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Getting Along with Difficult People  Phil 4:2-13  6/16/13 

 I generally don’t have too much difficulty getting along with others.  I 

like people and I enjoy working with them at church or in the Presbytery, in 

our homeless shelter, or on mission trips.  But there have been a few 

people along the way that I have really struggled to get along with.  I think 

of a church member in Florida, and a staff member in another church.  We 

didn’t see eye-to-eye on important matters facing the church, our 

personalities clashed, and all things being equal, we would have preferred 

to not be in the same room together!  Maybe some of you have similar 

relationships in your families, at school, in clubs, at work, or in the 

neighborhood. 

 In the closing chapter of Philippians, Paul has some advice for us 

about getting along with one another.  You’ll notice that we’re using some 

of the same verses we used last week, but this time with a different 

perspective.  In fact, unlike most of the commentaries I read, I believe that 

getting along with one another is the central theme of these verses.  Follow 

along with me and see if you agree. 

We begin in chapter 4, verses 2 & 3. I urge Euodia and I urge 

Syntyche to be of the same mind in the Lord.  Yes, and I ask you also, my 

loyal companion, help these women, for they have struggled beside me in 
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the work of the gospel, together with Clement and the rest of my co-

workers, whose names are in the book of life. (Phil. 4:2,3) 

 Wow!  I can just imagine a friend of Eudoia reporting to her.  “I’ve got 

some good news and some bad news.  The good news is that the Apostle 

Paul mentions you by name in his letter to our church!  The bad news is 

that he calls you out for your ongoing fight with Syntyche!”  It is sad that the 

only thing we know about these two women is that they quarreled!  I hope 

that is not the kind of legacy that we’re leaving behind!  Remember that 

earlier in this letter, Paul expressed his desire that the Philippians be of one 

mind.  This must have been one of the specific relationships he was 

concerned about. 

 He calls these two women “co-workers.”  They struggled alongside 

him in the work of the gospel, reminding us that women played a leadership 

role in the New Testament churches.  But something has happened to 

these women.  They are no longer getting along.  It may have been a 

dispute over doctrinal issues; it may have been over something petty.  

Maybe they’ve even forgotten why they don’t like each other!  But Paul 

calls on them to start getting along. 

 Some people become shocked and deeply disappointed when there 

is disagreement in the church.  They shouldn’t be.  There were conflicts 

among Christians several times in the book of Acts.  There was deep 
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conflict in the church at Corinth.  There was conflict in the Galatian 

churches.  And a look at the history of the church shows regular, 

impassioned conflict through the centuries.  Today, many denominations, 

including our own, are deeply divided over issues of human sexuality. 

Conflict is probably inevitable for fallen people, even Christian people.  But, 

Paul is not content to let the conflict remain, and we shouldn’t be either.  

What should we do about conflict?  Paul gives several suggestions.  

 “I ask you also, my loyal companion, help these women...”  (Phil. 4:3a) 

Paul’s first thought is that sometimes someone else is needed to mediate a 

dispute.  He instructs a friend there in Philippi to help these two resolve 

their problem.  That can be a good strategy for some of us, too.  

Sometimes an impartial third-party can help us to hear one another and 

resolve the issues between us.  A trusted elder, a pastor, or a trained 

counselor may help us settle matters between members of our family, or 

church, or neighborhood.  

 A few years ago a couple came to see me.  Their marriage was in 

deep distress.  They had already filed for divorce and the wife had moved 

out.  The level of pain was so deep that they could no longer hear one 

another and they had lost sight of those things that had originally attracted 

them to each other.  I encouraged them to give their marriage one last shot 

by going to see a counselor together.  They agreed to do so.  It took time 
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and a lot of work, but with the help of a skilled third-party they were able to 

rebuild their marriage.  After working through the painful issues before 

them, they were even able to re-discover love.  They withdrew their divorce 

petition, moved back in together, and now appear quite happy in their 

marriage.  One strategy when a relationship gets stuck is to get help from a 

third party as Paul recommends here. 

His next instruction may seem odd.  Rejoice in the Lord always; again 

I will say, Rejoice. (Phil. 4:4)  What does that have to do with getting along 

with one another?  Perhaps Paul is reminding them that if they depend on 

the things of this world, including their relationships with others, to make 

them happy, they will ultimately be let down.  Paul is instructing us to have 

the right focus.  The behavior of others does not need to control our attitude 

and outlook.  As we saw last week, Paul is writing about joyful living while 

he himself is chained to a Roman guard while facing a capital trial!  Just 

because things are hard doesn’t mean we can’t have joy. 

 The people going on our mission trips this summer will inevitably face 

some challenging times.  They will be living in very close quarters, often 

sleeping on the floor or in hammocks, working in hot and dirty conditions, 

not having much free time, and forced to live with people they may not like 

that much.  And yet, if past experience is any indication, they will be having 

the time of their lives!  Although there will be down times and times of 
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conflict, most participants will regard this as a very joyful experience.  Part 

of the reason for this is that we deliberately focus our attention on the Lord 

during these trips through daily worship, study, and prayer.  If you want to 

get along with difficult people, Paul says to be sure you have the right 

focus- on the Lord. 

 Third, “Let your gentleness be known to everyone.  The Lord is near.”  

(Phil. 4:5)  The Greek word translated gentleness here is a difficult one to 

translate.  A gentle spirit is part of it, but the word also implies tolerance 

and charity and fairness.  This is the first (and only!) instruction specifically 

telling us how to relate to another person:  Treat them with gentleness.  We 

tolerate some stuff we may not like instead of reacting to it or becoming 

offended by it.  Some of us are a little too much like porcupines.  We’re kind 

of prickly.  And when others get close to us, they are often hurt by what we 

say or do.  Instead, Paul says we should be known by our gentleness.  By 

our toleration and patience.  By our fairness to others.  

 Fourth, “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 

supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.”  

(Phil. 4:6)  Psychologists tell us that anxiety is toxic to relationships.  And it 

is.  Whole families or churches or schools or other organizations can 

become emotionally sick and dysfunctional when anxiety levels get too 

high.  These Philippian women had plenty to be anxious about.  They were 
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ill-at-ease with a fellow church member.  Their dispute was known 

throughout the church and even outside it, which must have been pretty 

embarrassing!  There was the ever-present threat of persecution for being 

a Christian.  These things would make most of us anxious! 

 But Paul says, “Rather than worrying about these things, brooding 

over them, take them to God in prayer.”  In the end, it is only God that can 

heal broken relationships.  It is only God who can repair your reputation.  It 

is only God who can protect you from persecution or sustain you through it.  

It’s not at all easy to do, but don’t waste energy worrying about these 

things.  Take them to the Lord.  

 One thing I’ve tried to do is to pray regularly for people who get on my 

nerves.  So, if I tell you I’ve been praying for you… it may not always be a 

good sign!  Prayer forces me to see the other person as God does, a 

person made in God’s image, yet a sinner just like me.  Sometimes it is 

through praying for the good of the other person that my own attitude is 

changed. 

 To review:  In order to resolve stubborn disputes, Paul encourages us 

to involve a third party.  He challenges us to keep our focus on the Lord.  

He instructs us to be gentle with one another, and he tells us to pray about 

the things that are making us anxious. 
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Here is the payoff.  And the peace of God, which surpasses all 

understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.  

(Phil. 4:7)  This verse is usually read to mean that God will give you some 

kind of inner peace in the midst of difficult circumstances.  That may be 

true.  But in the context, I think the promise is that God will bring about 

peace between you and that difficult person!  Rather than anxiety and 

tension, God will bring peace.  There will be inner peace in your own heart 

and mind.  And there will be peace between you and the other person.  

That’s a wonderful promise, isn’t it? 

 In 1987 an IRA bomb went off in a small town west of Belfast, Ireland 

in the midst of a group of Protestants who had gathered to honor the dead 

on Veteran’s Day.  Eleven people died and sixty-three others were 

wounded.  It was a terrible slaughter.  But what made this act of terrorism 

stand out from many others at the time was the response of one of the 

wounded, Gordon Wilson, a devout Methodist.  The bomb buried Wilson 

and his 20 year-old daughter, Marie, under five feet of concrete and brick.  

“Daddy, I love you very much,” were the last words Marie spoke as they 

awaited rescue.  She died a few hours later at a hospital. 

 Gordon Wilson stunned the entire country by his response to this 

murderous act as he spoke from his hospital bed.  “I have lost my daughter, 

but I bear no grudge.  Bitter talk is not going to bring Marie Wilson back to 



 

 

8

life.  I shall pray, tonight and every night, that God will forgive those who did 

this.”   

 After his release from the hospital, Wilson led a crusade for 

Protestant-Catholic reconciliation.  Protestant extremists had planned a 

retaliatory strike to avenge the bombing, but they called it off.  Because of 

Wilson’s remarks, additional violence would have been politically foolish.  

Wilson wrote a book about his daughter, spoke out against violence, and 

met with IRA personnel, personally forgiving them for their role in his 

daughter’s death.  He asked them to lay down their arms, saying, “I know 

that you’ve lost loved ones, just like me.  Surely enough is enough.  

Enough blood has been spilled.” 

 The Irish Republic eventually made Wilson a member of its Senate.  

When he died in 1995, the Irish Republic, Northern Ireland, and all of Great 

Britain mourned his passing.  His work for reconciliation on a personal and 

national level contributed to the end of violence in that part of the world and 

to the beginning of the healing of long-held hurts and injustices. 

 I’m not naïve here.  It takes two parties working hard to restore a 

relationship.  And sometimes the other party is not willing or able to work 

on healing it.  But God can heal long-broken relationships, including yours!  

Perhaps God will use your efforts at reconciliation with difficult people to 
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produce ripple effects in your family, community, and maybe even our 

nation and world, like he did with Gordon Wilson. 


