GODLY RELATIONSHIPS: A 4-Part Sermon Series
Pt. 3:  Self-Management

SLIDE: Scripture reading

Psalm 141:3-4a
Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips!
Do not let my heart be drawn to what is evil so that I take part in wicked deeds.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
SLIDE: Godly Relationships Pt. 3: Self-Management
Today, we are continuing a four-part sermon series about relationships. Regardless of our personal circumstances or our marital status, we ALL live in the context of relationships with other people.
In part 1, we explored God’s desire for our relationships to be good and beautiful, and that choosing to follow Jesus includes choosing to learn about relating to others from Him.
In part 2, we talked about our emotions, which are an important part of our spiritual journey, because God created us as whole beings – mind, body, spirit and emotions. 
We also learnt about the concept of emotional intelligence and used it as a framework for thinking about our emotions.
You might remember that we defined emotional intelligence like this:
SLIDE: Emotional intelligence is the ability to be aware of, control, and express our emotions, and to handle interpersonal relationships with empathy and good judgment.
If you look at the definition on the screen, you’ll see that the very first part of emotional intelligence is the ability to be aware of our emotions. So, last week, we talked about self-awareness. This involves learning to become more aware of our emotions; of what is inside of us.
For many of us, it can be difficult to understand what is inside of us, because our emotions are often below the surface. We learnt last week that each of us can learn to be more self-aware.
Today, we’re going to talk about another aspect of our emotional lives, which is self-management; and if you look at the next part of the definition of emotional intelligence, this involves learning to control and express our emotions appropriately.
ILLUSTRATION: To begin, I want to tell you a story about someone who managed his emotions under very difficult circumstances. In prison; in fact.

I want you to imagine what it would be like to be locked up in prison – a small, cold cell, surrounded by bare, concrete walls, a tiny window and a hard bed.

Imagine that the door is permanently locked and your freedom is gone – you cannot choose what you eat, where you go, or who you see. The only sounds you hear are distant voices and clanging gates. 

I know this would be hard for me to endure – even for just one day.

But now, I want you to imagine that this is your life for twenty-seven years. Can you imagine what this might be like? 

I think the hardest part would not be the physical discomfort but the isolation – from people you love, from nature – and the feeling of being forgotten, powerless, cut off from the world.

SLIDE: This is what happened to Nelson Mandela, a young politician in South Africa. At the age of 44, he was arrested for speaking out against the injustice of apartheid – a policy of South Africa that separated and segregated people based on their race.

Initially, Mandela was sentenced to five years in prison, but he ultimately spent twenty-seven years in prison. Can you imagine? That’s longer than many of you have been alive!

After twenty-seven years in prison, Mandela was released, and four years later he became the first Black president of South Africa. 

The amazing thing is that, as president, he did not use his power to seek revenge. Instead, he worked tirelessly to bring reconciliation to a nation that was divided by racial hatred.

How was Mandela able to do this?

SLIDE: Mandela writes about his experience in his autobiography, Long Walk to Freedom, and this is what he writes about the day he was released from prison:

“As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.”

Did you catch that?

What he’s saying is this:

“While I was in prison, I realized something very powerful. I realized that if I let anger control me, I’d still be a prisoner – even after I was released.”

Mandela understood that, unless he worked on his heart, on his emotions of anger and bitterness, then these emotions would become another prison.

Does this story remind you of anyone in the Bible?

Yes, that’s right! There are many similarities between the story of Nelson Mandela and the story of Joseph.

Joseph’s story is recorded in Genesis, where we learn that he was sold into slavery by his brothers and then unfairly imprisoned by Potiphar. 

The Bible does not give us details of Joseph’s thought processes; however, like Nelson Mandela, he must have realized that if he did not want to be a prisoner of anger and unforgiveness, he had to manage his emotions, rather than allowing them to control him.

And after many years, when at last he was reconciled with the brothers who had sold him into suffering, he was able to say these incredible words to his brothers:

SLIDE: 	Gen. 50:20 “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.”

Rather than feeling angry or bitter, Joseph forgave his brothers. 

How was he able to do this? 

While it was ultimately the power of God’s grace that allowed him to forgive, Joseph was able to experience God’s power by learning to manage his emotions.

Most of us will not face such extreme experiences as Nelson Mandela or Joseph. But all of us face negative emotions; and how we manage them impacts so much in our lives.

Our emotions are not in and of themselves sinful, our emotions are part of how God created us in His image. 

However, because of sin, our emotions can cause us to sin against others and against God.

Our Scripture reading for this morning was taken from Psalm 141:3-4a, where we find these words:

SLIDE: Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips!
Do not let my heart be drawn to what is evil so that I take part in wicked deeds.


These words reflect the psalmist’s deep awareness of how destructive words can be when we speak without managing our emotions.

They reflect an understanding that words spoken without controlling our emotions can cause us to sin and to damage our relationships.

SLIDE: If we go back to our definition of emotional intelligence, we’ll see that managing our emotions involves two things: learning to control our emotions and learning to express them appropriately.

One way to understand what managing our emotions looks like is to describe a lack of self-management.

While there are many ways in which we can manage our emotions poorly, we’re going to look at three of the most common ways.

SLIDE: The first way we manage our emotions poorly is to make ourselves bigger. Animals do this too, particularly when they’re afraid.

SLIDE: For example, cats will arch their backs, fluff up their fur and dilate their pupils to try to appear bigger.

Bears do this too, but they also stand on their back legs to look bigger.

Frilled lizards spread a large frill around their neck and stand tall to look bigger and scarier.

And look at the blanket octopus. It has 
an iridescent webbing between its arms, which it can spread out to look bigger.

As humans, we do this too. When we feel afraid or angry, or threatened in some other way, we also make ourselves bigger.

We raise our voice and our facial expression becomes scary.

SLIDE: Even children do this!

Or we loudly dominate the conversation and interrupt others when they’re speaking.

Or maybe we become defensive. 

These are all ways of making ourselves bigger.

A second thing we might do when we are not managing our emotions well is we make ourselves smaller. 

Once again, this is something animals do.

SLIDE: When frightened, dogs crouch low to the ground and tuck their tails in to make themselves look smaller.

Rabbits do something similar. They flatten their bodies against the ground to blend in and reduce their visibility.

Many birds, like pigeons and sparrows, do this too. They hunch down and pull in their feathers, trying to appear smaller and less visible.

As humans, we also do this.

When we feel threatened – maybe by who someone who has authority over us, like a parent or a boss; or maybe by a spouse who tends to be aggressive – we make ourselves smaller to protect ourselves.

SLIDE: Getting quiet when we feel intimidated is one way of making ourselves smaller.

Becoming overly cooperative is another way of making ourselves smaller.

Using flattery is also a way of making ourselves smaller – it’s a way of trying to placate or calm someone who frightens us.

Whether we tend to make ourselves bigger or smaller depends on a variety of things.

If we have a loud, confident temperament, we will be more likely to make ourselves bigger when we’re not managing our emotions well.

In contrast, if we have a quiet, shy temperament, we’ll be more likely to make ourselves smaller.

But it can also depend on the context. If, for example, we tend to be shy and quiet but are in a situation where we know we’re safe, we can also react by making ourselves bigger.

There’s also a third way that we use when we are not managing our emotions well.

SLIDE: We can become passive-aggressive. 

What does this mean? 

It means we use an indirect way of expressing negative emotions. Here are some examples:

SLIDE: Saying, Fine or Whatever instead of saying how you really feel.

Agreeing to do something but intentionally procrastinating, doing it poorly or even making deliberate mistakes.

Giving the silent treatment, which means not communicating at all, or keeping communication to a bare minimum.

These are all indirect (or passive) ways of showing that you’re upset or angry. That’s why it’s called being passive-aggressive.

Passive-aggressive ways of managing negative emotions are often learned in childhood. 

This happens particularly when, as children, we are not allowed to express negative emotions such as anger.

So, I have a question for you: 

What is your tendency?

Do you tend to make yourself bigger?
Do you tend to make yourself smaller?
Are you sometimes passive-aggressive?
Or do you respond in all three ways at different times and in different contexts?

Have a think about this and then turn to the person next to you and share.
(Allow 2-3 minutes for discussion.)

If we’re honest, we most likely tend towards all three at different times.

So, how can we grow in our ability to manage our emotions in a more positive way?

Last week we reflected on the story of Jesus’ interaction with the woman caught in adultery, recorded in John chapter 8. The crowd had brought the woman to Jesus and was insisting that the Old Testament laws demanded that she be stoned for her sin.

Do you remember how Jesus reacted?

That’s right, He didn’t say a word. Instead, He bent down to write on the ground with His finger. 

We talked about Jesus’ self-awareness – his ability to recognise that, in this situation of high emotions, His best response was to take a moment of quietness.

Think about what you might have done in a similar situation.

Would your tendency have been to make yourself bigger by raising your voice, scowling or even raising your fist? 

Or would you have tried to placate the crowd by making yourself smaller?

Yes, Jesus did get quiet – which may seem like He was making Himself smaller. But He only got quiet for a little while.

After writing in the dirt, Jesus stood and addressed the crowd.

In John 8:7 we read what He said: 

SLIDE: 	John 8:7 “All right, let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone!”

I believe Jesus used that time of quiet to carefully choose His words.

SLIDE: I want you to consider this quote from Victor Frankl, a survivor of the Jewish Holocaust:

Between stimulus and response there is a space, and in that space is our power to choose our response.

What does this mean?

Let’s break it down point by point.

First, “between stimulus and response there is a space” means that, from the moment something or someone provokes us to the moment when we respond there is a space of time.

And in that space of time, we have the power to choose how we will respond to being provoked.

When someone does something that makes me angry, I have the freedom to choose how I will respond – I can choose to make myself bigger by yelling, OR I can choose to speak calmly.

When my boss intimidates me, I have the freedom to choose how I will respond – I can choose to make myself smaller by nodding along, even though I disagree with what is being decided, OR I can choose to speak my mind.

So, you might be thinking, “That’s just not possible! My response is instant! I don’t have the ability to choose how I respond when I’m angry!”

If that’s what you’re thinking, I want you to consider this scenario: 

You’ve raised your voice in anger at your spouse or child when the telephone rings. The instant you pick up the phone, your voice changes and you sweetly say into the phone, “Hello.” (exaggerate the sweetness of your tone).

(You’re laughing because you know what I mean!)

In that instant, you chose how you would speak into the phone – because we have the power to choose our words, even in those moments when we’re angry or intimidated.

So how can we grow in our ability to control our emotions and respond in ways that are not sinful? 

In ways that don’t hurt people and relationships?

In ways that are more like Jesus’ ways?

There are three things we can do to grow in our ability to manage our emotions.

SLIDE: First, regularly remind yourself that God is with you. That you are not alone. 

Remember, when we are reactive – when we make ourselves bigger or smaller, or when we’re passive-aggressive – it’s because we’re trying to protect or defend ourselves.

Reactivity is self-protection. And self-protection tends to occur when we feel alone. So, remind yourself that God is with you.

When walking into a meeting or situation that is potentially challenging, remind yourself that God is ahead of you. He’s already there!

And when you’re interacting with someone who is difficult, remind yourself that God is not only with you – He’s also with the other person. This changes everything!

We are most reactive when we forget the Lord. That’s why, over and over, the Bible reminds us to “Remember the Lord.”

So, regularly remind yourself that God is with you.

SLIDE: Another thing you must do if you want to improve your relationships and the way you manage your emotions is to pray.

Our relationships are all affected by sin. By our sin. So, we need a supernatural transformation of our hearts. 

Ellen White described it this way:

SLIDE:
“Education, culture, the exercise of the will, human effort, all have their proper sphere . . . but they cannot change the heart; they cannot purify the springs of life. There must be a power working from within . . . That power is Christ.”

SLIDE: As disciples of Jesus, we are a “new creation!” (2 Cor. 5:17).

SLIDE: This is not something that happens instantaneously or by chance. We must “throw off our old sinful nature” and “ask the Holy Spirit to renew our thoughts and attitudes” (Eph. 4:22-23).

Notice how active we are to be in this process. “Throw off!” and “Ask!”

And this is not a “one and done” process. It is a lifelong process of walking with Jesus; of learning from Him; of growing in His likeness.

So, pray about your relationships. Ask for the fruit of the Spirit. Ask for help with managing your emotions. 

SLIDE: If you tend to make yourself bigger, ask God to “set a guard over the door of your mouth.” (Psalm 141:3)

SLIDE: If you tend to make yourself smaller, ask God to help you “be bold and courageous” (Joshua 1:9)

Matthew 7:7 tells us, “Ask and it shall be given” and James 4:2 tells us, “You do not have because you do not ask!” (James 4:2). 

So, ask!

So, to grow in your ability to manage your emotions and improve your relationships, first, remind yourself that God is with you; and second, pray for help.

SLIDE: But there’s a third thing you can do. And that is intentional practice.

Acknowledging that our relationships are broken by sin and asking God to help us does not give us permission to make no effort. No! We can practice being less reactive.

How do we do this? 

SLIDE: First, choose just one relationship that you tend to be reactive in. It might be a parent or a child, a partner or a friend. But choose just one.

SLIDE: Second, think about why you tend to be reactive in this relationship. We talked about this last week. Examining why we do and feel certain things is part of being self-aware. 

So, ask yourself, “Why does this person make me react in this way?” And when you have some understanding of what’s behind your reactivity, take this to God.

SLIDE: Third, plan for your next interaction with this person. Pray about it. Remind yourself that God is with you. 

SLIDE: And then practice!

Practice being calm and present without making yourself bigger or smaller. You can do this by practicing deep breathing, which can help you stay calm.

And by reminding yourself that God is with you, and that He wants to help you stay calm and present – not bigger, not smaller, but calm and present – like Jesus was in all His interactions with people.

SLIDE: After the interaction, regardless of how it goes, celebrate! 

Remind yourself that you’re practicing, so it doesn’t matter if it didn’t go as you had hoped.

The important thing is that you’re making progress, even simply by being aware that you need to practice!

So, celebrate growth rather than seeking perfection.

As we finish today, I want you to reflect on the last time you reacted to someone in a way that you’re not proud of. Maybe you made yourself bigger; maybe you made yourself smaller; maybe you were passive aggressive.

And now I want you to imagine that interaction again. Imagine that, instead of being reactive, you were calm and present; that you responded in a controlled and appropriate way.

Isn’t this what each of us wants for our relationships?

And isn’t this what God wants for us? 

SLIDE: 
(Psalm 141:3 Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips!)

God wants to help us set a guard over our mouths. He wants to help us keep watch over the doors of our lips. 

May we remember, today and every day, to ask for the divine help that is available to us.
