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HANDLING CONFLICT
IN SMALL GROUPS
A Biblical Guide for Small Group Leaders

	A word before you begin…

Leading a small group is one of the most meaningful things you can do in the life of the church. And like all meaningful things, it comes with real challenges — including conflict. But take heart: conflict, handled well, does not destroy community. It deepens it. God has placed you in this role for a reason, and He will equip you for every situation you face. This guide is here to help you do that with wisdom, grace, and confidence.

"I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me."  — Philippians 4:13



1.  Why Conflict Happens in Small Groups
First, let's be honest: conflict in a small group is not a sign that something has gone wrong. It is a sign that real people are doing real life together. Scripture is full of conflict — between disciples, between leaders, between friends — and God uses every one of those moments for growth.
"For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God."  — Romans 3:23
We bring our brokenness into community with us. That means hurt feelings, misunderstandings, differing personalities, and wounded histories will surface. This is not a crisis — it is an opportunity for the love of Christ to be demonstrated in a powerful way.
"As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another."  — Proverbs 27:17
Friction is part of the sharpening process. Your role as a leader is not to eliminate all friction, but to help your group navigate it in a way that honors God and produces growth in everyone — including yourself.

2.  Why You Must Deal With It Quickly
One of the most important principles in conflict resolution is this: do not wait. The longer a conflict is left unaddressed, the deeper the roots grow. What begins as a misunderstanding can become bitterness. What starts as a hurt feeling can become division. Scripture is very clear on this.
"Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold."  — Ephesians 4:26–27
Notice what Paul says — delay gives the enemy a foothold. Every day a conflict sits unaddressed is a day that bitterness, resentment, and suspicion have room to grow. A small ember, left alone, becomes a fire.
"If you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them; then come and offer your gift."  — Matthew 5:23–24
Jesus places reconciliation above religious ritual. That is how seriously He takes unresolved conflict. It interrupts our relationship with God when it goes unaddressed.
Here is a practical rule: if you become aware of conflict in your group — whether you heard it, sensed it, or saw it — aim to address it within 24 to 48 hours. The longer you wait, the harder the conversation becomes, and the more damage quietly accumulates beneath the surface.

	The Cost of Delay

Unresolved conflict left unaddressed tends to:
  •  Spread — others in the group begin to take sides or feel the tension
  •  Deepen — small hurts become large wounds
  •  Harden — the longer someone waits, the more entrenched they become
  •  Silence the group — people stop sharing openly when there is unresolved tension

Quick, loving action protects the whole group — not just the individuals involved.



3.  Before You Step In — Ground Yourself First
Before you address any conflict, take time to prepare your own heart. You cannot lead others to peace if you yourself are frustrated, reactive, or anxious. Pray first. Always.
"Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, because human anger does not produce the righteousness that God desires."  — James 1:19–20
"Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus."  — Philippians 4:6–7
Ask God for wisdom, for love for both parties, for the right words, and for a spirit of gentleness. He will give it. Then go.

4.  Conflict Between Two Members
This is the most common type of conflict in small groups. Two members are in tension with each other — a misunderstanding, a comment that landed wrong, an ongoing friction, or a deeper disagreement.
The Biblical Model: Matthew 18
"If your brother or sister sins against you, go and point out their fault, just between the two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. But if they will not listen, take one or two others along..."  — Matthew 18:15–16
Jesus gives us a clear, step-by-step process. Start with the smallest circle possible — just the two people involved. Involve others only if that fails. Here is how to apply this as a leader:

	1
	Speak to each person privately first.
Reach out to each individual separately before bringing them together. Listen to understand — not to judge. Ask open questions: "Can you help me understand what happened?" "How are you feeling about things in the group right now?" Give each person the dignity of being heard.



	2
	Affirm their value and your care for both.
Let each person know they matter to you and to the group. Conflict can make people feel exposed or defensive. Before you address the issue, address the person. "I want you to know I value you, and I want to handle this in a way that's good for everyone."



	3
	Bring them together with you present.
If private conversations do not resolve things, gently bring both people together with you as a neutral, caring presence. Your role is not to take sides or declare a winner — it is to create a safe space for honest, kind conversation.



	4
	Guide the conversation toward reconciliation.
Use Scripture as your anchor. Remind them of who they are in Christ and what the gospel calls them to. Encourage each person to own their part, offer forgiveness, and commit to moving forward together.



"Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you."  — Colossians 3:13
"If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone."  — Romans 12:18

5.  Conflict Between You and a Member
This type of conflict requires extra care — because you hold a position of authority in the group. How you handle it will set the tone for how your entire group handles conflict. A leader who responds to conflict with humility, gentleness, and honesty is modelling Christlikeness in one of the most powerful ways possible.
"Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted."  — Galatians 6:1
Here are the key principles when the conflict involves you personally:

	1
	Check your own heart first.
Before you approach the member, honestly ask: Have I contributed to this? Did I say something hurtful or handle something poorly? Be willing to own your part — even as the leader. Humility from a leader builds enormous trust in a group.



	2
	Go to them privately — do not wait for them to come to you.
As the leader, take the initiative. Matthew 5:23–24 places the responsibility on the one who is aware of the tension, not just the offending party. Reaching out first communicates grace and sets a powerful example.



	3
	Listen more than you speak.
Especially when you hold a leadership role, members can feel they cannot push back. Create genuine space for them to share what they are experiencing without interruption or defensiveness.



	4
	Apologize where you need to — without qualification.
If you were wrong, say so clearly. "I am sorry for how I handled that. It was not right." A simple, genuine apology from a leader is disarming. It opens the door for the other person to do the same.



	5
	Involve a pastor or mentor if needed.
If the conflict is serious, ongoing, or beyond your capacity to resolve, do not try to carry it alone. Seek wise counsel. That is not weakness — it is wisdom. Proverbs 11:14 says, "Where there is no guidance, a people fall, but in an abundance of counsellors there is safety."



"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God."  — Matthew 5:9
When you pursue peace humbly and courageously, you are not just solving a problem — you are reflecting the character of Christ.

6.  What to Say — Practical Language
Sometimes knowing what to actually say is the hardest part. Here are some phrases that are biblically grounded, disarming, and effective:

	Helpful phrases to open a difficult conversation:

  "I care about you and about this group, and I want to make sure we are okay."
  "I noticed some tension and I didn't want to leave it unaddressed."
  "I want to hear your perspective — can we talk?"
  "I may have handled that poorly. Can I hear how that landed for you?"
  "I don't want anything to come between us. How can we move forward together?"
  "As a group, I believe God has called us to walk this out together — and that includes the hard parts."



7.  When Conflict Disrupts the Whole Group
Sometimes conflict becomes visible to the whole group — a tense exchange during a meeting, ongoing awkwardness, or sides beginning to form. When that happens, address it openly but calmly, without exposing or embarrassing individuals.
✦  Acknowledge the tension simply: "I think we can all feel that things have been a little strained. I want us to deal with it openly, because that's who we are as a community."
✦  Redirect the group to Christ: read a Scripture together, pray as a group, and remind everyone of the covenant of love they share.
✦  Follow up privately with the individuals involved before the next meeting.

"Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace."  — Ephesians 4:2–3

8.  A Word of Encouragement to You, Leader
We want to say this directly to you: you can do this. God did not call you to lead this group and leave you unequipped. He is with you in every hard conversation, every awkward moment, every tear-filled prayer you pray before picking up the phone.
You do not need to be perfect. You do not need to have all the answers. You simply need to show up — with love, with courage, with the Word of God, and with a humble heart. That is enough. That has always been enough.
"For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love and self-discipline."  — 2 Timothy 1:7
Handling conflict is one of the most Christ-like things you will ever do as a leader. It is not a distraction from your ministry — it is the heart of it. Every time you pursue peace, you are showing your group what the gospel looks like in real life.
They are watching. And what they see will change them.

	Remember:

You were not placed in this group by accident.
God knew this season was coming.
He equipped you. He goes before you. He is with you.

"Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous.
Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged,
for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go."
— Joshua 1:9



Quick Reference — At a Glance

	CONFLICT BETWEEN TWO MEMBERS
  1.  Pray first — prepare your own heart
  2.  Speak to each person privately and listen
  3.  Affirm value — address the person before the problem
  4.  Bring them together if needed — be a neutral presence
  5.  Anchor the conversation in Scripture and forgiveness
  6.  Act within 24–48 hours — do not delay



	CONFLICT BETWEEN YOU AND A MEMBER
  1.  Check your own heart — own your part
  2.  Go to them privately — take the initiative as leader
  3.  Listen generously — they may feel unable to push back
  4.  Apologize where needed — no qualifications
  5.  Involve a pastor or mentor if needed
  6.  Act within 24–48 hours — do not delay



	KEY SCRIPTURES 
  Matthew 18:15   •   Ephesians 4:26–27   •   Colossians 3:13
  Matthew 5:9     •   James 1:19           •   2 Timothy 1:7
  Galatians 6:1   •   Romans 12:18         •   Joshua 1:9



— END —
"Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins."  — 1 Peter 4:8
"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God."  — Matthew 5:9     |     Page 1
