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Confronting Difficult People

Who in your life do you experience as a challenging person?
What is it about that person that makes it a challenge?

From time to time, we receive requests to consult with churches or other organizations where there is a low lev-
el of trust and a high level of relationship stress. Before considering whether our ministry should get involved, 
we ask a couple questions: 

• Is there an individual or group of individuals in the setting that if they were removed, the dynamics of the 
culture would instantly change for the better?

• Is anyone willing to confront this individual or group?

The answers to these questions quickly reveal the nature of the organizational challenge. 

In an organizational context, people often tend to respond to difficult people in one of two ways: Remain silent, 
or rush to speak into the difficult person’s life prematurely, without adequate insight into what’s driving the 
person’s disruptive behavior.

Because of the deep passion to impact others in a fruitful way, we can find ourselves moving to one of two ex-
tremes. First, because of the tendency to be genuinely helpful to others, the very thought of confronting can
seem unpleasant. Therefore, we remain silent when speaking up might have brought about a catalytic and fruit-
ful change.

The other extreme involves an unhealthy and compulsive need to add value to others, so we speak into their 
lives prematurely. Timing and context can make the difference in the receptivity of a person in need of a mid-
course correction. But instead we sometimes speak into the lives of others, running the red light and crashing 
through the gate of appropriate timing and context.

We all have people in our lives who pose a challenge for us. We often forget, however, that to some, we may be 
the challenge. For this very reason, we must have humility mixed into the recipe of confrontation if we want the 
best chance at a fruitful outcome.

The objective of this chapter is to discover several strategies that will equip us to navigate those challenging 
relationships effectively. Confronting difficult people does not have to be as uncomfortable as we commonly 
think. When we have been equipped with effective strategies, we can navigate those challenging relationships 
and achieve more positive outcomes. But before we examine the strategies, it is important to accept some reali-
ties of being in community with others.

Cultivating a Context of Receptivity

Confronting disruptive behavior is essential for organizational growth to occur. We all have blind spots of which 
we are not aware. We all from time to time are the difficult person in the room. We all tend to feel and react 
defensively when confronted. We all have moments where we speak or behave foolishly. None of us has the 
ability fully to perceive and know what’s going on inside others. Everyone has knowledge,
strength, and skills that others don’t have.

Gardening is a good metaphor for reflecting on the need for confrontation. In this metaphor, difficult people are 
represented by the weeds and pests that work to undermine and diminish the harvest potential. A greater harvest 



will occur when we test the soil, cultivate the ground, start the garden in the right season, plant healthy seeds, 
water, weed, feed, and protect the growing plants against pests or grazers, and then harvest at the moment of 
perfect ripeness.

The first priority in nurturing and caring for our organizational garden is to know and identify who needs to be 
confronted. Who is undermining and damaging the healthy plants in the garden? Making this assessment is of-
ten difficult. Dr. Henry Cloud, in his book Necessary Endings, outlines a strategy to identify the kinds of people 
on the team. He places people in one of three categories: wise, foolish, or evil.

Let’s add the fourth and important category of ignorant to remember this assessment.

The Wise Person

A person walking in wisdom responds favorably when exposed to knowledge and truth. He or she learns, ad-
justs, and grows in behavior to become continuously more effective and productive. These team members are 
teachable and are the backbone members of effective organizations. When confronted, the healthy response of 
a wise person is to consider what is being said, rather than immediately counter it, blocking out any opportunity 
to learn and to grow. 

Note that being wise is not the same thing as being smart or gifted. People who are wise navigate relationships 
without causing friction. They build up and nurture others around them through their faithfulness and productiv-
ity. Wise people aren’t easily distracted and pulled off course as they work to accomplish their positive purposes 
in any organizational context.

The Ignorant Person

The person walking in ignorance is simply one who does not know any better. He or she does not have adequate 
information to make the best choices. This word ignorance is not intended in any way to be derogatory. It is 
simply acknowledging that the person is not aware of the facts necessary to make better decisions.

You might even get the false impression that there is an inherent wisdom applicable to every area of life. But, 
we are all ignorant in certain ways and gifted in others. My gifts are in the area of counseling and coaching. In 
reality, you would never want me to do your taxes, fix your automobile, or even help you put a new roof on your 
home. I am ignorant, or at least very limited in my understanding, of these matters. 

When valuable truths are brought into the light, we have the responsibility to make a choice. We can choose to 
walk in wisdom indicated by the willingness to consider and act accordingly, or we can choose to walk in fool-
ishness and deflect the truth that has come into the light.

The Foolish Person

A foolish person is one who is less (or not at all) interested in gaining truth and learning from feedback that 
comes to them from people in their environment. They justify and rationalize their underperformance by blam-
ing factors outside themselves. These people are ever learning but never able to come to a deeper knowledge of 
the truth. 

It’s important to consider that there’s a difference between foolishness and being a fool. We all are capable of 
foolish moments where we say or do unwise things. In contrast, a fool is one who consistently refuses
to acknowledge and align with truth when learning opportunities come this way. The individual walking in fool-
ishness will inevitably counter the new information rather than exhibiting a willingness to consider the



new insights.

It is not uncommon for fools to:
• Receive feedback defensively and with countering comments
• Consistently blame others for their circumstances
• Minimize the importance of their underperformance: “What’s the big deal?”
• Regularly make excuses
• Be incapable of seeing how their behavior negatively affects productivity
• Be unable to see how their behavior negatively affects others
• Change the subject
• Point out the shortcomings of others

If we have integrity, we courageously need to examine when and where some of these countering postures apply 
in our own lives. 

There is a statement that I frequently enter into my own personal journal as a reminder when dealing with the 
foolishness of myself or others. I encourage you to consider the same response when encountering foolishness.

God has gifted to us a spiritual option to deal with foolishness
that we so often fail to exercise. We can choose to exercise
our God-given spiritual freedom to not take offense at the

foolishness of others. At the same time, we must realize
that they have the spiritual freedom to choose foolishness.

—from my journal (Denny Howard),
May 2009

The Evil Person

An evil person (or a person who displays consistently evil characteristics) is one who leaves hurt and wounded 
people in his or her wake. Evil people have no concern for the damage and negative impact their attitudes and 
actions cause in the organizational environment. They care only about optimizing their own outcomes, not the 
overall productivity and outcomes of the organization itself. They care about only one thing: serving and fulfill-
ing their own interests and desires.

It’s hard for most of us to accept the notion that genuinely evil people are in our midst, especially inside our 
churches and other ministry groups. But even some ministry leaders are narcissistic and controlling. For ex-
ample, the role of clergy can bring with it imputed authority, in which some men and women believe that since 
God called them to ministry leadership, he endowed them with wisdom and privilege to do things as they feel 
led—mistakenly assuming that this leading is coming from God by virtue of his calling. This view of authority 
allows more control to be taken than the normal positional authority allowed leaders in secular organizations.

It is sad to have to report that in my years of counseling thousands of spiritual leaders, numbered among them 
were clergy who would later spend time in prison as a result of their destructive indiscretions. Jesus warned us 
in the Gospel of Matthew concerning wolves that come in sheep’s clothing. Some intend to deceive. Others are 
fully sincere, but self-deceived. This warning was not meant to cause us to mistrust people in positions of spiri-
tual leadership. It does encourage us to have discernment. Under normal circumstances, it is fair to assume that
ministry workers and other people helpers are harmless servants of God, and therefore fully worthy of our trust.



Acknowledging the Challenges of Confronting

The first and most important factor in confronting difficult people (especially those who are professing Chris-
tians) is to realize that confrontation is a spiritual matter. We are dealing with people who are allowing the 
desires of this world to control their behaviors, and our task is to help coach them into an awareness of this fact 
and turn them back into a posture of walking in the Spirit and living out of their new
natures. 

Confronting Foolish People

The writer of Proverbs tells us that “Wounds from a sincere friend are better than many kisses from an enemy” 
(Prov. 27:6 NLT). Other proverbs suggest that not all people are good candidates for confrontation:

Anyone who rebukes a mocker will get an insult in return. Anyone who corrects the wicked will get hurt. So 
don’t bother correcting mockers; they will only hate you. But correct the wise, and they will love you. Instruct 
the wise, and they will be even wiser. Teach the righteous, and they will learn even more. (Prov. 9:7–9 NLT)

The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man listens to advice. The vexation of a fool is known at 
once, but the prudent ignores an insult. (Prov. 12:15–16 ESV)

Scripture gives us warrant to forego confronting foolish people. Jesus instructed his disciples, “Do not throw 
your pearls to pigs. If you do, they may trample them under their feet, and turn and tear you to pieces” (Matt. 
7:6).

How might this be said in a contemporary vernacular? Do not give your best effort or speak your wisdom into 
a context where you know it will be trampled. Don’t waste your breath! Don’t spit in the wind! Don’t hold your 
breath!

The Bible gives clear instructions on how to deal with the person who lives his life walking in foolishness: Do 
not persist in conversation to persuade him. The foolish person will not consider, but rather, will continue to 
counter. To persevere is to become like the foolish person. 

So, here’s the hard lesson that we need to draw from these and other passages—do not get drawn into debates 
and discussions with difficult people who are foolish. Such people will not consider what you have to say, they 
will counter and ultimately seek ways to damage or hurt you.

We return again to Dr. Cloud’s wisdom in Necessary Endings for guidance: “The strategy for foolish people is 
simple: Quit talking about the problem . . . because talking is not helping. . . . Give [establish] limits
that stop the collateral damage of their refusal to change.” Cloud goes on, “With these kinds of people, the only 
time they get it is when it begins to cost them.”

Each of us must realize that we all walk in foolishness at times. Though some people are fools in the truest 
sense of the word, it is helpful to think of foolishness as a condition that is within the possibility of being cured. 
If we are honest with ourselves, we can reflect back on a time that we thought and acted foolishly, while all the 
time thinking to be wise in our own eyes. It is about that time that we later ask these rhetorical questions: What 
on earth was I thinking? What was wrong with me? How could I ever do such a thing?

Confronting Evil People

When dealing with a person who is bound up in evil behavior, the management strategy is different. Prayer has 



to be the first priority, and removal from the ability to influence and damage others the second. Pray for God to 
supernaturally intervene and miraculously transform this individual, but don’t be overly optimistic that the
person will change. 

These types of people are unsafe and always destructive forces inside your organization or fellowship. They 
must be avoided to ensure your safety. Stay clear of them. If a confrontation is unavoidable, the person must be 
intentionally, assertively confronted by more than one person. 

People exhibiting evil behavior must be isolated from being allowed routinely to hurt other people, because hurt 
people they will. This separation may necessarily include various forms of legal restraints. Clear boundaries 
must be established and consistently enforced. They must experience a deeply felt cost as a consequence for bad 
conduct.

Confronting Wise People

Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 18 provides the most concise instruction on confrontation. The key truths are found 
in verses 15–20, but this passage must be considered in the light of the whole chapter. Here’s the
chapter outline:

• Greatest (Greatness) in the Kingdom (18:1–11)
• Parable of the Lost Sheep (18:12–14)
• Correcting Another Believer (18:15–20)
• Parable of the Unforgiving Debtor (18:21–35)

The word sin generally carries the idea of “missing the mark.” In this context, the word likely conveys the idea 
of another believer offending you in some way that disrupts your ability to relate to the person in a healthy way 
as a brother or sister in Christ.

Jesus plainly teaches that we are to share our offense only with that person. To do otherwise (complain or gossip 
about the other person) is a sin in and of itself. In the vast majority of cases, the offender will be grieved that 
he has caused you this pain and seek immediate forgiveness and reconciliation—which is to be immediately 
granted. 

If reconciliation does not occur, then you must return with one or two observers to document the fact that you 
are seeking reconciliation and recovery from that which has offended you. If reconciliation still does not occur 
in the smaller circle involving observers, then the entire body is to be informed—and the group needs to begin 
to view and relate to the offender not as a fellow Christian, but as someone in need of receiving the transform-
ing power of the gospel, as forgiveness and reconciliation are the hallmark truths of the Christian faith.

This passage is not teaching that we can shun or denounce such people; it’s teaching us that we need to view 
and relate to them as if they are unbelievers in need of trusting Christ as their Savior. They have lost the honor 
of being considered a member of the family of God, but they should never lose our compassion and desire to 
lead them into a transforming relationship with Jesus.

See the parable of the unforgiving debtor immediately following verses 15–20. Since God has forgiven so much 
that it required the substitutionary death of his son, he is angered when a ready spirit of forgiveness and rec-
onciliation does not characterize the life of a professing Christ follower. There are some key truths we should 
discern from Jesus’ teaching about correcting other believers who offend us: 

• Go only to the person who can help you fix the problem and restore broken fellowship. The circle of in-



volvement should remain as small as possible to remedy and restore the damaged relationship. Once fixed, 
the drama should end and stay there. 

• If you fail to handle the offense as Jesus instructs, you unnecessarily set the stage for the offender to ex-
perience further isolation and alienation caused by gossip or publicly complaining about the offender. You 
become part of creating another problem when you do this. You become an offending party. 

• When taking observers is necessary, select mature individuals who function as referees and arbiters to help 
protect an alleged offender from being improperly accused of offensive or harmful conduct. In some in-
stances, as the offended person, you may be in the wrong, and you are the one who must ask forgiveness for 
bringing a defective allegation and seek reconciliation for improperly accusing another believer.

Knowing When and Where to Confront

Most people have heard the expression, “Timing is everything.” When it comes to confronting people, whether 
they are wise, foolish, ignorant, or evil—timing is everything. During my early years of counseling, I learned 
the hard way that there are right and wrong times to confront behaviors in order to maintain healthy relation-
ships and a healthy culture. In truth, you cannot find an ideal time to give someone bad news. You can however 
select a wrong time to present bad news. 

Confrontation should never occur when emotions are storming, anger is raging, or any of the parties in the con-
flict are weary and exhausted.

Though not always possible, confrontation ideally takes place on neutral ground where both parties are required 
to make an investment in meeting in a safe, nonthreatening venue. Neutral ground also has the effect of keeping 
either party from having negative associations or memories around the experience, such as the pastor’s office or 
the person’s home. Being part of a confrontation experience often involves experiencing intense emotions, guilt, 
and shame with corresponding longer-term memories. In many or most cases, joyful memories should result 
when reconciliation and restoration occur.

Remembering the End Goal

The offended party must always keep in mind the desired outcome before confronting a fellow believer. Simply 
stated, the end goal is the full and healthy restoration of relationship and fellowship. Nothing is more important 
to God than reconciliation and restoration of relationships. It’s the story of the Bible.

The offended party must have a clear picture of what restoration looks like before acting. What response are you 
expecting from the offender? In cases where restitution is sought, if the offended party makes receiving some 
form of restitution the top priority and does so at the expense of enabling the relationship to be restored, the of-
fended party is playing with the fire of provoking God’s anger. This truth is depicted in the parable of the unfor-
giving debtor that concludes Matthew 18. It’s clear that God prefers us to suffer the loss of things and have the
relationship restored. Truly forgiving a debt owed by another is a unique way to worship God; it demonstrates 
the power of his life in yours and is one of the most powerful testimonies you can offer others as long as
you don’t flaunt your generosity. If you do that, you’re simply exchanging one form of repayment for another.

Before confront someone, here are some important questions to ponder:

• Can you identify in advance the potential benefits to all who may be involved? If there are no beneficial 
outcomes for the person being confronted, it is likely to be a difficult and unfruitful interaction.



• What is the plan if your confrontation is unfruitful and does not end as expected?
• Have you considered varying outcomes that may be acceptable though not ideal? 

As a leader, one of your highest duties is to create a culture or community where relational health flourishes, 
and people who threaten such a healthy culture must be identified and effectively managed God’s way. It’s
our prayer that God will teach and show you how to effectively deal with difficult people. It’s one of the most 
challenging aspects of being a leader.
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