LIVING ABOVE OFFENSE

Paul Anderson

Jerry didn’t like the way the church council meeting went, and especially how Harvey led it.  He talked later with two other members:  “Harvey’s too top-down, like his opinion is the only one that counts.”  The others mildly agreed, fueling Jerry’s mission to discredit Harvey. When one of Jerry’s children had been involved in an incident at church two years ago, Harvey’s straightforward approach offended the laid-back style Jerry preferred.

Being offended is optional, not mandatory.  Solomon says that “he who covers over an offense promotes love” (Proverbs 17:9).  The offense is real, not imagined, and intended or not intended. The recipient can take offense or cover over it. The “kippur” of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, means “covering.” The blood of Jesus covers our offenses. We can take the model of the cross and cover over the sins of others. The rest of the verse says, “But whoever repeats the matter separates close friends.” Offenses taken up are often spread to others.  You and I have ministered as evangelists of offenses. We have broadcast our pain, like victims of war.

Our flesh wants to proclaim the offense, but the Spirit within chooses to promote love instead of alerting others regarding the crime. Mature people starve the injury, while overly sensitive ones parade their problem, aggravating the offense and damaging friendships. Ask yourself: is it worth the price I and others will pay for my unwillingness to die to myself? Are you trying to prove that you are right? If you win your feud, would you feel satisfaction even if you created disunity? Can you drop the case or must you drag it into the court of public opinion?

Proverbs 17:9 gives us two options: a) quietly covering over an offense, or

b) talking about it with others. I would not cherish a reputation of dismantling partnerships. You can tell how you feel about people who have hurt you if in your heart you want to malign them. If relationships between friends mean less to us than our feelings, we can consider ourselves selfish.

Proverbs 18:19 illustrates what option b does to the offended party. Solomon writes that “an offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city, and disputes are like the barred gates of a citadel.”  Offended people lock themselves up in bitterness and don’t let anyone in. They live on the defensive without even knowing it. Gossip comes easy for offended people, as Jerry proved. Offended people are deceived into thinking that they carry the right to slander.  They show insensitivity to the conviction of the Holy Spirit because of their injured hearts and callous attitudes, and they wreak havoc in the body of Christ. Sad! Forgive me, Lord, for the destruction my tongue has done.

If you choose not to overlook an offense, it will reside within your soul. You will carry around excess baggage, seriously limiting your freedom. It will become your friend. You will think about it, ponder it, share it, go to bed with it, rise with it. Then it turns against you, enslaving you in destructive emotions. Wounded people are injured more easily. And wounded people wound people.  As much as they make vows like, “I’ll never be like Dad,” the negative emotional bond predisposes them to the same characteristics.

Proverbs 17:9 tells us what offenses do to relationships. This verse says what it does to the offended party. Choosing to harbor an offense may look harmless, but in fact it seals us off from others, isolating us from the exhortation and encouragement we don’t realize we desperately need. Religious language might even be used to hide malicious intent: “Please pray for me. I had a disagreement with Harvey.”

In the next chapter, Solomon writes, “A man’s wisdom give him patience; it is to his glory to overlook an offense” (Proverbs 19:11). The last chapter showed us the damage of carrying an offense. This demonstrates the advantage of being unoffendable. Glory is the manifestation of character, a shining countenance rather than a cloudy one, the power of presence that comes with living in the Spirit over the long haul. It is produced by making good decisions over and over again. And one of those good decisions is choosing to live beyond offense! Certainly a challenge, but the Spirit empowers us for such resolve. People who overcome evil with good, as Scripture admonishes us (see Rom. 12:21), find that supernatural strength is released in their lives, while those who fight evil with evil wonder why God isn’t blessing them. We can take the action my kids sometimes chose: “He hit me first,” which is given to legitimize the crime.

Proverbs 19:11 illustrates option a, demonstrating patience and taking the humble road, building the relationship by love, not tearing it down with selfishness. Do you want to exercise wisdom rather than folly? Then overlook a wrong. Do you want to exercise folly? Take up an offense for yourself or others. Solomon challenges us to overlook it when we have been misunderstood, ignored, shamed, abused, or embarrassed  

Scripture encourages us to “bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.  Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (Col. 3:13).  Those who think they possess rights make grievances an issue of justice:  “This shouldn’t happen to me; this is not fair.  I deserve more than this.”  They are personally affronted—so they take it personally.  Because of their insecurity, they vote to be offended.

What if we adopted the outlook of a servant, or better yet, a slave?  Slaves have no rights, only responsibilities.  They look for ways to serve, not to be served.  And they will serve even those who are unkind to them as Jesus did.  He came “not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28).  So dying was on His mind more than living.  He was giving Himself away.  Before Paul tells us to “bear with each other,” he says, “For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God” (3:3).  Next comes the exhortation, “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature…” (v.4).  Because of the cross of Jesus, because He lived to die, we are empowered to live in the same way—and to die in the same way. What would be impossible is now an option for us.  Living as slaves frees us from the obligation of offense. Being offended seems like a privilege; in fact, it is a burden that imprisons us.  Dying to ourselves enables us to rise above wounding. We walk in the security of knowing that we are loved and affirmed by God, so if someone overlooks us, we don’t consider it an unforgivable offense.  If someone insults us, it does not degrade us because our confidence is not in what people think about us but in what God thinks about us. 

However, it is easier said than pulled off.  We cannot do it unless we learn to receive love from the Father, unless we know how to be comforted by the Holy Spirit.  No one can console us better.  But often we choose the injury rather than the healing.

Why do we get offended?

Pride.  We have an exalted view of ourselves.  People who go high are offended easily.  Those who go low have no rights, no titles, no expectations, so they are not let down.  Going low makes grace accessible to us.  When people criticize us, they are actually doing us a favor, because it is humbling, and it is the prelude to being exalted by God if we accept it graciously. If we are easily offended, we may be dealing with pride—or…

Wounds.  We have injuries not yet healed, which make us more vulnerable. Wounded people are overly sensitive, like a guy with a sore toe.  He walks defensively, because he doesn’t want you to bump into it.  Unforgiveness keeps wounds from healing.  

Control.  People who attempt to control rather than to release others are offended often.  They place themselves as judges of others, seeing only black and white, and the reaction of others offends their self-righteousness. They hope for affirmation to build up a sagging ego, and when they don’t get it, they are offended.

When people give us a “2” and we give them back a “7” (in terms of reaction), that tells us that we are carrying our past along with us. We are not reconciled with yesterday, so it makes today more difficult to bear.  There’s one way to deal with the past, and that is with forgiveness.  Offenses not forgiven will be repeated.  It is one thing to be offended, and this often happens before we stop to think about it.  But it is another thing to choose to own the offense and keep it around as our friend.  

Why do we hold onto an offense?

The offense is too great just to let go, so we must punish the offender. If it were smaller, we reason that we would overlook it. It is our way of “getting even.”  I don’t want to give them the kindness of forgiveness, so I “hurt” them.  In reality, I am punishing myself.  As someone has said, “Unforgiveness is the poison I drink to hurt my offender.”

The person doesn’t accept responsibility, so we think that simply dropping the case would be irresponsible of us. We can’t just forget it. Or the person is not asking to be forgiven, and we think wrongly that that is a prerequisite for forgiveness. (Try the first words of Jesus from the cross).

They hurt me deliberately.  Involuntary crimes are easier to forgive than deliberate actions.  They did it with purpose, and they will probably do it again. It is most difficult to let go of offenses that are repeated, such as in a marriage.  A broken woman once said, “I can forgive the past; it’s the present that I struggle with.”

If I let go of the offense, I will have to change. Something keeps me from forgiving, and it may be a hard heart.

Jesus serves as the greatest example of rising above offense.  Peter wrote that “when he was reviled, he did not revile in return.  When he suffered, he did not threaten, but entrusted himself to him to judges justly”(I Pe. 2:23).  He never took matters into His own hands.  He never chose to get even, to settle the score. He knew that the justice of God trumped every human court.  He always chose to respond to God before He responded to people, and it kept Him from reacting.  He gave the devil no room to launch any attacks. And Peter says that this is the way we are called to live. The only way to rise above offense is to die as Jesus died. Jesus lived above offense keeping His mouth shut, His heart open, and His conscience clear.  

· Keep the mouth shut (He did not revile in return).  The first line of defense when we are attacked is to open our mouths, as Jerry did. We don’t always wait to think about it.  We consider it after we have opened our mouths and said what we should not have said.  We draw the sword to defend ourselves, and we tell others to support our cause!

· Keep your heart open (Jesus entrusted himself to God).  The heart stays open when we look to God in trust rather than looking only to what people have done to us.

· Keep your conscience clear. (When He suffered, He did not threaten.) One sin does not deserve another.  To sin in reaction to others does not make us innocent.  We can only keep our conscience clear by protecting our heart and choosing not to be offended.  

God lives above offense. Just imagine the danger if He didn’t. He forgives—without effort. When I saw how easily my father forgave me for messing up his car, I perceived that my heavenly Father does the same. I want to get good at forgiving, at releasing people from an offense—and doing it in a prompt fashion. The greatest offense ever was the crucifixion of the Son of God, and Jesus took care of important business right away—He forgave His assailants.

Some live with constant offense in their lives, with unhealed injuries, with ongoing resentments.  It is impossible for them to have healthy relationships, either in marriage, at work, or in the body of Christ.  Those who rise above offense are fun to be with.  They live healthy enough to bring health to the table.  They contribute to others rather than taking out of them.  They are a river rather than a dam.  They don’t come to you as a needy person demanding to be filled up; they come to fill you up. People beyond offense are living by the Spirit rather than by self-effort.  They are filled with grace, and it empowers them.

Some of these truths came home to Jerry after a Sunday series on relationships.  He realized that he had foolishly chosen to hold a grudge against Harvey for something as small as a personality difference.  He knew that he had to get beyond it if he was going to walk in maturity.  He confessed it first to God, then to Harvey.  They came to appreciate their differences on the church council and even to laugh at them.

Are some infractions worth taking up an offense? Indeed. Even Jesus didn’t always turn the other cheek (Jn. 18:23). Nor did He ever let the self-righteous Pharisees off the hook. When the Bible speaks of anger, it most often refers to God. So it can be godly to get angry. How we deal with it determines whether we sin or not. Stealing a parking place calls for a different response than abusing children. And the unoffendable heart is capable of a Spirit-inspired response, whether that means overlooking an offense or confronting injustice.

How about making these commitments?

· I choose to find security in the love of God.

· I choose not to be offended, especially where I am known best. 

· I choose to turn wounds into an opportunity to love the one wounding me. 

Maybe you’d like to join me in prayer:  “Dear Father, I am embarrassed at how easily I am offended.  I know I am overly sensitive to what people say and do to me.  And yet it is difficult for me to change.  Give me grace to forgive the offenses of the past.  I want to live as Jesus lived—above offense, but I know it won’t come easy.  I will need your empowering grace.  Fill me with Your Holy Spirit, so that I can walk free from resentment and be a clear channel of your mercy.  Through Christ my Lord, Amen.”

