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Chapter 1

 

The Shortest and Most Important Chapter of This Book

 

Writing a book is always a journey of unexpected turns. Try as you may to chart your course, you never wind up exactly where you’ve planned. This chapter is one of those unexpected turns. As we finished writing this book, we realized that we should explain to you how it was written. What you are about to read is a book on relationship that was written in relationship. When we coauthored How People Change, we divided up the chapters and wrote separately. However, we decided to write this book together. We worked at Tim’s house—Tim at the computer and Paul pacing back and forth across the room. We discussed our way through sentences, paragraphs, pages, and chapters. When we finished, we both agreed that this process was one of the most unique and enjoyable ministry experiences of our lives. 

What resulted from our collaboration is not just an examination, but an actual example of broken people in broken community experiencing the reconciling grace of God. We have written as flawed people in close relationship who have experienced God’s grace in daily life and ministry. We have not written out of the wisdom of success, but out of the wisdom of striving. A brief history of our relationship will illustrate this point. 

About five years ago, Paul was working at the Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation leading the department for local church-based training. The faculty of CCEF came to see that this job was too big for one person and decided to hire a seasoned pastor to partner with Paul. It was decided that Tim was just the kind of man to fill this role. The two of us began our work with excitement and mutual appreciation. However, problems arose when we, as two leaders who had known each other only from a safe distance, began working together in the same room! It became apparent that, although we shared a vision, we had very different personalities and gifts. It didn’t take long for sin, weakness, and failure to rear their ugly heads. Minor offenses and major misunderstandings began to get in the way of our mutual appreciation—and the work God had brought us together to do. 

This was a crucial moment. Would we give in to disillusionment and discouragement, or would we commit ourselves to do what we regularly teach others to do? We decided that our only choice was to trust Christ the way we ask others to, and give him an opportunity to work in us so that he could work through us. 

We are quick to say that we are not heroes of relationship. In fact, the opposite is true. Our aim is that this book will help you look through the shattered glass of our sin to see the glory of a Redeemer who is ever-present, always at work to rescue and change us. We want you to know that the men who wrote this book are just like you in both struggle and potential. We are sinners with the capacity to do great damage to ourselves and our relationships. We need God’s grace to save us from ourselves. But we are also God’s children, which means that we have great hope and potential—not hope that rests on our gifts, experience, or track record, but hope that rests in Christ. Because he is in us and we are in him, it is right to say that our potential is Christ! 

We are well aware that we are smack-dab in the middle of God’s process of sanctification. And because this is true, we will struggle again. Selfishness, pride, an unforgiving spirit, irritation, and impatience will certainly return. But we are neither afraid nor hopeless. We have experienced what God can do in the middle of the mess. This side of heaven, relationships and ministry are always shaped in the forge of struggle. None of us get to relate to perfect people or avoid the effects of the fall on the work we attempt to do. Yet, amid the mess, we find the highest joys of relationship and ministry. 

We want to affirm to you that what you will find in this book is true. We know it is true not only because we have examined the book’s theology and found it to be orthodox, but also because we have tested the book’s God and found him to be faithful again and again. What the book has to offer is not the wisdom of two men who have arrived, but the worship of two needy men who want to point you to the unfathomable and accessible resources of the God who has been with us and is with you. He is near, with, and in you. This means there is hope for you, even in relationships that leave you confused and disappointed. 

May you experience his grace daily, as we do. 

 



 

Chapter 2

 

Why Bother?

 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

 Why are you so far from saving me, 

 so far from the words of my groaning? 

O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer, 

 by night, and am not silent. Psalm 22:1—2 

 

“I had such high hopes for our friendship. What went wrong? I thought I had finally found someone I could trust.”

“I can’t believe you are questioning my integrity after all the things I have done for you. It’s not like I am the only one who has failed in this relationship. You’ve hurt me, too.” 

“You see, this is what you always do. I come to you and you turn the table on me. You are so good at making other people feel guilty for your failures! The problem with you is that you are much better at recognizing other people’s faults than you are your own. You don’t have a clue how much you have hurt me. You betrayed our trust when you told them what I said.” 

 “You never told me I couldn’t say anything about what you shared with me. I didn’t know you would be so sensitive about it.” 

“I thought you cared enough for me that I wouldn’t have to tell you not to talk to someone else! I thought our relationship was as important to you as it is to me.” 

“You see, that’s the problem. You always act like you are more committed to this relationship than I am. So you watch me like a hawk, just waiting to pounce on any hint of failure.” 

“Why does it always go here? We can’t even have a discussion about the weather without it ending in accusation.” 

 

Sound Familiar? 

As you eavesdropped on this conversation, did it sound familiar? You may not have used the same words, but you have probably felt the same way at some time in your life. These words may remind you of a specific relationship and a particular person. You’ve felt the sting of hurt and disappointment. You know that you have disappointed others too. It is clear to you that no relationship ever delivers what you dreamt it could. Your fantasy collides with reality, and reality bites! 

 

“I can’t believe you would do such a thing for me! It is so encouraging that I did not have to go through this alone.” 

“I’ve gotten as much as I have given. Your friendship has been a constant source of encouragement.” 

“Yeah. You know, when we first met, neither one of us had any idea what God would do through our friendship.” 

“What I appreciate is that while it hasn’t always been easy, you have been committed to dealing with our problems and disagreements in a constructive way. Your honesty is refreshing.” 

“And you’ve modeled patience and a willingness to listen, even when it was hard. God has used you in my life to help me speak honestly, but in a more godly manner.” 

“I suspect it won’t always be this comfortable, but it is encouraging that we are committed to dealing with our future problems this way.” 

 

Familiar Words? 

You may not have used these exact words either, but we hope you can identify with this experience of mutual friendship and encouragement. God has put people in your life and placed you in theirs. When you look back, you can see their imprint on your character. There have been times when you were very glad not to go through life alone. You have been greeted by patience and grace, even after a failure. And you too have been willing to forgive and have experienced the blessing of doing so. 

 

Two Worlds 

Elise was so thankful for the circle of friends God had given her. The first couple of months had been extremely lonely after she moved out of state to take a new job. Before moving she had never imagined how much she would miss her church and friends. The one thing that kept her going was Kurt’s commitment to follow her, so they could continue their relationship and get married in the not-too-distant future. 

It wasn’t long before Elise began to connect with people at a good church. She had become particularly close to Amanda and Marta. She was thankful that God had brought them into her life. Things seemed like they were going well: she had friends nearby and Kurt would be with her soon. 

Then things began to change. First, Kurt’s daily text messages weren’t daily anymore. Then the weekly emails stopped arriving. Elise began to panic when she waited for the Friday night phone call (the highlight of her week) and it never came. She called Kurt on Saturday to ask him if everything was okay. He said he was fine, but he clearly wasn’t. The next week was marked by even less contact—just a couple of short text messages. Then on Monday a lengthy email came, but not the one Elise wanted. Kurt wrote that he had reconsidered. He wasn’t going to move to where she was, and he thought they should just “move on.” Elise was crushed. Not only had Kurt ended their relationship, but he had done it by email! 

For the next several days, Elise tried to surround herself with friends since all she did was cry when she was alone. Their love and support kept her going. On one side, Amanda and Marta had been unbelievably kind and understanding. But on the other, Kurt had left her feeling betrayed. She didn’t think she would ever get over it. She wondered whether relationships were worth the risk of this kind of pain. 

We all live in these two worlds in some way. Some of our deepest joys and most painful hurts have been in relationships. There are times we wish we could live alone and other times we are glad we don’t. What is certain is that we all have been shaped significantly by relationships that are full of both sorrow and joy. 

Take a moment to reflect on the relationships in your life. Think about the relationships in your family while you were growing up. What were the unspoken rules your family followed? How did you handle conflict? What was the typical method for solving problems? Were there regular patterns of forgiveness? Did you ever see forgiveness sought and granted? What were the normal ways you communicated? Who typically had the floor? Did you grow up in a quiet or loud family? What was conversation like around the dinner table? Were there certain taboo subjects or was everything fair game? How was anger expressed? Was it handled in a positive way? In the busyness of family life, how much investment was made in keeping relationships healthy? Were people motivated positively or with threats and guilt? Was your home a place to relax, or did you feel like you were walking on eggshells? To what degree was serving one another modeled and encouraged within the family? What kind of relationship did your family have with the surrounding community? 

Your answers to these basic questions can show you how your family shaped your views on relating to others. Have the values of your family become your values? Have the struggles of your family become your struggles? Our family of origin is just one of many influences on our view of relationships. You have not become who you are all by yourself, which is why relationships are so important. They are inescapable and powerfully influential. The difficulty is that sin and grace coexist in all of them. Sin gets in the way of what grace can do, while grace covers what sin causes. Our relationships vividly display this dynamic mixture of gold and dross. 

 

Oh No! Not Another Book on Relationships! 

Since your local bookstores are already crammed with books and magazines about relationships, why take the time to read this one? What can we offer that would interest both the most naïve and most jaded people? We want to highlight the unique lens God gives his children to look at their lives. This lens will help you make your way through the intersection of sin and grace in relationships. Without it, you will remain naïve or grow cynical. When you face problems, you will be left only with human wisdom and techniques that produce short-term solutions, but can’t promise lasting personal and interpersonal change. The fatal flaw of human wisdom is that it promises that you can change your relationships without needing to change yourself. When that perspective rules, you end up settling for far less than what God desires for your life and your friendships. As Christian author C. S. Lewis observed, 

 

Our Lord finds our desires not too strong, but too weak. We are half-hearted creatures, fooling about with drink and sex and ambition when infinite joy is offered us, like an ignorant child who wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea. We are far too easily pleased. 1 

 

In our human wisdom, we would settle for relational détente, but God wants to bring us to the end of ourselves so that we would see our need for a relationship with him as well as with others. Every painful thing we experience in relationships is meant to remind us of our need for him. And every good thing we experience is meant to be a metaphor of what we can only find in him. To quote C. S. Lewis again, this primary vertical relationship is foundational to everything the Bible says about relationships. 

 

When I have learnt to love God better than my earthly dearest, I shall love my earthly dearest better than I do now. In so far as I learn to love my earthly dearest at the expense of God and instead of God, I shall be moving towards the state in which I shall not love my earthly dearest at all. When first things are put first, second things are not suppressed but increased. 2

 

It’s probably clear that what Lewis is describing is not always evident in your life. It’s not always evident in ours either. There are many indicators that reveal our tendency to reverse the order of things and put second things first. This is why we struggle with: 

 


	 Letting go of a moment of hurt

	 Getting angry at the way our teenagers complicate our lives

	 Becoming defensive when challenged

	 Avoiding conflict out of fear

	 Being too political at work

	 Being resigned to broken relationships that could be healed

	 Gossiping about people

	 Lying out of fear of what others will think

	 Compromising our convictions to win others’ approval

	 Pursuing comfortable relationships and avoiding difficult ones

	 Doubting God when our relationships are messy

	 Envying other people’s friendships

	 Controlling relationships out of a desire for security

	 Blowing up at people when our agendas are trampled

	 Living in bitter isolation in the face of disappointment



 

That is why the topic of this book is so important. All of us need a clearer sense of what it means to put first things first and how Jesus enables us to do that. We also need to understand what practical changes are needed to create a new agenda for our relationships and what concrete steps we need to take as we seek to please God. 

 

A Biblical Lens on Relationships 

Because this topic is so comprehensive and has been written on extensively, we want to start with eight biblical facts that summarize the way God wants us to think about our relationships. These facts will shape the way we approach everything in this book. They won’t be specifically discussed in every chapter, but they are the foundation for our model of healthy, godly relationships. 

 

You were made for relationships 

This fact takes us back to the beginning. It asks the basic questions, “Who are we, and how important are our relationships?” In Genesis 2:18, God says that it is not good for man to be “alone.” This statement has more to do with God’s design for humanity than Adam’s neediness. God created us to be relational beings because he is a social God. God lives in community within the Trinity as Father, Son, and Spirit, and he made humanity in his image. Genesis 2 is not speaking primarily to Adam’s experience of being lonely as much as it is revealing his nature as the person God created him to be. Because God created a communal being—someone designed for relationships—creation is incomplete without a suitable companion. While Genesis 2 does address how male and female complement each other, the implications are broader to include all human relationships. In addition, the word “helper,” used here for Eve, speaks throughout Scripture of the complementary nature of all human relationships. “Helper” is used primarily to describe a companion, not a fellow laborer. 

The reason we know this is true is because the word “helper” is often used to describe God’s relationship with his people. When used this way, it does not refer to God as our coworker or employee, but as our ultimate companion who brings things to the relationship that we could not bring ourselves (Psalms 27:9; 33:20—22). So God is not addressing Adam’s workload, but rather the fact that he is a social being who lacks a suitable companion. Just as human beings were created with a vertical need for God’s companionship, they are also created for the horizontal companionship of other people. 

Genesis 2 points to the fact that relationships are a core component of who God has designed you to be. Relationship is so important to God that he brings his creative work to a climax by creating Eve. Together she and Adam can experience community—vertical and horizontal—in the presence of the living God. 

 

In some way, all relationships are difficult 

While the first fact is exciting, we still have to deal with reality. All of our relationships are less than perfect. They require work if they are going to thrive. Quickly on the euphoric heels of Genesis 2 comes Genesis 3, where the entrance of sin brings frustration and confusion into relationships. In Genesis 3, man and woman engage in accusation and slander. Genesis 4 gets even worse, with a man murdering his own brother. 

While many of us have not committed murder, we still live on the continuum between murder, accusation, and blame. No wonder our relationships are so messy! Our struggle with sin is constantly revealed in them. If you want to enjoy any progress or blessing in your relationships, it will require you to admit your sin humbly and commit yourself to the work they require. 

 

Each of us is tempted to make relationships the end rather than the means 

When we reflect on Genesis 1—3, it becomes clear that the primary relationship Adam and Eve were intended to enjoy was their relationship with God. This vertical communion with God would provide the foundation for the horizontal community they were to have with each other. Everything God made pointed Adam and Eve to the primacy of their relationship with him. All of creation was to function as an arrow pointing to God. But in our sin we tend to treat people and creation as more important. The very things God created to reveal his glory become instead the glory we desire. This is where we see, with C. S. Lewis, that our desires are too weak, not too strong. We settle for the satisfaction of human relationships when they were meant to point us to the perfect relational satisfaction found only with God. The irony is that when we reverse the order and elevate creation above Creator, we destroy the relationships God intended—and would have enabled—us to enjoy. 

 

There are no secrets that guarantee problem-free relationships 

We all look for strategies or techniques that will free us from the pain of relationships and the hard work good relationships demand. We hope that better planning, more effective communication, clear role definitions, conflict resolution strategies, gender studies, and personality typing—to name just a few—will make the difference. There may be value in these things, but if they were all we needed, Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection would be unnecessary or, at best, redundant. 

Skills and techniques appeal to us because they promise that relational problems can be fixed by tweaking our behavior without altering the bent of our hearts. But the Bible says something very different. It says that Christ is the only real hope for relationships because only he can dig deep enough to address the core motivations and desires of our hearts. 

 

At some point you will wonder whether relationships are worth it 

At some point each of us will become discouraged and disappointed with a relationship. The health and maturity of a relationship are not measured by an absence of problems, but by the way the inevitable problems are handled. From birth to death, we are sinners living with other sinners. A good relationship involves honestly identifying the sin patterns that tend to trouble it. It also involves being humble and willing to guard yourself and the other person from these sin patterns. Because human conflict is the result of the spiritual battles in our hearts, wise relationships always seek to be aware of that deeper struggle. Even in times of peace, you must be vigilant regarding the way your relationships can be hijacked by the underlying desires of your hearts, which are subtly and constantly shifting. 

How do you deal with relational disappointments? Do you blame, deny, run away, avoid, threaten, and manipulate? Or do you speak the truth, exhibit patience, approach people gently, ask for and grant forgiveness, overlook minor offenses, encourage and honor others? Let’s admit that these questions touch us where we live from day to day. True Christian maturity does not get any more practical and concrete! 

 

God keeps us in messy relationships for his redemptive purpose 

This sixth fact reminds us that the very thing we would naturally seek to avoid is what God has chosen to use to make us more like him! Have you ever wondered why God doesn’t just make your relationships better overnight? We often think that if God really cared for us, he would make our relationships easier. In reality, a difficult relationship is a mark of his love and care. We would prefer that God would just change the relationship, but he won’t be content until the relationship changes us too. This is how God created relationships to function. 

What happens in the messiness of relationships is that our hearts are revealed, our weaknesses are exposed, and we start coming to the end of ourselves. Only when this happens do we reach out for the help God alone can provide. Weak and needy people finding their hope in Christ’s grace are what mark a mature relationship. The most dangerous aspect of your relationships is not your weakness, but your delusions of strength. Self-reliance is almost always a component of a bad relationship. While we would like to avoid the mess and enjoy deep and intimate community, God says that it is in the very process of working through the mess that intimacy is found. Which relationships are most meaningful to you? Most likely they are the ones that involved working through difficulty and hardship. 

 

The fact that our relationships work as well as they do is a sure sign of grace 

One of the biggest impediments we face in relationships is our spiritual blindness. We frequently do not see our sin, nor do we see the many ways in which God protects us and others from it. God constantly protects us from ourselves by restraining our sin. We are a lot like Elisha’s servant in 2 Kings 6:15—22. He was overwhelmed by the enemy army that surrounded him until God opened his eyes to see the far more formidable army of angels God had sent to protect him. Why was it the servant could see only the enemies surrounding Israel, but not “the hills full of horses and chariots of fire” from the Lord? It was the spiritual blindness of unbelief. 

How do you measure your potential in relationships? Do you measure the size of the problems or the magnitude of God’s presence in your midst? Considering our sin, it is amazing that people get along at all! Each night the evening news begins with a litany of murders, rapes, and robberies that suggests that our communities are very dangerous places. Yet it often fails to cite the thousands of good things people do to make those same communities livable. Our view of our relationships can be just as slanted. We tend to see sins, weaknesses, and failures, rather than the good things God is accomplishing. If you look for God in your relationships, you will always find things to be thankful for. 

 

Scripture offers a clear hope for our relationships 

Does the challenge and mess of relationships leave you discouraged? Does the biblical honesty about human community shock you? Are you feeling overwhelmed by the hard work relationships require? If so, you are ready for this last fact: The shattered relationship between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit at the cross provides the basis for our reconciliation. No other relationship ever suffered more than what Father, Son, and Holy Spirit endured when Jesus hung on the cross and cried, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46). Jesus was willing to be the rejected Son so that our families would know reconciliation. Jesus was willing to become the forsaken friend so that we could have loving friendships. Jesus was willing to be the rejected Lord so that we could live in loving submission to one another. Jesus was willing to be the forsaken brother so that we could have godly relationships. Jesus was willing to be the crucified King so that our communities would experience peace. 

In his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus brought reconciliation in two fundamental ways. Jesus reconciled us to God, which then becomes the foundation for the way he reconciles us to one another. As C. S. Lewis said, Christ restores first things so that second things are not suppressed but increased! When God reigns in our hearts, peace reigns in our relationships. 

This work will only be complete in heaven, but there is much we can enjoy now. The New Testament offers hope that our relationships can be characterized by things like humility, gentleness, patience, edifying honesty, peace, forgiveness, compassion, and love. Isn’t it wonderful that God’s grace can make this possible, even for sinners in a fallen world! This hope challenges whatever complacency and discouragement we might have about our relationships because there is always more growth, peace, and blessing that God’s grace can bring, even here on earth. The hope of the gospel invites us to a holy dissatisfaction with all of our relationships, even—especially—those with few major problems. 

 

Our Goal and Hope 

As you read this book, please keep in mind that our goal is to be as honest as the Bible is about relationships. If we succeed, this book will map onto your experience. In addition to being honest, we hope to be as positive as the gospel is about the potential of relationships. This will give you the encouragement you need to tackle the rewarding but difficult work of redemptive relationships. If you wonder, Why bother? the answer is, “Because God did.” 

 



 

Chapter 3

 

No Options

 

The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame. Genesis 2:25 

 

We had just moved to a new home and we were far from being settled. Life on every side seemed complicated and chaotic. Our schedule seemed ridiculously demanding. Our children ranged in ages from two to eleven, and they all seemed out of sorts. The weeks went by so fast, it seemed like I started putting on my trousers on Monday and it was Saturday before I got them zipped up! 

Sure, we had family worship every morning and a fairly relaxed family dinner in the evening. We were dedicated to doing things as a family, but it all just seemed like a stressed-filled blur of duty. My wife and I tried to spend time together as a couple, but we hardly communicated any enthusiasm for our relationship. We were exhausted 

and had allowed irritation and impatience to come between us. 

I had been elected to do a late-night run to the grocery store because, once again, we had little to put in the children’s lunches for school the next day. I finished shopping and was waiting for the light to turn green so I could make my way home, when I began to think what it would be like to be single! I’m serious. I was completely overwhelmed and discouraged with the most important relationships in my life, and I wondered how I could successfully deal with what was on my plate. 

The minute the thought crossed my mind, I was horrified! I love my children and I am privileged to know and be loved by my wife. I wouldn’t want to live a second without them. But at that moment those relationships seemed so difficult and demanding. I loved my family, but that night in the car I hit the wall of the reality of relationships in a fallen world. 

Everyone has hit that wall called, “Why bother with other people?” We reach points in our relationships where we wonder if they are worth it. A wife decides it’s not worth opening up to her husband anymore. An employee goes to work, shuts his door, and only comes out when it is time to go home. A teenager comes home from school and goes to his room until he is cajoled to join the family for dinner. Someone probably dropped out of a small group this week because she didn’t think it was worth the hassle. Family gatherings are reduced to people sharing the same geographical space, devoid of any meaningful relationship. The church meeting becomes a formality with little or no attempt to share in the lives of others. Neighbors live side by side for years, but no one knows anything significant about the other. 

What do all of these people and scenarios have in common? They have all faced the difficulty of having relationships with flawed people in a broken world, and they have opted to check out. Is this a valid response? Is it okay to keep to ourselves so that we don’t get hurt and don’t hurt anyone else? What’s wrong with playing it safe? 

Yet something keeps dragging us back to other people. We know we are less than human when we are all alone. Why does the employee who works in isolation wonder what others are doing outside his office? Why is the teenager jealous when he sees his parents pay attention to his brother or sister when he made the decision to shut them out? Why does the person who chose to live apart from others describe his experience in terms of “loneliness”? 

We live with this tension between self-protective isolation and the dream for meaningful relationships. Where are you on the continuum right now? Are you moving away from others because of a recent hurt? Are you moving toward others because you have been alone too long? What tendency do you observe in your life? Do you typically move in the direction of isolation or immersion? Do you tend toward independence or co-dependence? Every relational decision we make is moving in one of these directions. We are tempted to make a relationship either less or more than it was intended to be. Without a biblical model to explain the place relationships should have in your life, you will likely experience imbalance, confusion, conflicting desires, and general frustration. You just don’t know how to navigate the minefield. Even the best relationships can surprise you with the challenges they present. 

 

Two Extremes 

While most of us don’t tend to live at either of these extremes, we do move in the direction of isolation or immersion in all our relationships: 

 

[image: Figure 3-1]

 

Where we are on the continuum varies with each relationship, but for most of us, our problems tend to cluster on one end of the continuum or the other. In most cases, whatever problems we have in relationships tend to fit one of three relational profiles. 

 

The frustrated relationship 

Here one person moves toward isolation while the other moves toward immersion. One dreams of being safe; the other dreams of being close and intimate. Imagine how differently these two would prepare for a vacation. The person seeking isolation is packing a stack of books, while the person seeking immersion is filling the schedule with activities to do together! How does it feel to live in this type of relationship? The isolationist feels smothered; the immersionist feels rejected. Since both of them regularly have their expectations frustrated, the relationship is perpetually disappointing. Each person thinks his perspective and expectations are fair and reasonable, so the shared disappointment eventually leads to anger. 

 

The enmeshed relationship 

Here both people move toward immersion. They ride the roller coaster of each other’s emotions. Because they are so dependent on each other, they can be easily hurt when the other does not meet their needs. Because their expectations for the relationship are so high, they tend to live in isolation from other people. If these two were to take a vacation, they would spend every waking moment together. While you might think that similar expectations would lead to peace and harmony, it actually produces more problems—at least in this kind of relationship. Because each is looking to the other to satisfy very high relational expectations, they both become highly sensitive, easily hurt, and critical. Much of the energy in the relationship is spent dealing with minor offenses, real or perceived. Each feels hurt because his or her expectations of the other person are never completely fulfilled. They feel discouraged too because, no matter how hard they try, they never seem to measure up to the other’s expectations. This kind of relationship is exhausting because the work required makes peace impossible. 

 

The isolated relationship 

Here both people move toward isolation. Each person is very aware of the dangers of relationships and constantly opts for safety. Conversations are limited, safe, and impersonal. They tend to stay away from self-disclosure. The ideal vacation for these two would involve lots of time alone with minimal interaction. Each would read a different book, immersed in his or her own private world. This kind of relationship is complicated because the desire for safety and independence collides with the longing for relationship. Because they are communal beings made in God’s image, both people long for some form of connection, no matter how small it may be. And although they both want safety, their desire for it separates them, making the relationship empty and disappointing. 

In each scenario there is a relational impasse. In the frustrated relationship, the movement is away from the other. In the enmeshed relationship, the move toward the other is so extreme that it is impossible to satisfy expectations. In the isolated relationship, the movement towards safety precludes real relationship. 

Do you recognize yourself in any of these profiles? Though all relationships are unique, you probably see qualities that characterize your relationships to some degree. (You can probably also think of relationships between other people that fit one or more of these descriptions.) The interesting point about each profile is that each is an unbalanced relationship because each person tends to make too much or too little of the relationship. Isolationists conclude that relationships are too difficult; they are not necessary and the effort is not worth it. (“I don’t need relationships to be me.”) On the other hand, immersionists are convinced that relationships are everything. (“Without relationships, I am nobody.”) These conclusions are rooted in people’s hearts and expectations. When things go wrong in relationships, the problem often starts there. So while relationships are not inherently dangerous, the expectations we bring to them can be. This is why it is important to ask questions about what God intended for this area of our lives. We need to ask, “What purpose does God intend relationships to serve in my life? As a person created in his image, what should my relationships look like?” 

 

Our Communal God 

All books on relationships raise the same questions we have asked so far. Unfortunately, however, most go on to answer these questions only from a horizontal perspective. But if it is true that people are made in the image of God, the first thing we need to do when we talk about relationships is to ask vertical questions. You will gain a greater understanding of the purpose of relationships not by examining humans, but by looking to God. Miroslav Volf begins with God to come to a conclusion about the essence of being human. 

 

Because the Christian God is not a lonely God, but rather a communion of the three persons, faith leads human beings into the divine communio. One cannot, however, have a self-enclosed communion with the Triune God—a“foursome,” as it were—for the Christian God is not a private deity. Communion with this God is at once also communion with those others who have entrusted themselves in faith to the same God. Hence one and the same act of faith places a person into a new relationship both with God and with all others who stand in communion with God. 3 

 

Does this seem impractical and irrelevant? What in the world does the doctrine of the Trinity have to do with my relationship with my wife or coworker? The reason it seems jarring to inject God and theology into a discussion about human relationships is because we commonly misunderstand theology. We see theology as a systematic study of religious thought that has little to do with everyday life. But, rightly understood, theology is the real life story of God’s relationship to us and our relationship to one another lived out in a broken world. By this definition, whether you “think” theologically or not, you are “doing” theology every day in the decisions you make, the words you speak, the feelings you have, and the attitudes you nurture in your heart. All of these responses are rooted in your perspective on the nature of God, yourself, your relationships, and the world around you. These “perspectives” are theology because they inform and frame the way you live your life. The question is not whether you are a theologian, but what kind of theologian you are! 

All people assemble a set of “facts” that they believe are true. These facts function as a lens that is used to interpret life and relationships. The Bible is the only reliable source for these life-interpreting facts. The ultimate fact is the existence of God. Because we were made in God’s likeness, we cannot talk about the nature of human relationships without first thinking about the nature of God. The biblical story presents us with a God who is three persons in one. This is the foundation for understanding what it means to be made in the image of God and fully human. John 17:20—26 shows the way the Bible connects God’s nature with ours and his purpose for us. It is even more poignant as Jesus’ prayer for his people as he contemplates his death. 

 

“My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me. 

“Father, I want those you have given me to be with me where I am, and to see my glory, the glory you have given me because you loved me before the creation of the world. 

“Righteous Father, though the world does not know you, I know you, and they know that you have sent me. I have made you known to them, and will continue to make you known in order that the love you have for me may be in them and that I myself may be in them.” 

 

As Jesus looks back on his public ministry and all it was meant to accomplish and forward to the cross and all it was ordained to produce, his focus is riveted on community! Of all the things Christ could pray for at this moment, he prays for the unity of his people. Let’s consider the assumptions that are the basis for Christ’s prayer and the framework for relationships. 

 

God is the only properly functioning community in the universe 

As Jesus communes with the Father, he reflects on the relationship that Father, Son, and Spirit have had for all eternity. He longs for his people to experience the same things in our community with God and one another. Christ’s words echo the realities present in the Genesis account of the creation of humanity. As Anthony A. Hoekema says,“The first thing that strikes us as we look at Genesis 1:26 is that the main verb is in the plural: ‘Then God said, “Let us make man.”’” 4 We are given a glimpse into the divine community as Father, Son, and Spirit commit to make the human community in the image of the triune God. John 17 brings greater clarity of God’s design given in Genesis 1:26 by describing the intimate unity God intends and its purposes. It gives insight into Christ’s design and function for the church. God knows how to help us with our struggles with community because he is a community. 

 

The Trinity is the only adequate model for human community 

When Jesus reflects on God’s purpose for human community, the only adequate pattern he can find is the community between Father, Son, and Spirit. In essence he is saying, “Father, the only example of the community we have designed for our people is the community we have experienced together.” When our relationships aren’t working as they were designed, we can look to this model. 

Does it surprise you that God presents himself as a model for human community? It can be surprising because we tend to think of God as an individual. While God is one, the Bible also says that he exists in three persons. 

The biblical teaching of the Trinity is very practical for relationships since God himself is a model of loving, cooperative, unified community where diversity is an asset, not a liability. If God is making us into his likeness, we can be encouraged that he will give us the grace to live like this in community with one another. 

 

People made in God’s likeness were made for community 

Christ’s prayer reflects God’s word in Genesis 2:18 as he looks at his glorious creation before the fall: “It is not good for the man to be alone.” Human community was not only Christ’s plan for his disciples; it was also God’s plan for all people from the very beginning. Even though we are flawed people in flawed relationships, we are created to be social beings. Community with one another is not just a duty; it is an aspect of our humanity. 

 

God has a two-fold purpose for human community: personal growth and witness to the world 

Christ’s prayer is that his people would grow and reflect his glory to a watching world. The ultimate flaw in the three kinds of relationships described earlier is that each is driven by personal desire rather than God’s purposes. As we live together, we must always keep the bigger agenda of God’s glory in view. Our relationships must be shaped not by what we want, but by what God intends. 

 

Sin’s self-centeredness cuts us off from God and others 

Jesus would not be praying for us and moving toward the cross if we could manufacture this kind of community on our own. In John 17:17, he prays for our growth. Christ’s starting point is the same as the apostle Paul’s in 2 Corinthians 5:14—15—that sin turns us inward, away from God’s grace and others: “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.” The night I imagined being single revealed a shocking selfishness in me. I wanted life to be comfortable, predictable, and easy. I wanted that because I thought that would be best for me. 

 

True human community only arises out of communion with God 

Jesus’ language on this point is striking. He welcomes us into this divine community with Father, Son, and Spirit so that we can experience community with one another. That evening in the grocery store parking lot, my problem was not just that I didn’t love my family as I should. My problem was that I didn’t love God as I should. That weakened my love for my family. My panic was about more than being overwhelmed in my responsibilities; it revealed a lack of trust in God. We can’t move toward community with one another until we have been drawn into community with God. The image here is of two concentric circles of relationship as opposed to two separate circles. The circle of human community can only thrive within the larger circle of community with God. Jesus prays that we would know that the Father’s love for us is the same as his love for Jesus! (John 17:23). What a welcome into divine community! 

Think of it as illustrated in Figure 3-2. 

 

[image: Figure 3-2]

 

Christ’s resolve confirms the commitment made by Father, Son, and Spirit before the creation of the world 

Jesus is not manufacturing a new idea for human relationships or the church. His prayer reflects what God’s design has always been. I had become discouraged as a father and a husband because I had lost sight of God’s design. People made in God’s likeness will reflect that likeness and glory only when they live in committed community. As Jesus looks to the cross and the ultimate defeat of sin, he knows that his death and resurrection will not only reconcile individual sinners to God, but also individual sinners to one another. Jesus’ death and resurrection create an entirely new community that will come to full expression in eternity. (See Ephesians 2:11—22.) 

 

God will dwell in community with his people so that they can know community with one another 

As Jesus prays, he knows that the guilt of sin separates us from God and others. That is why he goes to the cross. But he is also aware that the ongoing presence of sin will make living in community impossible if we are not empowered in an ongoing way. John 17:22 is significant because the glory Jesus is talking about is the glory of the Holy Spirit, which allowed him to minister in a fallen world. He gives this same glory-Spirit to us because without the Spirit we can do nothing. 

That night in my car, I had not properly measured my potential. My potential to be successful at what God had called me to do was not based on my track record or my responsibilities. It was tied to the grace given to me in Christ. Jesus would give me all I needed to live with my family. Jesus faced the unthinkable so I would have the power to live in relationships of love. 

Do you see what is going on here? As Jesus prays to the Father for the creation of a new human community, he is anticipating what will happen to his own relationship with his Father as he dies to bear the sins of his people. His cry on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” is a cry of broken communion among the members of the Trinity. The perfect, eternal love relationship between Father, Son, and Spirit was ripped apart to allow us to be restored to God and reconciled to one another. 

 

The Image of God Is a Community 

When you look at the various stages of a person’s life, what do you observe? We are dependent on our mothers from the moment of conception. As soon as we’re born, we need our family’s care to survive. Even as we grow more self-sufficient, we still seek out human companionship. As teenagers we desire the acceptance of our peers and begin to experience the pull towards deeper, longer lasting, and more committed relationships. As adults we live in a variety of intersecting communities: family, church, neighborhood, and work. As we get older, we look back on our lives and remember the web of relationships that has been ours. Our fondest memories and deepest hurts involve relationships. Finally, one of our saddest moments is when death robs us of a loved one. 

What does this survey of a person’s life demonstrate? Despite the fact that we are selfish people in a fallen world, our lives still reveal God’s likeness. God is a community and we as his creation reflect this quality. Moreover, he brings us into community and places the desire for community within us. Ultimately, we can never escape our essential nature—who and what God designed us to be. This relational characteristic is central to who we are; it leads us to do great good and great evil. This was demonstrated by the terrorism and heroism that took place simultaneously on September 11, 2001. The hatred of one community for another led to death and destruction; but the love other people had for their community produced amazing acts of courage, kindness, and self-sacrifice. 

What does all this biblical and experiential data tell us? That you cannot talk about human beings made in God’s image without talking about relationships. Yet it is often the first thing we overlook. Only when human beings live in community do we fully reflect the likeness of God. 

 

Are You Denying Your Humanity? 

Are relationships optional for you? The arguments from Scripture and daily life say, “Absolutely not!” If my identity as a human being is tied to community, then to deny, avoid, escape, misuse, exploit, or destroy it is to deny my own humanity. You deny your humanity every time you avoid someone, when you get angry with your children, when you opt for isolation over facing your hurt, when you exploit another human being, or when you give way to bigotry. James 3:9 says,“With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God’s likeness.” Whenever you curse another person, you are destroying the thing you were both created for: God-shaped community. Ultimately, you are cursing the God who made the person, which means you have denied not only another’s humanity, but your own as well. 

In contrast, every time you move toward someone in compassion, you affirm your humanity. You do this every time you care about someone else’s story as much as your own, seek or grant forgiveness, or function as a peacemaker. Every time you affirm the humanity of another, you honor the Creator who made you both. Because of the coexistence of sin and grace, we all shift between denying and affirming our humanity. One moment you are comforting your child and the next you are gossiping on the phone! In an attempt to serve someone, you argue with your spouse about the best way to accomplish your good deed! 

John Calvin said, “For errors can never be uprooted from human hearts until a true knowledge of God is planted therein.” 5 If there are problems in your relationships, the solution starts with God. Typically, we start with what we want. But starting with yourself and your own perceived wants and needs will bring you into collision with another person doing the same thing. It will doom the relationship. Only when we start with God—someone bigger than ourselves—can we escape the destructive results of our own selfishness. Human relationships are most satisfying when we enter them not just to please ourselves or even the other person, but to please God. The circle of human community is only healthy when it exists within the larger circle of community with God. 

 



 

Chapter 4

 

Sin

 

The LORD saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time. The Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain. Genesis 6:5—6 

 

Kristin and Shane had been friends since grade school. In high school something more than friendship began to blossom. Although they ended up at different colleges, they remained close and spent at least three weekends a month together. 

It wasn’t long before they began to talk about marriage. They felt so fortunate to marry someone who had been a friend since childhood! The college years flew by and soon after graduation they married. They looked forward to spending the rest of their lives together. 

Shane and Kristin got good jobs and purchased a beautiful home in a neighborhood they loved. Their days were busy, but their evenings together were wonderful. They always looked forward to their Saturday brunch at the bohemian café down the street. It seemed like they were living their dream when, unexpectedly, Kristin began to feel sick. Her doctor gave her the shocking news that she was pregnant. She had tried to be so careful! This was not part of the plan. What in the world would she tell Shane? 

Kristin dreaded seeing Shane and answering the question he was sure to ask. She wanted him to be understanding, maybe even excited, but she knew this was unlikely. That conversation was a turning point in their relationship. Shane was very upset that Kristin “hadn’t been more careful.” Kristin was crushed that Shane would blame the pregnancy on her and treat the baby like a disease. On top of this, Kristin and Shane desperately needed her income; but if she continued to be as sick as she had been, she wouldn’t be able to work for long. Shane was discouraged, Kristin was sick, and their finances were growing tighter every day. 

Their struggles soon began to erode their relationship. Shane became bitter and frustrated. He had been raised in a well-managed, financially stable family. He was irritated that they had gotten themselves into such a tight spot. Kristin was hurt that her closest friend now seemed like her worst enemy. Together they wondered how their marriage had become such a mess. 

 

In the Middle of the Mess 

Your best relationship—no matter who it’s with—is messy! Stop and think about your most satisfying relationship. (If you are having difficulty, we have proven our point.) Ask yourself these simple questions about this relationship: 

 


	 Have you ever felt misunderstood?

	 Have you ever been hurt by what the other person said?

	 Have you ever felt like you haven’t been heard?

	 Have you ever been betrayed?

	 Have you ever had to work through a misunderstanding?

	 Have you ever disagreed on a decision?

	 Have you or the other person ever held a grudge?

	 Have you ever experienced loneliness even when things were going well?

	 Have you ever been let down?

	 Have you ever doubted the other person’s love?

	 Has the other person ever doubted your commitment?

	 Have you ever struggled to resolve a conflict?

	 Have you ever wished you didn’t have to give or serve?

	 Have you ever felt used?

	 Have you ever thought, If I had only known!



 

Do these questions reveal underlying struggles and temptations in your best relationship? In our case, our best relationships are with our wives (which is ideal, but not always the case). Both of us have been married for many years, and we consider our marriages to be strong and loving. We are married to women we greatly respect, and our marriages have benefited from God’s wisdom and grace. Even so, both of us could answer “yes” to every question listed above, and we are certain our wives would say the same. 

It is not hard to understand James’s question in James 4:1: “What causes fights and quarrels among you?” Your experience in relationships helps you understand why the Bible includes so many commands and exhortations to be patient, kind, forgiving, compassionate, gentle, and humble. The Bible assumes that relationships this side of eternity will be messy and require a lot of work. If this applies to our best relationships, how much more does it apply to relationships that are more difficult! 

 

Inside, Outside, Upside Down 

It is tempting to look at the trouble in our relationships and locate the problem outside ourselves. And it’s true: the other person is inherently weak and sinful! Unfortunately, so are we. James 4:1 (with the rest of Scripture) reminds us that our real problem is inside us. We have all made a decision to turn things upside down. What we want, for ourselves and from others, becomes more important to us than God himself. We have made ourselves ultimate and God secondary. The Bible calls this sin, as we reject God’s rightful rule over us and decide to become our own ruler. When we do this, our selfish desires go on to rule our relationships, leading to problems, conflict, and disappointment with others. 

The apostle Paul describes his biggest problem as an internal one in Romans 7:21—25: 

 

So I find this law at work: When I want to do good, evil is right there with me. For in my inner being I delight in God's law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. What a wretched man I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord! 

So then, I myself in my mind am a slave to God's law, but in the sinful nature a slave to the law of sin. 

 

Paul uses four helpful terms to describe his experience: 

1. The term law explains an inescapable principle at work in his life. That principle is like gravity: you can’t choose to be free from its influence. Until you are finally delivered from the power and presence of sin, you will never escape your own sin in relationships. 

2. The term war illustrates the ever-present struggle going on within Paul. This inner conflict, between a desire to do what is right and the power of sin, is still at work. 

3. The term prisoner describes the experience of the redeemed sinner. Have you ever wanted to do the right thing, but instead were pulled into sin? You said to yourself, I can’t believe I did that again! This is what it feels like to be a prisoner. A prisoner has lost his freedom. 

4. The word rescue is a dramatic word that is often overlooked in these verses, though in light of the three previous words, it should shine even more brightly. When you need rescue, it means you are hopeless without outside help. 

 

These four words mean that our biggest problem is inside us and we can’t fix it on our own. Paul’s evaluation of the struggle with sin is sobering, as it calls our attention to its impact on our relationships. Sin affects us in six basic ways. 

 

Self-Centeredness 

When you reject God, you create a void that cannot remain empty. Sin will lead you instinctively to fill it with yourself. When things got tough for Kristin and Shane, they immediately defaulted to a “What is best for me?” position, rather than a “What is God doing in and through us?” perspective. Since relationships are about being other-centered, the self-centeredness of sin will inevitably subvert God’s design. And since both people will be struggling with the same thing, it’s easy to see the conflicts that can and will result. (“I thought I was important to you” vs. “I was just trying to protect my rights.”) 

 

Self-Rule 

When God’s wise and loving rule over you is replaced with self-rule, other people become your subjects. They are expected to do your bidding and bow to your control. How do Kristin and Shane respond to each other in difficulty? They take control. Shane tries to dominate Kristin with criticism and demands; Kristin tries to control Shane with isolation and silence. But because relationships are supposed to be conducted between two people who are equally submitted to God, the quest for self-rule will always wreak havoc. (“If you really loved me, you would do the things that please me.”) 

 

Self-Sufficiency 

When you reject God, you believe the intoxicating but poisonous delusion that you are not dependent. In Kristin and Shane’s case, the problem is not just the unexpected circumstances they are facing. Their circumstances are difficult, but God has not left them alone. He has given them himself and each other. But in moving away from each other, they are moving away from one of God’s principal means of providing for them. If you don’t see that you are dependent upon God, it is unlikely that you will be humbly dependent on others. Relationships are best built upon godly, mutual dependence. The redemptive give-and-take God uses to show his love for us is missing when independence rules. (“If I need your help, I’ll ask for it. I like our friendship; I just don’t like your help.”) 

 

Self-Righteousness 

When the holiness of God is not your personal standard of what is good, true, and right, you will always set yourself up as that standard. This is what happened to Kristin and Shane. Each thinks he or she is more righteous than the other. Each is very aware of the other’s sin and working hard to get the other to see it too. Meanwhile, neither is looking at his or her own heart, owning personal weakness and sin and seeking the help that only Jesus can provide. This approach will invariably lead you to develop an inflated view of yourself and, by necessity, an overly critical view of others. Godly relationships flourish best between two humble people who acknowledge their weaknesses and sins and their need for grace. The self-righteous person who denies his own need will not be a channel of grace to others. (“After all I have done for you, this is the way you treat me?!”) 

 

Self-Satisfaction 

When you convince yourself that satisfaction and fulfillment can be found apart from God, you can move in two different directions. Kristin and Shane are both guilty here. Kristin has replaced (with her girlfriends) the community God wants her to have with Shane. Shane has put his energies and hope into his job. Neither is making the investments in the relationship they once loved to make. Notice the dynamic here. If you find satisfaction in material things, you will either be disinterested in relationships or use them to get what you want. If you find satisfaction in people, you will use relationships for your own happiness. (“This is not what I expected out of this relationship. If I had known this was going to happen, I would never have begun.”) 

 

Self-Taught 

When you are your own source of truth and wisdom, you forsake the humble, teachable spirit that is vital to a good relationship. You will always be the mentor in your relationships and give the impression that you have little if anything to learn from others. (“I don’t need you to tell me what to do!”) The shocking thing in Kristin and Shane’s story is how quickly they stopped listening to one another. 

Figure 4-1 summarizes the effects these kinds of sins have on a person and his relationships. If you see yourself in many of these categories, that is not unusual. Take heart: this diagnosis, though hard to swallow, can lead to real change as you see how much you need God’s grace. 
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Because sin turns us inward, there is a Kristin and a Shane in us all. When love for God is replaced by love for self, we see people either as obstacles that hinder our goals or vehicles that promote them. Sinful self-interest turns the two great commands upside down: rather than loving God and using his gifts to serve others, we love the gifts and use people to get them. For example, parents who crave a good reputation view their children as tools to gain it. Spouses who crave intimacy manipulate their mates to get it. People who crave success view others as either a means or a threat to their agenda. People who crave comfort are excited about easy relationships and annoyed by difficult ones. People who crave control are threatened by strength and gravitate to weakness. People who crave material things shun relationships that hinder their pursuit. 

Do you see what happens when something other than the living God rules your heart? There is no way to get around the profound truth in James 4:1. Whenever the things you want become more important than God, your relationships suffer. Even when you make relationships more important than God, your relationships suffer! This is what sin does. It blinds us to our dependence upon God, turns us inward, and causes us to either fear or exploit others. 

In chapter 2, we said that the circle of human relationships was meant only to exist within the larger circle of community with God. In this context, all relationships are shaped by an allegiance to God, and they thrive and grow. Sin, however, places human community within the context of an allegiance to other gods (comfort, control, material things, power, success, approval). This radically alters the agenda we have for other people. In this context, my affection for other people is never an end in itself, but a means to an end: getting what I want (Figure 4-2). 
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What about the Bad Things People Do to Me? 

This is a fair question. It is not only fair, but also good and wise. What we have said so far may give the impression that your relationships are only harmed by your sin. But the Bible is a very realistic book. It takes into account that you are also sinned against. Like Shane, you are sometimes the victimizer and need to deal with your sin. And like Kristin, you are sometimes the victim. And there are times when you are both! Without a doubt, the victimizer needs to face his sin, yet the victim is still responsible for his response to being sinned against. 

The Bible is filled with examples that deal honestly with victimization, from the murder of Abel in Genesis 4 to the persecution of the church in Revelation. There are countless stories of people sinning against each other. The New Testament is full of exhortations calling us to exercise patience, forbearance, and compassion, to revoke revenge and anger, to forgive others and love our enemies. The Bible mentions these things because God knows we will be sinned against frequently. Here on earth, we will always be sinners relating to other sinners. 

Therefore, even when we are sinned against, we are responsible for how we react. This is the only way we can turn back the destructive power of sin in a relationship. Micah 6:8 gives us direction regarding our reactions to sin: “He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.” Why would this instruction be necessary if it did not presuppose that we would be sinned against? This is important because we all tend to sin in response to being sinned against. We tend to add trouble to our trouble! Some of the typical ways we do this are as follows: 

 


	 I confess your sins to myself with bitterness. I can’t believe she did that to me! 

	 I confess your sins to another person in gossip. “Let me tell you what she did to me!” 

	 I confess your sins to God, seeking vengeance. “God, when are you going to do something to the person who hurt me?” 

	 I confess your sins to you in anger. “How dare you do such a thing to me?” 



 

When it comes to the sins others commit against us, we tend to communicate about them in destructive ways. This is wrong, and it encourages us to think that our biggest problem is outside ourselves. The Bible reminds us that even when we are sinned against, ultimately, before God our biggest problem is still our own hearts’ propensity to sin. Even when our hearts have been horribly damaged by the sins of another, we are to guard our hearts so that we are not sucked into sin’s destructiveness. Being sinned against tempts us to sin. So our need for Christ is as big when we are sinned against as it is when we sin. The calls to patience, humility, forgiveness, and gentleness are not calls to passivity. God is calling you to respond, but as he prescribes it. Holding grudges, becoming bitter, praying for vengeance, and gossiping are not methods that God honors. When you hold the perpetrator “accountable,” but not in a spirit of humility, patience, and compassion, you end up perverting the very justice you seek. 

 

There Is Grace for This Struggle! 

Is it hard for you to read this chapter without being overwhelmed by the messiness of relationships? Maybe you are saying, “Find me an island where I can live alone!” What will keep Kristin and Shane from going there? What will give them hope to move toward each other in patient love again? We have said that some of the worst and best experiences of life happen in relationships. We have spoken at length about why some of the worst things have happened. But why have some of your best experiences been in the very same context? Have you ever wondered why you have had any good relationships? 

Every good relationship we have is a gift of God’s grace. Left to ourselves, nothing good would happen! God’s grace is the reason why a mom who struggles with selfishness can also exhibit genuine care for her children. It’s why a self-absorbed husband can serve his wife when she becomes ill. Have you ever wondered how two non-Christians can have a reasonably good relationship? It is because the very God they deny is showing them his grace and blessing despite their ignorance. 

Think of what God has given to help us navigate relationships in a fallen world. He has given his Word, which is rich with wise principles. He has given us his Spirit, who convicts us when we are wrong, empowers us to seek forgiveness, and enables us to show compassion to those who have wronged us. He has given us a community of fellow Christians, where we receive ongoing correction and encouragement. 

Two often-overlooked provisions are the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper. Each embodies all of these blessings in a single act. They picture our dependence on grace, as well as our dependence on one another to grow in grace. Baptism is a sign declaring my relationship with God and my inclusion into the people of God. The Lord’s Supper unites us all around one table. It is a picture of a family gathering and a shared 

meal. These things are more than just symbols; they are actually means of grace. God gives us his grace through them when we participate by faith. Our mistake is to think of grace as deliverance from problems; in reality, it is the ability to persevere in the midst of those problems. We desire the “grace” of relief while God gives us the true grace of empowerment. 

We make a mistake when we measure our potential to deal with difficulty by the size and duration of the problem. We should be measuring our potential according to the size of God’s provision and the promise of his eternal presence. Even in the deepest difficulty, we are never without resources. We are never alone. This is a profound and radical way to think about relationships. Our problems have everything to do with sin, and our potential has everything to do with Christ. Our goal in this book is to hold onto both. While sin is an ever-present reality, it is no match for Jesus Christ! We hope you will become more realistic (and less fearful) about the struggle of relationships, while gaining a more hopeful grasp of the grace God gives for that struggle. 

Shane and Kristin did find grace for their struggle. When they decided to seek help, it was hard at first. It was devastating to listen to the other talk about their hurts. It was discouraging to see how far and how fast they had drifted apart. But as they faced these tough realities, they also saw something else. They began to see their God—not off in the distance somewhere, but right there with them in the difficulty. As they began to trust him, they began to find the courage to trust each other again. And because they had already experienced God’s help, they continued to move toward each other, knowing that his help would be available whenever they needed it again. 

 



 

Chapter 5

 

Agendas

 

“No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.” Matthew 6:24 

 

As you read the following statements, see if you can pick out the underlying agenda:

 


	 “I am so happy we don’t argue like we used to.”

	 “I just love being with you.”

	 “I’m enjoying the time I am spending with my family.”

	 “I am so thankful for my friends.”

	 “You’ve been so good to me.”

	 “It’s great to know that I have found someone I can truly trust.”

	 “We’re such kindred spirits.”

	 “It’s wonderful how our personalities are so complementary.”

	 “This has been fun; let’s get together again.”

	 “We have such a great sex life.”

	 “Before I met you, I was so lonely.”

	 “It’s great we have known each other for so long.”

	 “We’ve had so many nice times together.”

	 “We’ve had our problems, but we have always been able to work through them.”



 

Who wouldn’t want to be able to say these things about his relationships? All of these things are good. But what is the agenda in each of these statements? It’s what the person gets out of the relationship. For all of us as self-centered people, this agenda for personal happiness is very seductive. Sin always draws us toward self-interest. It is possible that even our most altruistic moments are driven by what we get out of them. 

A wealthy celebrity has just given a sizable donation to a worthy cause. During an interview he is asked, “What motivated you to make this donation?” At first glance the gift seems to be a generous act of kindness. But the celebrity’s answer has a different slant. “When I wake up in the morning, I can look at myself in the mirror and say that I am a good person. And when I go to bed at night, I can feel good about myself.” No doubt the donation will benefit others no matter what the celebrity’s motive, but the point is that what looks good on the surface doesn’t always look that way under closer inspection. 

What the Scriptures say about relationships is utterly unique. These two themes predominate: 

 

The power of self-interest is still present in the believer 

While the control of sin has been broken, the sin that remains in us still puts up a real fight. This means that while you live on earth, you will not fully escape the power of self-interest in your life. It will remain a reality even in your best relationships. In fact, the more satisfying the relationship, the less conscious you will be of self-interest. The most destructive diseases are the ones that don’t show themselves in obvious ways. This is true of spiritual maladies as well. 

 

God has a bigger agenda for our relationships than we do 

The default questions we ought to bring to every area of life should be, “What is God’s purpose and design? What was his reason for creating this?” When we apply these questions to relationships, we begin to see how different his agenda is from our own. We would easily settle for our own definition of personal happiness when God’s purpose is nothing short of conforming us to the image of Christ! Whether we are conscious of it or not, we all have dreams for our relationships, and we are always working to realize those dreams. How close is your dream to God’s purpose? 

This chapter will compare your dream with God’s dream for your relationships. We all live somewhere between the two. The best thing you can do is become more conscious of which one rules you. To help you do this, we offer a Scriptural template to help you assess your relationships. 

 

A Road Map to a Bigger Agenda 

Our template or road map is Ephesians 4. As you read it, ask yourself what it says about (1) the struggle of self-interest and (2) God’s agenda for our relationships. This passage will be the grid you can use to look at the issues of relationship we address in this book. 

As you consider this passage, think about Elise, Kurt, Kristin, and Shane. While you’re at it, think about yourself too. Why do we get angry? Why are we impatient? Why do we fail to be kind and gentle? Why do we hold a grudge or act out of vengeance? Why do we refuse to cooperate? Why do we say things to one another that should never be uttered? Why do we walk away in disgust? Why would we lie to someone or seek to manipulate? Why are we competitive and envious? Why do we struggle to rejoice at another’s blessing? We do all of these things for one reason: We want our own way, in the way we have chosen, and at the time we have deemed best. We love us and we have a wonderful plan for our lives! We have a dream. The problem is that it is not the Lord’s. 

 

A Call to Unity 

As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all. (Ephesians 4:1—6) 

 

Josh and Sara moved their family of six to a completely new area two months ago. The opportunity for a promotion, a bigger house, and a nicer climate ruled the day. There was little thought to the spiritual impact the move might have on their family. They did a quick search on the internet for local churches, but only after the decision to move had already been made. Although it is certainly not wrong to move or take a promotion, Josh and Sara were driven by a comfortable lifestyle, not God’s will. In their decision-making process, little thought was given to the importance of connecting with a body of believers where they could invest in the lives of others and others would do the same for them. Their decision ignored who God had made them to be and how he had designed them to live in community. 

After a lengthy discussion on the grace of God, Paul applies that grace to our relationships in Ephesians 4. Verse 1 urges us to live a life “worthy of the calling [we] have received.” You are a recipient of grace and your life should reflect that! Specifically, Paul says it should show up in our relationships within the body of Christ. In other words, you can’t take the gospel seriously and not take your relationships seriously. But we tend to make compromises that negatively impact our relationships without seeing the contradiction. 

Look at what Paul believes and expects the grace of God to do in our relationships. As you read the following list, ask yourself if this is how you think about your relationships. It may be helpful to use this list to think about one particular relationship. 

 

Maintain the unity of the Spirit 

Paul says that our relationships with other Christians are not something we should take for granted. He says that we are to maintain—not create—these relationships. If you are a Christian, you automatically are in relationship with other Christians. You are united to one another because you are united to Christ. Because of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, you already share a deep bond that has been given to you by grace. Therefore, these relationships are gifts to be managed with great care. I am either being a good or a bad steward of these gifts. If I hinder my relationships with other believers in any way, I am devaluing these relationships. If I gossip or engage in ungodly conflict, I harm the gift God has given. But if I am willing to pursue, forgive, and serve, I demonstrate care for these gifts. 

 

Make every effort 

Paul is not naïve about the hard work relationships require. He knows that relationships, even among people who have the Spirit, will not be easy. Have you ever noticed how distasteful, unsatisfying, and uninteresting relationships suddenly become when they require work? How many marriages have suffered because neither husband nor wife had a biblical work ethic for their relationship? Paul says that we find excitement and satisfaction within the context of hard work. But most of us give up when we decide that the dividend yield is not worth the investment. Sadly, we frequently do the accounting with our personal interests at the center instead of God’s call. 

 

Be humble, gentle, patient, and forbearing in love 

Paul leads with character qualities that are the opposite of what often drive our relationships. It is important to note that these are character qualities before they are actions toward others. Humility enables us to see our own sin before we focus on the sin and weaknesses of another. Do you hold others to a higher standard than you do yourself? A gentle person is not weak, but someone who uses his strength to empower others. A gentle person can use strength without damaging those he is trying to help. Do people regularly feel bruised in their relationship with you? A patient person is someone who places the needs of others higher than, or at the same level as, his own. He doesn’t come with a self-centered agenda. A forbearing person is someone who does all this even when provoked. In other words, people who are patient and forbearing are humble and gentle even when they are provoked or when the investment they have made in a relationship turns sour. Do you love people with limits that are driven by your own perceived needs or interests? Do others feel as if they must always return a favor to keep you happy with them? 

These character qualities create a climate of grace for relationships. Usually, relationships are governed by a structure of law, offense, and punishment. I have a set of rules you must abide by. I am watching to make sure you follow these rules. If you don’t, I feel justified in meting out some form of punishment. This is a flagrant contradiction of the gospel, and it prevents the glory and worth of God’s grace from showing itself in your relationships. This is the exact opposite of what Paul says should be true of those who receive grace. 

 

There is one Spirit, one Lord, and one Father 

Paul grounds our unity in the unity of the Trinity, not in our ability to get along. We get along because Father, Son, and Spirit have allowed us to do so. We can give grace because we have been given grace. Jesus humbled himself. The Father gently and patiently works out our salvation. The Holy Spirit forbears and abides with us even in the face of our sin, convicting and correcting us, but never condemning. Father, Son, and Spirit were torn apart so that we might be united with them and with each other. 

This kind of relational integrity is a high calling, but the God who commands it provides us with everything we need to fulfill it. What if Josh and Sara had had this perspective on their potential relocation? Christian relationships would have been a priority instead of an afterthought. 

 

An Appreciation of Diversity 

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it. This is why it says: 

"When he ascended on high, 

he led captives in his train 

and gave gifts to men.” 

(What does "he ascended" mean except that he also descended to the lower, earthly regions? He who descended is the very one who ascended higher than all the heavens, in order to fill the whole universe.) It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work. (Ephesians 4:7—16) 

 

Because it is grounded in the Trinity, our unity also allows us to celebrate our diversity in the body of Christ. There is one God, but three persons. God uses our diversity to accomplish his purpose—our growth in grace. Diversity is not an obstacle, but a very significant means to this end. 

 

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it 

Notice all the differences that exist among us. We have different gifts, serve in different capacities in the body of Christ, and are at various levels of spiritual maturity. All of these differences are there by God’s sovereign apportionment. That is, God chooses to surround us with people who are different from us because he knows it will promote his purpose. Yet how often do we see diversity as a hindrance to good relationships and God’s purposes? 

 

So that the body of Christ may be built up 

We see God’s purpose throughout verses 12—16. Over and over, Paul argues that our relationships are valuable because God has a purpose for them. Whenever we try to give our relationships purpose, we become impatient, frustrated, and exploitative. And since we are all sinners, we will always thwart each other’s purposes. This dynamic begins to reveal why God has put us in relationships. Our purpose is to get what we want, but God’s purpose is to give us what we really need. God ultimately wants us to mature, to be built up, and to stop acting like infants. He wants the things that ruled Christ’s heart to rule ours as well. 

This is where the true value of our relationships runs counter to what we normally think. We think things are going well only if we are getting along with others. But God says that it is also when we are not getting along with others that he is accomplishing his purposes! For example, if you quit at the first sign of fatigue when you exercise, you miss the chance to become more fit. Exercise after exhaustion is the most efficient and productive time for physical fitness. This is true of relationships as well. God has designed our relationships to function as both a diagnosis and a cure. When we are frustrated and ready to give up, God is at work, revealing the places where we have given in to a selfish agenda (the diagnosis). He then uses that new awareness to help us grow precisely where we have struggled (the cure). That is what the rest of this book is about. 

We enter relationships for personal pleasure, self-actualization, and fun. We want low personal cost and high self-defined returns. But God wants high personal cost and high God-defined returns. And, although we frequently disagree with God, his plan is better. Beneath all our conflict with others lies a deeper conflict between these two agendas: ours and God’s. When Josh and Sara decided to move, they did not consider these things at all. They treated relationships so lightly that they circumvented God’s primary means of making them into the likeness of Christ. What seems like an innocent and obvious choice of career advancement actually became a hindrance to their growth in grace. 

 

Our Struggle and God’s Agenda 

So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility of their thinking. They are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity, with a continual lust for more. 

You, however, did not come to know Christ that way. Surely you heard of him and were taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness. 

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. "In your anger do not sin": Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesians 4:17—32) 

 

Finally, Paul lays out what relationships look like when God’s purpose rules. He identifies seven tendencies of the sinful heart that are damaging to relationships, disruptive of God’s purpose, and require persistent battling. Ask yourself if any of them are evident in your relationships at home, at work, at church, in your extended family, or in your community.

 

The tendency toward self-indulgence (vv.19-24). My behavior in the relationship is driven by what I want, not God’s purpose.

The tendency toward deceit (v. 25). I will manipulate the truth to get what I want out of the relationship.

The tendency toward anger (vv. 26-27). I want to control the relationship by venting my anger or by holding it over you to control you.

The tendency toward selfishness (v. 28). I want to protect what I have, rather than offer it to serve you.

The tendency toward unhelpful communication (vv. 29-30). Rather than use my speech to make you feel better and put you in a better position, I speak to make myself feel better and ensure that I am in the top spot.

The tendency toward division (v. 31). I give in to the temptation to view you as an adversary, rather than a companion in the struggle of relationship.

The tendency toward an unforgiving spirit (v. 32). I want to make others pay for their wrongs against me.

 

We are all tempted by these tendencies. We are not immune even as believers. Paul is writing to Christians because he assumes that these will be critical areas of struggle. The amazing part is that this entire passage promises grace for every area. One of the first places we see the evidence of God’s grace personally is in the realization that relationships demand hard work. We become willing to enter the struggle rather than avoid it, because we start to see that this is where God is present and active. We begin to run toward others rather than away from them, and we begin to experience the following: 

 


	 How much wiser God’s plan is for us than our plan for ourselves (vv. 19—24) 

	 The life-changing power of truthfulness (v. 25) 

	 The healing benefit of gentleness, patience, and love (vv. 26—27) 

	 The joy of serving the needs of someone else (v. 28) 

	 The value of loving and wholesome communication (vv. 29—30) 

	 The beauty of functional unity in a relationship (v. 31) 

	 The freedom of practicing forgiveness (v. 32) 



 

What vision for relationships is the Bible painting for us? According to Ephesians 4, it is that the highest joys of relationship grow in the soil of the deepest struggles. Struggles are not obstacles, but instruments in God’s hands. Every struggle is an opportunity to experience God’s grace yourself and give it to the other person. Think about your relationships. Which are the most meaningful? Aren’t they the ones that have lasted over time and have gone through excruciating difficulty? If you look at your own character, some of your deepest growth has been born out of great stress and trial. 

As you end this chapter, be honest. What do you want out of your relationships? What do you want God to accomplish in those relationships? Will you settle for comfort, approval, ease, and happiness? Or are you willing to take up the biblical vision for relationships revealed in Ephesians 4? Your sanctification is at stake depending on how you answer this question. 

Every day, in your relationships, you are pursuing one of these plans, driven by one of these two agendas: yours or God’s. The plan you follow will shape your responses to everything you face in each relationship. 

The rest of this book is about hard work, but it is the best work you will ever do. If you grow in these things, there will be obvious blessings. Your life and relationships will improve in many ways, but they will also get more complicated and messy. Because of this, you will come to see your need of God’s grace even more. This is the exciting part! 

 



 

Chapter 6

 

Worship

 

With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. Can both fresh water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear olives, or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water. James 3:9—12 

 

Jenna just couldn’t help herself; she was obsessed with Kelsey’s opinion of her. 

Lisa’s constant focus on how neat their house was drove Jordan crazy. 

Tamara was so driven to succeed in her new job, she had little time left for her new marriage. 

Andy knew he spent too much time pointing out how spiritually immature Gwen was, but he couldn’t get himself to stop. 

It irritated Lindsey that Brandon could mess with his guitar all day when he never had time to read a book. 

Tony didn’t mind Celia’s hospitality, but it bothered him that she left so little time for them as a couple. 

Jason and Seth quit working together because they concluded they were too different to ever make it work. 

It bugged John that Melanie could seem so spiritual yet be so theologically unaware. 

It was a lot of little things: the crumpled tube of toothpaste, the toilet paper that was never on the roller, the butter left out on the counter, and the complete dismantling of the newspaper every night. These differences between Alfie and Jane really got on her nerves. 

Tina sat in church with Chris, thinking that she could not imagine going there every Sunday after they were married. 

Dwayne was convinced that he must have married the most unmechanical person who ever lived. 

Ann was thankful for her friendship with Grace, but she was convinced that they would never be on the same page spiritually. 

 

Everybody’s Struggle, Everybody’s Story 

Can you relate to these struggles? Think about the people you encounter daily. Where do those relationships get difficult? Is there someone you love who also drives you crazy? Is there someone in your life you would like to rewire? Are there times when you experience a spiritual disconnect with a person you know and love? Are there times when someone’s opinion of you becomes too important? Do you find yourself fighting over things that aren’t that significant? Have you ever been shocked by a person’s response to a certain situation? Have you ever thought it would be easier to be alone than to walk through the minefield of relationships? 

Struggle in relationships is everyone’s story. None of us has ever had a relationship completely free of struggle. All of us have had moments when we were discouraged by the effort a good relationship requires. Each of us has dreamed that those relationships would magically become easier. We’ve all wished for the power to change another person—and many of us have actually tried to remake someone in our own image. All of us have allowed inconsequential actions and habits to get under our skin and argued for a personal preference as if it were a moral absolute. And each of us has tried to be the Holy Spirit in another person’s life, trying to work spiritual changes that only God can accomplish. 

We have talked a little about why our relationships are so difficult and time-consuming. But what are the foundations of a healthy, God-honoring relationship? What are the daily thoughts, desires, and habits that make a relationship good? Why do you struggle with one person one way and a different way with another? 

We will start to look at those questions in this chapter. It is written out of the understanding that good relationships just don’t drop out of the sky. Good relationships are built on a solid foundation. Without this foundation, no amount of hard work will make your relationships what God intended them to be. 

 

The Two Foundation Stones 

Matt and Rob didn’t see what theology had to do with their problems working together. Their business venture had once been so exciting, but now it was fraught with conflict. They had a terrible time making decisions and an even worse time having the conversations that would lead to the decisions. Matt and Rob both tended to take their differences too personally; they felt like they were in an endless battle for control of the business. What they needed, they thought, was a “how to” manual on partnerships that would help them deal with each other. If such a book existed, they believed it would fix the problem. But they needed so much more. 

Their true needs jumped out at them one week at their Bible study. They learned about two biblical concepts that not only helped them diagnose what was causing their problems, but also showed them the way out. This chapter traces their journey to reconciliation. 

Good relationships are always built on the foundation stones of identity and worship. Even though these ideas may seem distant from our daily struggles, nothing can shelter our relationships from difficulty if we aren’t building community on this foundation. We often mistakenly think that our relationships are difficult because, like a child learning to walk, we simply lack the skills and experience not to fall. This may be true in part, but the greater problem is the foundation we are walking on. For our relationships to be what God designed them to be, the rebuilding, restoring, and reconciling must start with a solid 

new foundation. 

This foundation is not what we do and say. It begins in the heart, the source of the thoughts and motives that shape what we do and say. Your heart is always with you, and in profound ways it shapes your interactions with others. If our heart’s foundation is solid, based on God’s truth, design, and purpose for us, we will be able to build healthy, God-honoring relationships even though we are flawed people living in a broken world. By contrast, broken community is always the result of broken foundations. 

The two stones in this foundation are identity and worship. When we talk about identity, we are not referring to your name, birth date, and Social Security number. We are talking about how you define yourself—what talents, qualities, experiences, achievements, goals, beliefs, relationships, and dreams you use to say, “This is who I am.” Similarly, when we talk about worship, we do not simply mean the order of service at your church on Sunday morning. What we are getting at is that, because you are a human being, there is always something you are living for; always some desire, goal, treasure, purpose, value, or craving that controls your heart. The Bible reminds us that God wants—and deserves—to be the defining center of both these things. 

When I live out of a biblical sense of who I am (identity) and rest in who God is (worship), I will be able to build a healthy relationship with you. These are not abstract theological concepts. We’re talking about the content and character of our hearts. These foundational issues of identity and worship are an inescapable part of your nature as a human being. What you believe and do about these two things will shape the way you live with the people God has placed in your life. For this reason we can say that we all live theologically; that is, the things we believe about God and ourselves are the foundation for all the decisions we make, all the actions we take, and all the words we speak. The theology you live out is much more important to your daily life than the theology you claim to believe. 

 

Remembering Who You Are 

It is impossible for identity not to be an issue for human beings. God made us rational creatures who make choices based on the way we interpret life. One of the most important ways we try to make sense out of life is by telling ourselves who we are. We all have an “I am ________________, therefore I can ________________” way of living. In God’s plan, this quest for personal identity is meant to drive us back to him as Creator so that we find our meaning and purpose in him. 

The identity I assign myself will always affect the way I respond to you. For example, if I tell myself that I am smarter than you, it will be hard for me to listen when you give me advice. If I tell myself that I deserve your respect, I will watch to see if you are giving me what I think I deserve. In ways like this, my sense of identity will always shape the way I think about my life and my relationships. This was happening to Matt and Rob, but they didn’t know it. 

Rob got his identity from success and achievement, but he constantly felt like Matt was in his way. Matt got his identity from the respect and acceptance of the people around him; he personalized all the disagreements he had with Rob. You can see how issues of identity were complicating this relationship. 

A large part of the biblical story is about identity. It reveals the wrong reactions that come when we forget who we are, as well as the godly responses that come with remembering. Adam and Eve listened to the Serpent, bought into his lies, and ate the forbidden fruit because they forgot their true identity—the identity God gave them! They were not independent decision makers. They were God’s creatures, intended to live within the boundaries God had designed for them. 

As the Bible’s story continues, the results of such forgetting are repeated again and again. Sarah and Abraham plotted to fulfill God’s promise to them their own way instead of trusting God. If you are embracing your identity as a child of God and, therefore, an inheritor of his promises, you can rest as you wait for him to keep his promise in his wise time. The children of Israel forgot their identity as the children of the Lord Almighty, the King and Ruler of the universe. So they feared the surrounding nations instead of God, married their daughters, and worshiped their idols. King Saul forgot his true identity as an earthly king representing the one true heavenly King when he kept the plunder of holy war for himself instead of offering it to God. The disciples forgot that they were the chosen stewards of the Messiah’s kingdom work, so they hid in fear as the Messiah faced death. Peter forgot his identity as the gospel messenger for all the nations and gave in to the pressure of Jewish Christians, rejecting his Gentile brothers. 

However, there are also many examples of people who did remember their identity. Moses led the children of Israel through the Red Sea, with walls of water on either side, because he remembered who he was, the chosen leader of God’s people with God’s power as his resource. David walked boldly toward Goliath. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to worship Nebuchadnezzar’s golden image, even though they risked being burned to death. They remembered who they were and were not afraid of the king’s threats. Paul and Silas sang hymns in the Philippian jail. You can only do that if you have remembered that your welfare and freedom are in the hands of an all-powerful God who is your Father. Much of the drama of God’s people is a drama of identity. 

What does this have to do with relationships? Everything! Although these examples are not all about relationships, they argue a very important point. Who you tell yourself you are has a very powerful impact on the way you deal with the big and small issues of daily life. In the same way, where you find your identity will have everything to do with how you respond to the hard work of relationships with others. Either I get my identity vertically, out of my sense of who God is and worship who he has made me in Christ, or I will seek to get my identity horizontally, out of my circumstances, relationships, and successes. 

Rob was getting his identity from the success of his business; this shaped the way he looked at everything Matt did. Matt, meanwhile, was getting his identity from Rob’s approval and appreciation, which altered the way he heard everything Rob had to say. Rob walked around with low-grade irritation because he took it personally whenever Matt disagreed with his business plans. Matt, meanwhile, felt like there was nothing he could ever do to win Rob’s respect. 

When we live out of a sense of who we are in Christ, we live our lives based on all we have been given by Christ. This keeps us from seeking to get those things from the people and situations around us. This is why there are so many identity statements in the New Testament. (Here are a few: Ephesians 1—3; Colossians 1:21—23; Hebrews 10:19—25; 1 Peter 2:9—12; 1 John 3:1—3.) Much of the disappointment and heartache we experience is the result of our attempts to get something from relationships that we already have in Christ. In almost thirty years of counseling, I have talked with countless women in difficult marriages who said, “All I ever wanted was for my husband to make me happy.” My first thought is invariably, Well, then, he’s cooked! 

No human being was ever meant to be the source of personal joy and contentment for someone else. And surely, no sinner is ever going to be able to pull that off day after day in the all-encompassing relationship of marriage! Your spouse, your friends, and your children cannot be the sources of your identity. When you seek to define who you are through those relationships, you are actually asking another sinner to be your personal messiah, to give you the inward rest of soul that only God can give. Only when I have sought my identity in the proper place (in my relationship with God) am I able to put you in the proper place as well. When I relate to you knowing that I am God’s child and the recipient of his grace, I am able to serve and love you. I have the hope and courage to get my hands dirty with the hard work involved when two sinners live together. And you are able to do the same with me! 

However, if I am seeking to get identity from you, I will watch you too closely, listen to you too intently, and need you too fundamentally. I will ride the roller coaster of your best and worst moments and everything in between. And because I am watching you too closely, I will become acutely aware of your weaknesses and failures. I will become overly critical, frustrated, disappointed, hopeless, and angry. I will be angry not because you are a sinner, but because you have failed to deliver the one thing I seek from you: identity. But none of us will ever get the well-being that comes from knowing who we are from our relationships. Instead, we will be left with damaged relationships filled with hurt, frustration, and anger. Matt and Rob had reached that point. They dreaded going to work and talking to each other. They both felt personally wounded by things that simply were not as personal as they believed them to be. Why? Because they were trying to find their identities in things that were never meant to provide them. 

When I remember that Christ has given me everything I need to be the person he has designed me to be, I am free to serve and love you. When I know who I am, I am free to be humble, gentle, patient, forbearing, and loving as we navigate the inevitable messiness of relationships. Is there evidence that you are looking to your relationships to give you things you have already been given in Christ? 

 

Remembering Who God Is 

Worship is another issue that is inextricably bound up with who we are as human beings. Don’t let the word worship trip you up here. We are not simply talking about the formal religious activities that go on at church. Worship is first an identity before it becomes an activity. That is, you and I are worshipers, which is why we worship. Our hearts are always under the control of something, and whatever controls your heart will control your behavior. As Bob Dylan so pointedly wrote, “You gotta serve somebody.” 

In Matthew 6, Christ explains that whatever we worship will become the thing that controls us. He uses a wonderful word to explain the connection: “treasure.” A treasure is something with assigned value. That is why the saying goes, “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.” In Matthew 6:19—24, Christ reminds us that we all live for some kind of treasure. What we decide is valuable is what will control our hearts (v. 21). If you pay attention to yourself, this is easy to see. When you get what you think is valuable, you are happy and encouraged; when you don’t, you are sad and frustrated. Finally, Christ says that what controls our hearts controls our behavior (v. 24). If something is valuable to us, we will seek to get it through the situations and relationships of daily life. 

This has many implications for relationships, because only when I am worshiping God for who he is am I able to love you as you are. Real love and esteem for other people are always rooted in our worship of God. Are you struggling to see how the two are linked? Here are three ways to make the connection. 

 

To love you as I should, I must worship God as Creator 

I must look at you with the eyes of David in Psalm 139: 

 

For God created your inmost being; 

 he knit you together in your mother’s womb. 

I praise God because you are fearfully and wonderfully made; 

 his works are wonderful, 

 I know that full well. 

Your frame was not hidden from God 

 when you were made in the secret place. 

When you were woven together in the depths of the earth, 

 his eyes saw your unformed body. 

(Psalm 139:13—16a, authors’ adaptation) 

 

What beautiful, amazing, and important words! If I do not see the wise work of the Creator when I look at you, it will affect the way I relate to you. God wants me to remember that his hands formed every part of you. His attention never wandered, his hand never slipped, he made no mistakes, and there were no accidents. The shape of your chin, the size of your frame, your personality, your intellectual gifts, your natural abilities, the color of your hair and skin, the timbre of your voice, the way you walk, and a million other things that make you who you are were all crafted by a gloriously wise Creator. You are the creature you are because of his beautiful plan. 

Although most of us have affirmed that God is the Creator of all things, it is quite easy to worship him as Creator on Sunday and curse his work during the week. We do this when we are dissatisfied with the way God has made the people we relate to every day. When we fail to worship God as Creator in our relationships, we try to ascend to his throne and do all we can to recreate others in our own image. This always leads to frustration and failure. 

Do you secretly wish that your boyfriend was a little more physically attractive? Do you get frustrated because your friend is not as intellectual as you are? Are you doing all you can to make that mechanical person more relational? Do you wish your shy wife could learn to be the life of the party? Are you trying to turn that well-organized planner into a more spontaneous person? Have you tried your best to turn that bookworm into an athlete like yourself? Are you frustrated because someone near you has no head for details, or can live with clutter, or is too much of an extrovert, or is way too silly for your liking? Does it bother you that your husband has gotten bald so young or that your wife is prematurely gray? Do you get frustrated because you are so completely different from someone close to you? 

Be honest: have you ever tried to recreate someone in your own likeness? Without realizing it, that is exactly what Rob and Matt were attempting to do to each other. Rob was a visionary who was trying to turn his detail-oriented partner into a dreamer. Matt was an administrator who was trying recreate Rob into his own image (for the sake of the company, of course!). It’s pretty predictable: If I am not affirming the glory of God in the way he made you (including the ways you are different from me), I will be frustrated with who you are and tempted to remake you in some way. Shawna constantly read to Mike. It drove him crazy! She was convinced that if she read to him enough, he would get excited by books and become the reader she had always wanted him to be. Her unwillingness to worship God as Mike’s Creator led to all kinds of conflict. 

If I am ever going to value who you are and benefit from our differences, I must look at you and see the wisdom of the Creator. But there is more. 

 

If I am going to love you as I should, I must worship God as Sovereign 

The words of Paul in Acts 17 are helpful here: 

 

From one man God made every nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. (Acts 17:26, authors’ adaptation) 

 

We all know that our lives have not gone according to our plans. We all know that we haven’t written our own stories. Paul says this is because our story has been written by another. God has specifically and personally determined the details of each of our lives. That is why my story is different from yours. God determined exactly where each of us would be born, the parents who would raise us, and the culture in which we would live. When I look at you, I need to see God’s sovereign hand writing your story perfectly. The person you are and the responses you make to life have been shaped by his sovereign choices and your responses to the story he has written for you. He determined that you would be part of the customs and culture of a certain ethnic group. He planned that you would be shaped by living in a certain geographical setting. He determined that you would live in a particular family, with all of its powerfully influential values and rules, spoken and unspoken. What is more, he determined that you would be involved in relationships and situations outside your home that would also have a powerful influence on everything you do. What is a relationship? The intersection of the stories of two people. The problem is that an awful lot of carnage takes place at this intersection. 

If I fail to honor God’s sovereignty in the influences he has placed in your life and the way those influences have shaped you, I will attempt to take God’s place and clone you into my image. I will tend to think my way is better than your way, my culture better than your culture, and my customs and manners more appropriate than yours. I will be constantly frustrated by you and even more frustrated by my attempts to remake you into my image. Rob, for example, wished that Matt had grown up in a family where people got excited about the big picture. Matt, in turn, wished that Rob had not been raised by hippies who never cared much for the details of life! 

In our relationships too, much of the bad communication, needless conflict, and constant frustration stem from our responses to the ways the other person is different from us. Some value community; others, privacy. Some hoard money, while others think it was meant to be spent. Some are used to a sit-down family dinner; others think a sandwich on the run is fine. We simply are not the same because God decided to write different stories for us. And he has placed us next to one another because that is exactly where he knew we needed to be for our good and for the fulfillment of his loving purposes on earth. Are you frustrated with someone in your life? Have you been trying to reshape her to fit into your personal preferences? 

 

To love you as I should, I must worship God as Savior 

Worshiping God as Savior means that I acknowledge that I am a sinner in relationship with other sinners. I remember that you are still in the middle of God’s work of redemption—as am I. He is still convicting you, teaching you, and changing your heart. He is faithfully doing all these things at the best time and in the best way possible. None of us ever gets to be in relationship with a finished person. God’s redemptive work of change is ongoing in all our lives. When I forget this, I become self-righteous, impatient, critical, and judgmental. I give in to the temptation to play God and try to change you in ways only God can. Rob and Matt were simply finding it hard to work alongside someone who wasn’t perfect and therefore in need of God’s work of change. Matt, for example, didn’t want to keep working with someone who didn’t know how to treat a business partner with respect. But God intended the arrangement to help them both grow. 

When I fail to worship God as Savior, I am too casual about my sin and too focused on yours. Our relationships are often harmed when we try to atone for our own sins while condemning the other person for his. When you are sinned against, you will be impacted by the weaknesses and failures of that other person. When this happens, you need to allow God to use you as an instrument in his redemptive hands, rather than seeking to make changes in the other person yourself. Only God can accomplish these things. Are you trying to do work in someone’s life that only the Savior can do? 

 

The Bottom Line 

Good relationships are rooted in identity and worship. Only when I remember who I am and worship God for who he is can I respond to you with patient, gentle, hopeful, and courageous love. As Matt and Rob began to see their identities correctly and began to trust God for what he alone could do, their relationship began to move in a positive direction. Rob didn’t take it so personally when Matt disagreed with his plans for the business. Matt was less likely to get despondent when Rob didn’t communicate respect. Because of the heart changes God was working in each of them, they were able to plan and work together better. They continued to deal with the same issues, but they now could resolve them in ways that were less adversarial and more productive. 

 



 

Chapter 7

 

Talk

 

If you keep on biting and devouring each other, watch out or you will be destroyed by each other. 

Galatians 5:15 

 

He knelt down and put his arm around his little daughter, speaking tender words of comfort. Their dog had just ripped the arm off her favorite teddy bear. He told her how much he loved her and how easy it would be for Mommy to sew Teddy back together again. She wiped her eyes and, as she ran off, her smile was returning. 

 

As they sat in my office, the anger between them was palpable. It had been a long time since they had been able to muster a civil word for each other. Everything they said now was laced with sarcasm and fueled by bitterness. They used words like gunslingers and they each had developed a very good aim. It hurt me to hear the ugly things they said so easily. It hit me that it hadn’t always been this way. There had been a time when they had said the most loving, comforting, and encouraging things to each other, a time when they found joy in blessing each other with words. But those days were gone. This was war and the guns were blazing. 

 

As everyone laughed at the story Jim had just told about his wife, I could see a pained look on her face. I had heard him do this before. Jim was a natural storyteller and he loved entertaining a crowd, but he didn’t ever tell funny stories about himself. Liz was always the punch line, and it was clear she did not enjoy the role. But Jim was far more focused on being the life of the party than he was on the pain he was causing his wife. He was too caught up in the “fun” of the moment. 

 

Their friendship was amazing. They were able to say the toughest things to each other, things that are hard both to say and to hear, yet they could say them with love. They seemed to avoid self-serving flattery and unloving criticism. They didn’t trim the truth with one another yet said what needed to be said in the best possible way. I was impressed by their enormous respect for each other, how easily their communication flowed, and how readily each seemed to listen to the other. 

 

He seemed to look for every possible opening to disagree, criticize, or mock. If he was not silent, he was using words to hurt. Though still a teenager, his anger turned his words into a raging fire that burned everything in its path. He knew that words could hurt, and he used that power to his advantage. He argued every point, pointed out every weakness, mocked everyone, and made more threats than he could ever make good on. His parents and siblings avoided talking to him. It was just too exhausting and hurtful. 

 

It was a hot summer evening in the Pennsylvania mountains. He sat with eight squirming little boys and unfolded the mysteries of God’s grace to them with his Bible in hand. His words were well-chosen and clear. He seemed to know that what he would say that night had the power to change their lives forever. He never got impatient when they fidgeted; he never got sidetracked. His words rang with authority, but not because he yelled or lectured. His words had the authority of grace; he seemed to know that was enough. I was one of those boys and my life was forever changed by the words he spoke that night. 

 

What Is It about Words? 

Whenever I talk about talk, I get frustrated. All the words we use to describe communication seem too utilitarian. “We had a talk.” “I gave her the word.” “He gave me another speech.” “We just can’t communicate.” “It was a long discussion.” “We took time to share with one another.” “There isn’t enough back and forth in our relationship.” The words just don’t seem to carry enough freight. They seem too ordinary. Perhaps this is because we think communication is ordinary. Because our communication largely takes place in the inconsequential moments of everyday life, it is easy to underestimate its significance. The moments are rare when what you say will literally be life changing. What sets the course of a person’s life are the ways he responds to the little moments. The character developed in a thousand little moments is what you carry into the big, important moments. 

Your everyday communication influences the shape, quality, and direction of your relationships. Every day your words give your relationships their tone. Every day you tell people what you think of them, what you want from them, and what you would like to enjoy with them. But you don’t do this in grand moments of oratory. You do it in quick side comments in the bedroom as you get ready for work, or at the curb as you hop into your car, or in the kitchen as you grab a sandwich, or over dessert at the local bistro, or in the family room during a commercial. 

Because our talk lives in the world of the ordinary, it is easy to forget its true significance. It is easy to forget the impact our words have on every relationship. There has never been a good relationship without good communication. And there has never been a bad relationship that didn’t get that way in part because of something that was said. Our ability to express ourselves verbally is anything but ordinary. It gets right to the heart of who God made us as our Creator, and how he is remaking us as our Savior. 

In this chapter we invite you to listen to your words and evaluate the way they shape your relationships. More than that, we invite you to look at your words through the lens of Scripture. The Bible has much to say about our world of talk. The Bible does not consider this area of life ordinary and unimportant. In fact, it does the opposite. It assigns words the extraordinary value they actually deserve. This chapter invites you to consider the life-changing help you can find in the person and promises of the Lord Jesus Christ for your struggle with words. 

 

God’s Perspective on Our Words 

What help does the Bible offer about words, anyway? Perhaps you’re thinking, All I know is that I wouldn’t want to listen to a recording of everything I said in the last month. It would be very embarrassing! Or, I’m in a marriage where it seems like we just don’t talk. When we try, it gets ugly really quickly. Or perhaps, I just don’t know what to say to my friend when she unburdens her heart; I’m always fumbling for words. Or maybe, I’m not happy with the way I talk to my children. I try to say the right thing, but I always end up blowing it. 

The good news is that the Bible speaks practically into each of these experiences. The Bible can help you diagnose where you are in your talk and how to get where you need to be. Here’s a look at words through the lens of Scripture. 

 

Our words have power 

There is an amazing proverb that Eugene Peterson translates like this: “Words kill, words give life; they’re either poison or fruit—you choose.” 6 This illustrates the constructive and destructive power of words while alerting us to the fact that our words always have direction. They are going either toward life or toward death. The most destructive thing words could produce is death, so the phrase “words kill” is intended to summarize all the angry, hurtful, slanderous, selfish, bitter, divisive, and demeaning forms of talk. The phrase “words give life” summarizes all the encouraging, comforting, peaceful, upbuilding, grateful, unifying, and loving forms of communication. Because our words have power and direction, they always produce some kind of harvest. It will be a life harvest of comfort, encouragement, hope, insight, unity, and joy, or a death harvest of fear, discouragement, falsehood, division, and sadness. Words can open up the mysteries of the universe for someone. Words can crush a person’s spirit, excite, anger, or stimulate love. Words have power. 

 

Our words belong to the Lord 

It may seem too obvious to say, but Genesis 1 makes it plain that the first words ever spoken were spoken by God. Language is not a human invention to be used in whatever way serves our interests. If God is the first speaker, then language is his creation. This means that our ability to speak was given to us by the Creator and it exists for his glory. Everything we will ever say belongs to him and should be used for his purposes. Words, in short, have a high and holy calling. Words separate you from the rest of creation, making you more like God than like animals. The gift of words calls us to live and speak in a God-focused manner. One of our greatest mistakes in communication is to take words as our own to use as we please. This is what the teenager does as he publicly mocks a friend. This is what the husband does as he criticizes his wife at dinner. This is what friends do as they gossip on the phone. This is what the demanding, critical parent does. They are all stealing God’s glory by treating words as their own creation. 

 

The world of talk is a world of trouble 

Nobody articulates this more powerfully than James: “If anyone is never at fault in what he says, he is a perfect man, able to keep his whole body in check” (James 3:2b). Who can honestly say that all his words are well-intentioned and appropriately spoken? Who has not hurt someone with words or used words for a selfish purpose? Who hasn’t used words as a weapon of anger rather than an instrument of peace? Don’t let yourself back away from the troubles. If you are honest, you have to admit that your relationships have been troubled by words as much as they have been helped. James calls us to admit that our words are the most powerful and consistent indicators of our need for the grace of Christ. James says that if we were without fault in this area, we would be perfect in every way. So listen to your words. Don’t they expose how deep your need is for God’s forgiving grace? We stain our relationships with thoughtless and evil words. We are guilty of turning this gift into a weapon. We need forgiveness and we need help. 

 

Word problems are heart problems 

Christ said, “The good man brings good things out of the good stored up in his heart, and the evil man brings evil things out of the evil stored up in his heart. For out of the overflow of his heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45, authors’ emphasis). Our problem with words is not primarily a matter of vocabulary, skill, or timing. Have you ever said, “Oops, I didn’t mean to say that!” Often it would be more accurate to say, “I’m sorry I said what I meant!” If the thought, attitude, desire, emotion, or purpose hadn’t been in your heart, it wouldn’t have come out of your mouth. Christ isn’t saying that people never put their feet in their mouth and say something stupid. We all have. But he is asking us to own the connection between our thoughts, desires, and words. The real problem with your communication is what you want to say and why you want to say it, which ultimately has nothing to do with your language skills. Christ reveals that the what and the why are shaped by the heart. Therefore, if we hope to transform the way we talk with one another, the heart must change first. 

 

A Radical Commitment to the Call of Christ 

God has an agenda for our relationships. For that reason, proper communication is not so much about getting what we want out of our relationships as it is being part of what God is seeking to do. Paul captures this powerfully in 2 Corinthians 5:20: “We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God” (authors’ emphasis). An ambassador does one thing only—represent. His job is to incarnate a king who is not present. Every word he speaks is directed by the king’s interests and will. This is exactly what God is calling us to do. What we say must be driven by what God is seeking to accomplish in us and in the other person. 

What is he seeking to accomplish? Paul captures that with one word too: reconciliation. God’s intent is that we would “no longer live for ourselves, but for him who died for us and was raised again” (2 Corinthians 5:15, authors’ adaptation). God is working in every situation and relationship to reclaim our wandering hearts. He wants to make us people who are more interested in what he wants for us than what we want for ourselves. He will not relent until we are free from our slavery to an agenda of personal happiness. And he calls us to speak in a way that has this reconciliation agenda in view. 

Unfortunately, we lose sight of reconciliation in many ways: When you flatter your friend because you want her to like you. When you trim the truth to avoid a conflict. When you yell at your child about his messy room. When winning an argument is all you care about. When you indulge in gossip. When you are better at pointing out wrong than asking for forgiveness. When you use words to hurt someone rather than help him. When your communication stays resolutely impersonal. When your words make you the center of attention. 

Here is the point: Your words are always in pursuit of some kind of kingdom. You are either speaking as a mini-king, seeking to establish your will in your relationships and circumstances; or you are speaking as an ambassador, seeking to be part of what the King is doing. There is no end to the battle of words when two mini-kings talk to each other! When our words reflect the self-focused desires of our hearts rather than God’s work of reconciliation, there is no end to our struggle. When we use words to establish our will rather than submit to God’s, we plunge into difficulty. If we are ever going to be helped, this is where we must start. 

This is why James says that our words clearly demonstrate our need for God’s grace. As sinners we want what we want when we want it, and we often see others as obstacles. We treat words as if they belong to us, to be used to get what we want. When we face how powerful our self-interest is, we are confronted by the truth that only a change in our hearts can produce a change in our words. 

 

Talking Like an Ambassador 

What does it mean to communicate like an ambassador? Does it mean that you quote Scripture incessantly or constantly point out the sin in others? Does it mean I can never talk about sports or the weather? What about the daily need to discuss the details of schedules, responsibilities, problems, and plans with the people I live with? Again, the apostle Paul helps us in Ephesians 4:29—30: 

 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. 

 

Here is a wonderfully practical model of ambassadorial communication. Speaking as an ambassador is not about using biblical words; it’s about speaking with a biblical agenda. If you want your words to reflect what God wants more than what you want, you should consider three things: 

 

Consider the person (“only what is helpful for building others up”) 

Wholesome communication is other-centered communication. When my words are shaped more by my interests than yours, they lose their shelter from difficulty. Paul says I should never say anything to you that is not helpful for you. Since God is focused on remaking you into his image, I should speak in a way that builds you up. This is not just a matter of what I say, but how I say it. I now have a redemptive agenda for talking about everything. I want all of our talk to be redemptively constructive, from the most mundane details to the huge life decisions. I never want my words to be an obstacle to the work God is doing. 

The words of an ambassador are always other-centered. 

 

Consider the problem (“according to their needs”) 

An ambassador is always asking, “What is the problem at this moment?” Before I speak, I must think about what you are struggling with and what you most need. Do you need encouragement, comfort, hope, direction, wisdom, courage, rebuke, warning, forgiveness, patience, teaching, correction, thanks, insight, a job description, or something else? My words must be shaped by your need. An ambassador’s words always address the person’s true need of the moment. 

 

Consider the process (“that it may benefit those who listen”) 

This means that I focus on the best way to say what needs to be said. Ambassadorial communication is not just about the content of our words, but the manner in which they are spoken. Often we choose to say the right thing in the wrong way or at the wrong time. But the communication process, as much as the content of the words, needs to benefit the person. Confronting a teenager five minutes before she leaves for school is not helpful, even if the content is accurate. Rebuking a friend for an offense in front of others is not helpful. Asking your husband to consider how you hurt him as he is trying to get to sleep is not helpful. 

An ambassador seeks to speak the right thing in the best way. 

Paul’s practical model to guide our words ends with something very interesting: “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit.” When you and I speak as mini-kings to get our own way, our words are unhelpful and untimely. Not only do we hurt and grieve other people, we also grieve the Lord. This kind of talk completely obstructs what he wants to do in and through us in our relationships. Here is where we all must remember that our relationships have been designed as workrooms for redemption, not shelters for human happiness. If we are ever going to give grace when we talk, we need grace to free us from our bondage to ourselves so that our words may be liberated to be used by God. 

 



 

Chapter 8

 

Obstacles

 

Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. Romans 12:21 

 

On the one hand we must never imagine that our own unaided efforts can be relied on to carry us even through the next twenty-four hours as “decent” people. If He does not support us, not one of us is safe from some gross sin. On the other hand, no possible degree of holiness or heroism which has ever been recorded on the greatest saints is beyond what He is determined to produce in every one of us in the end. The job will not be completed in this life: but He means to get us as far as possible before death. 7 

 

Conflict with others is one of God’s mysterious, counterintuitive ways of rescuing us from ourselves. God uses it to get us where he wants to take us before we die. Because we don’t usually think that trials can be used in such a positive way, this truth catches us by surprise. But it shouldn’t. All kinds of suffering, including conflict with others, can be redemptive because of the grace of God. By redemptive, we mean that God can use conflict (as well as everything else in our lives) to defeat sin in us and make us more like Christ, with a love for him and others that reflects his nature. 

 

Conflicting Agendas 

The option before Ashley seemed obvious, even biblical. Her friend had just hurt her and she was angry, but the whole thing had been brewing for years. Competition had slowly infected the friendship. Ashley hated the way things had been going and she just wanted it to end. Now it was time for her to speak her mind! 

For the better part of five years, Ashley and Hannah had worked side by side in campus ministry. They loved what they did and they loved doing it together. But Hannah had been slowly seeking to undermine Ashley’s relationship with the students. She wanted to be seen as the one who was more capable and in charge. To put it bluntly, she wanted the students to like and admire her more than Ashley. Now Ashley felt as if things had gotten out of control, so she made an appointment to meet with Hannah. 

Ashley began the meeting by accusing Hannah of talking about her negatively to some students. “I can’t believe you talk that way behind my back! I have never done that to you and I never would.” Ashley’s hurt had boiled over into anger and accusation. Hannah denied everything. “I can’t believe you would accuse me of saying those things to other people. I thought our friendship was stronger than that. How come you have held this in for five years? Why didn’t you just come to me earlier?” 

As the two talked, the origin of the problem began to emerge. While talking to someone who did not care for Ashley, Hannah had made a casual comment about how “task-oriented” Ashley could be. She said it was a real pain to live with her at times. This remark took on a life of its own when the other person repeated it to others, with her own embellishments. Eventually the word found its way back to Ashley. By then it sounded as if Hannah saw her as a task-oriented demon who just used people to accomplish her ministry goals. 

This little conflict was no tempest in a teapot. Ashley and Hannah had significant agendas that caused a collision in their friendship. Hannah had insinuated that Ashley’s controlling ways were not just an aspect of her temperament, but a sin. Granted, her comment was subtle, but it was premeditated and calculated to make Ashley look bad to this particular student. Hannah was seeking to say, “I am better than Ashley and you should admire me more.” 

 

Facing Conflict Head On 

It’s inevitable. If you live with other sinners, you will have conflict. The closer you are to someone, the more potential there is for conflict. Relationships are costly, but so is avoiding them. If you choose to avoid them, you will minimize the conflict in your life, but that safety has liabilities of its own. If you choose to face conflict head on, it is full of risks and the potential for great hurt, but it can also be redemptive. Either way, you will not remain untouched by your decision. What is your tendency? Do you tend to avoid conflict? Do you rush into it? Or do you move into conflict with a God-centered perspective? 

If what we have been saying in this book is true, there are right and wrong choices here. And if what we have been saying about the triune God is true, you must move toward people, not away from them. Remember, Father, Son, and Spirit were torn apart when Jesus died so that we might embrace rather than exclude one another. We have to be willing to face conflict. God wants us to grow and this is a crucial place where growth often occurs. He wants to make us more like Christ, and he wants to use others to make that happen. He wants Ashley and Hannah to mirror his image. He has put them together to accomplish this purpose. Undoubtedly, neither Ashley nor Hannah thinks that God has made the right choice! And if you are in the midst of conflict right now, you probably know how they feel. But it’s true: God is working overtime to rescue you from yourself. 

 

The Cause and Cure of Ungodly Conflict 

Why do we fight? Why do we struggle with other people? Why can’t at least one relationship in our lives come with a “no conflict” label attached to it? Some people think that is what marriage is for! These people are in for a surprise. In reality, marriage is the most likely place for conflict. But close relationships like marriage are also the most likely places for supernatural change to occur. 

If you have a problem, conflict is a good one to have. Why? 

Because conflict is a problem the Bible addresses very directly. You don’t have to be an expert Bible scholar to get help here. All you need is a heart that is ready and willing to hear the answer. One passage that diagnoses the reason for conflict and offers a cure is found in the very practical book of James. 

 

Question 1: Why do we fight with one another? 

Good question. James asks the same question. We can be thankful that he answers it as well. 

 

What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't they come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but don't get it. You kill and covet, but you cannot have what you want. You quarrel and fight. You do not have, because you do not ask God. When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures. (James 4:1—3) 

 

Now, that’s pretty concise! Notice that James is saying just the opposite of what we often say in conflict. We usually say something like, “I did that because you. . . .” or “I wouldn’t be so angry if you wouldn’t. . . .” Our typical response to conflict is to point the finger at our opponent. We feel justified because the person often has done something annoying, frustrating, or even downright sinful! But James doesn’t let us off the hook that easily. He makes it clear that even if someone has sinned against us, the reason we fight is because there is something wrong going on inside us! He says, “Don’t these fights come from your desires that battle within you? You want something but you don’t get it.” The word “desire” that James uses here is a word that would better be translated as “selfish desire.” All desires are not wrong. But a selfish desire is. 

Conflict broke out between me and my wife the other day in our kitchen. I was putting dishes in the dishwasher and she was cooking dinner. We both got in each other’s way and then got sarcastic with each other. I said, “I would hate to get in your way while I load the dishwasher!” She replied, “I would hate to get in your way while I cook dinner!” What was going on? I had a desire to accomplish a task and was feeling rather self-righteous about what a sacrificial husband I was. My wife also had a desire to accomplish a task and was feeling self-righteous about what a sacrificial wife and mother she was. Both of our desires, on the surface, were good desires: I wanted to help in the kitchen and she wanted to serve the family by cooking dinner. But these desires quickly turned from good to selfish. I wanted to serve, but it had to be on my terms and on my time schedule. My wife wanted to serve, but she wanted to do it without any distractions. The selfishness showed itself in our self-righteous comments. We both wanted to be recognized for our service, and when that did not happen we had conflict. We divorced our service from God’s glory and the other’s good and turned it into self-service: “I’ll serve when I want to and I want to be appreciated when I do.” 

What tends to produce conflict in your life? Is it comfort, pleasure, recognition, power, control, or acceptance? Here’s how those good things can become “selfish desires” that lead to conflict. (Notice, too, that the opposite of what we want is what we fear.) These things are not sinful in and of themselves until they turn selfish. Comfort, pleasure, recognition, power, control, or acceptance can be blessings to be enjoyed. But they become sinful when we allow them to move from blessings to things that replace the One who blesses. Consider how the following good things morph into something sinful: 

 

Comfort. I want, must have, and deserve comfort and you’d better not get in the way of me getting it! I fear hard work. 

Pleasure. I want, must have, and deserve pleasure and you’d better give it to me! I fear pain. 

Recognition. I want, must have, and deserve recognition or I will be devastated. I fear being overlooked. 

Power. I want, must have, and deserve power and you’d better do what I say! I fear being told what to do. 

Control. I want, must have, and deserve control and you will feel the brunt of my disappointment if you mess up my tidy little universe! I fear unpredictability. 

Acceptance. I want, must have, and deserve acceptance and you are responsible to give it to me. I fear rejection. 

 

Can you identify with any of these? Maybe you could add something to this list. Think of the last time you were in conflict with another person. What desire turned ugly as it became self-centered? James says that these are the kinds of things that bubble under the surface of conflict. Both Ashley and Hannah are struggling at this level. What is the real problem in their relationship? 

Perhaps you would say that Hannah should not have spoken negatively about Ashley to someone else. You could also say that Ashley confronted Hannah in an ungodly way when her reputation was tarnished. Both statements are true, yet the problems in their relationship go deeper. For Ashley, her reputation mattered more to her than anything else. For Hannah, what mattered most was recognition in ministry. Neither desire is bad in and of itself, but Hannah and Ashley had allowed them to become things they wanted more than God or the other’s good. A good reputation and recognition can be good things, but not when they are life-dominating and all-consuming. As soon as they are divorced from God’s glory and the needs of others, they become self-glorifying and self-serving. In other words, God’s glory and love of neighbor have been replaced with self-glory and self-love. Do you see how things have gotten turned upside down? 

 

Question 2: What has become more important to me than my relationship with God? 

James asks us this question because he wants us to see how serious it is to make something like comfort, pleasure, power, control, acceptance, or recognition a selfish desire. If you don’t recognize this, you won’t grow in your ability to handle conflict in a redemptive way. 

 

You adulterous people, don't you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? Anyone who chooses to be a friend of the world becomes an enemy of God. (James 4:4) 

 

When we make something other than God first in our lives, James says we have become too friendly with the world and committed spiritual adultery. This is no small matter. Ashley and Hannah, who are growing Christians, have made reputation and recognition more important than God’s glory and grace. God alone deserves their allegiance and attention because he alone is God. But they have made a piece of creation their best friend and primary focus. They have fallen in love with something besides God. 

Do you see how this verse is both scathing and encouraging? As James says we are guilty of adultery, he uses two metaphors to describe the relationship we have with God. The image of adultery means we are married to God. When he says we are guilty of friendship with the world, he implies that God is our only rightful friend. For anyone who knows the Bible, this is wonderfully shocking! An absolutely holy God, who will not and cannot tolerate sin, has made us his bride and friend through Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection! 

Do you see how good and innocent things can become more important to us than God? When I was loading the dishwasher, I went from serving someone else to serving myself. I was seeking self-glory and was guilty of self-love. What innocent and good things do you live for more than God? Think of the last time you experienced ungodly irritation with a friend, spouse, coworker, or child. Ask yourself, What was more important to me than God’s glory? What temporal blessing did you want that you did not get? What did you fear would happen if you didn’t get what you wanted? These are good questions to ask as you learn to engage in conflict in godly ways. 

 

Question 3: What does God do with people who forsake him for something else? 

Consider a married couple where one of the partners has a one-night stand. This person has betrayed the one to whom he is supposed to be most committed. He has shared with another an intimacy that only the spouse can rightly claim. What would you expect the offended spouse to do? Would you expect that person to act as though nothing had happened? What if the offended spouse said, “Oh, that’s okay”? Wouldn’t you wonder if that person really cared about the marriage? If the offended spouse was even slightly invested in the marriage, you would expect to see some jealousy and anger over infidelity, wouldn’t you? 

So it is with God. God is not indifferent when we are unfaithful to him. He is a jealous God who cares deeply about his relationship with us. Even when we stray and find ourselves in the arms of false lovers, he is roused to act on our behalf. God pursues us for our good, as we see in these startling verses: 

 

Or do you think Scripture says without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us envies intensely? But he gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” (James 4:5—6) 

 

These verses are somewhat hard to decipher, but here is the gist of what God does when we stray. When we wander from God, the Spirit he has poured out on us and who now lives in us becomes very concerned and jealous. A better way to translate the word “jealous” is “zealous.” The word “jealousy” has negative connotations, but it can actually be a very positive word. Like the person whose spouse has been unfaithful, God is zealous to do whatever it takes to regain the affection of our hearts. He doesn’t do this because he needs us; he does it because he loves us. When he pursues us and we humble ourselves and return to him, he then pours out even more grace! 

What do you think God typically uses to regain our affection? Ironically, he uses other people! That is one of the blessings of conflict. He uses the difficult seasons in our relationships to allow us to see what we typically live for besides him. Take the small spat my wife and I had in the kitchen. The only way I would see that I sometimes serve others out of self-glory and self-love was to put my wife next to me in the kitchen. The only way for my wife to see her own sinful tendencies was to put me in the kitchen with her! This is true of all of our relationships. God uses other people to mysteriously and counterintuitively rescue us from self-glory and self-love. Why does he do that? Because he loves us more than we love ourselves! 

Consider Hannah and Ashley. Both of these women were maturing Christians and yet they struggled with each other at a fundamental level. Without Ashley, Hannah would not be able to see that she often lives to be recognized for her Christian service. The same is true for Ashley. God loves them both, so he put them together so that they could see themselves and grow in repentance and faith. Who is God using in your life this way? Do you see that your wise, sovereign, and gracious Redeemer is acting on your behalf when he placed this person in your life? If so, you are growing in your ability to engage in conflict in godly ways. Remember, you can’t avoid conflict, but it can be a place where amazing growth takes place! 

 

Question 4: Once we are rescued, what should we do? 

The answer to this question is found in James 4:7—10. Seeing God’s redeeming love should lead us to grow in the joy of daily repentance and faith. Seeing, admitting, confessing, and forsaking sin (repentance), in combination with seeing, acknowledging, and adoring Christ (faith), is the only dynamic that can change a war-maker into a peacemaker. These verses combine the sobering reality of our sin with the life-changing promises of grace: 

 

Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up. (James 4:7—10) 

 

James calls the person in conflict to engage in spiritual warfare. The devil uses parts of creation to entice your still-sinful heart away from God. He wants you to fall prey to self-glory and self-love. James has already said that you are receiving grace so that you can humble yourself. He now commands you to be humble and to cry out to God for help. Through this process your heart is changed, and you begin to see that your allegiance to something other than God is a serious matter. As you repent, you experience the purification of your heart, and your behavior begins to change as well. As you are laid low by God’s grace, he promises to lift you up! You are being turned right-side up. You are placing your life within the bigger circle of God’s glory and renewing your love for him. Conflict can now be godly, and good things begin to happen between you and other people. As C. S. Lewis says, when you put first things first, second things are increased, not decreased. 

In the kitchen that night, my wife and I experienced God’s grace and moved in a different direction after our disagreement. Rather than continuing to point the finger and fight for our own glory, self-protection, and self-love, we confessed our sin, asked for forgiveness, and continued working together. You may be wondering why I would share such a minor incident. It’s because if we don’t grow in these little moments, we won’t grow when the harder times come. If Ashley and Hannah can’t grow in their relationship, where there is a significant amount of commitment and love, how will they ever grow when they are called to love an enemy?! 

 

Let’s Get Practical 

To apply what James 4 teaches, you have to begin with relationships built on commitment and love. Within those relationships you can start to form habits that can be practiced later in tougher moments of conflict. What does it look like to engage in godly conflict in the heat of the moment? Here are some suggestions: 

 

Understand that conflict is one way God works in our lives 

Conflict can be good. God himself engages in conflict. In fact, the Bible is a book about God entering into conflict in order to save us. He comes humbly, in the person of Christ, and fights on our behalf against the ravages of sin. He suffers, dies, and is raised as the victor over sin and death. He calls us to imitate him as we engage in conflict with others. Godly conflict is an act of compassion! 

 

Identify what drives ungodly conflict in your life 

What tends to lure your loyalty and affection away from God? Be specific, and don’t be surprised if each instance of ungodly conflict reveals a different idol in your life. Is it acceptance, power, control, recognition, comfort, pleasure, or being right? These are among the most common idols in people’s lives. 

 

Recognize your default strategy in conflict 

Most of us have a default strategy we use to get what we want. Do you love to fight because you have to be right? Do you avoid conflict because you don’t want people to disapprove of you? Do you avoid conflict because you don’t like discomfort? 

 

Engage in specific and intelligent spiritual warfare 

When you see what you typically live for and how you try to get it, you can start to grow in repentance and faith. You want to be brutally honest about your sin, but you also want to be ardently hopeful about what Christ has done for you on the cross. You want to remember that, because you have the Holy Spirit, you already have the resources available to fight against ungodly conflict! 

 

Consider the other person 

As your heart is reclaimed by the grace of God, ask questions about what it will look like to engage in godly conflict. Do you need to pursue someone and confront him? Do you need to be patient and encourage him? Do you need to overlook an offense? What sins and weaknesses in the other person do you need to consider as you decide what your next move will be? In 1 Thessalonians, the apostle Paul lovingly encourages the church to engage in godly conflict with one another. In verses 14—18 of chapter 5, Paul says that there are different ways to confront, based upon what the person needs and what will build him up. 

 

And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else. Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus. (1 Thessalonians 5:14—18) 

 

There are times to warn, encourage, and help the person with whom we are in conflict. We are called to always be patient and renounce revenge. 8 Verse 16 grounds this kind of lifestyle in worship. If we are not worshiping God and keeping him first in our lives, we will fail miserably and do more to harm people than to help them. 

 

Make a plan to approach the person 

If you think that patience has run its course and you need to address an issue, approach the person in this way: 

Own whatever personal sin you have brought to the situation. Only do this if you have sin to own. Sometimes you will and sometimes you won’t. Most of the time we do bring sin into the situation, so don’t be afraid to admit where you have not loved well. Your confidence in Christ’s righteousness (not your own) is the only thing that will enable you to do this! 

Name the problem. There may be more than one problem you need to address. Be specific so that you are both dealing with the same problem. Only deal with one problem at a time! 

Explore possible solutions. Stay focused on the problem and come with a desire to deal with it. Suggest possible alternative solutions and choose one to implement. 

Implement the agreed-upon solution. Be specific and determine what it will look like. 

Evaluate your implementation. Make a commitment to get together again and evaluate how the solution is working. Such a commitment is a form of accountability. It communicates a deep commitment to the relationship. 

If you get stuck and things don’t improve, be willing to get outside help. Together you should choose a person you believe will respect both sides of the conflict. 

 

No one ever said that conflict would be fun! But the Christian life is not always fun. That is not the most important thing to God. He is committed to something much bigger. His kingdom plan involves a total restoration of what he has made. He will settle for nothing less in his creation than to see that all things ultimately bring him glory. He will be the center of everything at the end of the age, and when that happens we will be most satisfied. Right now, he is using conflict to work out this comprehensive plan in you. Take heart, for he is present in your struggles and he is fighting on your behalf! 

We started the chapter with a quote from C. S. Lewis. Let’s complete it here: 

 

That is why we must not be surprised if we are in for a rough time. When a man turns to Christ and seems to be getting on pretty well (in the sense that some of his bad habits are now corrected), he often feels that it would now be natural if things went fairly smoothly. When troubles come along—illnesses, money troubles, new kinds of temptation—he is disappointed. These things, he feels, might have been necessary to rouse him and make him repent in his bad old days; but why now? Because God is forcing him on, or up, to a higher level: putting him in situations where he will have to be very much braver, or more patient, or more loving, than he ever dreamed of being before. It seems to us all unnecessary: but that is because we have not yet had the slightest notion of the tremendous thing He means to make of us. 

I find I must borrow yet another parable from George MacDonald. Imagine yourself as a living house. God comes in to rebuild that house. At first, perhaps, you can understand what He is doing. He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on: you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised. But presently he starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make sense. What on earth is He up to? The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of—throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards. You thought you were going to be made into a decent little cottage: but He is building a palace. He intends to come and live in it Himself. 9 

 



 

Chapter 9

 

Forgiveness

 

You have taken from me my closest friends 

 and have made me repulsive to them. 

I am confined and cannot escape; 

 my eyes are dim with grief. Psalm 88:8—9 

 

Grace felt betrayed, and she had been. Her husband John had met someone on the internet six months earlier; they had been having an affair for the past three. Grace found out when she used John’s user name to log on to their computer. When she saw the string of Instant Messages, she was devastated. What was she going to do? She fluctuated between wanting revenge and blaming herself. 

 

In her early teens, Heather was abused by a family member. She was in college now, living under a cloud of guilt. She kept her hair long because it covered her face; it felt like a form of protection. Like Grace, she fluctuated between revenge and guilt. 

 

Andy and Melissa had been married for twenty years. Their marriage was strong and growing. But a few days ago, Melissa had gotten irritated when Andy came home from work late. She said something sarcastic to him—she couldn’t even remember what. But Andy’s response was angry, self-justifying, and critical. Days later, the tension was still there. Sin had crept up on them and created a barrier between them. 

 

Bill loved his children and wanted them to grow up to be godly adults. They were teenagers now, developing minds of their own. One day Bill’s son, Michael, came in from the backyard and slammed the door. He was upset that his brother had reneged on a promise to play basketball. Bill immediately got up and yelled at Michael for being so angry. “You have a problem, Son, and I am not going to tolerate it anymore. Your anger is out of control! Go back outside and cool down!” When Michael heard his father yell, he yelled back, turned around, and ran out the door. 

 

Familiar Territory? 

What do these vignettes have in common? Do you see yourself in any of them? The first two involve serious issues of infidelity and abuse. The latter two seem more ordinary. Each story includes people who are sinning and being sinned against. This is a given when we live in a world with other sinners. 

Each scenario presents the need and opportunity to practice forgiveness. But so often in these situations, we choose to get even or pretend to ignore offenses. When we reject the opportunity to forgive or ask for forgiveness, the relationship suffers. When we choose to practice true forgiveness, the relationship is not just brought back to where it was before the offense; it actually moves further down the road to maturity. Each of these scenarios is different in degree, not in kind. In every one of them, questions arise: “How can this relationship be restored and made more meaningful?” 10 “What does it look like to practice forgiveness?” “How can I forgive without acting like what he did is okay?” “Where will I find the desire to forgive or ask for forgiveness?” “What is forgiveness anyway?” 

No one lives a day without needing to ask these questions, and yet forgiveness is one of the most poorly practiced activities in the Christian community—if it is practiced at all. I know this from pastoral and personal experience. I had been a Christian for nearly twenty years and married for nearly ten before I understood what it meant to practice forgiveness with my wife! And yet the Bible talks about practicing forgiveness as though it were a daily thing. C. S. Lewis sums it up well: 

 

To forgive the incessant provocations of daily life—to keep on forgiving the bossy mother-in-law, the bullying husband, the nagging wife, the selfish daughter, the deceitful son—how can we do it? Only, I think, by remembering where we stand, by meaning our words when we say in our prayers each night, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that trespass against us.” We are offered forgiveness on no other terms. To refuse it is to refuse God’s mercy for ourselves. There is no hint of exceptions and God means what he says. 11

 

The Lord’s Prayer commands us to pray, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors,” right after it instructs us to pray for daily bread. Practicing forgiveness is something we must do daily in the same way we ask for the daily provision of food. It is a part of everyday life, not something reserved for life’s “big” sins and events. Let me illustrate. I have had the opportunity to meet with hundreds of couples seeking help in their marriages. One of the most common problems is the giving and receiving of forgiveness. I have met couples who have been married for twenty years, yet neither one has ever truly admitted sin and asked for forgiveness. How can this be? The Bible is a book about a God who forgives; it calls those who have been forgiven to be forgiving people. Yet so little of the forgiveness that has been received translates into forgiveness being offered. We need help! The individuals at the beginning of this chapter need help, and you need help too. 

 

Guidance along the Path of Forgiveness 

Why don’t we forgive? Why isn’t forgiveness practiced more in Christian churches, families, and relationships? Forgiveness is not practiced because we fail to understand what it is, but Scripture does not leave us in the dark about this vital practice. In Matthew 18:21—35, Jesus tells a parable. As is often the case with parables, it is powerful and unpredictable. You don’t necessarily anticipate the force they will have—and you don’t expect that the force will be directed at you! But Jesus’ parables often sneak up and surprise us by pointing out our own failures and need for grace. This parable is no exception. 

 

At that point Peter got up the nerve to ask, “Master, how many times do I forgive a brother or sister who hurts me? Seven?” 

Jesus replied, “Seven! Hardly. Try seventy times seven. 

“The kingdom of God is like a king who decided to square accounts with his servants. As he got under way, one servant was brought before him who had run up a debt of a hundred thousand dollars. He couldn't pay up, so the king ordered the man, along with his wife, children, and goods, to be auctioned off at the slave market. 

“The poor wretch threw himself at the king's feet and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I'll pay it all back.’ Touched by his plea, the king let him off, erasing the debt. 

“The servant was no sooner out of the room when he came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him ten dollars. He seized him by the throat and demanded, ‘Pay up. Now!’ 

“The poor wretch threw himself down and begged, ‘Give me a chance and I'll pay it all back.’ But he wouldn't do it. He had him arrested and put in jail until the debt was paid. When the other servants saw this going on, they were outraged and brought a detailed report to the king. 

“The king summoned the man and said, ‘You evil servant! I forgave your entire debt when you begged me for mercy. Shouldn't you be compelled to be merciful to your fellow servant who asked for mercy?’ The king was furious and put the screws to the man until he paid back his entire debt. And that's exactly what my Father in heaven is going to do to each one of you who doesn't forgive unconditionally anyone who asks for mercy.” 12 

 

This story reveals explosive truths about the nature of forgiveness, but it also gives us a glimpse of the motive that should drive our desire to forgive. As we look deeper into this parable, we will start to see what forgiveness is and why it is so important. 

 

Forgiveness Involves Canceling a Debt 

The metaphor of debt cancellation clearly defines the nature of forgiveness. The merciful king absorbed a $100,000 debt that was owed to him. When you forgive someone, you also cancel a debt. But, more specifically, you make a conscious choice to absorb the cost yourself. You choose not to make the offender pay for the offense. By forfeiting your right to collect, you make at least three promises. 

You promise that you will not bring up the debt to use it as leverage. When you forgive, you are saying that you will not make the offender pay by reminding him of what he has done in an effort to control him. This does not mean that you can’t discuss it and seek to deal with the offense in a redemptive way. This is where the godly conflict we discussed in the previous chapter comes into play. 

You promise that you will not bring up the offense to others and slander the person who sinned against you. This does not mean that you cannot seek the advice and counsel of others as you work through the issue, but it does mean that you will not slander the person under the guise of getting outside advice. You will not gossip about what the person has done to you. 

Finally, you promise not to dwell on the offense yourself. One of the biggest challenges when someone sins against you is to not replay the offense over and over again in your mind. 

When you fail to forgive someone, you break these three promises. Rather than canceling the debt, you keep the person’s indebtedness before him, others, and yourself. Your desire to make the person pay for what he has done outweighs your desire to forgive. 

 

Forgiveness Is Costly, But Not Forgiving Is More Costly 

No matter how you spin it, forgiveness is costly. Regardless of how big or small the offense, canceling a debt and absorbing the cost is going to hurt. But the parable shows us that not forgiving also has a price, and it is higher than the price forgiveness demands. This is where we must let the truth override our feelings since it often feels good to hold onto an offense. That good feeling, contrasted with the pain of forgiving, blinds us to the bill we’re running up spiritually. Jesus clearly says that an abiding unwillingness to forgive will cost you eternally! God will treat you the same way you treat others. An entrenched refusal to forgive is a sign that you have not known God’s amazing forgiveness yourself. Your ugly behavior reveals the ugly condition of your heart. In addition, holding onto an offense will make you a bitter and unloving person, and you will inevitably damage all your relationships. No matter which way you choose, you will pay a price. Which price are you willing to pay? 

 

A failure to forgive someone will change you 

Notice what the unmerciful servant does after he refuses to cancel the other servant’s debt. He “seized him by the throat” (v. 28) and had him thrown into jail (v. 30)! Before the king, he was the victim of his own negligence, but his unwarranted bitterness and anger turned him into a victimizer. Do you see how easily this happens? It feels so natural to make someone pay. A sense of justice quickly goes into overdrive and turns into revenge. You may not choke anyone, but you may shut someone out of your life. Bitterness gets its foot in the door and eventually, if the situation is not addressed and forgiveness is not granted, it takes over your life. That’s why it is so important to practice forgiveness on a daily basis when an offense is committed against you. If you don’t start with the little skirmishes, you’ll begin to lose the battles, which will eventually cost you the war. 

 

Forgiveness is an event and a process 

When Peter asks Jesus how many times he should forgive someone, he thinks he is being rather noble by suggesting seven times. But Jesus rebukes Peter and says that forgiveness has no limits. There is no way around Jesus’ words, and no use trying to soften the implications. The principle applies to countless offenses and even the same, endlessly repeated offense. We’re tempted to think that once we have forgiven someone, we’re done. But forgiving someone is not just a past event. It’s something we must continue to practice, even when we are dealing with an offense we have already forgiven. Even if I have forgiven you for something you have done in the past, I need to be careful that I don’t slip into bitterness some time in the future. I need to keep practicing forgiveness every time I see you or think of you. 

Why is the process of forgiveness so important? Because even if you have forgiven someone for an offense, you will be tempted to think about it the next time you see her, or the next time she sins against you. Without realizing it, you will pile that sin on top of the old sins. This makes it harder and harder to forgive someone. 

 

Forgiveness is not forgetting 

Too often people say that the evidence of having truly forgiven someone is to forget what he has done to you. The passage that is often quoted is Jeremiah 31:34, where God says, “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” This verse, some say, is how we should forgive. 

There are at least two problems with this understanding of forgiveness. First, it is not realistic. Our minds don’t function this way, and our ability to remember is powerful. Trying to forget a sin someone has committed against you will only encourage you to remember it. It’s like being told not to think about a pink elephant. What did you do the moment you read that sentence? Completely erasing an offense from your memory is not realistic. Second, it is not biblical. The passage in Jeremiah does not say that God has amnesia when he looks at you. Our omniscient God does not forget anything! The word remember is not a “memory” word, but a “promise” word, a covenant word. God is promising that when we confess our sins, “I will not treat you as your sins deserve. Instead, I will forgive you.” 

This is why forgiveness is both a past event and an ongoing process into the future. It is a past promise you keep in the future. When this is done, the memory of small offenses usually dissipates. Larger offenses probably will not. Grace will never forget about John’s affair. Heather will never forget her abuse. Melissa and Andy will always be aware that they have sinned against each other. Michael will remember the times his father was sinfully angry. But each individual can still practice biblical forgiveness. They can make a promise and remain faithful to that promise over time. 

It is very important to understand these two dimensions of forgiveness. If you don’t, you will veer off in one of two opposite but equally wrong directions: (1) You will be plagued with doubts about whether or not you have forgiven someone because you think that forgiving equals forgetting. Or (2) you will give in to bitterness without realizing it because you think that, since you have forgiven someone in the past, you are allowed to hold onto the vestiges of hurt in the present. Grace, for example, may be plagued by doubts if she thinks that forgiving John means she should forget what he did. Or she may become subtly bitter, thinking she did all she needs to do when she granted forgiveness in the past. Neither reflects the way God has forgiven us. 

 

Forgiveness has a vertical and a horizontal dimension 

In addition to this parable, the Bible is full of calls to forgive. There are two that almost seem contradictory: Mark 11:25 and Luke 17:3. Mark 11:25 says, “And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.” Luke 17:3 says, “If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him” (authors’ emphasis). Mark 11:25 seems to say that we are to forgive someone no matter what, while Luke 17:3 seems to say that you only forgive someone if he repents. Which one of these verses is right? They’re both right! 

The verses are talking about two different aspects of forgiveness. Mark 11:25 is talking about forgiveness as a heart attitude before God. The context is worship. When I consider someone’s sin as I stand before the Lord, I am called to have an attitude of forgiveness toward the person who sinned against me. This is non-negotiable. I do not have the right to withhold forgiveness and harbor bitterness in my heart. Luke 17:3, on the other hand, is talking about forgiveness as a horizontal transaction between me and the offender. This is often referred to as reconciliation. The point Luke 17:3 makes is that, while I am to have an attitude of forgiveness before the Lord, I can only grant forgiveness to the other person if he repents and admits he has sinned against me. Even if he never does this, I am called to maintain an attitude of forgiveness toward the offender. The vertical aspect of forgiveness is unconditional, but the horizontal aspect depends upon the offender admitting guilt and asking for forgiveness. 

This means that Grace can say to John, “Before the Lord, I have forgiven you and I will not make you pay for what you have done.” But she can only grant forgiveness to John and pursue reconciliation if he admits he has sinned and asks for her forgiveness. This is where the Bible is so realistic and nuanced. These two dimensions bring clarity to what it means to forgive. Grace may long for reconciliation between her and John. She can pave the way for reconciliation as she practices an attitude of forgiveness. But ultimately she cannot make reconciliation happen. For Grace, the vertical aspect of forgiveness is never optional, but she can’t single-handedly bring about reconciliation. 

 

Forgiveness does not mean peace at all costs 

Does it seem as if forgiveness means you should just let people sin against you? Once again, the wisdom of Scripture addresses this concern. This parable is part of a longer discussion about life in the kingdom of God. The entire chapter of Matthew 18 instructs us on how to deal with the sins of others. Matthew 18:1—5 teaches that life in the kingdom requires humility to confront someone gently about his sin. Matthew 18:6—9 teaches that life in the kingdom requires taking sin seriously. We can’t sweep it under the rug in our own lives or in the lives of others. Matthew 18:10—14 teaches that life in the kingdom involves going after lost and wayward people. Real love demands pursuit. The parable we studied teaches that life in the kingdom involves radical forgiveness. And right in the middle of the chapter (vv. 15—17) you find specific instructions on how to approach someone who has sinned against you. 

 

"If a fellow believer hurts you, go and tell him—work it out between the two of you. If he listens, you've made a friend. If he won't listen, take one or two others along so that the presence of witnesses will keep things honest, and try again. If he still won't listen, tell the church. If he won't listen to the church, you'll have to start over from scratch, confront him with the need for repentance, and offer again God's forgiving love.” 13

 

The Bible never says, “Make it easy for others to sin against you.” Instead, it provides a way to deal with sin in redemptive ways. Romans 12:18 says, “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.” Paul calls us to strive for peace, but he knows there are limits involved when you pursue someone in love. When you have reached those limits, there are other redemptive options available to you. Your attempt to love a habitually abusive, unrepentant person sometimes involves confrontation and possibly separation. Sometimes church leaders may need to be involved. Sometimes the state intervenes on the offended party’s behalf. 

 

Asking For and Granting Forgiveness 

It is vital to know how to ask for and grant forgiveness. Andy and Melissa have lapsed into a bad pattern when it comes to reconciliation. When either of them sins against the other, this is what it typically sounds like: “Melissa, I’m sorry you got so upset when I yelled at you. I hate it when that happens.” Melissa replies, “That’s okay, Andy. I guess I was just tired after a long day at work.” 

If it weren’t so true to life, this scene would be comical. What did Andy just do? He actually blamed the fight on Melissa! He implied that the problem was not that he yelled at her, but that she was too sensitive about it. Melissa responds by accepting the blame for Andy’s sin and then excusing her own response. Early on in a relationship, these things may not seem to matter that much. But over time, this counterfeit version of seeking and granting forgiveness is deadly. No one admits any sin and no one offers or asks for forgiveness. 

What should Andy and Melissa do? If there truly was a sin committed, it has to be specifically acknowledged by the person who sinned. That person then needs to ask forgiveness for the specific sin. The offended person must then choose to forgive or not. If this doesn’t happen, at some point Melissa is going to become angry at Andy and say that he never admits he is wrong. Andy will likely do the same with Melissa. And they will be right! 

Here’s what it should sound like: “Melissa, I am sorry for yelling at you. What I did was wrong. Will you forgive me?” This time, Andy has been specific and named his sin. Melissa should not reply, “It’s okay.” Why? Because it is not okay for someone to sin against another person! Instead, she has a decision to make: forgive or not forgive. If she understands her own forgiveness, she will say, “Thanks for saying that. Yes, I forgive you.” If she has sinned against Andy, she may even add, “Will you forgive me for being sarcastic toward you?” My wife and I have moved toward spiritual maturity as we have practiced forgiveness and communicated clearly with words that exhibit humility, honesty, and grace. 

Of course, it is possible to use all the right words and not mean what you say. That’s hypocrisy and has nothing to do with forgiving. When we practice forgiveness, our words flow from a humble heart that sincerely means what it says. 

 

Apologies and Forgiveness 

There is a difference between an apology and asking for forgiveness. An apology is appropriate when you have done something by accident. For example, if I accidentally spill a cup of hot coffee on you, I should say, “I am very sorry I did that.” I should also do whatever I can to help you get cleaned up. But suppose I purposefully threw coffee on you because I was irritated? That is not an accident. That is a sin. I may apologize and say I am sorry, but I also need to name the sin, confess that it was wrong, and ask for forgiveness. 

 

Forgiving by Grace 

How will Grace ever forgive John? How will Heather find the strength to forgive her abuser if he repents? How will Andy and Melissa practice forgiveness in their marriage day after day? Where will Michael get the power to forgive his dad for his angry outburst? How will John get to the place where he can confess his sin and ask Grace to forgive him? If it happens, where will Heather’s abuser find the strength to admit the evil he has done? Where will Melissa, Andy, and Bill get the spiritual ability to acknowledge their own sin and ask for forgiveness? What about you? 

It is one thing to gain clarity on what forgiveness is and isn’t; it is quite another to actually practice it. As you read this chapter, you probably thought of people who have sinned against you. You may be troubled by the call to forgive them. You may also have thought of someone you have sinned against. You know you need to ask that person to forgive you. Does this frighten you? Take heart! This passage is not just chock-full of instruction; it is also teeming with hope and promise. 

The king in Jesus’ parable absorbs the loss of thousands of dollars. What a generous king! Imagine if you owed $100,000 or even several million dollars in back taxes to the government. You would most likely be facing a serious prison sentence. Now, suppose a wealthy person offered to pay your debts and leave you with enough money to live like a billionaire. You would be overcome with gratitude toward this person. He would be constantly on your mind, and you would probably share this story with everyone. With your new wealth, you would likely be a very generous person, helping others who were in trouble, even those who had taken advantage of you. Not to respond in this way would raise serious questions about the condition of your soul! 

Are you getting the point? The king in the parable is none other than King Jesus. He came to absorb the cost of your sin—a sin debt that makes millions of dollars look like chump change. Jesus came and shed his blood for you. The Father emptied heaven of its greatest treasure so that you could be forgiven. Read 1 Peter 1:1—9: 

 

I, Peter, am an apostle on assignment by Jesus, the Messiah, writing to exiles scattered to the four winds. Not one is missing, not one forgotten. God the Father has his eye on each of you, and has determined by the work of the Spirit to keep you obedient through the sacrifice of Jesus. May everything good from God be yours! 

What a God we have! And how fortunate we are to have him, this Father of our Master Jesus! Because Jesus was raised from the dead, we've been given a brand-new life and have everything to live for, including a future in heaven—and the future starts now! God is keeping careful watch over us and the future. The Day is coming when you'll have it all—life healed and whole. 

I know how great this makes you feel, even though you have to put up with every kind of aggravation in the meantime. Pure gold put in the fire comes out of it proved pure; genuine faith put through this suffering comes out proved genuine. When Jesus wraps this all up, it's your faith, not your gold, that God will have on display as evidence of his victory. 

You never saw him, yet you love him. You still don't see him, yet you trust him—with laughter and singing. Because you kept on believing, you'll get what you're looking forward to: total salvation. 14

 

Read this passage again. Now go back and read it five more times! Read it every morning when you get up this week. Read it every night before you go to bed. Read it and think about yourself and the specific people you need to forgive or ask forgiveness from. This is exactly what Jesus wants you to do as he tells the parable in Matthew 18. He wants you to put yourself in the place of the unmerciful servant so that you avoid the terrible error he makes. This parable is a loving warning. 

As you ponder your true identity in Christ, do you recognize how wealthy you are? This is the only foundation for the kind of radical forgiveness Jesus calls you to practice. Only by grace can you do this. You can’t read and reread 1 Peter 1 and Matthew 18 and still want to rip someone apart. If you are a beneficiary of God’s costly grace, you will practice costly grace with others. 

Let me close with this real-life illustration. A Turkish officer raided and looted an Armenian home. He killed the aged parents and gave the daughters to the soldiers, keeping the eldest daughter for himself. Some time later she escaped and trained as a nurse. As time passed, she found herself nursing in a ward of Turkish officers. One night, by the light of a lantern, she saw the face of this officer. He was so gravely ill that without exceptional nursing he would die. The days passed, and he recovered. One day, the doctor stood by the bed with her and said to him, “But for her devotion to you, you would be dead.” He looked at her and said, “We have met before, haven’t we?” “Yes,” she said, “we have met before.” “Why didn’t you kill me?” he asked. She replied, “I am a follower of him who said ‘Love your enemies.’” 15

By God’s amazing grace, may we imitate this sister in Christ in our lives and relationships. 

 



 

Chapter 10

 

Hope

 

So justice is far from us, 

 and righteousness does not reach us. 

We look for light, but all is darkness; 

 for brightness, but we walk in deep shadows. 

Like the blind we grope along the wall, 

 feeling our way like men without eyes. 

At midday we stumble as if it were twilight; 

 among the strong, we are like the dead. 

We all growl like bears; 

 we moan mournfully like doves. 

We look for justice, but find none; 

 for deliverance, but it is far away. Isaiah 59:9—11 

 

It is always harder to live in the middle of something than it is to live at the beginning or the end. When you are at the beginning of something, you are filled with a sense of hope and potential. You are engaged by a vision of all that can be. People at the start of something tend to be dreamers; they want to get started fulfilling the dream. People at the end tend to be filled with relief, gratitude, and a sense of accomplishment. The hardships along the way don’t seem so hard anymore. The sacrifices all seem worth it, and they are glad the work is over. 

People in the middle usually discover that more work is involved than they ever expected. It is hard to hold onto the dream, and very often expectation becomes the desire to simply survive. Amidst the hard work, it is difficult to keep your standards high and your hope alive. You are tempted to settle and compromise. In the middle, thankfulness often degrades into complaint, and hope decays into resignation. It is hard to live in the middle of something, but that is exactly where all of our relationships take place. Consider a couple of examples. 

 

 

As I walked behind him down the hallway to my office, he looked tired. There was no spring left in his step. His slumped shoulders were the testimony of a beaten man. He didn’t have to tell me he was discouraged; it was written all over him. It had all blown up in his face again. He had allowed himself to be a bit hopeful, but Thursday night his wife made all her angry threats again. They had made it two weeks without any carnage. He had allowed himself to think that maybe this time they had turned the corner. He was talking to me by himself because she had refused to come with him. But he didn’t really want to talk. All he really wanted to do was turn off his pain. 

It began when the kids left home. Until then it seemed like they were okay. Sure, they had trouble communicating, but they always seemed to work through it. There probably had been too much conflict between them, but it always seemed to end in forgiveness. There were things about him that irritated her, but he had tried to do better. He had been looking forward to the simpler life they could enjoy now that their primary parenting days were behind them. But it all quickly went sour. 

They fought constantly. She enjoyed his company less and less and threatened to leave him every time she was upset. Thursday night she told him she was seriously planning her exit. He couldn’t believe it. He had tried to be responsive to her every complaint. They even had gone away together and had a lovely time. After the trip things seemed better. But it had all fallen apart and he was simply exhausted. 

 

 

Amy was twenty-nine years old and she felt like quitting. She had come from a tough home and had always found it hard to open up to people. She learned early to keep her cards close to the vest and dole out personal information very carefully. She had moved to the big city because of a great job opportunity. Before she accepted the job, she had looked for a good church where she could get involved. Grace Church seemed like the perfect place. It had vibrant biblical preaching, many opportunities for fellowship and ministry, but most of all it was filled with young professionals Amy’s age. As she looked around that first Sunday, Amy felt like she saw herself everywhere she looked. 

Right after she moved, Amy discovered a Bible study close to her firm that met every Friday during lunch. This Friday study immediately provided a venue for Amy to meet people her age from the church. As always she was cautious, not being too open too soon. But the third time she went, she sat next to Marisa and they struck up a conversation. Before long they were enjoying quite a friendship. 

Meanwhile, things at work weren’t going so well. Amy loved her job and was receiving lots of kudos for her performance, but she had a big problem. Amy was attracted to her boss. He was good-looking, polite, caring, and funny. She hadn’t met a man like him before and, although she tried to restrain her feelings, they persisted. All of this eventually led to a moment of indiscretion with her boss that left Amy crushed. She was convinced that what she had done was wrong, that it had completely robbed her of her boss’s respect and possibly compromised her career. Amy’s head was spinning, and it got harder and harder to go to work. She knew she needed to talk with someone, so on a park bench in a downtown square, Amy told Marisa everything. Marisa’s response was quite helpful, and it felt good not to carry her burden alone. 

But the good feelings didn’t last. In a brief phone call with another friend, Amy was shocked to learn that Marisa had shared her dilemma with someone else. When she got off the phone, she felt like she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t believe that Marisa would be so uncaring and disloyal. She knew she needed to lovingly but clearly confront Marisa, but she had neither the desire nor the energy to do so. 

 

Love’s Difficulty 

The problem with relationships is that they all take place right smack-dab in the middle of something, and that something is the story of redemption, God’s plan to turn everything in our lives into instruments of Christlike change and growth. You and I never get to be married to a fully sanctified spouse. We will never be in a relationship with a completely mature friend. We will never live next to a neighbor utterly free of the need to grow and change. We will never have self-parenting children. We will never be near people who always think, desire, say, or do the right things. And the reason for all of this is that our relationships are lived between the already and the not yet. 

Already Jesus has come to provide salvation for us, but his saving work is not yet complete. Already the power of sin has been broken, but the presence of sin has not yet been eradicated. Already we have grown and changed in many ways, but we are not yet all we will be in Christ. Already we have passed through much difficulty, but we have not yet climbed our final hill. Already we have learned many lessons of faith, but we have not yet learned to trust God fully. Already God has established his kingdom in our hearts, but that kingdom has not yet fully come. Already we have seen the defeat of sin in many ways, but its final defeat has not yet taken place. 

Our life with others is always life in the middle. We are always building community in the tension between God’s “already”and“not yet” grace. And we have no more control over the not yet than we have had over the already. The timetable is in the hands of the sovereign Lord of grace. His timing is always right and he never gets a wrong address. Our job is to learn how to best live in the middle. So we live as broken people who are being repaired, among neighbors in the same condition—always thankful for what has already been done, but ever aware of our need for what we have not yet been given. 

 

Relationships in the Middle 

Everyone who lives between the already and the not yet will experience four things. 

 

Our relationships will never work according to our plan 

We’ve acknowledged before that none of us could write the story of our relationships because they are part of the larger story of redemption. Our relationships don’t work according to our plan because they are part of his plan. This means that God will take us where we have not planned to go in order to produce in us what we could not achieve on our own. He will lead us through the hardships so that we will become more and more like him. Many of these hardships will be in relationships, where God reveals our hearts and builds our character. Consequently, our relationships are never what we conceive and never follow the course we plan. 

 

Our relationships will never live up to our expectations 

As we look forward to our relationships, we tend to dream of unchallenged unity, unfettered romance, unobstructed communication, mutual cooperation, blanket acceptance and respect, shared decisions, intimate friendship, or an absence of conflict. Our dreams tend to forget that our relationships are being lived out in the middle of the already and the not yet. This side of eternity, none of us get to be with the person of our dreams and none of us are ready to be the person of someone else’s dreams! We are all flawed people living in a fallen world, but with a faithful God. And at some point in every relationship, we are required to accept graciously who the other person is, even as we humbly admit who we are. 

 

Our relationships will always grapple with some kind of difficulty 

Building relationships is often like threading a needle while driving on a bumpy road! No relationship will be completely successful in avoiding the difficulties that are a normal part of life. Sometimes the difficulty will be the other person. Pride, selfishness, greed, anger, bitterness, and impatience always make a relationship more difficult. Sometimes the difficulty will reflect the reality of a fallen world. Even as believers, we will not escape racism, persecution, injuries, disease, war, mechanical failures, and problems of culture, government, and the economy. Finally, the Bible says that there is a way in which all difficulty is sent by God, in that everything is under his wise control. Along with that, the Bible continually reminds us that God sends the uncomfortable grace of trial not to crush or discourage us, but to mature and refine us. As we are realistic about difficulty, that needs to be our hope. 

 

Our relationships will always need to improve 

My wife and I have been married for many years, and we really have a very good relationship. We respect and enjoy each other, we are committed to each other and to the Lord, and we are both very thankful for each other. But after all these years and all the growth we have experienced, our relationship is not yet all it could be. There is still work to be done and changes to be made. For all of our love and commitment, we have not yet escaped our sin, so our relationship still requires hard work and the resources of God’s grace. These needs will remain until Christ returns or he takes us home to be with him. 

 

Character for the Middle 

Because our relationships are always lived out in the middle of some kind of difficulty, good relationships demand character. Remember, your relationships have not been designed by God as vehicles for human happiness, but as instruments of redemption. It isn’t enough to ask for the character you need to survive the difficulties of life and the weaknesses of the other person. We have been called to minister to the people that God, in his wisdom, has placed in our lives. He wants to use us as instruments of grace in their lives. To live this way takes character. 

It takes humility to live with a sinner in a world of difficulty. It takes gentleness to be part of what God is doing in someone’s life and not get in the way. It takes patience to deal with the sin and weakness of those around you. It takes perseverance to be part of change in a relationship because that change is most often a process and rarely an event. It takes forgiveness to move beyond the times you have been mistreated by another. It takes forbearance to continue to love a person, even when you are being provoked. It is hard to respond in kindness when you are treated unkindly. It takes remarkable love to serve the good of the other person and not be distracted by daily needs. (Notice that these character qualities are mentioned throughout the New Testament: Galatians 5:22—26; Ephesians 4:1—3; Philippians 2:1—11; Colossians 3:12—14.) 

These are the qualities that characterize a healthy relationship, but we all must admit that these often are not the things that rule our hearts. Our hearts are more often ruled by anger, fear, hurt, self-righteousness, bitterness, and a desire for some form of vengeance. 

 

The Hardship of Relationships in the Middle 

Here is the point. The hardship of relationships is not just that they can be difficult. The hardship includes what God calls us to be and do in the middle of the difficulty. God calls each of us to be humble, patient, kind, persevering, and forgiving. God calls us to speak with grace and to act with love, even when the relationship lacks grace and we have not been treated with love. 

Because of this, your relationships will take you beyond the boundaries of your normal strength. They will take you beyond the range of your natural abilities and beyond the borders of your natural and acquired wisdom. Relationships will push you beyond the limits of your ability to love, serve, and forgive. They will push you beyond you. At times they will beat at the borders of your faith. At times they will exhaust you. In certain situations, your relationships will leave you disappointed and discouraged. They will require what you do not seem to have, but that is exactly as God intended it. That is precisely why he placed these demanding relationships in the middle of the process of sanctification, where God progressively molds us into the likeness of Jesus. When you give up on yourself, you begin to rely on him. When you are willing to abandon your own little dreams, you begin to get excited about his plan. When your way has blown up in your face again, you are ready to see the wisdom of God’s way. 

Our relationships are not simply designed to make us interdependent with one another. They are intended to drive us to him in humble personal dependency. At some point, every relationship brings you to the end of yourself, and with God there is no healthier place to be. When I am willing to confess how weak I am, I am most ready to reach out for the grace that can only be found in Christ. He was willing to follow his Father’s plan and become weak so that, in our moments of weakness, we could receive his strength. This difficulty-weakness-strength dynamic is why we need so much encouragement in our relationships. We get blindsided by the difficulty, discouraged by our weakness, and end up losing sight of what we have been given in Christ. 

 

Encouragement in the Middle 

Encouragement is an essential skill of a biblically healthy community. It is rare when encouragement is not timely. But even when we want to encourage another person, our encouragement can fall short. We tend to make two mistakes. First, we think encouragement is primarily about trying to make the person feel better, so we say things like, 

 

 “Hang on, you can make it.” 

“It’s not really as bad as you think.” 

“You’re not the only one who has faced this.” 

“It’s going to be okay.” 

“This too will pass.” 

 

These statements may offer temporary comfort, but they never lead to lasting change. At best they produce temporary changes of mood that usually melt away when the person is faced again with difficulty. 

The second thing we do is to try to encourage the person by explaining to him what the problem is and why it is happening. We think that, if the person understands what is going on, he will be less anxious and more able to do things that are helpful and constructive. There are occasions when this is true, but explanation doesn’t always comfort me. Sometimes, the more accurate my understanding of a situation, the more discouraged I get. Once I had a superficial understanding, but I now know how deep the problem really is and I am more overwhelmed than ever. It is important to gain insight and understanding, but encouragement must go deeper than this. 

Real encouragement is more about sightedness than it is about explanation. When I talk about sightedness, I am not talking about physical eyes, but the eyes of the heart. God has given us the capacity to “see” unseen spiritual realities that are as real and vital as any physical thing we can see or touch. Spiritual sightedness is a precious gift and an essential life skill. The reason we get overwhelmed and discouraged in relationships is not because we don’t understand what is going on. We are discouraged because we don’t see Christ. 16

In our own strength, we see the husband who barely communicates. We see the friend who has been consistently disloyal. We see the child who rebels against every command. We see the boss who is unrelentingly critical. We see the relative who breaks every promise she makes. We see the wife who is bitter and angry. We see the small group frozen in casual relationships. We see neighbors more concerned about boundaries than community. Our relationship problems can loom so large that they obstruct our view of the one thing that can give us the hope and courage to go on. That one thing is Christ. Encouragement is not just about making people feel and think better; it’s about stimulating spiritual imagination. Encouragement gives struggling people the eyes to see an unseen Christ. He is the only reliable hope when the call of relationship has taken me way beyond my own wisdom, strength, and character. 

As we live with each other in the middle of the already and the not yet, we need more than elevated emotion and accurate understanding. We need eyes to see this one amazing reality: we are Christ’s and he is ours. We need to see that it is spiritually impossible for us to ever be alone. His amazing resources of grace are constantly at our disposal. In him we find the wisdom, strength, and reason for hope that we have been lacking. Far more than happy feelings and accurate understanding, Christ gives me reason to continue in something that would have long since defeated me. 

How do we encourage one another in the middle of relational hardship? By giving each other eyes to see three things. 

 

Christ’s presence 

Your goal here is to help people develop a “Christ is with me” mentality. This perspective on life is captured in Psalm 46:1—2: “God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea” (authors’ emphasis). I love the word picture here. Imagine watching the mountains around you crumble and crash into the ocean without being afraid. It’s a picture of personal peace, stability, and security, even when cataclysmic things are happening, because I know that our powerful and glorious God is with me. My hope no longer rests on the shoulders of my own wisdom, strength, and character. When I can see Christ, I realize that I have more than myself to rely on. He is here and able to do what I could never do. 

 

Christ’s promises 

Christ has made promises that can radically alter the way we perceive and respond to relational difficulties. I can encourage you by helping you remember what is promised. These promises should not be viewed as mystical, pie-in-the-sky unrealities, but as an accurate assessment of my true resources as one of God’s children. As I try to help people see how the promises of Christ speak into their situation, they often react negatively. They see God’s promises as spiritual trickery to make them feel good about something that is bothering them. But Christ’s promises are not the vaporous dreams of spiritual sentimentality. They are the true identity of the believer. The promises of the gospel provide the only accurate perspective on what I really need and the only reliable picture of my true potential for change. Encouragement helps people to accurately measure their potential. 

 

Our potential in Christ 

When we struggle, we measure our potential. We assess ourselves to see if we have what it takes to get through the difficulty. The problem is that most of us are poor personal accountants. When we add up the things that define our potential, we leave out the most important asset: Christ. The radical truth about our potential is that, as God’s children, our potential is Christ! To view ourselves any other way is unbiblical and inaccurate. In Galatians 2:20 Paul says, “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” That’s an accurate assessment of personal potential! 

Since all our relationships exist in the middle of the already and the not yet, encouragement is an essential skill. How committed are you to helping the people near you see Christ? Are you willing and ready to encourage? What would it look like for you to do this? Remember, you have to see him yourself to show him to others. I remember a time that was tough for my wife and me. The responsibilities of marriage, parenting, and ministry seemed more than we could bear. Finances were tight and our car had just broken down. In our discouragement, we were prickly and irritable with each other. Things turned around when we realized that the burdens we faced were blinding us to God’s wildly encouraging truths. As we began to remind each other that we were not alone and to reflect together on his promises to us, something happened. Christ brought us together. Looking at our situation through the lens of his presence and provision changed our view of things and helped us encourage each other. What he could do in us and for us became more important than whatever we wanted at the moment. 

Our relationship didn’t suddenly become perfect. It was a tough time and we slipped into blindness again more than once, but we had learned something. We learned to measure our potential as a couple in a brand-new way. That gave us new courage and new hope, and that in turn began to change our relationship. 

 



 

Chapter 11

 

Burdens

 

A bruised reed he will not break, 

 and a smoldering wick he will not snuff out. 

In faithfulness he will bring forth justice. Isaiah 42:3 

 

Andrew is the one who taught me that what I believe is not what I say I believe; what I believe is what I do. . . . I am learning to believe better things. I am learning to believe that other people exist, that fashion is not truth; rather, Jesus is the most important figure in history, and the gospel is the most powerful force in the universe. I am learning not to be passionate about empty things, but to cultivate passion for justice, grace, truth, and communicate the idea that Jesus likes people and even loves them. 17

 

Words can be powerful or they can be cheap. What makes words powerful is the action that flows from them. Theology also can be powerful or cheap. What makes right thinking about God powerful is the life that emerges daily from that theology. I must confess that this is one of the hardest things about the Christian life for me! 

 

James and John before Jesus’ Death and Resurrection 

We have talked a lot about thinking the right way about the gospel, and we have been illustrating what right belief should look like in our relationships. Our theology is on display not in our words, but in how we treat others. James and John had to learn this as they jockeyed for position in Christ’s kingdom (Mark 10:35—45). When they asked if they could sit at Jesus’ left and right hand in heaven, Jesus response turned their expectations upside down. 

 

When the other ten heard of this conversation, they lost their tempers with James and John. Jesus got them together to settle things down. "You've observed how godless rulers throw their weight around," he said, "and when people get a little power how quickly it goes to their heads. It's not going to be that way with you. Whoever wants to be great must become a servant. Whoever wants to be first among you must be your slave. That is what the Son of Man has done: He came to serve, not to be served—and then to give away his life in exchange for many who are held hostage." 18

 

This was one of those critical teaching moments that Jesus was so good at seizing. Here Jesus communicated something radical about life in his kingdom. Look how fundamentally different it is from life in any earthly kingdom. The pathway to greatness is downward. The pathway to greatness is humility. But more than that, the pathway to greatness is found in serving others. 

If our relationships are going to produce Christlike character in us and if Christian community is going to flourish, it is going to take lots of people who relish being demoted in the eyes of the world. Imagine human beings who naturally want position, power, and recognition being transformed into people who gladly throw off self-glory and self-love to be servants in the image of Jesus. This is what will turn average relationships into something glorious. Serving others is a simple way of consolidating all the Bible’s “one another” passages under one big idea. When we serve one another, we carry one another’s burdens in practical ways. We get our hands dirty as we come alongside people and pay attention to the details of their lives. If our professed commitment to Jesus does not lead us to resemble him in our actions, then we are mocking him and not representing him accurately to the world. 

When you think about your relationships, how many of them ultimately revolve around making sure your concerns are heard and your self-defined “needs” are met? Start with those you love the most. I am married and have four children, and most of the time I am committed to thinking about how they can make my life more fulfilling. I know this is true because of how easily I get irritated when I have to give up personal comfort to serve them. This is with people I say I love; I haven’t even begun to think about the difficult people. And let’s not even bring up our enemies! Do you see this in yourself? This is the first step to becoming a servant. You have to see how much of a servant you aren’t before you can start to become one. That is the abiding irony of the Christian life. Up is down, life is death, and power is found and expressed in serving. 

 

The Character and Actions of a Servant 

The disciples had to learn this too, which means we are in good company. Here were twelve normal men who spent several years in Jesus’ presence, and yet they were so thick-headed that they were vying for power and position. There is a poignant moment in Jesus’ ministry when it becomes obvious to the disciples what it means to follow him. John 13:1—17 describes Jesus doing something on the eve of his crucifixion that stuns the disciples and actually offends Peter. What does Jesus do? What does he want his followers to understand as he prepares for his death? In a situation like this, you might expect a leader to rally his followers and give them instructions that will help them change the world. Jesus is doing this, but in his own surprising way. He does it with words and actions. 

 

Just before the Passover Feast, Jesus knew that the time had come to leave this world to go to the Father. Having loved his dear companions, he continued to love them right to the end. It was suppertime. The Devil by now had Judas, son of Simon the Iscariot, firmly in his grip, all set for the betrayal. 

Jesus knew that the Father had put him in complete charge of everything, that he came from God and was on his way back to God. So he got up from the supper table, set aside his robe, and put on an apron. Then he poured water into a basin and began to wash the feet of the disciples, drying them with his apron. When he got to Simon Peter, Peter said, "Master, you wash my feet?" 

Jesus answered, "You don't understand now what I'm doing, but it will be clear enough to you later." 

Peter persisted, "You're not going to wash my feet—ever!" 

Jesus said, "If I don't wash you, you can't be part of what I'm doing." 

"Master!" said Peter. "Not only my feet, then. Wash my hands! Wash my head!" 

Jesus said, "If you've had a bath in the morning, you only need your feet washed now and you're clean from head to toe. My concern, you understand, is holiness, not hygiene. So now you're clean. But not every one of you." (He knew who was betraying him. That's why he said, "Not every one of you.") 

After he had finished washing their feet, he took his robe, put it back on, and went back to his place at the table. 

Then he said, “Do you understand what I have done to you? You address me as ‘Teacher’ and ‘Master,’ and rightly so. That is what I am. So if I, the Master and Teacher, washed your feet, you must now wash each other's feet. I've laid down a pattern for you. What I've done, you do. I'm only pointing out the obvious. A servant is not ranked above his master; an employee doesn't give orders to the employer. If you understand what I'm telling you, act like it—and live a blessed life.” 19 

 

This is a startling passage. As with all of Scripture, it is designed to disturb the comfortable and comfort the disturbed. When properly understood, both should happen in the same person. What do we learn about what it means to be a leader from this passage? What do we learn about ourselves as we look at the lives of the disciples? What will motivate us to love in this way? Applying these answers to your life will transform you and bring new vision and vitality to your relationships. 

 

Circumstances Don’t Determine Whether You Serve 

One of my most common excuses for not being more loving and helpful is my circumstances. When you are weighed down with difficulties, what is the first thing you want to do? You don’t want to do anything. You want others to do things for you. You want to be served, not serve. Again, I only have to look back as far as yesterday for examples. When my children press in on me the second they arrive from school, I am suddenly reminded of all my responsibilities. Don’t they understand I have a job with many things to think about? Why do they insist that I help them with their homework immediately? Don’t they see I have more important things to be concerned about than their assignments? 

These are the thoughts that race through my mind. Soon I feel convicted about my impatience and try to rationalize it. I would be more patient if I didn’t have to worry about paying the bills and getting my work done. I would be a kinder, gentler father if they would be less aggressive and more obedient and respectful. In other words, if my circumstances were easier, I would be a better servant. If I could take care of my cares, I would be more caring. In fact, my children just got home from school as I was writing this, and I was tempted to get irritable—again! 

When we encounter Jesus in John 13, his circumstances are horrible. Jesus knew that the hour had come for him to die on the cross for self-centered sinners. He knew that the wrath of a just and holy God would soon fall on him. The just punishment for all his people’s sins would crush him in just a few days. Yet what does he do? He serves. He does for his disciples what they should be doing for him. He takes a towel and a basin of water and begins to wash their feet. It would have been very tempting for Jesus to say, “Don’t you guys know what is about to happen to me? Get a grip and comfort me!” Yet he says nothing about what is about to happen to him; he just serves, without self-pity. He is utterly selfless at the moment it would be most tempting to be selfish. 

That is not normal! Actually, it’s downright miraculous. When our circumstances are difficult, it feels like a miraculous act to serve someone else. But that is what Jesus did, and he calls his followers to do the same. We should never minimize the humble service of one person to another; it is a sign of God’s grace at work in a person’s life. 

 

Someone’s Worthiness Does Not Determine Whether You Serve 

Jesus not only serves in the midst of his greatest crisis, he serves the very ones who don’t deserve to be served. As Jesus’ eyes scanned the room, I wonder what he was thinking. He saw Judas, who would soon betray him and hand him over to the Roman authorities. He saw Peter, who would soon deny that he was ever associated with Jesus. The other ten disciples would use the feet he was washing to run for cover when Jesus needed them most. And yet Jesus got down on his knees and served them all. 

It is tempting to use my circumstances as an excuse to avoid service. It is equally tempting to size someone up and decide not to serve because you don’t think he deserves it or will appreciate it. You don’t have to be in ministry very long before you meet self-centered people who think it is your job to respond to their every beck and call. There will be people for whom you pour out your life, who then turn around and say you haven’t done enough. Those kinds of people really don’t deserve my service. In fact, they drive me crazy! 

Maybe you are the kind of person who thinks you can get along with just about anyone. If that is the case, you either haven’t lived very long or you have been able to shield yourself from most other humans! But, eventually, someone will enter your life and push you to a place you have never been pushed. Or perhaps you are someone who has ventured into people’s lives and been burned—badly. You have vowed never to place yourself in a vulnerable relationship again. You have become cold, careful, and protective. Jesus is calling you to move into people’s lives and become vulnerable. He does not say it will be easy, but he does say that this is the only place to find life. You find your life by dying to yourself and caring for others in risky ways. 

We can thank God that Jesus moved toward his disciples whether they deserved it or not. Romans 5:8 says, “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” Who tempts you to give up? Who has maxed out their compassion quota? Jesus is calling you to serve those people. When we model this kind of love, it is compelling evidence that we truly believe what we say. When we serve those who don’t deserve it, we are changed and God uses it powerfully in others’ lives. Think about the one or two people who have most significantly impacted your life for good. Weren’t humility and servanthood a large part of their influence? Those two qualities catch us by surprise and make us want to be that way for others. They are a powerful influence. 

I am forty-four. I have had twenty-plus years to reflect on how my parents served me. But I needed to be married myself, with children of my own, before I could catch a glimpse of all they did for me as I was growing up. As I see it more clearly, it compels and motivates me to quietly serve my own children. Thus my parents’ service is now spilling over into the lives of my children. Jesus served because it was the right thing to do, but he also knew it was the only way his disciples would be freed from the hollow pursuit of personal glory and the enslaving nature of self-love. What an impact this had on the disciples and the world! 

 

Your Position Doesn’t Determine Whether You Serve 

Now we get to the most amazing part of this story. Remember, Jesus knew who he was. In John 13:1, Jesus knows he is about to return to the Father. In verse 3, he knows he is the King of the universe. In other words, Jesus knew he was God. He owed no one anything. He was sufficient in himself and needed no one. And yet he chose to humble himself and wash the disciples’ feet. This amazing act would be overshadowed only by the humiliation he would voluntarily endure on the cross. 

Our culture feeds us the lie that the main goal in life is to climb the ladder of power and influence. It tells us to look to Donald Trump or others like him if we want to be great. We think that purpose, fulfillment, and meaning are found in ascending. But Jesus says that all those things are found in descending. Jesus and his kingdom are on a collision course with the values of this fallen world, and he is calling us to align with him. 

If Jesus is right and you claim to acknowledge him as your Savior and King, how are you doing in terms of your greatness? When did you serve this past week when the world would say you should have been served? I can’t think of any relationship where this notion is more frequently put to the test than with my children. The Bible clearly says that parents have authority over their children. Children are not to run the household; parents are. It would seem to follow that children are to serve their parents. Yet, at the same time, the Bible redeems authority from sinful patterns by humbling parents and calling them to use their authority for the benefit of the child. I have daily opportunities to gauge the sincerity of my stated beliefs in Jesus. Sadly, those beliefs are often out of sync with my actions. But there are times, because of God’s grace, when my beliefs and deeds are joined together harmoniously, and I thank God for them! Where in your life do you have the privilege to serve people who are “under” you? 

 

Power for Servants 

The story of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet should overwhelm you. If you were comfortable when you started reading this chapter, you should be very disturbed now! Are you seeing how pervasive your self-centeredness is in your relationships? Every time I read John 13, I see my heap of daily failures. I see how “me-centered” I am, even when I think I am serving. Nevertheless, despite our self-centeredness, in verses 14 and 15 Jesus still calls us to this kind of humble service. This can be overwhelming, but it can also help us see that we are not sufficient in ourselves to behave this way. We see our need for God’s power and grace to change. 

Although the disciples didn’t understand what Jesus was doing at the time, after his resurrection and the coming of the Holy Spirit, everything made sense to them. This was not because they had new cognitive insights that changed them into servants. They were radically changed because they experienced the inner spiritual transformation brought about by Jesus’ work on their behalf. What the disciples came to “understand” experientially transformed them into totally different men. We need the same understanding if we are going to serve people for the long haul. 

 

Foot Washing and the Cross 

As Jesus came to wash Peter’s feet, Peter could not bear to see Jesus in this place of abject submission. He doesn’t allow him to proceed. Jesus explains what he is doing and what it means. In verse 7, Jesus says, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” He then says, as Peter protests, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” What do these cryptic words mean? Jesus is saying that what he is doing symbolizes something even greater. His humble service of washing their feet points to what he will do for them on the cross in just a few days. But instead of water, his blood will be poured out as he gives his life for them. The sacrifice of his blood will be the cleansing agent to wash away their sins and make them living temples in which the Holy Spirit dwells. Jesus tells Peter that if he will not humble himself and receive what he is about to do for him on the cross, Peter will have no part with him. Jesus knows that, unless these proud men humble themselves to receive grace, they will never be able to give grace in the way Jesus has served them. Proud sinners who can’t receive grace as a gift from God will not be likely to offer it. You can’t serve other sinners if you don’t receive Jesus’ service for you. There is no way you will be up for the task. 

 

The Need for Daily Grace 

Jesus says another striking thing in verse 10: “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.” What does Jesus mean? He is speaking about their relationship with God. They have been bathed, meaning they are in a relationship with God by virtue of their simple faith in Jesus, their Savior. In other words, they are justified. But Jesus says that a bath, as important as it is, must be accompanied by daily cleansing. They need the daily grace of sanctification. You and I need the cleansing work of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection applied to our lives daily. You can’t live on past grace. You need present grace. 

The second you move out into the world, you will face troubles and persecution. You may have to get involved in nasty church disputes between believers, or something equally painful. There will be times when you will wonder whether it is worth following Jesus. At these precise moments, you will need the work of the Spirit in your life to remind you of your own sin and the grace available to you. Repentance and faith must be your daily lifestyle. Why? Because it lays you low and lifts you up at the same time. 

When was the last time you were called to serve someone? What moved you in that person’s direction? Was it remembering how great you are and how much this person needed to be touched by your greatness? If that is what motivated you, your service was paltry at best. When was the last time you served someone well even though you knew no one would ever see you doing it? What drove you to do it? There had to be, at some level, an awareness of the grace Christ offered you despite your own depravity. As the Holy Spirit worked these truths deep into your heart, you developed a desire to carry someone else’s burden. You did it regardless of what you might gain. Only daily grace can have this effect. 

As you have reflected on this story, you must see how much you need daily grace. Consider the countless times you have failed others in moments of self-protection and self-glory. If there were no place to run for cleansing and healing, there would be no reason to carry on. But the service Jesus rendered for us in his life, death, and resurrection is not just for forgiveness of sins or a future in heaven; it is also for the daily power to change in the present. We are not just promised life after death, but life before death! You can remember this as you face the realities of life in a broken world. 

 

Promises of Blessing 

In John 13:17, Jesus says, “Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them.” Blessing comes when knowing and doing intersect, and the Christian life is the most blessed life that can ever be lived. In the movie Chariots of Fire, the protagonist Eric Liddell says, “When I run, I feel God’s pleasure.” Jesus says that when we serve another person, we experience God’s pleasure. When Eric Liddell ran, he was living out what God had gifted him to be, a runner. When you and I serve, we are living out what God has made us to be, servants. It is when we are serving that we are most like the Trinity. Father, Son, and Spirit redeemed a fallen world through service and sacrifice. There is nothing more God-like than serving others. 

 

John Revisited 

Little is known about John’s brother James—tradition has it that he died a martyr’s death. But we know that John was a changed person after Jesus’ resurrection. This can be seen in his later writings. He is the author of the passage we have been considering, but he also wrote other New Testament letters that focus on the deeds that should accompany our words of faith. The specific deeds he discusses are deeds toward people. Read how he puts it in 1 John 3:16—18: 

 

This is how we've come to understand and experience love: Christ sacrificed his life for us. This is why we ought to live sacrificially for our fellow believers, and not just be out for ourselves. If you see some brother or sister in need and have the means to do something about it but turn a cold shoulder and do nothing, what happens to God's love? It disappears. And you made it disappear. 

My dear children, let's not just talk about love; let's practice real love. 20

 

No doubt about it, John is talking and acting very differently than he did in Mark 10. What changed him so radically? The practical, sacrificial service of Jesus on the cross and all of the blessings that flow from his work. If there is hope for a man like John, there is hope for you and me. What Jesus did for John as his living Lord and Savior is nothing short of miraculous. He was forgiven, adopted, and filled with the Spirit. God promised to protect and care for him in this life and to one day free him from sin altogether so he could love Father, Son, and Spirit forever. This is what changed John; this is what can change you and me. This is the good news of the gospel. Jesus has come for sinners to begin a process of total transformation that will end in us exhibiting the very character of Jesus. 

 

Serving Others 

The following “one another” passages can help you apply what you have read in this chapter. Take a moment to reflect on a few specific relationships in your life. You may want to consider three: a loved one, a difficult person you usually avoid, and an enemy. With these people in mind, consider these passages and the practical commands they give. Evaluate how you are doing. Reflect on Christ’s grace and service to you. Think of ways you can serve these people in the coming months. 

 

Be devoted to one another 

Romans 12:10 says, “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love.” This means that we treat other people like they are part of our family, with the kind of mutual love that exists between parents, children, and siblings. Sure, there are family squabbles, but when the heat is on, we rally around our family. Whom do you need to rally around as if they were “blood”? Come to think of it, if they are Christians, the bond between you and them is more than biological. You are united spiritually through your elder brother Jesus. How should this shape your relationships? 

 

Honor one another 

Romans 12:10 says, “Honor one another above yourselves.” Honoring someone means that you treat her seriously. You treat her as someone of value. Paul suggests doing this by taking a back seat. Jesus came and humbled himself so that we might be lifted up. He did this for you. Whom do you need to treat with honor? 

 

Accept one another 

Romans 15:7 says, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” We all differ with one another on a host of issues that are not central to being a Christian. Often these differences become the things we think are most important, and this could easily lead us to distance ourselves from one another. In James 2, the rich were guilty of favoritism. They distanced themselves from those who lacked the same social and economic standing. Whenever we fail to accept others, we lose opportunities to serve. Whom do you tend to exclude? What non-essential, secondary convictions do you allow to get between you and another Christian? In what ways do you need to accept others? Who needs your acceptance right now? 

 

Bear one another’s burdens 

Galatians 6:2 says, “Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” This command is very practical. In the context of another Christian’s struggle, we are called to struggle alongside him. Some of the weight of his burden will fall on you. It may cut into your lifestyle and require sacrifice. This may mean meeting with someone for a period of time. It may require a financial sacrifice. It may mean both. Where do you need to shoulder someone else’s burden? How will that change the way you use your time and money, talents, possessions, and reputation? What other resources do you have that can be used to ease the burden? 

 

Bear with one another 

Ephesians 4:2 teaches, “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love.” We have already talked about forgiving others when we have been sinned against. Bearing with others is equally important. What does it mean to bear with one another? It means that you are patient with others when you would be tempted to get irritated. What weaknesses and idiosyncrasies do you find hard to tolerate in others? These aren’t necessarily sins, just things that get on your nerves. Whom do you find hard to love? What kinds of people do you unconsciously avoid because they simply bug you? Surely you can think of someone! Serving him means a willingness to be tolerant, even when he does things you find bothersome. Remember, you have weaknesses and things that bother others too. Look at how tolerant Jesus was with his disciples. We can be thankful that he is that way with us too. 

 

Serving Others Is Practical 

Serving others is the way we put feet on our faith. What we believe is not just what we say; it is inextricably bound to what we do. How are you doing? Is your faith in Jesus expressing itself in your relationships? I earn a living speaking and writing about the Bible. That scares me, because it can appear to others that I am really mature spiritually. I might even start to believe it myself! But am I really mature and growing in grace? Do my actions correspond to all my talk? 

What about you? Are you known for knowing a lot about the Bible and doctrine, but not for quiet service to others? If you are a parent, spouse, child, neighbor, or sibling, what will it look like for you to be a servant this week? Humble service is a mark of the Spirit’s work in you. May it be increasingly evident in all of us as we grow in grace! 

 



 

Chapter 12

 

Mercy

 

 “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” Romans 3:15—17 

 

My brothers, as believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don't show favoritism. Suppose a man comes into your meeting wearing a gold ring and fine clothes, and a poor man in shabby clothes also comes in. If you show special attention to the man wearing fine clothes and say, "Here's a good seat for you," but say to the poor man, "You stand there" or "Sit on the floor by my feet," have you not discriminated among yourselves and become judges with evil thoughts? 

Listen, my dear brothers: Has not God chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith and to inherit the kingdom he promised those who love him? But you have insulted the poor. Is it not the rich who are exploiting you? Are they not the ones who are dragging you into court? Are they not the ones who are slandering the noble name of him to whom you belong? 

If you really keep the royal law found in Scripture, "Love your neighbor as yourself," you are doing right. But if you show favoritism, you sin and are convicted by the law as lawbreakers. For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. For he who said, "Do not commit adultery," also said, "Do not murder." If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker. 

Speak and act as those who are going to be judged by the law that gives freedom, because judgment without mercy will be shown to anyone who has not been merciful. Mercy triumphs over judgment! (James 2:1—13) 

 

We were convinced it was what God had called us to do. We were going to live with an open home commitment to hospitality and view our home as a God-given ministry resource. Most of our ministry guests had been short-term. After a night or so, they would leave and our home would return to comfortable normality. But this time it was different. It had been weeks and there was no end in sight. The problem was that she simply drove me crazy, and despite all my attempts to deal with it, I found her very hard to take. 

We had gotten the call late on Sunday evening. She was seventeen. She had been thrown out of her house and was getting ready to bed down in a local park. Besides being embarrassed and unsure of what she was getting into that night, she was hurt, angry, and afraid. In a few days it became clear that she could not go back home and she had no other options. So, out of a combined belief in the sovereignty of God and a call to mercy, we committed ourselves for the long haul. We were excited because God was giving us an opportunity to do what we had committed ourselves to do. We were motivated by the ways God could use this to transform this young woman’s life. We really loved the fact that God saw our home as a ministry tool, and we were ready to learn, on the job, exactly what that meant. 

The problem was that she tried my patience like few people have. We introduced her to the people at our church and then in our small group. Everyone immediately took her in and seemed enthused with what we were doing. We got to know her story, communicated with her family, and began to help her think about how she had gotten to this point and how she needed to prepare for the future. The longer she stayed, the more candid our conversations became. We could see change beginning to take place in her perspectives on herself and on life in general, and we began to see her spiritual interest grow. But despite all these positive things going on, she could still really get on my nerves. 

She was immature, self-centered, rebellious, rude, illogical, messy, and nosy. I had never lived with anyone with all of those qualities in one package! It seemed that if she improved in one area, she would irritate me in another. There wasn’t much she did right, and almost nothing she said came out sounding logical and mature. She obviously needed some authority in her life, but she rebelled against even the insignificant rules of our home. She argued with anyone who would presume to give her guidance. She left a trail of chaos behind her wherever she went and seemed to be allergic to domestic chores of any kind. She had made a series of horrible decisions that literally left her on the street, but she was quick to defend each one. She had a very small universe, but she was at its center. She lived as if it really was “all about her.” On top of it all, she seemed dedicated to intrude upon whatever shreds of privacy we had left. She had a gift for bringing out the worst in me, although she never seemed to know it and would probably say we had a good relationship. 

 

Mercy’s Struggle 

There is a corollary to Murphy’s Law that says, “Everything you decide to do costs more than you first estimated.” So it is with ministry. If you have a commitment to do more than just survive the people around you, an agenda higher than your own happiness, and a desire to be an instrument in God’s hands, you will soon learn that the cost of ministry always exceeds your preliminary calculations. The same is true for mercy. 

A relationship without mercy is a relationship lived outside biblical borders. God clearly calls us to respond to one another out of a heart of mercy. He commands us to extend the same mercy to others that we have received from him. The problem is that mercy is hard. That was my problem with our houseguest. I wanted to live with an open home and touch people’s lives. I just didn’t think it would be so hard! 

Someone once said that mercy is a commodity that everyone desires but no one wants to give. Yet God had brought me to a point where I didn’t want to just receive mercy; I saw the value of giving it as well. I wanted our home to be a place where mercy could be found. I felt sympathy for those less fortunate. I wanted to use what God had given us to relieve their distress, and I wanted our mercy to introduce them to God’s mercy. But mercy is more costly than we imagine, and when that bill comes in, we tend to be less enamored by its beauty. That was my situation. 

As you extend mercy and encounter its heavy cost, you will see how thin your commitment to mercy is and how unmerciful your responses can be. It’s very humbling, but a commitment to mercy will reveal your own need for mercy. Unfortunately, that is something we often prefer not to see. We want to think of ourselves as fundamentally different from the people who need mercy when, in fact, we are the same. We too are flawed people; we too need mercy every day of our lives. But it is more comfortable to think of ourselves as righteous and strong while others are needy and weak. So, when it comes to mercy, we are double-minded. We’d rather give mercy than need it, but even then, we wish the giving wasn’t so costly—and revealing. 

From God’s point of view, one of the most beneficial aspects of mercy is that it levels the playing field. Mercy forces us all to face the fact that we need it. None of us has the spiritual upper hand. In our struggle with sin, we all need compassion, sympathy, forgiveness, and rescue. All of us are poor in some way, lacking things we desperately need. Each of us lives with weakness and the results of our own poor choices. But even when we seem to have it right, even when we are committed to live in mercy, we struggle to love the very people we have looked on with sympathy. And even while we are basking in God’s forgiveness, we find it incredibly difficult to bear with the sin and weakness of others. That’s why, in the mirror of mercy, all of us tend to look the same. 

 

What Is Mercy Anyway? 

I once asked a retreat crowd to define faith for me. The first person said, “Well, it means to believe.” I said, “What does it mean to believe?” A second person chimed in, “To believe means to trust.” So I said, “What does it mean to trust?” And someone said, “It means to have faith!” We had come full-circle in three steps and not come any closer to defining faith. So it is with mercy. It is one of those biblical terms that every believer has heard, many use, but few can properly define. Therefore, I want to give you two definitions of mercy: (1) Mercy is the kind, sympathetic, and forgiving treatment of others that works to relieve their distress and cancel their debt. Or (2) mercy is compassion combined with forbearance and action. 

These two definitions tell us a lot about what mercy is, why it is needed, and how it expresses itself. Mercy is much more than the pang of sympathy you momentarily feel when you walk by the homeless panhandler on the street. It quickly crosses your mind that it must be tough to have nowhere to live. You wonder for a second how he does it; and, as you pass by, you are relieved that you are not in his situation. A moment later, you have forgotten him, and you and your friends are talking about the great restaurant you are going to that night. You may have felt momentary sympathy, but your actions lack mercy. What makes mercy merciful is a heartfelt compassion that results in some kind of action toward the other person. Mercy is not just something you feel; mercy is something you do. It is a lifestyle, a stance toward others that shapes everything we say and do. 

Mercy has eyes. It pays attention to your distress and notices your weaknesses and failures. But mercy looks at these things with eyes of compassion. It doesn’t criticize you for the tough situation you are in or condemn you for your sin. Mercy wants to relieve your suffering and forgive your debt. It looks for ways to help you out of your struggle and remove your guilt and shame. Real mercy is restless. It is not content with the status quo. It doesn’t rest until things are better for you. It works hard, costs a lot, and is ready to hang on until the job is done. 

Mercy is driven by three character qualities: 

 

Compassion. Compassion is a deep awareness of another’s suffering that leads to a desire to help. Compassion sees beyond one’s own difficulties to care about the difficulties of others. 

Forgiveness. Forgiveness pardons a person for an offense without treating him like a criminal or harboring resentment against him. 

Forbearance. Forbearance is patience under provocation. It is willing to stand alongside someone in trouble, even though it makes life more difficult. 

Mercy looks at the trouble of others and cares, acts, forgives, and perseveres. 

 

What Makes Mercy So Essential? 

Like many other qualities of a good relationship, mercy is essential because our relationships take place in the middle of the great redemptive story. We live in a fallen world and face difficulty and distress while we simultaneously struggle with the sin that remains in us. Mercy is needed because neither the world we live in nor the people who inhabit it are perfect. 

None of us could live in a world where there was only justice. Because of our sin, none of us is ready to have pure justice exercised in our direction. Without mercy, we would all be doomed! So until God’s kingdom comes, he withholds his final justice. He gives us one more day to confess and turn from wrong. He is amazingly patient, infinitely kind, and incredibly forgiving. His compassion causes his justice to wait and his mercy to act. And since God has decided to respond to his world with mercy, this gives us more of a call to be merciful ourselves. Yet we tend to get mercy and justice all mixed up. We want mercy for ourselves because we want our lives to be comfortable, and we want justice for the other guy because we want our lives to be comfortable. As self-absorbed sinners, we simply don’t want to deal with distressed and flawed people. But it is impossible to have relationships without being troubled by the trouble of others. 

The Bible’s teaching on mercy is clear. Until God’s kingdom comes and everything broken is restored, there will continue to be suffering. As long as God chooses to give sinners one more opportunity to repent, the distress of living in a fallen world will continue. That is why mercy is an essential ingredient of any godly relationship. Mercy is what we have received and what we are called to give. Mercy is my commitment to live alongside you in this broken world, even though I will suffer with you, for you, and because of you. I will do everything I can to relieve your distress. 

 

Your Relationships and Mercy’s Agenda 

A commitment to mercy will change your relationships, just as it will change you. Let’s consider how a practical commitment to mercy sets a new agenda for your relational life. 

 

Mercy means you expect suffering in your relationships and are willing to endure it 

It includes a willingness to have your life distressed by the weakness and distress of others. Mercy means I will stand near my teenager, even when his wardrobe embarrasses me and his spiritual lostness troubles my heart. Mercy means I will persevere with a spouse with more weaknesses than I realized when we got married. Mercy means I will love someone whose manners offend me. It includes a willingness to get involved in someone’s life, even when it means personal inconvenience and sacrifice. Do your relationships demonstrate a willingness to suffer for another’s sake? 

 

Mercy means you are willing to live with the poor 

James 2 makes this very clear. Often the great struggle with mercy is its call to relate to people we consider beneath us. Often, when we discover the “poverty” of another, we get disenchanted with the relationship and plan our exit. Keep in mind that poverty is not always economic. A person can be difficult to live with because he is spiritually or socially poor. The point is, when you are in a relationship with someone, his “poverty” will become your firsthand experience. This is when a commitment to mercy will expose your faulty thinking. You and I tend to see ourselves as “rich” and the other person as “poor.” The spiritual reality is that we are both poor: neither of us would make it in a world devoid of mercy! Do your attitudes and responses change when you discover that a person is “poor” in some way? 

 

Mercy means you resist the temptation to favoritism 

James 2 is a frontal assault on one of Christianity’s most frequent idolatries, favoritism. We thank God for his acceptance even though we are messed-up, difficult people, yet we tend to surround ourselves with people who are easy to like and who like us in return. We get frustrated when the “easy” people prove not to be so easy after all. It is tempting for a parent to favor a more compliant child, or a friend to favor a more “together” friend, or a small group to be more excited when a wealthy couple joins than when an addicted man begins attending. If we are only committed to be hospitable to people we find comfortable, our lives still lack mercy. Are there relationships in which you have indulged in favoritism? 

 

Mercy means you are committed to persevere in hardship 

Mercy sees hardship and does not run away. It jumps in and gets involved. Mercy does its best work when suffering is apparent or forgiveness is needed. It doesn’t look for a way out just because things have suddenly gotten hard. Mercy that does not persevere isn’t mercy. There are no ideal relationships out there. We all are called to persevere through painful things in order to be part of what God is doing. In your relationships, where are you struggling with God’s call to persevere? 

 

Mercy rejects a “personal happiness” agenda 

If I want my relationships to meet my needs or if I am living for comfort and ease, I will not extend mercy when the going gets tough. Mercy means living for an agenda higher than my present happiness. Mercy is willing to involve itself in things that are not happy or comfortable. It finds more joy in doing God’s will than in a comfortable, predictable life. Mercy is willing to forsake comfort to bring God’s comfort to someone else. It finds more fulfillment in the progress of the kingdom of God than it does in the development of the kingdom of man. It is always more motivated by what God is seeking to do in a relationship than by what we think we can get out of it. Where is God calling you to leave what is comfortable so that you can share what he has given you with another? 

 

Mercy means you live with a commitment to forgive 

Whenever you are involved with people who need mercy, you will inevitably be sinned against. When I commit myself to love you, your sin and struggles will become my firsthand experience. One reason we play favorites is that we don’t want to relate to people who will need our forgiveness. But mercy means that I am so grateful for the daily forgiveness I receive that I cannot help offering you the same. My actions and attitudes are governed by a humble recognition that everything I am offering, I also desperately need. Are there people in your life you are struggling to forgive? 

 

Mercy means you overlook minor offenses 

It is tempting to focus on the irritating things another person does while excusing my own minor offenses. But mercy isn’t hypervigilant, easily irritated, or quickly offended. Mercy is so engaged by the beauty of the big things God is doing that it doesn’t have time to focus on things that are of no consequence. Where have you allowed yourself to be distracted and irritated by the minor offenses of others? 

 

Mercy does not compromise what is morally right and true 

Extending mercy doesn’t mean I turn my back on God’s law. Reaching out to you in mercy doesn’t require me to forsake what is morally right and true. Mercy means that, if you are caught in sin, I will not ignore your plight, get mad, or abandon you, but I will still point you to God and the promises and principles of his Word. My willingness to persevere and forgive reflects my desire to give God room to do the good things only he can do in your life. Mercy understands that grace is a better pathway to change than condemnation, but it never compromises what is morally right and true. Are there places where you have confused compromise with mercy? 

 

A commitment to mercy will reveal the treasures of your heart 

Why do we struggle with offering mercy? We struggle because there are things we desire more than God and his glory. Our struggle reveals that our hearts are ruled more by comfort, appreciation, respect, love, success, control, achievement, possessions, position, power, and acceptance than we have been willing to admit. Here is the painful spiritual reality: our struggle with mercy is not just a second great command struggle; it is a first great command struggle as well. We struggle to respond rightly to one another because we don’t have God in the right place. Mercy in our relationships has been compromised by the subtle pursuit of various god replacements. Do your desires get in the way of offering mercy to others? 

 

Giving mercy always demands mercy 

When you extend mercy, you will begin to see how selfish, impatient, unforgiving, and inconsistent you can be. Mercy will show you how much your own heart still needs the continuing work of the Redeemer. It will drive you to the end of yourself and to the grace of your merciful Savior. And that is a very good thing! 

 

The Rest of the Story 

The seventeen-year-old girl who lived in our home is now a grown woman with children of her own. She is still a part of our lives. While she was with us, God radically changed her heart and her life’s direction. But I cannot look back on those tough days and think only of her. Usually, my mind goes to me and my Lord. In calling me to mercy, God was actually extending mercy to me. He wasn’t sacrificing his work in me to accomplish something worthwhile in her. When God chose me to be his instrument of mercy, it was not just a call to duty; it was a gift of grace. Even though I wasn’t very willing and often blew it along the way, I am so glad for God’s determined grace! He enabled us to stay the course, even though at times I resisted. He was merciful—to her and to me. 

 



 

Chapter 13

 

Time and Money

 

Man is a mere phantom as he goes to and fro: 

 He bustles about, but only in vain; 

he heaps up wealth, not knowing who will get it. 

Psalm 39:6 

 

If you want to discover what you treasure, look at your schedule and checkbook. How you relate to time and money says a lot about your relationship with God. It also speaks volumes about how you view other people. Ephesians 4:28 and 5:16 say important things about money and time. And interestingly, Paul slips these comments in amid teaching on relationships. He does this because the way we deal with our money and time has a significant impact on our relationships. 

Before we look closely at these verses, we must step back to get the big picture. You can’t think about anything correctly unless you see it as a whole. And since God is the whole, we need to start with him. 

God’s glory is the most important thing to him. God is jealous for his reputation in a way that is completely right and exclusive to him. He wants his fame to spread throughout the entire universe. He intends to establish his perfect, glorious kingdom over everything he has made, and he sent Jesus to bring this kingdom to earth. But if God is committed to bringing his kingly rule to earth, and he is truly God, why can’t he just do it immediately? He can, but if he did, all of sinful humanity would be wiped out. Instead, he emptied heaven of its greatest treasure to redeem us so that we could have a place in his kingdom when he comes to establish it once and for all. Father, Son, and Spirit graciously included human beings in the kingdom by dealing with the sin that separated us from God. God spent his most precious treasure, his only Son Jesus, to redeem us from ourselves and the tyranny of sin. This demonstrates God’s commitment to his own glory, his intention to display his glory through his kingdom, and his plan to make us a vital part of that display. How important is God’s fame or glory to you? The answer to this question can be seen, partly in the way you invest your time and money. It isn’t complicated, but it isn’t easy either. 

 

Money and People 

As we mentioned, Ephesians 4:28 is part of a broader discussion about relationships. 

Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body. “In your anger do not sin": Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold. He who has been stealing must steal no 

longer, but must work, doing something useful with his own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need. 

Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. (Ephesians 4:25—32, authors’ emphasis) 

 

Why would Paul insert a comment about giving into a discussion of relationships? The passage talks about being “members of one body” in verse 25, and follows with practical applications that have our relationships in full view. 

Paul is posing the question, “How can you tell whether you love people?” Another way to think about verse 28 is to ask, “When has a thief stopped being a thief?” Is it when he stops stealing? Is it when he stops stealing and gets a job? A thief is no longer a thief when he stops stealing, gets a job, and begins giving to others. This is just another way of unpacking the eighth commandment, “You shall not steal.” There is a negative side and a positive side to the command: stop doing something and start doing something else. It is the “put off” and “put on” Paul talks so much about in his epistles. Paul is saying that we haven’t really started loving others with our money until we start giving it away to help them! It is good to stop stealing. It is good to get a job. But you haven’t stopped being a thief until a part of your money goes to help people besides yourself. 

Look at your relationship to money. From what you see, what can you conclude about your relationship with God? Does he function as the One who provides all your needs? Is he the One you trust for security? What do your investments say about how you think about yourself and others? Good financial planning can be a wise way to care for others in the future. But what are you investing in right now, in addition to your portfolio? Is there any indication that you are investing your money in the things God says are most important? Or are you just building bigger and better barns that only serve your purposes? 

 

Increasing Wealth, Declining Giving 

Put these issues in the social and historical context in which many of us live. The average American today makes four times what the average American made in 1921 after adjusting for taxes and inflation. Real incomes have doubled since the late 1950s. Today’s average, middle-class citizen lives like the rich banker of our grandparents’ generation. We have more clothes and bigger homes, and we dine out regularly. Granted, most Americans are very generous compared to citizens of other nations. But by biblical standards, we are not generous at all. Over the past twenty years, seventy percent of Americans only gave one or two percent of their income to charitable causes. Thirty percent do not give at all! People who profess to be Christians are not doing much better, giving away only three to four percent of their annual income on average. By percentages, Americans tend to be stingy even though the total amount can make us appear generous. 

 

Signs of Generosity 

How can you tell if you are a generous person? The Bible does not leave us guessing when it comes to this very basic mark of spiritual maturity. Both the Old and New Testaments say that you begin to become a generous person when you invest at least ten percent of your income in the things of God. Given God’s heart for the lost and suffering of this world, this will inevitably lead you to give to the needs of others as well. This may take many forms, but giving to your local church often allows you to participate in many diverse ministries through the people, programs, and causes it supports. 

The Old Testament established the ten percent tithe as the giving threshold for God’s people. In the New Testament, Jesus does not rescind the call to tithe. Instead, he calls us to a radical lifestyle of caring for others with our money. In Luke 11:42 Jesus rebukes the Pharisees when he says, “Woe to you Pharisees, because you give God a tenth of your mint, rue and all other kinds of garden herbs, but you neglect justice and the love of God. You should have practiced the latter without leaving the former undone.” Notice that Jesus says that we are to give at least a tenth, as well as practice justice for those who are helpless! Because of the radical grace we receive from Christ, we are to be radically generous to others. Here are a few ways to examine your own life when it comes to giving. Second Corinthians 8:1—15 is a wonderful picture of gospel generosity. 

Now, friends, I want to report on the surprising and generous ways in which God is working in the churches in Macedonia province. Fierce troubles came down on the people of those churches, pushing them to the very limit. The trial exposed their true colors: They were incredibly happy, though desperately poor. The pressure triggered something totally unexpected: an outpouring of pure and generous gifts. I was there and saw it for myself. They gave offerings of whatever they could—far more than they could afford!—pleading for the privilege of helping out in the relief of poor Christians. 

This was totally spontaneous, entirely their own idea, and caught us completely off guard. What explains it was that they had first given themselves unreservedly to God and to us. The other giving simply flowed out of the purposes of God working in their lives. That's what prompted us to ask Titus to bring the relief offering to your attention, so that what was so well begun could be finished up. You do so well in so many things—you trust God, you're articulate, you're insightful, you're passionate, you love us—now, do your best in this, too. 

I'm not trying to order you around against your will. But by bringing in the Macedonians' enthusiasm as a stimulus to your love, I am hoping to bring the best out of you. You are familiar with the generosity of our Master, Jesus Christ. Rich as he was, he gave it all away for us—in one stroke he became poor and we became rich. 

So here's what I think: The best thing you can do right now is to finish what you started last year and not let those good intentions grow stale. Your heart's been in the right place all along. You've got what it takes to finish it up, so go to it. Once the commitment is clear, you do what you can, not what you can't. The heart regulates the hands. This isn't so others can take it easy while you sweat it out. No, you're shoulder to shoulder with them all the way, your surplus matching their deficit, their surplus matching your deficit. In the end you come out even. As it is written, 

“Nothing left over to the one with the most, Nothing lacking to the one with the least.” 21 

 

Paul makes two comparisons that provide clear examples of how to view our giving. 

 

Comparison One: The Giving of the Macedonians 

This passage is an example of true kingdom generosity. Look at the Macedonians and compare their relationship with money to your own. 

 

Their giving encouraged unity 

The Macedonians were Gentiles, and they owed their new spiritual life to Jewish Christians. Their giving reflected this. In Romans 15:25—27 Paul says, 

 

First, though, I'm going to Jerusalem to deliver a relief offering to the Christians there. The Greeks—all the way from the Macedonians in the north to the Achaians in the south—decided they wanted to take up a collection for the poor among the believers in Jerusalem. They were happy to do this, but it was also their duty. Seeing that they got in on all the spiritual gifts that flowed out of the Jerusalem community so generously, it is only right that they do what they can to relieve their poverty. 22

 

Here you have a tangible expression of unity between Jewish and Gentile Christians. This is remarkable, given the deep rift that existed between Jew and Gentile even in the early days of the first-century church. Our experience of reconciling grace is expressed every time we pool our resources for the kingdom of God. 

 

Their giving was a supernatural work of the Spirit 

Returning to 2 Corinthians 8, in verse 1 Paul says that their giving was a sign of God’s work in them. This kind of giving does not happen naturally. Their unified worship of the living God produced giving that was surprising and even shocking. 

 

Their giving was surprising 

The Macedonians gave contrary to the way the world gives. They gave not out of abundance, but despite their own need. In the midst of their own poverty and persecution, they exhibited generosity and joy. This is an astounding contrast. The average person gives once he has enough to support his chosen lifestyle. The Macedonians gave in the context of their lack of resources. Statistics show that those who make $10,000 or less tend to give away 5.5 percent of their income, while those who make $100,000 or more give only 2.9 percent. Generosity is not hampered by a lack of resources, and it is not the sole prerogative of the wealthy. 

 

Their giving was sacrificial 

In verse 3 of 2 Corinthians 8, it says that they gave “far more than they could afford.” Here we see the Macedonians making a difficult situation even more difficult for themselves by giving more. Most of us in this situation would limit our giving. Not the Macedonians! John Piper challenges our notions of wealth and security in the following statement: 

 

The point is: a $70,000 salary does not have to be accompanied by a $70,000 lifestyle. God is calling us to be conduits of his grace, not cul-de-sacs. Our great danger today is thinking that the conduit should be lined with gold. It shouldn’t. Copper will do. No matter how grateful we are, gold will not make the world think that our God is good; it will make people think that our God is gold. That is no honor to the supremacy of his worth. 23 

 

I had a friend who was audited by the IRS because they thought there was something unusual about the amount he claimed he had given away one year. How many of us raise the eyebrows of the IRS when they look at what we give away? 

 

Their giving was spontaneous 

Verses 4—5 tell us that they were “pleading for the privilege of helping out in the relief of poor Christians. This was totally spontaneous, entirely their own idea, and caught us completely off guard.” Can you believe that? Here is a poverty-stricken Gentile congregation, pleading for the opportunity to give to their hurting Jewish brothers. Notice who is doing the begging here: it is not Paul! Paul does not have to coerce them or heap guilt on their consciences. Do you beg to give away your resources? Are you working passionately to find ways to bless others? This is a sign of true generosity. 

 

Their giving was an act of submission 

Were they submitting to Paul, the great apostle, or his visionary ministry? Neither; first they submitted to God, then to their brothers and sisters in Christ in Jerusalem. Verse 5 makes this clear. Their giving was caught up in their relationship to God and their solidarity with their spiritual family. 

 

Their giving was a spiritual barometer 

In verse 12 Paul says, “The heart regulates the hands.” In other words, their behavior was an indication of what was going on in their souls. Their giving was proof of how much the grace of Christ was working in them. What does your checkbook say about the grace of Christ in your life? To what degree is your heart being transformed so that it expresses itself in generosity of this kind? 

 

Comparison Two: The Giving of Jesus 

Paul connects the radical generosity of the Macedonians to the rich gift they have received in Christ. Their generosity is only a dim reflection of the generosity of Jesus. Paul reminds them of this when he says, “You are familiar with the generosity of our Master, Jesus Christ. Rich as he was, he gave it all away for us—in one stroke he became poor and we became rich” (v. 9). The motivation that drove them was not a moral code and the guideline of the tithe. It was a desire to show their gratitude for the immense treasures that were theirs because of Jesus’ willingness to give all he had to them. 

Think about who you were before you became a Christian. You were poor, alienated from God, an object of his wrath, enslaved to sin, and condemned to eternal death. But in Christ, you are reconciled to God, an object of his affection, a recipient of his cleansing work on the cross, a temple of the Holy Spirit, and immensely rich! Placing your confidence in this reality is what will make you generous. Because you are the recipient of God’s riches in Christ, you are willing to share with others not simply out of your abundance, but even when you have to sacrifice. 

Look at your relationship to money. What does it tell you about your relationship to God? What does it reveal about what you think is most important? How much does your personal “kingdom” of pleasure, comfort, security, and status have a hold on you? To what degree is the kingdom of God driving your life? Our money is an intensely personal part of our lives, and only an intensely personal relationship with the Redeemer can loosen our grasp on other things. 

 

Time and People 

Apart from sleeping, how do you spend most of your time? Like money, time is a window into your soul. It reveals to what degree you are being transformed by the grace of Christ. Time is a resource we all have in equal quantities. What does your use of time say about your attitude toward God and others? In Ephesians 5:15—21, Paul says, 

 

Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will is. Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit. Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. 

 

Like his comments about money in Ephesians 4:28, Paul connects his comments about time to our relationships with other Christians and the world. He says, “Make the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil” (v. 16). The King James translation says, “Redeeming the time, because the days are evil.” What does this mean? 

The call to “redeem the time” is similar to carpe diem, the Latin phrase for “seize the day.” A more literal translation of “redeem the time” would be “buy up the time.” The Greek word for “time” used here is not chronos, which refers to the passing of time in hours, months, and years. Instead, kairos is used, which the Bible uses to refer to the time between Jesus’ first and second comings. This is a time of unique opportunity for us to display the grace of Christ to others. One day this season will come to an end when Christ returns in power and glory. Thus a more awkward but appropriate rendering of this verse would be, “As you go about your life in this ‘in-between time,’ use it to its fullest to display the grace of Christ to others.” In light of this new information, how do we understand what this verse is asking of us? 

 

It is not calling you to frenetic activity 

This passage is not encouraging unwise activity that overloads your schedule with church events and obligations. Nor does it ask you to turn normal relational moments into abnormal witnessing encounters. In fact, this behavior may hinder you from living wisely. Using your time wisely may include formal ministry opportunities like a missions trip, teaching a Sunday school class, or working in the nursery; but the call here is not so much about specific activities as it is about a lifestyle committed to God’s purposes, encompassing all the details of daily life. 

 

It means that you see your life in light of your various callings 

This passage is saying, “Make the most of every area in which God has placed you.” Are you single, married, retired, parent, child, friend, employer, employee, student, or grandparent? These are all callings and seasons of life, and you are to see them as opportunities to display the grace of Christ. Our tendency is to live with a “get through this season” mentality. We say to ourselves, If I can just get through this busy season of life, then I will be okay. This is an ungodly understanding of your current responsibilities and opportunities. I have a tendency to do this with parenting: If I can just get through the diaper phase. . . . Once my children were out of diapers, it became: If I can just get through these early years of elementary school, then I can minister to others. But if I am not careful, I will wish my life away and miss many opportunities to love and serve my children. These are missed opportunities to die to self and grow in grace. God wants us to see the daily struggles of life as critical moments of redemptive opportunity, rather than hindrances. 

 

It means that you are to seize the little moments of life 

Did you know that ninety-five percent of your life is lived in the mundane? For example, suppose a husband and wife are upset with each other. Will they turn toward each other or will they remain angry? This is a mammoth redemptive moment—huge! Consider how many of these moments you miss every day. Imagine if this couple misses thousands of these over the course of their marriage. Where will their marriage be in twenty years? Imagine if, instead, they took advantage of these times. Can you see the difference this would make? 

 

You must see the context in which these things take place 

Paul says, “Because the days are evil.” You live in a war zone. You get out of bed every morning and there is a battle raging for your soul, your life, your friendships, and your marriage. You can’t afford to waste these moments. The war is won in the little skirmishes that take place throughout your life. “Wake up!” Paul says. “You are at war.” 

 

Money, Time, and People 

Do you see how money and time reveal your heart in relation to God and others? How you use time and money in your human relationships says much about your relationship with God. Because God is committed to glorifying himself, he sent his Son to redeem his creation. And at the top of the list of what he intends to redeem are people. He lavishes his resources on us so that we might participate in his kingdom work and dwell with him forever when he brings it to completion. 

Are your priorities in line with God’s? Do you invest in the things he does? Do other people share in God’s blessings to you, or do you hoard them all for yourself? We are called to love God and use his blessings to love others. But sadly, we often use other people to get the things we love. 

When I got married, I did what every other groom does. I repeated vows to my wife that said I would love her sacrificially all the days of my life. Who was I kidding? I look back and see how little I understood what I promised. What I was really thinking, to a large degree, was, This is great! I love me and now you are going to love me! My love was very shallow. It only took a few days of marriage to figure that out! God had plans to use my wife and children to show me just how shallow my love was and to help it deepen as I saw how much I needed to grow. Seeing this caused me to depend on God and his grace all the more. 

There is not a day that passes that I don’t struggle with the way I use my time and money with my family. And these are people I say I love! I struggle to hold my time loosely when I don’t want to be disturbed. I find myself flinching when one of my children asks me for a few dollars to go out with friends. These daily reminders reveal a heart still in need of a major overhaul. The only thing capable of penetrating the hardness of my heart is the gracious redemption that Father, Son, and Spirit have accomplished on my behalf. If my heart is going to be changed, it has to remain immersed in that grace. 

Think about a steak. If you want it to be tender and flavorful, you will put it in a marinade for a while before you place it on the grill. If we are going to love others with our time and money, something similar needs to happen with our hearts. Our hearts are hard and full of gristle. The way to soften them is to let them soak in God’s redemptive grace in Christ. This is the only thing powerful enough to loosen our grip on money and time and produce real change. The gospel reminds me that everything I have is from God. Romans 8:32 says, “He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?” This is worth pondering. In fact, it is the only thing that will enable you to live out everything we have talked about so far. 

 



 

Chapter 14

 

Provision

 

How long must I wrestle with my thoughts 

and every day have sorrow in my heart? Psalm 13:2 

 

Brian and Kara had been married for eight years. They were facing a mountain of problems. Both had grown up in privileged families and been given all that life had to offer. Both sets of parents had high expectations for their futures and had provided everything they believed essential for success. Brian, Kara, and their siblings had been expected to take advantage of all these opportunities and use them to attain excellence. 

Brian and Kara responded to their upbringings very differently. Born much later than his siblings, Brian always lived in their shadow. His brother was a prominent surgeon in a teaching hospital, and his sister was a high-powered lawyer in a top firm. Brian felt as though all eyes were on him, wondering how he would match their achievements. In his third year of college, the cracks began to show. After several semesters of near-failing grades in his pre-law classes, he decided to study philosophy. This was deeply disappointing to his parents and they were quite vocal about it. They also orchestrated calls of “concern” from his brother and sister to reinforce the message. Brian’s struggle with depression started at that time. 

Kara, on the other hand, was the oldest of four children. She was the recipient of her parents’ encouragement and never suffered the comparisons Brian did. Those years of encouragement gave her the confidence to believe she could do almost anything. She finished her undergraduate degree with honors and went on to graduate from law school at the top of her class. 

When Brian and Kara met, it seemed like a perfect match. Kara was drawn to Brian’s pensive, sensitive personality. He was her retreat from the pressures of performance. Brian was drawn to Kara because she was like his family in many ways; he knew his parents would approve. Their common childhood experiences made it easy for them to talk to each other. It was so easy, in fact, that it kept them from seeing that they were two very different people. 

Brian’s sensitivity and Kara’s achievements at first functioned as the bond in their relationship, but they would later become the fault line at the center of their problems. Kara did not realize until after they were married that Brian had abandoned the achievement dream she cherished. She didn’t know that their relationship would challenge everything that was important to her professionally, materially, socially, and personally. Brian didn’t realize that Kara would expect the same things of him that his parents did. As their marriage went on, an unhealthy dynamic developed. Brian slid deeper into depression as he realized that he was not living up to Kara’s expectations. Kara responded to Brian’s apathy and depression by incessantly pushing and prodding him to accomplish something and by complaining when he failed to complete even menial tasks around the house. However, the more Kara tried to control Brian, the more he would withdraw. It was a vicious spiral that was taking them both down. 

The fallout was evident on many levels. Brian was starting his sixth job as a part-time philosophy professor at the local community college. Kara had created an internet business that allowed her to stay at home with their two children. The income from these jobs didn’t come close to the lavish lifestyles they had once known. They were embarrassed by their apartment; they wouldn’t invite their families over because it only reminded them of their failure. Because Brian tended to avoid conflict and Kara tended to confront, their conversations got ugly fast, even on small matters. They couldn’t agree on parenting decisions, so their relationships with their children suffered. Their friendships at their local church were suffering too. Though they tried to maintain a positive appearance, the tension between them made it increasingly awkward for others to be around them. Finally, in an act of desperation, Kara called for help. Brian had faded deeper into depression and she was at the end of her rope. She called a woman who had shared her own struggles at church. Kara thought she might understand what she was going through. 

 

Life as Kara Sees It 

The “reality” you see will be the reality you live by. That was certainly true for Kara. As her friend from church listened to Kara’s litany of problems and disappointments, she knew that there was no quick fix. A big part of Kara’s struggle was the fact that all she saw was problems. Nothing in her world seemed to be going right. She felt isolated and alone, with no one who understood. Being around other people who appeared to have it all together only fueled this false assumption. 

 

Another Take on Kara’s World 

As Kara’s friend listened, she was moved by her suffering. She could remember being in a similar situation several years before. It wasn’t hard to empathize and she wisely did not minimize the problems in Kara’s life. Yet as she looked into Kara’s world, she saw things that Kara could not see. Everywhere she looked, she saw the evidence of God’s redeeming grace at work. She saw Kara’s love for her husband and children. Though their finances were tight, she saw God’s obvious provision. Where Kara saw only failure, her friend saw God’s ability to use the struggles to bring this couple to a new place in their lives and marriage. She saw a church ready to offer support and help. From what Kara said, it seemed clear that Brian was willing to ask for help as well. 

The most obvious sign of God’s presence was the least obvious to Kara: the conversation she was having at that moment. The very fact that Kara, who was so self-confident, was admitting that she needed help was a wonderful mark of God’s grace in her life. But because of what she did not see, Kara was stuck. She was panicky and despairing because God was the last person she thought about. Kara lacked hope and encouragement because her perspective lacked the God who was already acting on her behalf and on behalf of Brian and their family. 

 

Explanation: Is It Enough? 

When we are in the midst of trying circumstances, our tendency is to search for an explanation that does three things: 

 

Helps us understand what is going on 

We want to understand our struggle. Kara wants to know why Brian acts the way he does. She wants to know why she feels toward him the way she does. How did Brian change from someone so appealing to someone so unpleasant? These are all very good questions. 

 

Points us to where we should be going 

When things are difficult, there comes a time when we give up on grander purposes and settle for survival. We stop asking, “What can be?” and ask instead, “Will I make it?” Kara wants some goals that will give her purpose and motivation. These too are good desires. 

 

Tells us how to get there 

After seeing what is going on and where we need to be, we want practical skills and an action plan to get there. Kara wants to know how to make progress in her difficulty. These good things should also not be minimized. 

However, despite these positive elements, explanations alone will only increase Kara’s despair over time. There may be some initial encouragement, but it will not last. This is because explanations alone will convince Kara that the problems are deeper than she thought, the goals farther away, and her practical skills inadequate for the difficulty. Kara and Brian don’t need something less than explanation: they need something more. 

 

Imagination: The Rest of the Story 

Kara’s understanding of her situation is distorted by what she does not see. Let’s say that someone has a ten thousand dollar debt, but does not know that an inheritance of one hundred thousand dollars is coming. Won’t that affect the way the person looks at the debt? Kara and Brian see their set of ten thousand dollar problems, but they do not see the billion dollar provision God has made available to them. What they lack is not explanation, but imagination. 

 

Imagination is not the ability to dream up things that aren’t real; it is the ability to see what is real but often unseen. As Eugene Peterson says in Subversive Spirituality, for a Christian whose hope is in an invisible God, seeing the unseen is essential. 24 

Hebrews 11 calls this faith. Let Peterson stretch your thinking as he describes faith in terms of imagination. 

 

When I look at a tree, most of what I “see” I do not see at all. I see a root system beneath the surface, sending tendrils through the soil sucking up nutrients out of the loam. I see the light pouring energy into the leaves. I see the fruit that will appear in a few months. I stare and stare and see the bare branches austere in next winter’s snow and wind. I see all that, I really do—I am not making it up. But I could not photograph it. I see it by means of imagination. If my imagination is stunted or inactive, I will only see what I can use, or something that is in my way. 25

 

What Peterson is saying is profound but not new. He is describing something we do all the time. Whenever parents help their child with homework, they imagine the child’s future high school and college years. When a couple sits down to discuss finances, they anticipate their future retirement. Parents saving for a special vacation encourage their children to imagine what it will be like; it takes the sting out of the sacrifices needed to afford it. When the children complain, the parents remind them of the fun times ahead. The children learn to live with hardship because they are learning to see the unseen. 

Imagination gives us a deeper sense of two unseen realities: 

(1) our identity, the unseen realities of who God says we are; and (2) God’s resources, the unseen realities of his presence with us and provision for us. 

 

Identity: Who Am I? 

Imagine standing in an art gallery where the walls are covered with beautiful paintings. The only problem is that the lights are out and you can’t see them! Imagine that wonderful music is playing, but your ears are plugged with cotton. Imagine that you are eating an exquisite meal, but a head cold causes the flavors to run over your tongue unnoticed. This is true of Kara spiritually. She cannot see and experience the things that are true because she lacks spiritual sight, hearing, and taste. Her perspective is dominated by what is wrong in her life and relationships. They are the realities she lives by. Imagination, or faith, does not mean that Kara should deny her present circumstances; it does mean, however, that she should see them in the context of the whole picture, which includes who she is in Christ. 

We often miss the unseen things that are true of us as God’s children. But the Bible says that two fundamental things characterize those who are in Christ. First, there has been a radical change in the core of our being. The Bible says that our hearts of stone have been replaced by hearts of flesh. Ezekiel 36:26 says, “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” Paul is referring to the same thing when he says we are a new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). This wonderful reality does not mean that we have become perfect, but that our hearts are malleable, sensitive, and alive to God. 

For Kara and Brian, this amazing truth means that they are not stuck even though they are obviously struggling in their marriage. But they need imagination (that is, faith) to see their true potential for change. We often get stuck when repeatedly confronted with problems, failure, weakness, disappointment, and sin. Our track record tends to convince us that change is impossible. Imagination does not deny the track record, but places it in the context of who we are in Christ. It reminds us that God’s Spirit is at work in us and we are “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4, NASB). Thus Brian and Kara have been gifted by God with the potential for change. 

The Bible also stirs our imagination by explaining our connection to God as his children. Our new standing is legal, but it is also personal and practical. Marriage and adoption both involve legal unions, but ones that are intended to create relationships that are far more than legal contracts. Imagine a married couple who only related at a legal level without love. Their marriage would be no different than a business partnership. What if adoptive parents only related to their new child in terms of their legal obligations to feed, clothe, and educate him? The words “I love you” would never be uttered. This would be horrific because the new legal status is intended to be the context in which a deeper, fuller relationship flourishes. Marital and parent-child relationships are not less than legal; they are much more! 

In the same way, our reconciliation with God gives us a relationship with him that should alter the way we respond to everything. God is now my Father and I am his child. He looks on me with favor. I am the object of his attention and affection. I have access to his care. He blesses me with his resources. He offers ongoing forgiveness and cleansing as I struggle with sin. He promises never to leave or forsake me. He makes a commitment to finish the work of change he has begun in me. 

Brian and Kara attend a good church where their new legal standing with God has been taught, but their personal understanding has remained theoretical. They have never learned how to connect it to their everyday experience so, while it sounds good on Sunday morning, it has no relevance on Tuesday evening when they are in the middle of a fight. They have no real idea what their new relationship with Christ is really about. Jesus’ personal presence with Brian and Kara in the midst of conflict is never acknowledged. They don’t stop to ask him for help because they don’t think of him as a person. They think of him more in terms of a lawyer who has managed to keep them from going to jail. Now that they are past that danger, they don’t keep on relating to him. 

What are the implications of these things for Brian, Kara, and for us? It means that each of us can have hope when we get out of bed in the morning; we know that the Lord of heaven and earth is truly our Father. This is what it means to live by faith. Imagination takes us to the mountaintop of God’s grace so we can see our struggles and challenges from the vantage point of his relentless love for us. 

Imagine Kara connecting with Christ personally each morning and talking to him like this: “Jesus, thank you for being with me right now and through this day. Because of you, I am never alone. Because of you, I don’t have to manage the universe—or even Brian! Please give me your strength to entrust Brian to you; help me to love him in ways that will help both of us to see you and to love you and each other.” Imagine Brian uttering words like, “Father, I know I have looked to things like status and success for a sense of well-being. I’ve grown depressed when I couldn’t achieve them. I have minimized your immense love for me in Christ. For that, I deserve your condemnation. But because of what Christ has done for me, I am accepted by you—not just tolerated, but wonderfully embraced by you. As I take each step today, help me to know that you are for me and with me. While I may struggle with depression, I am first and foremost your beloved child. Let these truths and your personal presence give me courage to move into my life and my relationship with Kara.” In these little vignettes, Brian and Kara are putting faith into action. They are communing with the unseen God because their imagination is enabling them to see reality. As Kara’s friend steered them to people in the church who could help them, this is what Kara and Brian began to learn how to do. 

 

God’s Presence and Provision 

What else do Brian and Kara need to see with the eyes of faith imagination? When struggles remain and life does not change overnight, it is easy for confusion and helplessness to settle in. These things cloud the imagination. They lead you to think that the struggles of your life are unique, that no one understands, and that you are all alone. Trying harder only seems to aggravate the problem. You try your best to figure it out, but you still don’t come up with any answers. 

When you are in this place of neediness and discouragement, you want answers and strategies, but God gives us something better. God’s provision simply can’t be reduced to answers and strategies because his provision is tied to his presence. God knows that our need is much bigger and deeper than what we think will satisfy it. So he not only gives us practical advice, he gives us himself. He is our wisdom. He is our strength. He is our forgiveness. He is our Father. As Moses said in Exodus 33:15, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here.” Moses knew that if God is not near, all the strategies and techniques in the world won’t help against overwhelming odds. Jesus takes this reality of presence and provision a step further in John 14. He says that he will not just be near us or with us, but in us. 

 

If you love me, you will obey what I command. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Before long, the world will not see me anymore, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live. On that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you. (John 14:15—20) 

 

Jesus describes his presence in terms of a family relationship when he says he will not leave us as orphans. Brian and Kara need to face their struggles with the knowledge that God, the ultimate source of all they need, is living inside them. In the midst of their difficulty, Brian and Kara do not have to despair and feel alone in their struggles; God is present. They don’t have to resort to speaking words that hurt; they can speak words that heal. They don’t have to succumb to disappointment, bitterness, and vengeance; they can choose to be patient, kind, forgiving, and compassionate. They can encourage rather than condemn. They can bear each other’s burdens and serve each other with joy. The promises of new potential don’t have to be seen through jaded eyes; they can be received in a way that fosters new, heartfelt hope and obedience, even if things don’t get better right away. Why? Because their imagination now sees not simply a restored marriage, but a deeper, moment-by-moment personal relationship with God. Ultimately, this is why Brian and Kara have been created and redeemed. 

The stakes are high: the reality our imagination embraces is the reality we will live by. If we are not captured by the truth of living in a deeply personal relationship with God, we will shrink our expectations and dreams down to the size of our own selfish wants, desires, and strategies. This is what has happened to Brian and Kara, and it often happens to the rest of us. Brian was being crushed by the pressure to attain success as others had defined it. Now he was seeing that God was making him into something far more glorious: God was making him like Christ. Kara had allowed her vision for life to shrink to the size of controlling her little corner of the universe. But now she was seeing for the first time that God was already in control. She could trust him to change Brian because she was beginning to trust him to change her. 

 

What Is God Doing in My Life? 

When we don’t see our identity in Christ or his presence and provision for us, we wind up envisioning a God too busy to care about us. Prayer becomes little more than a spiritual 911 call. To get God’s attention, we “make the call” so that God will wake up, see our needs, act on our behalf, and provide rescue. But once he shows up and does what we think he should, we assume that he then retreats to take care of other pressing matters until we call again. 

This flies in the face of the reality of who God is and how he works, but it is how Brian and Kara have tended to view him. To them, he was distant and inactive. In fact, Kara had wondered aloud why God had not done something to help her marriage. Brian wondered why God did not lift his depression. Their view of God’s passivity was a principal ingredient in their abiding hopelessness. So was their focus on circumstances, which kept them from seeing their deeper heart issues of success, control, and acceptance that needed to be addressed by the power of the gospel. 

Once again, the Scriptures enlarge our imagination by helping us see things we don’t normally see. The Scriptures increase our awareness of a God who is near, willing, and able to save. In Psalm 121, the psalmist points to God’s abiding presence and tireless activity on our behalf: 

 

I lift up my eyes to the hills—

 where does my help come from? 

My help comes from the LORD, 

 the Maker of heaven and earth. 

He will not let your foot slip—

 he who watches over you will not slumber; 

indeed, he who watches over Israel 

 will neither slumber nor sleep. 

The LORD watches over you—

 the LORD is your shade at your right hand; 

the sun will not harm you by day, 

 nor the moon by night. 

The LORD will keep you from all harm—

 he will watch over your life; 

the LORD will watch over your coming and going 

 both now and forevermore. 

 

The same picture of God is seen in the life and words of the apostle Paul. In the midst of many struggles and pressures, Paul says in Romans 8:28—39, 

 

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified. 

What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies. Who is he that condemns? Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written: 

"For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

 

How radically these verses confront our feeble imaginations! When we are in trouble, our tendency is to think that God is nowhere to be found and we must fix things ourselves. When our vision of reality is this small, our attempts to fix things often make the trouble more troubling. We either want to fix the wrong things or fix the right things in the wrong way. 

The Bible not only tells us that God works continuously, it also tells us how he works and what he is working on. This gives us hope and gives our work purpose and direction. When we start working off the same script as God, we function in ways that are truly redemptive. If God forgives, we must work to forgive. If he is working to make someone a better person, we should do what we can to encourage those changes. If God is working to make peace, we are to be peacemakers. If God daily bears our burdens, we want to help shoulder the burdens of others. If God is working to produce hearts of worship in us, we should seek to stimulate adoration in one another. In short, we are called to help each other see the unseen reality of our active, present, and personal God. God’s work is driven by an agenda so much grander than simply making our lives better. He wants to remake us into his likeness. And that likeness can be seen in Jesus. 

Many explanations could be offered to Brian and Kara about why things have gone wrong and how they can try to fix them. But explanations alone will not bring them to a new place in their marriage. Explanation by itself may bring temporary insight and change, but nothing that lasts. The vastness of God’s glory needs to loom so large before their eyes that they can see their problems in proper perspective. The courage to hope for lasting change is only as big as the God their imagination—and ours—is able to see. When I see my identity in Christ, God’s presence and provision, and what he is doing in the process, I am willing and able to do things I wouldn’t do otherwise. Brian and Kara are beginning to do this in small but important ways. 

Explanation, while an important aspect of change, is not sufficient. It must be fueled by imagination. Eugene Peterson captures the vital interplay between the two. 

 

We have a pair of mental operations, imagination and explanation, designed to work in tandem. When the gospel is given robust and healthy expression, the two work in graceful synchronicity. Explanation pins things down so that we can handle and use them—obey and teach, help and guide. Imagination opens things up so that we can grow into maturity—worship and adore, exclaim and honor, follow and trust. Explanation restricts and defines and holds down; imagination expands and lets loose. Explanation keeps our feet on the ground; imagination lifts our heads into the clouds. Explanation puts us in harness; imagination catapults us into mystery. Explanation reduces life to what can be used; imagination enlarges life into what can be adored. 26 

 

Living in God’s Big Sky Country 

As you have been reading, maybe you’ve been thinking, Okay, Paul and Tim, this sounds good, but how do I stimulate my imagination? How do you stimulate your imagination in any area of life? If you have a vision for decorating your house, you buy decorating magazines and pore over them until you get an idea of what you want to do. If you want to take a vacation, you sit down with someone who has been where you want to go. You talk about his trip, gaining insight and excitement about what you can do when you get there. You will probably get travel brochures or look at the pictures from your friend’s trip. 

It is not enough for Brian and Kara to work on their marriage; they need to work on their imaginations. God has given them ways to do that. He has provided simple means that stimulate and enlarge their imaginations to see what they need to see. These means are prayer, truth, fellowship, worship, and the sacraments. We are tempted to minimize those means because they seem so ordinary. And when we approach them without a clear sense of why they were given, we can miss the profound impact they should have on us. 

Bible study and personal reading fall flat when we miss what Bible study and reading are meant to do. They are intended to be a means, not an end. The purpose of Bible study is to give me a vision of the God who is my Savior and with whom I am in relationship. Bible study is intended to stimulate worship, but so often it is focused on theology and rules. My relationships with my brothers and sisters in the body of Christ are intended to stimulate our collective appreciation of God’s greatness and grace. But so often relationships become an end in themselves, serving our desires for acceptance. The Lord’s Supper is a rich experience where spiritual truths are laid before us in tangible ways. It is intended to stir our imaginations to see the grace of God through taste, touch, and sight. But many times the Lord’s Supper becomes nothing more than a ritual we perform by rote. 

There are many other things God provides to stir up our faith imagination: hymns and songs, sermons, seminars, poetry, allegory, physical creation, and short-term mission trips, to name a few. The natural world should stimulate our imagination. The life and ministry of the body of Christ should expand our faith and worship. In the midst of life’s struggles and opportunities, we all need to ask how our imaginations can be stimulated to see and worship God. We should also look for the means God has given us to make this happen. 

The reality your imagination sees is the reality that will shape your words, actions, attitudes, and relationships. The question is not, “Has God made adequate provision?” The question is, “Do we see him? Are we responding to each other not just on the basis of personal strength, the size of the problem, or our track record, but on the basis of what God has provided?” 

Brian and Kara look a lot like us. Like them, we forget that it is in the little moments that spiritual battles are lost and won. We tend to minimize the significance of the daily, moment-by-moment skirmishes with outward circumstances and inward sin. But Brian and Kara are beginning to see what it is like to depend on Christ in those little moments. Brian may still struggle with depression, but Christ is present with him, helping Brian to see himself through new eyes. Kara is on a similar journey. She is relinquishing her need to be in control and trusting God to make all things new—even her! While much change is still needed, the eyes of their hearts are being opened to see how wide, deep, broad, and long the love and glory of Christ are. As they see through eyes of faith (or the eyes of reality), Christ is changing them from one degree of glory to another. This is truly amazing, yet it is exactly what God has said is reality all along. 

How are you viewing reality? Are you growing in your ability to see the unseen? The apostle Paul encourages and commands us to do this in Ephesians 5:14: 

 

“Wake up, O sleeper, 

 rise from the dead, 

and Christ will shine on you.” 

 



 

Chapter 15

 

Moving Out

 

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life. . . . Philippians 2:14—16 

 

Green Day’s lyrics capture the experience of many people. If you are a parent, ask your children how many of their friends come from broken homes. If you are single, consider how many of your relationships include some degree of pain and disappointment. Take a look at your own family and extended family. All of us can see how this song captures an aspect of our stories. We all live with, and are party to, the damage sin engenders. 

What makes the Bible so compelling is that it understands this. The drama of Scripture is our drama. It rings true to life no matter what degree of brokenness we have experienced. All of our lives are riddled with moments of regret. Times when we want to take back words we have spoken. Times when we want to turn back the clock and undo a decision. Times when passion got in the way of principle. We are learning as we go, and we get it right one minute and terribly wrong the next. Motives collide with motives until it is hard to figure out what is right. Sometimes you are fiercely irritated with a person you deeply love. Sometimes you replay scenes over and over in your head, even though you know you shouldn’t. Sometimes every moment of peace seems to be ruptured by conflict. And sometimes there is much to be thankful for, but also much to mourn. 

In light of all this, it is amazing that we still can find moments when things go right! The really stunning thing about our world is not the overwhelming amount of brokenness, but the presence of any good! The fact that relationships remain intact at all, and even last for years, is a sign that God’s goodness still abides in the world. 

 

Hope in the Ruins 

Because of God’s presence, you have experienced joy in relationships. Conflicts actually get resolved. A tough conversation turns out positively. Someone has reached out to you in a time of struggle. You have been granted forgiveness. Real love has been expressed and shared. You have been served and have been willing to serve. A casual relationship has matured into a deep friendship. People have overlooked your weaknesses and applauded your strengths. People have learned to be honest without being mean. 

Even though Green Day may not realize it, they have written a modern day psalm of lament. Their lyrics cry out for something more, just as the Psalms do. The Psalms express the brokenness and fragility of life in the cries of people who long for something that is truly better. And yet there is praise throughout the Psalms of Scripture too. It is not vacuous emotionalism, but rather praise that lives in the middle of fear, pain, hurt, and disappointment. The praise never ignores these experiences. Instead, it grows more thankful as it recognizes the redeeming God who meets us in life’s pains and joys. A psalm that captures the meeting place of brokenness and grace is Psalm 57:1—2. Hear how the psalmist lives in this intersection as he faces the realities of life. 

 

Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me, 

 for in you my soul takes refuge. 

I will take refuge in the shadow of your wings 

 until the disaster has passed. 

I cry out to God Most High, 

 to God, who fulfills his purpose for me. 

 

The psalmist does not flinch at life’s hardships, but he does not gloss over them either. He acknowledges the reality of disaster and yet cries out to God in the midst of it. His psalm is one of pain-stained worship. 

 

Life at the Intersection 

Ben and Erin met when they were teenagers. Their friendship quickly became romantic because they felt like they had stumbled on a kind of love they never received at home. They found refuge in each other. Within a few months Erin was pregnant, and they faced the first of many difficult decisions. The embarrassment of the pregnancy led them to get married secretly, but they had little understanding of how to live together, and they didn’t have a clue about how to love each other. 

Ben was a boy in a man’s body. He seemed more interested in the latest video game than the responsibilities of a husband and a father. He was a latchkey kid who had never been accountable to others. Erin’s parents were divorced. They tried to make up for it by giving her gifts and indulging her every whim. She had been pampered in all the wrong ways and expected this kind of treatment as an expression of love. Ben did not have the desire or the resources to meet those expectations. Although he had made significant efforts to win her affection while they were dating, this changed as soon as they were married. 

Erin’s disappointment and Ben’s feelings of failure, coupled with their inability to resolve conflict, turned the marriage into a war zone. Erin complained that Ben did not really love her; Ben complained that Erin was too demanding. They alternated between heated argument and cool withdrawal. In either case, they always pointed the finger at the other. 

One evening their conflict spilled out into the stairwell of their apartment complex. Another couple overheard the argument and asked if they could help. As a result of this simple act of kindness, Erin began to meet with the wife and Ben started a friendship with the husband. They also spent time together as couples. These new friends were part of a local church that excelled in welcoming struggling people and discipling them in grace. Ben and Erin immediately found other couples who would honestly share about their struggles, which turned out to be surprisingly similar to their own. As people shared, what caught Ben and Erin’s attention was the honesty that was tied to a strong hope for change. Significant personal changes began to take place in Ben and Erin as they came to trust in Christ. This simple yet powerful experience of the benefits of the gospel began to transform their marriage. They still had plenty of difficulty, but they began to deal with it differently. They were also surrounded by believers who were committed to reach out to them and persevere with them through the messy process of change now underway. 

 

The Real Story 

What began as a story about Ben and Erin is really a story about an unnamed couple and the quietly revolutionary community of faith to which they belong. The weapons of their warfare were humility, honesty, hope, grace, and courage. They moved toward Ben and Erin and invited them into their world. 

What this couple did can be summarized by one word from the Bible: kingdom. The revolution of the kingdom of God is not noisy and explosive. It’s a quiet revolution carried out by humble servants who often go unnoticed. Just consider the King of this radical new kingdom. How did Jesus enter human history? He came as a baby born into poverty amidst an oppressed people. He preached a message of hope that advanced through the quiet but powerful display of God’s love through his suffering, death, and resurrection. Wherever this King is present, these same surprising virtues will be present. These were the qualities that won Ben and Erin’s hearts. 

What was it that drew Ben and Erin to this anonymous couple? Ben and Erin were fearful, hopeless, and desperate, but this anonymous couple was compelling. Their lives spoke of the power, hope, and reality of King Jesus. Ben and Erin felt as if they could trust them with their troubles. They, in turn, were willing to have their lives disrupted by needy people like Ben and Erin. Whenever God’s grace changes your heart and life, you are experiencing the kingdom coming to earth as it already is in heaven. And when you experience this kingdom power in your life, you want others to experience it too. 

 

Not What You’re Looking For 

In a conversation with the Pharisees, Jesus confronted their fundamental misunderstanding of the kingdom of God. They imagined a system of political rule in which they would be the ruling class. Jesus informs them that his kingdom is not a system, but the tangible display of the presence of the King. 

 

Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, "The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, 'Here it is,' or 'There it is,' because the kingdom of God is within you.” (Luke 17:20—21) 

 

Because the Pharisees were looking for an earthly, political kingdom, they were looking to the future for its arrival. They were confused about what the visible display of the kingdom would be like. Many people have concluded from this passage that the kingdom is not visible, but that it resides in the hearts of people. The NIV reinforces this view by translating the last phrase to read “the kingdom of God is within you.” But Jesus is saying, “The kingdom is in your midst,” pointing to an internal and external reality. 

Jesus is telling the Pharisees that the kingdom is right there for them to see, but they do not see it. He is saying that because the King is here, there are visible signs of his rule. What are these signs that go against what the Pharisees expect? Jesus is pointing to an internal reality of grace that expresses itself in observable changes in individuals and their relationships. It leaves a trail of humility, compassion, sacrifice, joy, and patience, along with many other qualities. The impact of this revolution will extend to systems and institutions, but this is not where it begins. It begins in the hearts of people and has ripple effects that spread to the farthest reaches of sin. Jesus is saying that the Pharisees are looking at the very King of the kingdom while wondering when the promised kingdom is going to come! 

 

The Visible Invisible Kingdom 

What does the kingdom of God have to do with Ben and Erin’s story, or you and your relationships? Everything! If you are experiencing humility, forgiveness, patience, or godly conflict, you are experiencing the work of the King as he builds his kingdom. This means that your relationships are a place where the kingdom has come, and they are intended to attract others to the King. In addition, whenever you speak of change in your life and relationships, you are not drawing attention to your wisdom, relational savvy, or personal giftedness; you are calling attention to Jesus, your King. As the couple and community that reached out to Ben and Erin understood, the kingdom of God is not just for private enjoyment, but also for public display. People who come into our midst will see the work of the kingdom but they won’t necessarily see the King. It is our responsibility and privilege to point them to him. 

 

Making the Kingdom Visible 

The Bible talks about the kingdom of God in many ways, but Jesus uses two metaphors to talk specifically about its visible nature. In Matthew 5:13—16, Jesus says that his kingly presence within his people enables them to function as salt and light to those around them. 

 

“You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled by men. 

“You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and praise your Father in heaven.” 

 

Let’s consider what this means for us and the redemptive opportunities all around us. 

 

Being Salt: Moving Out 

The image of salt challenges isolationism because salt is only effective as a retardant to decay when it is in close contact with the decaying substance. This is an uncomfortable call because it pulls us away from the comfort of relationships already transformed by the King. Yet we are most true to our identity and calling when we live in the midst of broken people. The call of the kingdom is a call into the world, never away from it. Jesus was unequivocal when he said in John 17:15, “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.” We are to be in the world, though not of it. Often Christians have evaded the challenge of this call by defining their role as salt in negative terms. They have simply denounced bad things in the culture and been against things rather than for them. 

But the image of salt also highlights the importance of our character. Salt is only effective if it is truly salty! We are called to be people of great character so that, when we come in contact with the world, our character influences those around us. These qualities are not just about courage and conviction, but humility and compassion as well. What we say is important, but how we say it is too. What you stand for is important, but who you are as you stand for those things is important too. If, by God’s grace, you are truly “salty,” God intends you to apply that salt to decayed relationships where it is most needed. 

What ministry opportunities exist for you with the people God has put in your path? 

 


	 Is there a struggling family in your neighborhood? 

	 Is there a single parent at your child’s school? 

	 Is there someone in your church who is lonely and discouraged? 

	 Is there a teenager who needs to see how a family functions? 

	 Are there relationships you can pursue through your children’s extracurricular activities? 

	 Where are the needs for service, mercy, and help in your community? 

	 Has God put an elderly person in your life who needs companionship? 

	 Where are the poor in your community? How can you be a part of their lives? 



 

These are some of the ways God may be moving you outward. You are not necessarily called to do all of these things because of other callings and responsibilities you already have. But God has undoubtedly given you opportunities to be salt. If you have children, you are called to care for them, but one way to care for them is to include them in some ministry opportunities God has given you. 

One thing is certain: in order to be salt, you must be confident in the God who entered a sinful world to redeem it. Though we are to be wise, we are not to fear the world in which God has placed us. Yes, things will get messy. But if you are humbled by the messiness of sin in your own life, yet confident in God’s grace to change you, you will not be afraid to get close to other sinners who need that same grace. God will use the messiness you encounter in others to spur your own growth in the gospel. 

 

Being Light: Welcoming In 

The good things we experience are a mark of God’s kingdom coming to our own lives. If being salt involves stepping out into the world, being light involves welcoming people in so that they can see that the kingdom has come. You welcome people in so that they can see the impact of the kingdom on your relationships. Our relationships are meant to be beacons in a dark world, and we are called to welcome people into the light. The apostle Paul talked about the Christian community functioning as light in Philippians 2:14—16. 

 

Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe as you hold out the word of life. . . . 

 

In Ephesians 5:11, Paul calls us to “expose” the “deeds of darkness.” The word Paul uses for “exposing” the darkness does not mean “point a finger and judge.” It means that we persuade people that the gospel is true because our lives are a compelling testimony to the God who has come for sinners. Paul continues his thought in verse 15, saying, “Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil.” Our lives and relationships in Christ are to be more compelling than the temporary pleasures of sin. 

Keep in mind that one of the most compelling things people see is your own need for grace. This is not a ministry that benefits from an “I’ve arrived but you need grace” posture. It’s in the context of your own sins, struggles, and weaknesses that the love and power of the King are most clearly seen. Both of us have had people live in our homes for extended periods of time. Invariably, our guests have said that the most helpful thing about the experience (in addition to the good things they observed) was the fact that they saw our sins and our daily need for grace. One mark of the kingdom is a humble awareness of the ongoing pull of sin, and the daily cries for help that result. 

What opportunities do you have to invite others into the light so that they can see the kingdom? 

 


	 Does your child have a friend who may benefit from time in your home? 

	 Is there a coworker you can invite for dinner and a movie with your friends? 

	 Do you know an elderly person who would enjoy the love of a family during the holidays? 

	 Is there someone who is burdened or in crisis and in need of a retreat? 

	 Is there another family who would enjoy time with your family? 

	 Do you know a younger couple who could be mentored by an older couple? 

	 If you are single, is there a family with young children who would benefit from your help? How might this bless you as well? 



 

Of course, you are not called to do all these things all the time. But be thinking of ways you can invite people into your life and start pursuing those opportunities in practical ways. 

 

Unsung Heroes 

The story of Ben and Erin was actually about the unnamed couple and their church community. For all of the weaknesses and failures this anonymous couple surely experienced, they got something very right about their relationship. They knew that the good things God had done for them were not meant to be kept for themselves; they were instruments God intended to use. This is how God’s economy works. He lavishes sinners with grace and blessing so that they can do the same for others in his name. 

 

Ministry Is Worship 

The call we have considered in this chapter is not just a call to ministry; it is a call to worship. That might sound strange, but whenever you serve other people, you are not just serving them. You are serving the King—and that is worship. Love for Christ will always extend itself to others. Thankfulness to Christ will always result in sharing our blessings with others. Enjoying the benefits of Christ’s forgiveness will always express itself in forgiveness to others. Gratitude for God’s loving pursuit will always lead us to pursue others—even when they don’t want to be pursued. Thankfulness for Christ’s willingness to enter our messy world will make us willing to enter someone else’s. Worship recognizes that our good relationships do not belong to us, but to Christ. Therefore, we cannot hoard them; we are compelled to share them with others. Our responses to people are always connected to our response to Christ. Our worship and theology will always be on display in the way we treat others. Christ closed the gap between our vertical and horizontal relationships with these startling and humbling words in Matthew 25:34—40: 

 

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ 

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ 

“The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.’” 

 

Aren’t you glad that this is exactly what Jesus did for you? 
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