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 “Three Secrets for Successfully Living with Difficult People!”
TEXT: Matthew 7:1-12 NLT
DID you know that - Not everyone is easy to live with?  If any of you have brothers and sisters, if any of you have children, if any of you have ever been married, if any of you have had a roommate, then you know what I mean. 

Today I want to speak on “Three Secrets for Successfully Living With Difficult People”. As it turns out, You will be very happy to know, that I know a lot about living with difficult people…because Ruth has told me everything that she’s learnt from living so long with me! 

If anybody would know about living with difficult people, though, it would have to be Jesus. Let’s face it - when you’re perfect - then living with anyone else would have to be difficult. So, as you might imagine, Jesus had something to say about… “how to live with difficult people”. His words on the subject are found in Matthew chapter 7. 
Today from this text… we are going to look at three biblical principles—three secrets for successfully living with difficult people. And since none of us are perfect, let’s face it, all of us are difficult to live with – and some more so than others - right?? So, prayerfully, we will all be able to use some of what I say today in our lives right away. 
The First Secret Jesus says we need for living with difficult people is Guarding my Thoughts. 

It has to do with the importance of guarding my/our thoughts. 

One of the things that make it difficult to live with difficult people is - what we think about them. We think they’re difficult! And so it becomes difficult to live with them. Jesus tells us that the first thing we can do to be successful in getting along with each other is to guard our thoughts. Specifically, we need to be careful about making judgments about other people. 

TEXT:  Matthew 7:1-6  (NLT)

Quick Judgment Invites More Judgment

1 “Do not judge others, and you will not be judged. 

2 For you will be treated as you treat others. The standard you use in judging is the standard by which you will be judged.
Quick Judgment is Distorted

3 “And why worry about a speck in your friend’s eye when you have a log in your own? 

4 How can you think of saying to your friend, ‘Let me help you get rid of that speck in your eye,’ when you can’t see past the log in your own eye? 

5 Hypocrite! First get rid of the log in your own eye; then you will see well enough to deal with the speck in your friend’s eye. 

Careful Judgment is Necessary

6 “Don’t waste what is holy on people who are unholy. Don’t throw your pearls to pigs! They will trample the pearls, then turn and attack you.

Who are you to Judge? In addition to what Jesus said, Solomon said in…
Proverbs 9:7-8 
[7]Whoever corrects a mocker invites insult; whoever rebukes a wicked man incurs abuse. 
[8] Do not rebuke a mocker or he will hate you; rebuke a wise man and he will love you. 

This leads us to discover that there are … Two Kinds of Judgment

· Condemning Judgment vs. Discerning Judgment

· Quick vs. Careful

· Focused on Others’ Faults vs. Focused on Examining Self

· Generalizations vs. Specific Individual

· Gossip / Assumptions / Appearances vs. Benefit of the Doubt / Observations / Questions

· Legalistic vs. Gracious

· Motives (Intent) vs. Actions (Deeds)
Conclusion: Condemning Judgment vs. Discerning Judgment

In life I have noticed two kinds of responses in people. A few people go through life asking, “What can I learn from this experience?” “How can I use this to help myself and/or others?” However in my brief experience with life here on Planet Earth, most people have this mental framework about life, “What’s wrong with this or that – others are doing it so why not me? Why are there so many problems? I don’t like…? It’s not fair!” 
When a visitor or a new member comes to our church there are two kinds of responses. Some will look to discover what’s wrong with them, or look to see how they measure up to some preconceived standard; and others will look to discover how God has gifted them and what they can contribute to our fellowship. 

When a new person walks in through the door of our church, you can focus on what’s wrong with them or you can focus on what’s right with them. 

When we implement a change in our ministry, there are two ways to respond.
· Some people make it their responsibility to identify what’s wrong with the plan and why it cannot work the way it is presented. 
· Others are excited to discover the new benefits and opportunities that change offers us as a church. 

People who tend to find fault often act like they have helped everybody out by uncovering a faulty program, a faulty person, a faulty pastor, or a faulty plan. But you know what the truth is? You can always find something wrong with anything—any program, any person, any pastor, any plan. But if “finding out what’s wrong” is the focus of your approach, then you cheat yourself and everyone else out of the opportunity to learn and grow and benefit from what God has brought into your life or into our church. 

Are you one that always tends to search for “what’s wrong with it?” If you are, then stop it! Stop judging! 

Thank God for people who can see the potential pitfalls in a plan? Discernment is a helpful skill and a positive contribution. Good judgment is a valuable quality. But some people miss the distinction between discernment and condemnation. They elevate fault finding to a belief that they have a God-Given ministry — totally believing that they were doing the church a favour, or doing society a favour, or doing their spouse a favour—by making it their goal to find out what’s wrong and tell them why it’s wrong, and blame, blame, blame – never I see this potential pitfall and if we did this or that we might alleviate any negative effects from our plan. 

It’s very legit to ask questions like, “Can we do this?” “Should we do it?” “How will we do it?” or “What problems need to be solved in order to do it?” But all of that is far different to searching for faults and focusing on weaknesses, intentionally championing problems instead of solutions. One is the gift of discernment, good judgment. The other is the bane of condemnation, the kind of judgment that Jesus says does not belong in the church and does not belong in our lives. 

The second biblical principle Jesus says we need for living with difficult people is to be careful about how we fulfill our desires. 
The things we want can be a major source of conflict with the people around us. It may be a competition over scarce resources. It might be because we want something that someone else has or they want something we have. It could be that we want something from someone or we want them to do something for us, and they’re not giving us what we want. It could be that we want someone to behave in a certain way and they’re just not cooperating. Those kinds of unfulfilled desires can lead to intense personal conflict. So, when we find that someone is a difficult person to live with, it might be worth asking ourselves if our conflict stems from some unfulfilled desire. 

May I Take Your Order?

In understanding this principle we will examine two passages, one in Matthew 7 and one in James 4. Together they tell us that unfulfilled desires can tear apart our relationships. But the good news is that there is something we can do about it. There is a way to fulfill our desires that doesn’t require fighting with each other. These verses tell us the secret of not allowing our desires to make it difficult to get along with other people. 

Our desires can be a source of conflict. 

Let’s begin in the book of James. James was Jesus’ brother, a leader of the first church in Jerusalem. Here’s what he says, 

James 4:1-2 
[1] What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? 

“Desires” or “pleasures” from the Greek “hedone” is used of the gratification of the natural desire or sinful desires. It is the word from which we get our English “hedonism”. The Bible says that our desire for pleasure fights a battle within us—a relentless campaign for satisfaction. And when someone gets in the way, look out! We’re willing to fight anyone who stands in our way. 

[2] You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. 
The phrase “you want something” is actually much stronger in Greek. It’s the same word as the word for “lust”. It means a strong, powerful desire, a longing, to set the heart after. It is the kind of longing that drives us to forget all about others and to focus single-heartedly after what we want. Now maybe in your life this strong desire doesn’t lead you to commit murder. But there are lots of conflicts short of murder. You know what I’m talking about. You don’t get along with someone and the reason is because you want something and you’re not getting what you want. So the fighting might be as simple as angry words or dirty looks. It might be as subtle as whom you choose to speak to or not to speak to. Our desires can make US difficult to live with – especially for anyone who gets in our way – or tries to show us the error in our judgements. 

But James has a very simple alternative. It’s so simple that it makes you wonder why you didn’t think about it before you started fighting. 

You do not have, because you do not ask God.

Whoa! You/I don’t have, because you/I didn’t ask! I think what James is trying to say here is that often we convince ourselves, that the reason we don’t have something we want, has to do with some person who’s keeping us from fulfilling our desires – whether that be a parent, a spouse, a friend, a pastor, a co-worker, a neighbour, or whoever or whatever. If they’d just get their act together, or if my circumstance would change - then my desires would be fulfilled. 

We should fulfill our desires by asking God. 

But, says James, why not try going to the source. If you want something, instead of waiting on fickle, selfish, forgetful people, why not just ask God for it? 
And that brings us to our verses in Matthew 7. 
Jesus has just been talking about judging others, now he suddenly starts talking about asking God for what you want. 

Matthew 7:7-8 
[7] “Keep on asking, and you will receive what you ask for. Keep on seeking, and you will find. Keep on knocking, and the door will be opened to you. 
 Jesus doesn’t spell out the connection between these verses on prayer and the surrounding context. The verses immediately before and after are talking about getting along in our relationships with each other. Here in the middle of that, Jesus starts talking about prayer. Why? I think that the verses we looked at in James 4 are the answer. Our desires can be something that creates conflict with other people. And Jesus, like James, says that we should take our desires and ask God to fulfill them. What we have here in Matthew 7:7 are three commands and three promises. Ask, seek and knock. These three commands are all in the present tense which implies that we should keep asking, keep seeking and keep knocking. The words grow in intensity: asking is basic, easy. Seeking implies even more effort. Knocking implies persistence. Each of them is followed by a promise: God will give. You will find. The door will be opened.  Just in case someone missed it the first three times, Jesus repeats the whole thing in verse 8: 

[8] For everyone who asks, receives. Everyone who seeks, finds. And to everyone who knocks, the door will be opened. 
Ask, seek, knock, and you will receive, find and walk in an open door. Basically, Jesus is saying SIX times that God will fulfill your desires. He will give you what you ask for. He will allow you to find that which you’re seeking. You knock and he’ll open the doors. 

God will give us good gifts. 

There’s a certain confidence in these verses, a confidence that God will answer our prayers, a confidence that he exists, that he’s listening, that he is able to act and that he will act to fulfill our requests. There couldn’t be a clearer statement that God will answer our prayers. 

How can we be so confident? The reason is found in verses 9-11: 

[9] “You parents—if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give them a stone instead?  [10] Or if they ask for a fish, do you give them a snake? Of course not! 

 God is our father and he acts like a father would. If your son asked you for something good would you try to trick him? Would you give him something worthless to eat instead of something nutritious and delicious? Of course not. Neither does God. 

[11] So if you sinful people know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give good gifts to those who ask him. 

God knows how to give good gifts to his children. Notice that the point is not just a certainty that God will answer our prayers. It’s a certainty that God will give us good stuff. If you desire something, don’t let that draw you into a conflict with other people. Instead, simply ask God to fulfill your desire, and he will. He will answer you and he will give you good stuff!!!

These verses that we’ve looked at are pretty straight forward. Our problem is not figuring out what these verses mean. Our problem is that our experience doesn’t live up to the biblical promises. We have all prayed for something and found that God does not simply give us what we want. {illus: The Beggar at Gate Beautiful asked for money – but didn’t get it. He got health and eternal life instead!}  

We have all taken our desires to God at some time, and still found them unfulfilled. And that leads us to a crisis in our faith life, we ask - Did I do something wrong? Is sin keeping God from answering my prayers? Is it a lack of faith? When I prayed I believed, but maybe I didn’t believe hard enough. 
Our experience of unanswered prayers seems to be exactly the opposite of what we read here in Matthew 7. So what’s the deal? We grow more and more disappointed and disillusioned. And ultimately the crisis leads to the big questions: Doesn’t God love me? Is the bible really true? Does God really answer prayer and in particular does God answer MY prayers? And if we struggle too long with that one, then we begin to ask: Does God really exist at all? This self-doubt leads to doubting God which leads to blaming God for our lot in Life. If God really cared – he would stop all the pain in the world, or he would stop all the wars, or he would heal me instantly, or he would give me the child or spouse that I so desperately want.
I don’t know how many of you have hit a point in your life where you began to doubt if this whole God thing was just a fable because you tried the prayer thing and it didn’t get you anywhere. I suspect that many of you have been there or some of you are currently here. Many of the people who survived the Holocaust came away with their lives but not their faith. They grew tired of calling out to God for justice and deliverance—but all they got back was silence. 

There are probably some people here in this church who have been praying for health, for recovery, or praying that one of their relatives or spouse would come to Christ, and you’re tired of praying because nothing has changed—your strongest desires remain unfulfilled., and you are facing a crisis in your faith. Do I believe God or do I believe the emotions that I am feeling. How do I deal with the cognitive dissonance that I am experiencing, because My Experience as a Christian is vastly different to what I expected to experience as a Christian – and this gap is killing my hope and faith in God. I talk it up, but in private I am really down in a deep hole.  

James 4:3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.
But instead of fighting, we should simply ask God for what we want and then trust that He will do what is good. Other people, even difficult people, can’t stand in the way of God giving us what we should have and what He wants to give us. In fact, those difficult people, difficult times or difficult circumstances may even be God’s answer to your prayers. They may be the “good” thing that He has provided and we’re just having trouble understanding why it’s a good thing and why they are still in our lives. 

The Third Secret Jesus says we need for living with difficult people is PLANNING My Actions. 
The third secret deals with relationships within the kingdom. In human society we always go about setting up a "pecking order", just like chooks in the chookyard. We try to settle the question of who has control or influence over another. The whole "chain of command" or “Who’s the Boss?” approach, reflects the concern human beings feel for authority and submission. The right to judge another according to our own internal parameters - is a right which the human heart naturally yearns for.  This is true in the church as well as in any group where people gather. But, in Matthew 7: 12, Jesus sums up all three secrets here in just one simple phrase. In fact, he sums up everything he’s taught in this sermon in this one simple phrase. Further, he sums up everything God wants us to do in this one simple phrase. Almost everyone has heard this phrase—even people who have never been to church once in their whole life. It’s a principle that has shaped human relationships for centuries. It is short and simple, but incredibly profound. We call it: “The Golden Rule”

Matthew 7:12 “Do to others whatever you would like them to do to you. This is the essence of all that is taught in the law and the prophets.”

Similar sayings had actually been around for years before Jesus said this. Many religions teach a negative version of this statement. Confucius said, “What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others. However, Jesus is the first one to say it positively. By stating this positively, Jesus made the statement even more significant. It may be easy to refrain from harming others, but it is much more difficult to take the initiative in doing something good for them. This is the key to the radical discipleship that Jesus wants. The Golden Rule is the foundation of active goodness and mercy—the kind of love God shows to us every day. So it’s more than just refraining from doing something evil against someone else. It’s actually taking deliberate steps to do something positive to them. 

You might have also heard this expression as, “Do to others before they do unto you.” And of course, that’s not what Jesus is saying here. But there’s another way this phrase is mistaken—which is a little more subtle. Jesus is also not saying that you should do something nice for others so that they will return the favour and do something nice back to you. In fact, the order of the words is actually different than it is in English: “What you want others to do to you, do that to them.” 

We need to think carefully about how we should treat each other and we should make a plan for how we want to act towards each other. Basically, Jesus says, that when you sit down to write an action plan for dealing with difficult people, you really only need to ask yourself one simple question: 

How Would YOU Like It?

In other words, if it was you and somebody else was writing up an action plan for how to treat you, what would you like? How would you like to be treated? What would you like other people to do for you? What would you prefer? The best way to get along with difficult people is to treat them just as you would like to be treated. How would you like it?

So let’s take a look at each part of this verse and talk about what it means. The very first step in implementing this principle from Jesus is to – 
A. Think about what you would like. 

Matthew 7:12 So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.

You must begin with self-examination. Don’t start with the other person. Start with yourself. What do you like? What would you like? I don’t mean “What do you want?” I mean, put yourself in their shoes. If it was you in their position, then what would you want? How would you like it? That’s what you should plan to do for others. 

Please notice something important here. This doesn’t mean that you become a doormat. It doesn’t mean that you cease to have an opinion and just do whatever everybody else wants you to do. This “golden rule” doesn’t mean that you lose yourself in the desires of other people. In fact, look at the words closely. It actually means the opposite! First, get in touch with your own desires. Figure out what you would want and then make your plan according to your own wishes, your own desires, your own needs, your own longings, and your own hopes. If it was just the way you wanted it to be, what would it look like? You don’t lose yourself. You begin with yourself.

I find it really interesting that the Golden Rule begins with self. I think there’s a reason for that. God knows that the one thing that we are all really, really good at is watching out for ourselves. In fact, we’re born that way. We don’t need to read books or take classes or get personal coaching. We just naturally know how to take care of number one! And as we grow older, we become even more skilled at looking out for number one and identifying our own needs and desires. So God gives us an assignment that we can all relate to. He starts off with a question that every one of us has a natural talent for answering: “What would you want? How would you like it? What would be your ideal scenario? What would be your perfect outcome?” 

Once you have that idea firmly in hand, now it’s time to move on to the next step: 

B. Do that to others. 

Matthew 7:12 So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.

Whatever it is that you would want to see other people do for you if it was you in that situation or in that predicament or if it was you who had that need—that’s what Jesus wants you to do for them. Start with yourself. Project yourself into the other person’s need. Ask yourself what it is you would want. And then do that for the other person. See how deliberate that is? That’s why I say that if we want to get along with each other, we need to plan our actions. We need to think about how we should be treating each other. It isn’t just trying to keep from hurting each other or trying to avoid sinning against each other. What Jesus actually means is that we need to actively plan to treat each other great—just the way we would choose to be treated ourselves. 

You know, that brings up one important exception to the Golden Rule. Here it is. Not everybody likes the same treatment. So as we’re thinking about how we would like to be treated, sometimes we have to make adjustments and ask ourselves, “If we were that other person, what would we want?” 

Maybe you’ve heard of the concept of “Love Languages” – Gifts, Time, Words, Touch, & Service. The idea is that everyone doesn’t share the same idea of what feels like a loving thing to do. So when we’re trying to “do unto others”, we also have to think about not just what we would want, but what we would want if we were them. Well, really, that’s it. That’s the whole principle. That’s the phrase that sums up all of Jesus’ ethical teaching in a nutshell. This is the summary of the “kingdom righteousness” that Jesus tells us to pursue as a priority. In fact, Jesus says that this one principle actually is God’s intention for life. 

C. That it is God’s law. 

Matthew 7:12 So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.

Literally, the phrase is, “this IS the Law and the Prophets”. The Law and the Prophets was an expression that meant the whole Old Testament—everything that God had taught them up to that point. Jesus says, that this “Golden Rule” is, or is a summary of, everything God wants us to do. 

He’s probably thinking back to Lev 19:18 which says, “Love your neighbour as yourself”.

Here in the Old Testament law was the seed of the Golden Rule. Notice that it has the same idea. You need to begin with loving yourself—something we all are gifted with at birth as a natural ability - Now treat your neighbour as well as you would treat yourself. 
This brings up an important point, because although I believe we all are born with the natural ability to love ourselves, in some people that natural ability has been destroyed. Some people have been so hated or so abused or so mistreated that they don’t love themselves and they don’t believe that anyone else loves them either. When that happens, do you know what that means? It means that you will also have trouble loving other people. 

There is an appropriate type of self-love which recognises that I am God’s beloved; I am his special creation; and, if God loves me, then I must be lovable and it is appropriate to love myself and recognise that I am loved and lovely. That doesn’t mean that everything about me is lovely. It means that as someone made in God’s image and as someone who is the object of his love, I am valuable. If I don’t recognize that and appreciate that about myself, then I’m going to have a very difficult time recognising that and appreciating that in other people. 

If you are going to love your neighbour as yourself, then you need to love yourself—or otherwise your neighbour’s not going to feel very loved either. 

If you are someone who finds it difficult or impossible to love yourself, then I’d like to encourage you to meditate on everything that Jesus has done for you. He loves you so much that he gave his own life so that he could live with you forever. 
Think about the love that God demonstrated in planning you, making you, choosing you, chasing you, finding you, wooing you, winning you, forgiving you, guiding you, comforting you, helping you, protecting you, and providing for you. He loves you. And he wants you to love yourself so that you’re equipped to love Him and love others. 

How Would You Like It? 

Do you want to know what God wants you to do with your life? Or for that matter, what he wants you to do with this afternoon? Love your neighbour as yourself. That’s it. And that means you need to begin by thinking about how you would like to be treated and then finish by making a specific action plan to treat others the same way. 
If we want to get along with difficult people, then we need to …

1. Guard my/Our Thoughts. 

2. be careful about how I/we fulfill My/our desires.
3.  plan My/our actions to Reflect the way that I/we would want to be treated. 
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