Take This Job and Love It #8

“Those Annoying Associates”

Colossians 3:12-14


If your job places you with a set of coworkers on a daily basis, you may spend more time with them than with your own family.  How happy you are in life can be greatly affected by how happy you are at work, and how happy you are at work can be greatly affected by how well you get along with your co-workers.


In some cases, that’s not too difficult.

But in other cases, well….

Loathsome Representatives of Irritating Co-workers


Every workplace has them: loathsome representatives of irritating co-workers.  Regardless of the kind of work done or the number of employees, at least some of these characters can be found there.  I’ve made a list literally from A to Z of such examples:


The Arrogant – favorite saying is, “Anything you can do I can do better”


The Blame-shifter – favorite saying is “It’s not my fault!”


The Critic – favorite saying is “I wouldn’t do it that way” (but never does it his way)


The Doomsday prophet – favorite saying is, “Well, I guess we’ll all be out of a job…”


The Embarrassing “Christian” – favorite saying is “Well, as a Christian, I…”


The Flirt– favorite saying is “What are you doing after work tonight?”


The Gross – favorite saying is…well, I can’t say those words here!


The Hateful – favorite saying is (through clenched teeth), “I can’t stand that…”

The Inquirer – favorite saying is, “What did you hear about…?”


The Joker – favorite saying is, “Hey, did you hear the one about…”


The Know-It-All – favorite saying is, “Yeah, I know”


The Lawyer – favorite saying is, “If that we’re me, I’d sue!”


The Manic – favorite saying is, “Can’t we run this any faster?”


The Nark – favorite saying is, “I’m telling!”


The Odorous – favorite saying is, “I don’t smell anything”


The Pot-stirrer – favorite saying is, “Did you hear about…”


The Quitter – favorite saying is, “I quit!” (what else could it be?) 

The Rebel – favorite saying is, “Whatever!”


The Slacker – favorite saying is, “That’s not my job!”


The Thief – favorite saying is, “They don’t pay me enough anyway” 


The Unforgiving – favorite saying is, “One of these days…”


The Victim – favorite saying is, “Did you hear what happened to me?”


The Whiner – favorite saying is, “Ooooh!”


The Xenophobe – favorite saying is, “Well, you know how they are”


The Yeller – favorite saying is anything LOUD


The Zero – favorite saying is, “I can’t do that!”


And even this list isn’t exhaustive!


So how does this Christian deal with irritating co-workers?  The quick and easy answer is to get away from them.  When we seem to have reached the end of our rope in dealing with these people, the temptation is to just quit and start over somewhere else.  Some people do that, and they do it over and over and over again.  Why?  The names and faces may change, but human nature does not.  Whenever we deal with people we eventually encounter their weaknesses (and they encounter ours).  It is unavoidable.


So do we give up and settle for a miserable existence with people we can hardly stand?  That is not what Jesus had in mind.  Robert Mattox writes in his book, The Christian Employee,
When Jesus prayed for His followers, both contemporary and future ones, He prayed, “I pray not that thou [God] shouldest take them out of the world...as thou has sent me into the world, even so have I sent them into the world.” It was Jesus’ will that we be thrust out into the abrasive conditions and circumstances of the world. Just prior to this prayer, however, Jesus said to His disciples, “These things I have spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace. In the world ye shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

Jesus was despised, rejected, threatened, cursed, mocked, then beaten, humiliated, betrayed, and executed in the most painful method of the day, yet He said, “I have conquered. I have overcome.” And He did not say this after the resurrection but as He was facing the cross.

Jesus also told us that in Him we might have peace. This peace was not automatic. But the potential for it was real. We have to obtain it. How? By overcoming. Overcoming what? Circumstances. The world gives peace through agreeable circumstances. Jesus’ peace has nothing to do with outward circumstances. It is the kind of peace “that no man taketh from you” (John 16:22).

God does not change our circumstances to suit us, but instead wants to change us to suit our circumstances, that is, to so change us as to render our circumstances of no effect. To do this, He must change our attitudes. He must break the cycle of human nature that keeps us literally going around in circles spiritually.

God’s power working to change our attitudes is the day-to-day reality of Christianity. When we reach the point that our attitudes are molded solely by God and not by outward circumstances, then our resulting attitudes will produce godly actions. The sting is removed from circumstances. Then we will be overcomers. We will be Christ-like and will have the mind of Christ.


Think of those irritating characteristics of our co-workers as circumstances.  We cannot avoid them so we must deal with them.  We must overcome them.  Howard Hendricks tells of asking someone how they were doing and they replied, “Not bad under the circumstances.”  Hendricks replied, “What are you doing living under those?”


We can choose to be either a thermometer or a thermostat.  A thermometer reflects the outward environment it finds itself in, while a thermostat regulates the outward environment.  One is influenced while the other influences.  We must decide which we will be.

Loving Responses to Irritating Co-workers


Christians are called to respond, not react.  I realize those words are close in meaning, and in some instances could be interchangeable.  But a reaction tends to be an instinctive, automatic result based on the initial action, whereas a response can be an intentional behavior in spite of the conduct of the other person.  When we react, we allow the other party to control and manipulate us; when we respond, we maintain control over ourselves.

The key to responding properly is found in Ephesians 5:1-2,”Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”  Like the old song says, “What the world needs now is love, sweet love.”  Replace the word “world” with “workplace” and it still rings true.

Loving responses to irritating co-workers are never easy—in fact, it is humanly impossible to pull off on our own.  Stanley Baldwin addresses this challenge in his book, Take This Job and Love It,
When a person can’t get along with others, self-centeredness in some form usually lies at the heart of the problem. You cannot overcome the problem of self-centeredness simply by asking God for strength to consider him and others more impor​tant than yourself. That is treating symptoms. What you need is to be radically changed inside so as to “think of yourself with sober judgment” (Rom 12:3).
Overcoming self-centeredness will inevitably help you both relate to difficult coworkers better and become a more pleasant person to work with yourself. That’s absolutely essential if you are trying to live out God’s will. As Scripture puts it, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone” (Rom 12:18).


As I have said in many other contexts, the opposite of love is not hate, but selfishness.  We must overcome our natural instinct of self-centeredness if we are to effectively deal with irritating co-workers.


I find three attitudes and accompanying actions that fit into this category of loving responses.  The first is forbearance.  That’s an old-fashioned word for “patience.”  Paul writes in Ephesians 4:2, “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.”  I have found precious little patience in the workplace, particularly with those who are new on the job.  Everyone wants the new guy to jump in and perform at the same level as the veterans, but no one wants to show them how it’s done or lend a helping hand.  Some even find an evil pleasure in watching someone else struggle or fail when they’re first getting started.  We shouldn’t expect a new person to perform at the same level as those who have done their jobs for years.


Neither should we expect unbelievers to act as Christians.  While it is no excuse, the reality of life is that sinners are going to act like…well, sinners!  Why are we surprised when unbelievers act selfishly and ungodly?  If we prepare ourselves ahead of time, reminding ourselves that we are entering a world filled with people who do not believe, think, act, or talk the same way we do, we may not be caught off guard by the things the do and say.  Our expectation level can go a long way to determine how much frustration we encounter on the job.  I’m not suggesting that we be pessimistic, just realistic.


There is one more attitude we can adopt toward irritating co-workers that comes from Paul’s experience as recorded in 2 Corinthians 12:7-9,

To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me.


How often have we “pleaded with the Lord to take it away” from us, whether it be those irritating co-workers or the job itself?  Yet many times God’s answer to that prayer is not to take us out of the situation but to see us through it.  Baldwin comments,

Someone has said that God can use anyone for some good purpose—even the most troublesome people can provide excel​lent examples of what not to become. A fellow worker who irritates you can serve you in just that way. God could hardly say more eloquently, “See how his behavior makes everyone, including himself, miserable. Make certain you never become like that.” Believing that you can learn something even from those who bug you most can go a long way toward helping you cope.


A second loving response is forgiveness.  There’s an old saying that goes, “To err is human, to forgive divine.” Nothing demonstrates our fallen human nature more than when we do wrong, but nothing demonstrates our renewed spiritual nature more than when we forgive those who wrong us.  Paul writes in Colossians 3:12-14,

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity. 


While this passage applies in every situation we find ourselves in, think of how much good this would do in the workplace if everyone adopted such conduct!  Of course, not everyone will, but it has to start somewhere, so why not with us?  Rather than reacting to wrong with wrong (which will lead to more wrong reactions), we can stop the cycle of retaliation by forgiveness.


This does not mean that we cannot stand up for what’s right, but it means that we don’t harbor bitterness and a desire to get even. Forgiveness is not weakness; it is strength to the extreme.  Sometimes it is powerful enough to disarm those who really go out of their way to irritate us.


Thirdly we can respond with friendliness.  Sometimes it only takes saying hello with a smile or really listening or lending a helping hand to make a difference in someone’s life.  Paul writes about the evidence of God’s Spirit living in is in Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.”  Peter adds to this in 2 Peter 1:5-7,

For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, brotherly kindness; and to brotherly kindness, love.


I have personally witnessed people who fit into one category (or more) of irritating co-workers change because someone befriended them.  Maybe the reason why they are so irritating is because they are so lonely and miserable.  (Of course, they may be lonely and miserable because they are so irritating!)  But when a little kindness and friendship are shown their way, it makes a huge difference in their lives.

Limited Responsibilities toward Irritating Co-workers


Such is not always the case, though.  Our best efforts do not guarantee positive results.  We need to acknowledge our limited responsibilities toward irritating co-workers so that we do not become frustrated or guilt-ridden.


First, we cannot change other people.  Whether it is your spouse, a friend, or a co-worker, we cannot effect change in others by ourselves.  Baldwin reminds us,

Everyone we touch will not be won, either to Christ or to be our friend. Everyone Jesus touched did not glorify God. On one occasion, Jesus healed ten lepers, but only one came back to give him thanks and experience spiritual transformation (see Luke 17:11-19).
We sometimes think that if we show the love of Christ to people, they will surely change. When we think this way, our “faith” may actually be arrogance. We’re assuming, in effect, that we should be able to change people more effectively than Jesus did!

This faulty expectation sets us up for guilt when we “fail.” When the nine lepers did not return to give thanks to Jesus, do you suppose he asked himself in great anguish, “Where did I fail?”


No. He realized that one leper was fertile soil for the kingdom of God and that the other nine were not—at least, not right then.


I have had arguments with Christians over this very issue, that we can in effect control the reactions of others by our actions toward them.  As nice as that might sound, it just ain’t so!  Sometimes our actions of love or kindness are met with even more hate and unkindness!


We should remember, though, that change may come later.  To borrow Paul’s imagery from 1 Corinthians 3, we may plant a seed, others may water it, and it may bear fruit long after we’ve left the scene.  Don’t be discouraged if our actions do not yield immediate results.


Secondly, we cannot be everybody’s friend.  Yes, we can be friendly toward them, but we cannot be everyone’s friend.  We do not have the time to invest in all of those relationships, and frankly it would not always be the wise thing to do.  Proverbs 12:26 states, “A righteous man is cautious in friendship, but the way of the wicked leads them astray.”  The Christian needs to be careful who their close friends are, for we are easily influenced by them.  As Psalm 1:1 puts it, “Blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers.” Some of our co-workers would do more harm than good if we allow them to be close friends.


Finally, we cannot please everybody.  The more we try, the less we please anybody, and we become the most miserable of all.  We need to recognize that we are not called to please everyone.  Baldwin wisely counsels,

Our job is not to convert people. Our job is to love them. Love doesn’t always give people what they want. So, despite your efforts, some coworkers will prefer to use, manipulate, intimi​date or simply dislike you. You don’t have to let them mistreat you continually. If you honestly wish your fellow workers well, pray for them sincerely and make yourself available to them when they genuinely need you, then you are living in love.

Irritating co-workers are a fact of life.  We cannot avoid them and we cannot always alter them.  We need to deal with them in a way that does not compromise or jeopardize our own spiritual well-being.  We need to have realistic expectations on them and on ourselves.  We need to respond in love with forbearance, forgiveness, and friendliness, regardless of how they treat us.

Not only will that be a positive influence on their lives, but it will make it a lot easier to live with our own work situation as well.
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