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Relationships


Relationships are part of life and come in many shapes and forms. There are casual friendships, best friends, spouses, family, and the list goes on. Relationships can be rewarding, fulfilling, frustrating, and challenging. 

The Biblical Foundations


The Bible talks about relationships beginning with the Trinity—the perfect small group—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. When God created Adam, God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Gen. 2:18). God recognizes humanity’s need for relationships as God seeks a relationship with us. Our lives are made complete through our relationships with God and others.


We are created in the image of God. Much of what we understand about relationships, therefore, must come first of all from what God has revealed to us about relationships in Scripture. This does not mean that we can pick any relationship out of the Bible and imitate it. There are all kinds of relationships represented in the Bible, many of them quite dysfunctional. If we want to understand what a right relationship looks like, we can look at the one perfect example given to us: Jesus Christ.


We must also turn to what the biblical writers have to say about relationships. Let’s look at three passages that help us to understand this issue better. Peter tells us in 1 Peter 2:9 that we “are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God.” This is the essence of what it means to be “in Christ.” We were created to “declare the praises of him who called [us] out of darkness into his wonderful light” (v. 9). Only when we accept what God has created us to be can we find a sense of personal identity that will fulfill and sustain us.


We are created not only to be in relationship with Christ, but also with each other. Hebrews 10:19-25 calls us to perseverance in our meetings with others as well as to accountability. This accountability works both ways. “Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds” (v. 24) and “let us encourage one another” (v. 25). These two ideas build on each other. As we meet with other Christians, we are encouraged by them and we encourage them to be the people God has called us to be. If we shun the company of other Christians, we can expect our own closeness to God to grow cold. 


Our third passage is Ephesians 4:29—5:2. Relationships are not going to get very far without good communication. What does that look like? Consider verse 29: “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.” If we want to have quality relationships with others, we must prayerfully listen to our speech. Have you ever said something you immediately regretted saying? As Christians, we need to put a guard on our tongues. This is not easy! Some of us find it very difficult to think before we speak! But such thought is vital if we are to carry out the advice Paul gives us in passages like these. 


Rework to include Hebrews 10:25 “Be imitators of God,” Paul urges, “as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God” (5:1-2). Let us seek to be fragrant reminders of Christ’s love! 

Can I Be Complete?


Les and Leslie Parrott (1998) have dedicated their lives to understanding and teaching others about relationships. In their book Relationships they state, “If you try to find intimacy with another person before achieving a sense of identity on your own, all your relationships become an attempt to complete yourself.” This single sentence holds the key to finding genuine fulfillment in every relationship. If its message isn’t grasped, the most people can expect is a false and fleeting sense of emotional closeness, the kind that comes from a series of temporary attachments. Once this truth is understood and internalized, however, we can discover the abiding comfort of belonging—to family, friends, spouses, and ultimately God.


Many of us have felt as though something is missing. We’ve struggled with loneliness. We’ve felt detached, unaccepted, and separated from the group we’d like to be part of. When we find ourselves in this empty space, it is typical to search outside ourselves—often compulsively for something or someone to help us fit in. We shop, drink, eat, and do anything to distract ourselves from the pain of feeling alone.


Most of all, we tell ourselves, “If I find the right person, my life will be complete.” Unfortunately, it’s not that simple; if it were, friends wouldn’t fail us and marriages wouldn’t fracture. The cause of the emptiness is not a case of missing people in our lives, but of incompletion in our lives. In order to build healthy relationships, people must be on the journey with God to becoming whole, complete, thus establishing a sense of self worth and a healthy self-concept.


The human quest for completion can be overwhelmingly powerful, yet it generally doesn’t operate at the conscious level. It works below the surface and drives us to believe some of the most lethal relationship lies. Having a relationship with God and being members of a community help us to discover who we are. While relationships are the path to discovering the self, they do not guarantee the development of a complete self. If we have not achieved a solid sense of who we are in Christ, we are destined to believe one of two subtle lies guaranteed to sabotage our relationships. The first: I need this person to be complete; the second: If this person needs me, I’ll be complete. In the first, we believe that by attaching ourselves to another person, we become whole. There is a line from the movie “Jerry Maguire” that says, “You complete me.” While this sounds wonderfully romantic, the miracle of being “one” in a relationship comes from God, not from being incomplete until you have someone else in your life.


The second lie speaks about codependency. When we are in a relationship in which we need to be needed exclusively, we lose who we are. The Bible refers to “iron sharpening iron” as an example of how relationships can positively impact and shape our lives. If we don’t fully participate in the relationship, the other person becomes the focus. 

Created for Connection


We were created for connection. Society tells us each day that we should be independent. However, life is meant to be shared. Families are usually the training ground for learning to connect with others. Sometimes the message is “hold grudges,” “don’t make waves,” or other incorrect ways to build intimacy in relationships. Therefore, we may need to relearn how to form relationships with other people.


Forgiveness, letting go of resentments or hurts that can destroy connections between people who at one point loved each other, is the key to building relationships. One definition of forgiveness is giving up the hope that the past can be different. We cannot change the past, what people have done to us, or painful experiences. However, forgiveness gives us freedom to have healthy, loving, and fulfilling relationships. We move forward in life because we let go of the past, knowing that God can and will deal with the hurts we received.


The difference between expectations and reality is misery. Many times the expectations we have in our relationships are too high. We expect people to be available, to know what we need without telling them, to be sensitive to those things that are hurtful to us, and to avoid causing us pain. The reality is we are imperfect; sometimes we say things that hurt people (intentionally and unintentionally). Many times we don’t measure up to the standards and ignore the steps to form healthy relationships—and that is misery. 


The way to create a close relationship is to be aware of our expectations, to examine them, and to learn who the other person is. Others may not be able to meet all of our needs; that is God’s job. We need to avoid imposing unrealistic expectations on others. No human being is capable of meeting all our needs. As we look to Scripture we have this promise, “My God shall abundantly supply all your needs according to His riches in glory in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:19). When we cultivate genuine relationships, we experience God at work blessing and blending our lives for His glory. Decide to be vulnerable, risk being known, and experience the presence of God in your life through the relationships with friends and family. 


With the frenzied pace of today’s moms, many women find friendships and relationships receiving little attention. With just 19% living in the community where they grew up, moms struggle as they desperately seek new connections. Fifty-eight percent report experiencing loneliness in the past month and four of five need more friends in their lives (The Foster Letter-Religions Market Update, 10/25/2009).


Maybe that’s why we are instructed in God’s Word to encourage each other. In fact, Hebrews 3:13 says, “Encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.” Women--by nature, nurture, or learned behavior--are often the encouragers in relationships. Dee Brestin in Friendships of Women (1985) encourages us to find ways to speak or write encouraging words more frequently. She further reminds us that our encouraging words often paint a picture of the bright future we have because of God’s faithfulness.


Healthy relationships offer mutual support, accountability, and encouragement.
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