Sharpening the Skill of Getting a Thick Skin #3

“Coping with Criticism”

2 Samuel 16:5-14

Today Abraham Lincoln is universally regarded as one of the greatest Presidents in United States history. But before he became the Chief Executive, and through much of his administration, he seemed destined for a much less exalted ranking. 

During his campaign for the Oval Office, he was mercilessly lampooned, viciously libeled, and relentlessly satirized. Some cartoons usually depicted Lincoln as a country bumpkin with a wild thatch of uncombed hair, clad in ill-fitting pants and open-necked shirts, and wielding a log rail to ward off serious inquiries into his supposedly dangerous views on racial equality.
 Others were even less kind: Comparing Lincoln’s looks to an ape and characterizing his voice “like the scream of a baboon.”

Once he took office, Lincoln was beleaguered from the start with criticism from all sides. Some charged him with moral cowardice for initially insisting that an end to slavery was not one of his wartime goals; others accused him of overstepping his constitutional powers; still others blamed him for military defeats in the field.

Yet despite all this, Lincoln’s reputation not only survived but flourished. In fact, his stoic and good-natured response in the face of such malicious verbal and visual abuse made him seem nobler at the time, and greater in retrospect. Lincoln was quoted to say,
If I were to try to read, much less answer, all the attacks made on me, this shop might as well be closed for any other business. I do the very best I know how—the very best I can; and I mean to keep doing so until the end. If the end brings me out all right, what’s said against me won’t amount to anything. If the end brings me out wrong, ten angels swearing I was right would make no difference.

Abraham Lincoln learned the secret of coping with criticism. We would all do well to do the same if we wish to develop a thick skin.

The Unpleasant Reality of Criticism

We begin with the unpleasant reality of criticism. It is unavoidable, though we try to. Archibald Hart writes, “We all have a need to be loved and accepted by others, and many of us will go to almost any length to achieve respect or avoid criticism.”
 But periodically, someone assumes the position of “heavenly sandpaper.” He may insist that he has the spiritual gift of criticism. This person is an expert at finding fault, no matter how minute, and focusing on it. The result of such abrasion is anything but refining. Instead, hurtful words strip away self-worth and wear us down emotionally.
 

Someone has defined a critical spirit as “an excessively negative attitude with harshness in judging.”
 A critical spirit…

· condemns the person as well as the action

· focuses on the faults of others

· ridicules others

· makes judgments based on appearances

· assumes the worst without first hearing from the accused

· tears others down without seeing the unmet needs

· confronts others publicly

· responds harshly when accused by others

· lacks mercy toward others.

I’m certain we can all think of people like this, and at one time or another we have been the targets of their critical jabs. 

Turn in your Bible to 2 Samuel 16. Through this passage we learn something about criticism itself, how not to react to it, and then how to respond positively to the negativity hurled at us. This incident occurred in the life of King David. Like Lincoln, David enjoys an exalted status in the estimation of many today, but in his own day, he was the object of ridicule and criticism. Let’s read verses 5-8, 

As King David approached Bahurim, a man from the same clan as Saul’s family came out from there. His name was Shimei son of Gera, and he cursed as he came out. He pelted David and all the king’s officials with stones, though all the troops and the special guard were on David’s right and left. As he cursed, Shimei said, “Get out, get out, you man of blood, you scoundrel! The Lord has repaid you for all the blood you shed in the household of Saul, in whose place you have reigned. The Lord has handed the kingdom over to your son Absalom. You have come to ruin because you are a man of blood!” 
Shimei was a distant relative of Saul, from the tribe of Benjamin. He could possibly be “Cush the Benjamite” of the title to Psalm 7.
 Chuck Swindoll writes, “To put it bluntly, [Shimei]’s a jerk, a third-rate klutz who hits another while he’s down. This guy is a real loser.”
 
At this time in his life, King David had been driven from his city, separated from his family, betrayed by some of his best friends, and targeted by his own son Absalom, who was vying for the throne of Israel. If that were not bad enough, as he flees from the capitol city of Jerusalem, Shimei appears and hurls insults (as well as rocks and dirt) on the king. 

We can learn several lessons about criticism (and the people who practice it) from Shimei. For instance, criticism always seems to come when we need it least. David was already in the dumps when Shimei began his attack. Criticism rarely comes when we’re up and on top of things. It’s usually when we’re down and out that some critic comes along. People pile judgments on our sorrow and suffering, and once they get going, they can’t seem to stop. 

Also, the worst critiques come when we least deserve them. David wasn’t always right, but on this occasion he was innocent of the wrongdoing Shimei named. But we shouldn’t be surprised. As Thomas à Kempis wrote, “Evil is always more readily spoken of and believed of another than good.”

Third, criticism usually comes from people who are least qualified to give it. Much of it is generated by people who don’t know what they’re talking about, or who are so morally unqualified they have no right to throw stones. Like Shimei. His claim to know the Lord’s mind was negated by his abusive language.
 Such people have no heart for God or His purpose. Yet it is often from these people we receive the harshest blows. 

And finally, criticism often comes in a form that is least helpful. It’s hard enough to take a critique when it comes in love, but no one likes to hear it when it’s hard and harsh—when our character and motives are assailed. It would be good if all our critics were gentle and redemptive, but that’s often not the case. Sometimes they just like to throw rocks.

We should not think that we will be immune from such attacks. Jesus assures us that “no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age—and with them, persecutions” (Mark 10:29-30). Paul agrees: “Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 3:12). Everyone who sets out to follow the Lord will be criticized, opposed, and misunderstood. Every step of the journey will be contested; every decision will be tested and challenged. 

The only way to avoid reproach is to determine to do nothing, to say nothing, and to be nothing. Charles Briggs wrote, “If your ambition is to avoid the troubles of life, the recipe is simple: shed your ambitions in every direction, cut the wings of every soaring purpose, and seek a little life with the fewest contacts and relations…Tiny souls can dodge through life; bigger souls are blocked on every side. As soon as men and women begin to enlarge their lives, their resistances are multiplied.” To be significant is to be misunderstood.
 To be misunderstood is to be criticized.

The Unhealthy Reaction to Criticism

In this incident from the life of King David, we also witness the unhealthy reaction to criticism. Verse 9 records, “Then Abishai son of Zeruiah said to the king, ‘Why should this dead dog curse my lord the king? Let me go over and cut off his head.’”  Abishai was the brother of Joab, David’s head of the army, and was noted earlier in Scripture for his emotional, impetuous reactions.
 This criticism—even though it was not directed at himself personally—made him angry and he wanted to strike back in violence against the critic. Kenneth Chapin observes, “His was the power solution. He sounds quite modern since we live in a world that tries to deal with all crises in terms of physical power. They want to silence all the voices of disagreement and are woefully unaware of the forces of moral and spiritual truth.”
 It is natural for us to react emotionally when attacked. We want to strike back at the attacker. When we are hurt, we want to hurt back. Our motto becomes, “I don’t get mad; I get even.”

This natural reaction, though, is not the Christian response. Jesus said in Luke 6:27-29, “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. If someone strikes you on one cheek, turn to him the other also.” Jesus also practiced what He preached, as we read in 1 Peter 2:23, “When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.” 

We have to keep our emotions in check when we come under attack. I realize this is easier said than done, but it is imperative that we not react emotionally. This is why you find a Q-tip in your bulletin this morning. It stands for this simple acrostic (not original with me):

Quit

    Taking

        It

           Personally!

If we respond on the basis of our emotions, we allow someone else to control us, to dictate our words and actions. Thus, if someone says something to make us angry, we’ve given him control over us if we respond in anger. It is better to rather retain control and respond in love by the Holy Spirit.

The Unruffled Response to Criticism

 Amazingly, despite the painful experiences he was enduring, David demonstrates the unruffled response to criticism we should all exhibit. We read in 2 Samuel 16:10-14,

But the king said, “What do you and I have in common, you sons of Zeruiah? If he is cursing because the Lord said to him, ‘Curse David,’ who can ask, ‘Why do you do this?’”

David then said to Abishai and all his officials, “My son, who is of my own flesh, is trying to take my life. How much more, then, this Benjamite! Leave him alone; let him curse, for the Lord has told him to. It may be that the Lord will see my distress and repay me with good for the cursing I am receiving today.” 

So David and his men continued along the road while Shimei was going along the hillside opposite him, cursing as he went and throwing stones at him and showering him with dirt. The king and all the people with him arrived at their destination exhausted. And there he refreshed himself. 

What was David’s response? “Let him curse.” Did David have the power and authority to make Shimei stop? Yes, he had the power and the authority to make Shimei stop breathing if he so desired. But he didn’t. He didn’t react emotionally or violently. The king’s quiet authority and control denotes true greatness.
 In fact, in the words of Wiersbe, David “never rose to greater heights than when he allowed Shimei to go on attacking him.”
 Chuck Swindoll adds,
It’s an amazing study in self-control! David’s at rock-bottom, and along comes Shimei who boots him. But instead of fighting back, David says, “The Lord’s in it.” He never got offended. He never took it personally. He didn’t even yell! How in the world could he do that?

Soft heart and thick skin. That’s the ticket, plain and simple. Not sensitive skin, so delicate that the slightest pinprick will damage it, but really thick. Rhinoceros thick. So that you can get punched around and punched around. Let me tell you, if you hope to be used of God, you need that kind of skin. Count on it—Shimeis are out there by the dozens! The people who get the job done are those who are able to overlook all sorts of hurtful little comments people are going to make. When you walk through thorns, you have to have on heavy boots. You don’t walk through thorns barefooted…at least not very far. If you are called into leadership, where you must deal with people, you have to be well-shod and armor-plated. If not, you’re doomed to failure.

Now that doesn’t mean a thickness toward God. It means you have a protective coating against the slings and arrows of people like this Shimei. If you haven’t already, it won’t be long before you will meet up with a Shimei. It’s only a matter of time. Such “reptiles” proliferate. And you’ll have to decide: Am I going to be offended or not? Am I big enough to forgive…or will I reduce myself to his size and sling rocks back?

Like David, we have to quit taking it personally. (Remember the Q-tip acrostic?) We must defuse the ticking bomb of emotions (and, believe me, it will explode if we do not!) and instead respond rationally. That’s not easy; first, because such critical attacks hurt and we want to lash out against the one who hurt us; and secondly, because we live in a world that tells us to “go by your gut” or “let your heart be your guide.” That’s a bad idea, especially when we get hurt and angry.

For the Christian, we must remember that Jesus commanded us to love our enemies. When evil is done to us, we’re to do good in return. When we’re cursed, we’re to bless. We can be angry, but we’re not to sin in anger.

That gets us to what Jay Kesler calls “the response interval.” He explains,

God has made us, of all his creatures, to be rational beings, not instinctive. In other words, we don’t have to respond automatically and mindlessly. The time between what’s said to us and our answer back is what I call the response interval, the period when we think about what was said, when we analyze it and filter it through our experiences, feelings, opinions, and desires…. After the analysis comes the crucial decision: How do we respond? Do we respond in unchecked concord with our feelings, or do we respond with restraint and self-control? Which response is in obedience to Christ? We must make that choice every time. To choose obedience is neither natural nor easy, but we can get help from the Holy Spirit.

What about this “analysis” he speaks of? What does that entail? I suggest we ask ourselves two questions when we are criticized. First we must ask ourselves, “Is this true?” Is the one criticizing me accurate in what they say?  Often times criticism is not accurate, and a simple explanation can set the record straight. (Your critic may not be interested in the truth, but at least you have that option.) But we should be at least be open to the possibility that our critics have identified a real flaw, and to look for what’s true in their words.

Criticism may be God’s voice dealing with some sin in us that must be dealt with before we can move on. He may be speaking through our worst critics, pointing out some carnality or stupidity in us. “Truth is truth,” George MacDonald said, “whether it’s spoken by the lips of Jesus or Balaam’s [donkey].”

The second question we must ask (if the criticism passes the first question) is, “Am I going to change this about myself?” It is possible for a criticism to be accurate but not applicable. For example, someone might say, “You sure go to church often! Every week? More than once a week? What’s the matter with you?” Now when you ask the first question, “Is this true?” you may conclude that the criticism is accurate—you do go to church every week, and some of you even go more than once a week. But the second questions asks, “Is this something I want to change?” I would hope your answer would be, “No!” 

This simple analysis can help us maintain that unruffled response to criticism. If the criticism is untrue, then either try to correct the wrong impression or just ignore it. If the criticism is true, then decide whether it is something worth changing or not. Either way, we either improve ourselves or become more convinced that what we are doing is right. We never reach a level where we are above criticism or we no longer need the input of others. And, frankly, there are times when our best lessons can be learned from our enemies.
 

By diffusing the emotions that often accompany it, we can learn to cope with criticism in our lives. We may not stop the criticism from happening, but we can stop the criticism from hurting and harming us along the way.
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