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Introduction

perspectives of conflict which make it
possible to define the subject matter differently depending on the
angle from which one chooses to look at it. At the group, political,
ideological and community levels or even from the perspective of
nature itself, conflict represents the disturbance experienced in the
equilibrium and security of a 'protective environment'. When it
occurs it arrests the old or established order and disrupts the
'present'. On account of this, conflict has been configurated as a
transition which joins the old and established to the new and not
yet. This perception sees conflict not as an end in itself but rather
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Those who hold this view
structural in its
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made up of groups whose interests differ
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at times incompatible. In the light of this structural
as

sees

social arrangements, they claim, will always tend to
group at the expense of the others. As long as these
interests subsist in society, the likelihood of conflict

some

opposing
being always present is established. But it does not necessarily
follow, however, that the existence of groups with different
interests implies that there will always be conflict all the time.
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desires

or
or

larger society,

conflict

is

felt

needs. This could

as

take

so

a

also within the

result

of unmet

different forms like,

the desire to have and the desire to avoid certain objects or goals;
the desire to gain two equally attractive but mutually exclusive
or

the

individual

being surrounded by non-satisfying
hope
things desired.
The implication of the foregoing is that confliet can be very much
part of our everyday life" just as it constitutes an integral part of the
1
social system or community life. It stretches across the spectrum
from the tension between one and .his next door neighbour over the

goals

conditions with little

of achieving the

.

activities of

domestic pet to an all out war at the international
level. If conflict is so much part of our everyday life how do we
a

understand its role in

society,

Conflict Theories
Since Karl Max and Marx Weber various conflict theories have

propounded by sociologists, Marx's theory of dialectics',
which he applied to the study of history and society, represents a
struggle of opposites or a conflict of contradictions. To him history
is made, as it were, from the ashes of the struggle between
incompatible forces whose collusion and final resolution ultimately
lead to change and development
From Marx's point of view, conflict, which represents the
collusion of incompatible forces, is at:l inevitable stage in the
process of ushering in development and change. Thus, conflict
provides the dynamic principle that constitutes the source of
change. Change can therefore only come about in society when-the
tension between incompatible forces IS resolved. The resolution
does not happen once and for all, but rather is a continuum because
as one resolution leads to a change or a leap forward, itin tum
creates a new
of forces on a higher level of development.
.setl
The/
dialectical process then begins again as the contradictions between
the new set of forces interact and conflict and propel change.
M)UX's theory developed and enhanced that of the German
philosopher Hegel. Hegel's point of departure was the .dialectics of
been

I
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with the
the

as

principle

agents for

is

essentially an
change According
Hegel, society
expression of thoughts and ideas and conflict between! these ideas
and thoughts produces' new concepts that on their own provide the
basis for social change. Because of the centrality of economics in
Marx's theory, his proposition has often been styled, dialectical
materialism. For Marx, people's ideas are primarily a reflection of
the social relationships of economic production and so they do not
provide the main source of change. It is, therefore, in contradiction
and conflict in the economic system that the major dynamics for
social change lies.
The mainstay of Marx's theory is the neat division of society into
two opposing groups, the owners and non-owners of property. And
it is on the basis of these two broad divisions of society that many
have faulted his thesis'' For instance, it/has been observed by Max
Weber that the things that can bring about conflict or division
between groups in society cannot be limited to just the division
between the owners and non-owners of property. It is possible to
to

..

�

locate

subdivisions

determined

within

primarily by

the

two

/

broad-based

divisions

different criteria and factors like .political

interests, status situation or economic position of the individuals",
So, contrary to Marx's hypothesis, conflict theorists want to
believe that

society is really made
They hold that the many

up of more than just two interest

groups.

interest groups do not

different interests but that their interests

just

have

economic

only
based5.
Ralph Dahrendorf" on his own' proposed a theory of conflict
hinging on the exercise of authority. To him, authority is a
legitimate power attached to the occupation of a particular sociat
role within an organisation like teachers or managers giving orders
to pupils or workers. This means in every social system or
organisation, there .are to be/ found positions of domination and
subjection. While some are able to take decisions legitimately and
issue commands, others are not and consequently' create room for
conflict. The existence of dominant �4/ subordinate positions
are

not

.

.

.
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a situation in which individuals have different interests.
While the dominant's interest is in maintaining the social structure
that gives them more authority, those of the subordinates is in

produces

changing the
the

social structure which

deprives

them of

whole, the problem with conflict theories

authority. On
is that they

successfully portray a society made up of many different groups
with potential for conflict with each other so much that it becomes
difficult to get a clear picture of how society really works.
Biblical Conflict

While in

sociological perspective, conflict is understood as one of
the social dynamics of society, in biblical theology, it is different.
The difference in conceptualisation and interpretation lies in the
into which it is put in biblical contexts. The queer nature of the
theological weaving of' divine and human elements in the
Scriptures contributes to the identifiable differences. This does not,
use

however, rule

out the

fact that in

spite

of the differences a common
area of the constructive

ground exists between both usages in the
and disintegrative hues of conflict.
While in
almost

as

religion

sociological context, it is possible to examine
an independent phenomenon with a life of its

it subsists

as

an

conflict
own, in

instrument for the achievement of

a

specific purpose except in the creation narratives, and in
biblical interpersonal clashes. Where this is not the case, it surfaces
definite

to fill

or

by the absence of Divine mercy, which
makes it a corollary of man's irreligious activity. In what follows,
we want to identify in a broad outline types of biblical conflict
with their theological underpinnings.
a vacuum

created

The Old Testament

Conflict as a Primordial Factor:
Biblical creation narratives, which reflect the ancient cosmogonic
tales of creation, in circulation during the time of biblical Israel
and in Babylonia, give us some glimpse of a primordial religious
conflict that gave birth to the universe. In Genesis 1 :1-5, the
priestly document reports that at creation, confusion or chaos
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the universe and out of the conflict of water and

darkness, God created light. Similarly,
clay tablets discovered in the ruins of

we are

told in the series of

Asshurbanipal' s Library at
narrating
Babylonian creation epic, that the
creation of an ordered universe emerged from the victory of
Marduk, the Supreme god of Babylon, over Tiamat, the deity of
chaos and darkness. The Jewish concept, which the Babylonian
cosmogony glibly corroborates, concurs that an ordered universe
was the outcome of the resolution of a primordial conflict.
Although, the incident or event looks like an accident in the
Babylonian epic, in the biblical narrative, it assumes the status of a
planned enterprise or undertaking by the Divine. God, as it were, is
seen midwifing order from the bowels of conflict almost in a
Nineveh in 1873

similar
to

manner

the

to what he did in the Garden of Eden where he had

contend with the conflict that almost marred his creative

activity. In the two instances, conflict is presented as a
phenomenon, which God had to deal with in order to achieve his
purpose or goal for creation.

Conflict as an Agent
In many biblical instances, conflict is presented as God's agent
deliberately created to work out his Divine purpose. At the Tower

of Babel, God purposefully created confusion of tongues or
conflict in order to arrest man's haughty plans and desire to

overstep his bounds. Although the conflict that resulted from
Divine action brought hardship in its train, but from the Divine

perspective, it served a righteous purpose. In this context, conflict
is serving both as a constructive as well as a disintegrative factor.
Similarly, the conflict that the Divine brought about between
Abel and Cain by accepting the offering of one and rejecting the
other was meant to teach a religious lesson of his ownership of the
world and its riches and of the status of humans

Steward-humans

are

obliged to

the behest of the master,
hit the mark!

render account

an area

where Cain

as

Steward. As

and when due at
successfully failed to
as
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representative episode, the conflict created by the
plan that Esau the elder should serve Jacob the
younger (Gen. 2521-26), though etiological in intent, was meant to
demonstrate his unquestionable sovereignty in the ordering and
governance of the' universe. His divine 'plan and purpose,
inscrutable as they are, remain unquestionable by man. In all the
above instances, ,conflict is deliberately used or created by the
Divine to work out his purpose or achieve a specific goal.
In another

Divine in his

Conflict resulting/rom human interpretation of God's activity
A

third

group

conceptualisation
and

intervention

of

conflict

biblical

and mode of

in the

result

interpretation

.

cosmos.

from

human

of God's activities

The conflicts

arising from the

of Divine

interpretation
plan, in· most cases, put the individual,
race
Nation
or
at
the
tribe,
mercy of the other. It was in the context
of the

interpretation of Divine purpose that the Israelites were
engulfed in an unending feud with the Canaanites whose land, they
claimed had been willed to them by Yahweh. Sequel to this special
favour,' the Israelites had to distinguish themselves from all other
peoples of the earth by such things like, the circumcision, religious
rights and dietary rules, the observance of which fuelled the
marked out from their group
of
investigation conflict said, "Where races
certain external marks, these furnish a

conflict between them and others
or

race.

Park has in his

so

distinguished by
permanent physical substratum
are

upon which and around which, the
irritations and animosities incidental to all human intercourse tend

to

accumulate and so to gain strength?"

Arising

also from the

interpretation

of

God's special favour

the air of superiority of the Israelites which made them

was

relegate

all

other races to the second place as people who shall continually be
hewers of wood and drawers of water, while they the Israelites
shall be leaders and not followers; they shall lend to others and will
never borrow; etc. (Josh. 921; Deut. 2812-125). This concept of
vaunted importance, which the other nations were not ready to
accept, brought in its train perpetual conflict and tension with
biblical Israel. Because of the awareness or consciousness that they
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of God from their

interpretation of Yahweh's
activities among them, they were unprepared to surrender their
apparent 'birth-right' though it was unacceptable to the nations and
even had to be corrected by God himself later (cf. Amos 9\
were a

special people

Conflict as

a

Clash

of Interest
of conflicts,

points made earlier in the
investigation
apply. They relate mainly to
interpersonal or inter-tribal clashes that are copiously reported of
in the Scriptures. In most cases, the resolution of such conflicts
was either by adjudication, mutual separation or demarcation of
boundary lines, (Gen. 13; Gen. 3143ff, etc.). That biblical
Under this class

the

of conflict theories

,

personages

what

were

involved in such clash of interests shows that
0

depicted in the Scriptures speak of human beings
supernatural figures of imagination. They, like people of
any age and clime, were the subjects of their time plagued by the
common weakness of humankind
personal interest.
have

we

and not

-

The New Testament

In the New Testament records that we have, the expositions on
the Christian faith, the sayings of Jesus, the commission of

all followers of Jesus Christ, leave no
for doubt that the Christian faith by its very nature is a

Apostles
room

religion

and

by implication

that stands out distinct and brooks

and exists

as

recognises

no

adherents

are

second to
other

none

religion

no

rivals. It stands out

proselytising mandate it
equal worth, Consequently, the
it separate entity called out from

while in its
as

of

to see themselves as

mass of all humankind. Because of these characteristic features
of the Christian faith, any religion, which rears its head in
competition, registers on the path of conflict. This stance of
Christianity has been referred to as the scandal of particularity'' and

the

provoke conflict with other· religionists as it
promotes intra-religious conflict on the basis of the different
interpretations put on some biblical claims' and texts. What we are
saying here is that on the basis of some vital texts", Christianity
it continues to
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religion. For example Jesus says:

on

Conflict

is therefore not

a

conflict-free

"I am the way and the truth and the life, no one comes to
the father except by me"; "Do not.think that 1 have come to
bring peace on earth, 1 have not come to bring peace but a

sword, for 1 have

come

"He who is not with

gather
The

with

implication

Testament faith is

me

to set

his father

"
...

against me and he who does not
scatters", (John 146; Matt. 1034; Lk. 1123).
me

is

of the above is that
a

against

a man

a

believer of the New

distinct individual who has drawn

line of

a

demarcation between past and present relationships and is out to
fight the battle of particularity; "Be not unequally yoked with the

unbelievers", "Therefore

come

out from them and be

separate from

them says the Lord", "Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new
creation; the old has passed away, behold the new has come" (II
Cor. 614; 617; 57). It is on the strength of this New Testament stance

that the believer often finds himself
the battle for salvation

10
�

pitched against

He has to choose

his tent, "Do you not know that
with God?" (James 44).

on

the world in

whose side to

friendship with the

world is

pitch
enmity

Conflict and conflict resolution therefore constitute an integral
part of the New Testament faith whose ultimate goal brings about

spiritual

reconciliation with God and mutual coexistence with

mankind. The New Testament is therefore
that

comes with

goal (II

Cor.

faith

as

it is

on

as

emphatic

on

conflict

reconciliation, which is its ultimate

518,19; Matt. 524).

Theological Perspective on Conflict
In conflict, man recognises two options, two different ideas or the
existence of opposite interests. The bid usually to reconcile oneself
with the situation brings about the process of resolution. One
virtually finds oneself in this situation every day and every minute
of one's life and his Christian faith rather than resolve the crisis
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it in the articulation of what is believed and how to

heightens

live it out.

This is

specially. so

life which makes

as

the Christian tries to live the sacramental

both

immanent and transcendent

being.
aligned to God, through the spirit, and is related to
earth through the body that encases the spirit. The relationship
one

an

The Christian is

this

and harmonious coexistence of both in the Christian person often
provoke an internal tension or conflict. Paul in his Epistle to the
Romans

beings

Ci5-20)

have in

Paul is what
observers

can

transformation

alluded to this apparent conflict which all human
The method of resolution proffered by St.

common.

empirically proved but
feel its result. This happens after the internal
has taken place and the fruits of the spirit begin to

can

not be

observed

or

tell in the life of the Christian'.

Besides this individual and

personal' level

of faith crisis

are

the

inter-religious and intra-religious conflict zones among the various
religionists. Principally, thia .concems the claims that the various
religions make and which in some cases are peculiar and distinct to
each religion.
Christianity in its own case makes claims which are both
historical and doctrinal based on the person and ministry of Jesus
and on the basis of which it lays obligations on all its followers.
While some of the claims are peculiar to Christianity and not found
in other religions like the incarnation, vicarious suffering of Christ
and the resurrection; other areas concern- claims to mode of
revelation, aim and purpose of life, ethics as principle for living,

destiny of humans here on earth. In all
these, the theological understanding and perception of Christianity
stand out distinct from the position of other religions and this
usually constitute the area of disagreement and conflict.
Similarly, the interpretation put on some of the claims especially
in the area of doctrine; teaching about God, Jesus Christ, the
church and its ecclesiology and the afterlife, often stimulate intra
religious conflict and hinder ecumenical unity or co-operation.
While some of these conflicts are interpretative and ideological,
i.e. conflicts which manifest in formal confessional level whe�e
means

,of salvation and the
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special language about the pillars of
belief, others are experiential. The latter like the preceding two
conflict areas, is a very important source of conflict or differences.
This is because it is often very easy for one to appeal to the validity
and immediacy of one's personal experience in lieu of, or over
against ideational or discursive sources. Usually, conflict or
differences arise from such claims of unique personal or individual
experience. Indeed, the experience, feelings and the intensity of
perception create, as it were, an emergent faith affirmation, which
has the quality of infallibility for the person involved. This
immediacy, of course, carries the stamp of authenticity. What we
are saying here is that theological conflict or differences do not
only arise from what we formally believe and have carefully
thought out in words, they can also even with equal validity spring
from our actual personal experience or how we interpret or make
sense of our experience. The same experience can be looked at
from two or more different ways leading to a strikingly contrasting
interpretation or creative ambiguity.
The fall-out from the above is that as theology continues to
traverse its current areas of jurisdiction, there will always be
discussion is couched in

conflict and differences in the articulation of our faith.
But

rather

Christianity,

than

this

see

it should be

seen

phenomenon as
as promotional.

detrimental

to

This is because

theological category, is a process between chaos and
reconciliation. Before any change or development can
occur, there must be conflict between the established belief or
'order and the not yet or new. The movement, therefore, from
conflict,

as a

resolution

conflict

or

to resolution

or

reconciliation is

a

fact true to life at all

levels including being converted spiritually. As the church's goal is
spiritual development, it means it can not avoid
'passing through conflict, which is a normal process towards the
'tiItimate goal. Reconciliation occurs only as a resolution of
conflict, therefore, the avoidance or denial of conflict is not the
best possible option to resolution.
reconciliation and
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Church and Conflict Resolution

Conflict is

Right

central feature of Christian

a

from the

point

of conversion when

experience and doctrine.

a

decision has to be taken

for Christ, there is conflict whose resolution comes with the new
birth and the indwelling spirit. As indi viduals experience conflict
in

growth, development

and

that stalks

change

church is confronted with conflict in her

life,

expansionist

so

also the

progranunes

and administration.

complete restructuring process that
had altered 'the support structures people had known, over the years
as dependable, and in other instances had shaken the foundations
of unity to the point of disintegration. Happily enough, the church
has all along, with the help of her in-built mechanism) tried to cope
Such conflicts had led' to

with the conflicts that had
In the

incipient

Jesus Christ

a

her way.
church made up of the Twelve round their Master
come

the first conflict that rocked the

fellowship, was the
issue of who was to take the pre-eminent position. Luke 946 reports
how the argument raged among the disciples and what happened
when the master got to know about it. Although the report does not
lucidly portray the tempo of the conflict, the fact that the issue

-

-

later, in the life of the church, reared its head

apostles par-excellence,
II Cor.

and

1116ff).

paradigm

shows that it

was a

In the resolution of the

as

real

to who were the

problem (Gal. Iliff;

conflict, Jesus gave

to the church for the resolution

a

model

of similar conflicts.

Apostles and enj oined them to inculcate
the childlike qualities of love, humility, innocence and service
rather than the worldly honour of lording it over others in his
Ministry. In the resolution, Jesus implicitly made it known that the
He set

a

child before the

different from the standards used in the
secular world; greatness in the church is to be assessed by the
quality of service rendered. This has remained a priced P�.(ligm
standards in his church

are

for church management over the years.
In the administration of the early church and the execution of the
Dominican mandate to make

Apostles

were

accosted

by

an

disciples of the entire world, the
ecclesiological conflict in respect of

the admission of the Gentiles. Because the conflict lbreatened the'
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old order and the established norms, it created chaos in the body
politic of the church. A� there were no precedents to follow a
council of the

church, the first of its kind,

the crisis. The

of the pattern

success

met in AD 49 to resolve

adopted

for the resolution of

the conflict made church council to become

.

a

feature in the

administration of the church. The collective authority of the
church, which has the mandate of Jesus (John 2023), has all along
been exercised in decision making, discipline and the general

welfare

of the church. In both the Ecclesiocentric and

Apostolic

of the church, the church in council has remained a veritable
factor for the running of the church and resolution of conflicts.
arms

Similarly,

the New Testament church

deal with conflict at

a

local

gives

an

example

church level. This

of how to

concerns

mainly

inter-personal conflict and the mode of its resolution. The pattern
given by Jesus in Matt. 1817 is followed with the adjudicative role
the church. In II Cor.

to be

played by

as an

account of St. Paul's

meted out

on

congregation

painful visit,

the

member of the

erring

an

25-11, commonly referred to

is commended

by

St. Paul who

the matter. The elders and those who

over

disciplinary measure
church by the local
expressed satisfaction
are

more mature

in

spirit have all the ages played this role in the church
about amicable resolution of the various conflicts that

of the

things
by bringing

had faced the church.

Conclusion
In the

foregoing,

it

can be seen

our

social life and

change

and

development,

governance of the world.
With all biblical patterns

that conflict is not

only

an

integral

necessary factor in bringing about
but also a constituent element in God's

part of

a

on

its

use

conflict, though commonly dreaded,

and resolution, it is clear that
be constructive and useful

can

in the life of the church.
1
2

Lockwood, 'Some remarks on "The Social System'" in Worsley 1970.
Marx, Capital Vol. 1, Middlesex: Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1970. First

See O.
K.

.

published,
3

See

and

a

1867�

discussion

on

this in

Sociology: Themes

Holbom, 4th Edition, 1995, p. 887.

and Perspectives: Haralambos

Biblical

4

M.

Weber, The

Theological Perspective

Protestant Ethic and the

on

Conflict

Spirit ofCapitalism, New

33

York:

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1958.
5
I. Craib, Modern Social Theory,

Brighton: Wheatsheaf Books, 1984.
Dahrendorf, Class and Class Conflict in an Industrial Society, London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959.
7
R .E. Park, Race and Culture. Glenocoe: The Free Press, 1950; Sociology:
Themes and Perspectives, Haralambos and Holborn, 4th Ed. 1995, p. 668.
8
O. Imasogie, 'The Challenge of Christian Particularity in the Twenty-first
Century', Unpublished Lecture" at Nigerian Baptist Theological Seminary,
6

R.

.

Ogbomoso, 1999.
9
Theological and

historical claims like The Vicarious Death and Resurrection,
Ascension and Exaltation and the Divinity of Jesus cannot but stair up conflict

with other
10

religionists.

Duchrow, Conflict over The Ecumenical Movement: Confessing Christ
Today in The Universal Church: Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1981" pp.
U.

32ff.

