.  He expects that 
the way we handle ourselves in times of conflict and engage the conversations needed 
for reconciliation will be one of the most winsome aspects of our witness to this world.   
 
Is that true of you and me? Is there someone from whom you are now separated by a 
stony silence, a rift of resentment, a deep disappointment?  Is there someone in your 
life that you might “regain” as a trusted friend, a true colleague, an intimate spouse, a 
beloved child?  Let’s give it a try, shall we?  Let’s try practicing even more together 
what the Bible preaches, because if we do, some of the conflicts that seem to be crises 
today will become, with God’s help, the start of an even more remarkable relationship. 
 
Let us pray... 
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Lord, we give humble thanks today that you were not content to leave a gulf between 
us and you, but that you instead dared to risk everything in order to regain intimacy 
with us.  In one sense, it seems unthinkable that human beings would crucify the very 
One who came to bring us life.  It is, until we consider how cruelly defensive we still are 
when it comes to confronting the painful truth about ourselves.  Help us to receive with 
gratitude the words of correction that may come our way this week.  Then make us 
bold to be agents of creative communication in the life of someone else.  We know that 
the Spirit you give us is not one of timidity, but one of courage and of love and of self-
control.  So move us forward by that Spirit to speak the words we need to speak, in the 
way we need to speak them, to the people who need to hear them – especially when 
that person is us.  In the name of Jesus, we pray.  Amen. 


