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“Building on the Rock”

(The teachings of Jesus)

#3: “How to deal with difficult people.”

Matthew 18:15-17, 21-22

July 1, 2007


Let’s review what we have learned in the last few weeks. In Matthew 5:21-26 Jesus points out that our thoughts shape our emotions and our physical actions. Anger, resentment and prejudice corrupt our relationships and damage our attempts to live for Christ. A disciple of Jesus places all his or her thoughts on the alter. The negative thoughts he offers up as an offering to be burned. The positive thoughts a gift to the Lord. No thoughts are left that might “murder” another.

In Matthew 5:38-48 Jesus commands us to love and not hate. He reminds us that it is not our place to get even. He warns us that all people, including Christians, will be abused by others, but we don’t have the right to abuse them back. An eye for an eye must not be our philosophy. Jesus says that anybody can love nice people, Christians must be disciplined enough and sensitive enough to love nasty people. We don’t have to like them, but in Christ we must love them.

All this would be easy if we didn’t have to contend with difficult people. But, alas, that isn’t the case is it? Almost every day we have to deal with difficult people. The most difficult for us to deal with are the people we would call friends or brothers. They may be family members, they might be co-workers, or members in the larger family of the church. When those people hurt us, Jesus says “sin against us”, that really hurts. Today Jesus teaches us how to deal with difficult “brothers”. If we can learn how to deal with problem friends then dealing with troublemakers who are complete strangers will be a little bit easier.

Troublemakers come in all shapes and sizes. There is the Sherman Tank who will run right over you. The Megaphones who will out talk you or drown you out. Then we have the Bubble Busters who have a knack for popping your enthusiasm. The Volcano is that person who has a hair trigger temper and you tend to tip toe around. The opposite of the Volcano is the Cry Baby who seems to see most things as half empty glasses, the “oh woe is us” person. Or how about the Nit Picker who won’t ever be satisfied. And every gathering of people has at least one Space Cadet. The Space Cadet doesn’t seem to have his feet on the ground, doesn’t seem to understand possible ramifications of actions. Those are just some of what I call troublemakers but Jesus calls “sons and daughters” of the kingdom.

We must not ignore hurtful behavior! It seems easier to ignore than confront, but ignoring hurtful behavior just encourages the one doing it and will eventually cause much greater problems.

If I know you one of you is flirting with an improper relationship with someone and I don’t at least try to make you see the danger in what you are doing .. the consequences could be much more terrible. If one of your children or grandchildren is messing around with drugs and you don’t try to intervene the consequences could be terrible. It is never easy to confront a person about something they are doing that is hurting. The easiest thing is to play ostrich and stick our head in the sand. But it isn’t Jesus way so it can’t be our way
Jesus’ four step for dealing with difficult people are difficult themselves. It is never easy to confront a difficult person face to face. But face to face is Jesus’ way, and it must become our way. As we go through these four steps please notice that keeping the problem private is important. You will see in these steps that Jesus wants us to do our best to resolve the problem on our own and use outside support only if that doesn’t work.

Step number one, Go and Show. Jesus says in verse 15, “If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.” A “brother” is anyone who is not a stranger to you, someone you regularly encounter and can’t get away from. A “brother” could be a brother or co-worker or fellow church member. Someone God has brought into your life. 

“Sins” are things they are doing that seem to be counter to what sons and daughters of God would do. “Sins against you” are the most difficult because what they are doing is hurting you or your family and your natural reaction is to hurt back. But we know how Jesus feels about retribution! Our objective must be Restoration not Retribution.
Step number one is going to that person, in private, and showing him how what he is doing is hurting you. Your prayer as you go is that he will see what he is doing through your eyes, he will see your sincere desire to heal the hurt and rift his actions are causing, and change his ways. This first step has the potential to resolve many of our conflicts with people. If we go with a sincere hope of restoration it will show and the person we go to may respond by sharing with us why they have been doing what they have. Very often the hurtful behavior has been triggered by their perspective about something we have or are doing. Step number one is an exercise in conflict resolution. If we go into it with the right motivation the chances of success are very high.

But it doesn’t always work, and so Jesus gives us step number two, Go with Support. Verse 16 says, “But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that the matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.” Sometimes people don’t want healing. Sometimes their reason for hurting you is so deeply established they won’t listen. Sometimes they just don’t want to face the truth of their hurtful ways. If they reject your private efforts to heal the situation then it is appropriate to escalate the effort. It is not appropriate to give up! Jesus never gives up!

Ask one or two people to help who do not have a stake in the situation. Don’t pick people because they are on your side, pick people who you know are strong in the faith, good clear thinkers, and proven conflict resolvers.

They may, when they hear the problem, identify something you have been doing that needs to be changed. Be willing to listen yourself! You may be stimulating the other person to do what they do. Change may have to come in you too.
Several trusted people working in agreement have a strong impact on others. A hard headed person might just soften when he sees other good people working to bring resolution. This trip it would be best if you let your helpers do most of the talking.
But, we all know that sometimes people will be so entrenched in their thinking that a whole group of people can’t persuade them to change. And so Jesus teaches us the next step.

Go before the Church. Verse 17a says, “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church.”  We have a prayer email that reaches about 95% of the church and many people beyond. Put your story in all its lurid details on the email! I once served a church that had a guy who was like a walking, talking bulletin board. If you wanted the whole congregation to know something all you had to do was tell Victor and tell him not to tell a soul. NO! NO! NO! The worse thing you can do is spread the word to the church. When Jesus tells us to “tell the church” he doesn’t mean tell everybody, what he means is for you to take the problem, along with your two witnesses, to the leaders of your church, in our case the Session. Each step is less private than the preceding step, but necessary. Your session is well aware that loose lips sink ships so they are very careful about sharing things they are told in confidence.

The session now carries the ball for you. Elected, ordained members of the church will go to talk with the one accused. They too go with the hope of reconciliation but a determination to put an end to the hurtful things.

If they have no success then we are forced into step number four. What does Jesus say in verse 17b? “…and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.” Pagans and tax collectors? Outsiders, traitors, sinners! How would you treat these? … That isn’t the question is it? The question is how would Jesus treat a pagan or a tax collector? With love & grace. He would not give up on them. Keep trying.
James wrote, “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.” (James 5:19-20)

When does Jesus say you have done enough and you can give up on restoration? NEVER! That is what he meant when he responded to Peter’s question in verse 21. “How many times shall I forgive my brother, seven times?” NO, says Jesus, but “seventy-seven times”. Don’t ever give up. God never gives up on you; you can’t give up on each other. You may never resolve the conflict, but in heaven you will be somewhat like your Lord.
But Jesus has a few more words of encouragement for us. If everything you try fails keep in mind:

A. You can’t please everyone.  Jesus said, “I seek not to please myself but Him who sent me.” (John 5:30b)

B. You don’t have to play their game. Jesus said to the Pharisees who were playing mean word games with him, “You hypocrites, why are you trying to trap me?” (Matthew 22:18)

C. Never retaliate. Jesus said, “Do not resist an evil person.” (Matthew 5:39) (We learned that lesson last week didn’t we?)
D. Pray for them. Jesus said, “Love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you.” (Matthew 5:44)

How do you deal with difficult people? Like Jesus! If you do your best to copy Jesus in your most trying relationships God will bless you with His peace…even when others are trying to create turmoil. Amen.
