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Confrontation gets a bad rap—with good reason. It’s scary, it’s hard to do 
well and it often goes poorly. Yet the Bible is clear that confronting can be a 
vital element of love. Throughout the Bible, God confronts his people over 
and over again, not despite his love for them, but because he loves them. 
From Eden to Sinai, from the reigns of the Judges to the exile, and above 
all at the cross, God confronts his people in their sin because he wants to 
protect them, bless them, and help them repent and walk in the path of life. 

Likewise as believers, we are called to love each other by confronting 
what is wrong, harmful, or evil in each other’s lives. In fact, the prophet 
Ezekiel and the author of Proverbs agree that refusing to confront a fellow 
sinner stumbling toward destruction is not kindness, politeness, or being 
non-judgmental—it is selfishness. It places your desire to avoid discomfort 
ahead of the good of another person.

But for those of us who are wary of confrontation (like me), it rarely 
feels like selfishness. Rather, it seems like the path of righteousness to stay 
out of someone else’s business. And the fact that being judgmental is prac-
tically the greatest sin in our culture doesn’t help. It tempts many of us to 
justify our timidity and “live and let live.” So when we see something wrong 
or destructive in a brother or sister, we judge from a distance, gossip about 
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the person, or simply pretend there isn’t a problem and ignore it. 
Of course there is also a group with the opposite problem: they thrive on 

confrontation and chomp at the bit to put others in their place. We all know 
people who are full of harsh words. They are short on compassion and have a 
string of broken relationships littered in their wake. Conflict avoiders like me 
point to such confrontation “hawks” as our reason for withholding life-giving 
words of caution and challenge, just as I’m sure confronters look at us cow-
ardly nice guys and justify their more “engaged” style. 

Having said that, I am especially interested in instructing and encourag-
ing those who struggle to confront. We need help obeying God’s command 
to love in this way. He calls us to have a fierce commitment to the true good 
of others by being willing to confront their sin. This includes when the sin 
directly affects you, as well as when it has no impact on you. Both types of 
situations are important. We will look at both throughout the course of this 
article, seeking wisdom and courage as we figure out how to respond.

To that end, I will first establish some guidelines for when to confront. 
The more we understand when to confront and how it can fit into the normal 
flow of relationships, the more the avoiders will step up and the attackers will 
ease off. Then, I will break down this intimidating word confrontation into 
nine smaller components that are easier to put into action. 

When Should You Confront?
Knowing when to confront is the first step of wisdom. These are hard judgments 
to make because sinners living in proximity (i.e., two or more on the same plan-
et!) inevitably breed tension and conflict. You do foolish, selfish, blind, proud, 
thoughtless, vindictive, cruel things, and so does everyone else. Even when our 
conflicts are over simple matters of preference, sin surfaces quickly. So are we 
supposed to confront sin every time it occurs? Thankfully, no.   

When you witness someone else’s sin—be it grumbling, a snarky tone, a 
white lie, or something more serious—there are two paths open to you: cover 
the offense or confront the offender. While the focus of this article is on how 
to confront offenders, the vast majority of our responses to sin ought to fall 
into the category of covering an offense. Scripture does not encourage us to 
confront every sin in the people around us. Life would grind to a halt if you 
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addressed every wrong action and attitude in even just the people close to you, 
never mind the stranger who cuts you off in traffic. Therefore, before turning to 
the mechanics of confrontation, we need to briefly explore the times when it is 
appropriate to cover the sin instead of confront the offender. 

Just as the call to confront is based on God’s loving confrontation, the call 
to cover each other’s sins is based on the way God has covered us. God covers 

our sins in two ways. First, the Holy Spirit never dumps the full awareness of all 
our sins on us all at once. That bucket of cold water would freeze the blood in 
our veins solid. Instead, at any one time, he draws attention to a tiny portion of 
the sin in our lives. Second, he covers our sins by forgiving us. God no longer 
sees the sins of those who are in Christ. We then must aim to imitate Jesus’ ex-
ample of covering offenses, raising them only when it benefits the other person 
and doing so from a heart of mercy and forgiveness.

What does it mean to cover an offense? Covering an offense means con-
tinuing in relationship with someone without making an issue of the person’s 
sin. It is an act of forbearance, accepting the pain and damage of another’s ac-
tions and choosing not to let it affect the relationship. When the sin is against 
you or injures someone you care about, this will require you to forgive the of-
fender in your heart as well. For example, maybe your spouse criticizes you 
harshly for forgetting to place that order on Amazon that you’d said you get 
to, but you choose to cover the offense by simply apologizing for your error 
(and not pointing out your spouse’s harshness). Or maybe your friend has been 
careless in sharing information about you, or has backed out on a promise to 
help a woman in your small group, but you respond by letting it go without 
bringing it up or pulling back in the relationship. Even such small, “respectable” 
sins1 cause harm and grieve God, yet the author of Proverbs tells us that it is to 

1  I am borrowing this phrase from the title of a book by Jerry Bridges.

Covering an offense means continuing in 
relationship with someone without making an 

issue of the person’s sin.
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