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First they talked. Then they screamed. Now they are pulling hair and hitting.  They should 
have gotten help a long time ago. 
 
Way back in one of the first lessons, we talked about being a trustworthy mediator. Those con-
cepts are an important foundation to this lesson. Let’s talk about the nuts and bolts of playing 
that marriage counselor role during sibling conflict. 
 
Part of your role as a parent is to teach your children how to know when it’s time to seek help 
in solving their problems. Kids tend to err in one of two directions. 
 
Sometimes they run right to you the moment a problem arises. We need to teach them how to 
begin the reconciliation process on their own. 
 
Let’s take another look at that passage from Matthew 18: 
 
“If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he 
listens to you, you have gained your brother.” 
 
If you really want to win your brother, you’ll start by talking to him alone. You’ll have the best 
chance at winning him over if you handle the matter privately. The more people you bring in, 
the greater his temptation to be defensive. 
 
Also, I remind my children that there’s no way to yell “privately”. If you are yelling, you’re not 
speaking with “him alone”. Instead, you’re involving the rest of the family (or neighborhood) in 
your dispute. 
 
On the other hand, sometimes children wait too long to get help. The situation escalates when, 
finding conversation ineffective, they move to rudeness, manipulation, or even physical vio-
lence. 
 
There is no rule about the amount of time one should try talking before getting help. Matthew 
18 makes a general statement: 
 
“But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be es-
tablished by the evidence of two or three witnesses.” (Matthew 18:16) 
 
How do you know if he isn’t listening? How long of a chance should he have? Here’s a key 
verse to use when discussing this with your children: 
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“No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not 
let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with the temptation he will also provide the way of 
escape, that you may be able to endure it.” (1Co 10:13) 
 
The decision about when to come to mom really has more to do with fleeing temptation. If a 
child feels like he’s tried talking and is now getting frustrated, he should get help. It isn’t a mat-
ter of times or minutes. 
 
That having been said, I will share what I teach my youngest children. 
 
“Speak gently one time. Wait for an answer. Come to mama.” 
 
“One time” isn’t a hard and fast rule. But for the littlest ones, that’s usually about all they can 
handle. If their first request or complaint isn’t heard, they need your guidance to navigate the 
emotions. 
 
As they get older, and grow in wisdom, I no longer stress the “one time” aspect. Rather, I’d re-
mind them that they need to get help in order to escape the temptation before it overtakes 
them. 
 
OK, so now they’ve come to you with the problem (or you’ve intervened and brought the mat-
ter under your jurisdiction). What do you do next? 
 
Start with each heart. Yes, you need to ask for details of the situation. The context matters. 
But as you listen, collect clues as to the heart-status of your child. 
 
Here’s where all those formulas you’ve taught the kids can come in handy as you diagnose 
their motives and attitudes. 
 
Did you try talking to each other first? If not, why not? 
 
If they didn’t take an opportunity to talk to each other before coming to you, guide them in hav-
ing that conversation right there in your presence. Use the same guidelines (from the last les-
son) that you’ve been teaching them for independent reconciliation. Think of this as the “speak 
to your brother alone” phase, but with a benevolent observer. 
 
If they did already try to work it out, see if you can help them to find out what caused the con-
versation to derail. 
 
Did you stop. And talk? 
 
Did you use “I” statements? 
 
Did you make a specific request? 
 
Were you winsome? 
 
You’ll likely be able to find a few missteps in the recounting of their conversation. Don’t be sur-
prised. Most adults don’t handle conflict with perfect grace and presence of mind. 
 
And whatever you do, don’t blame the victim. Yes, it would be ideal if your daughter said to 
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your son, “Please stop hitting me.” But even if she screamed it at him, she still deserves your 
protection from his violent behavior. Her less-than-ideal reaction does not diminish the ugli-
ness of his behavior or his need to apologize. 
 
If the situation is particularly intense and emotionally charged, it’s OK to take a break. You 
may need to talk with each child privately so that they can freely share their thoughts without 
fear of being mocked. 
 
If neither child is ready to talk yet, they may need some time to cool down. It is usually wise to 
give them somewhere specific to stay or something specific to do while they collect their 
thoughts. 
 
They don’t need to be punished for not being able to switch off negative emotions like a light 
switch. But they do need some extra parameters to protect them from doing further damage 
(either physical or relational) while their emotions are in turmoil. 
 
As I mentioned before, emotions are a great source of temptation. What our children need is a 
way to flee that temptation. However, if it becomes clear that they are actually relishing, nurtur-
ing, and fostering those emotions, you may need to provide consequences - not for the emo-
tions, but for making inappropriate choices in reaction to those emotions. 
 
For example, if two siblings are fighting and you ask them to each go to different rooms and 
your daughter take out her ongoing frustration by kicking the dog, she needs to be held re-
sponsible for the action she took. 
 
The appropriate consequences vary greatly and depend largely on her own abilities and ma-
turity. It might simply be that you tell her, “Instead of reading in your bed while you cool down, I 
think you need to sit right here with me so that I can help you to have self-control while you’re 
struggling with anger.” 
 
The point is that if we see our children in a place of weakness and see them giving in to their 
temptations, we need to step in and provide a shelter for them. 
 
Print out the PDF Activity and use the “Conflict Mediation Cheat Sheet” to remind you in the 
moment of some of the questions and strategies you can employ. 


