GODLY RELATIONSHIPS: A 4-Part Sermon Series
Pt. 4: Growing in Other-Awareness
SLIDE: Scripture Reading
Phil. 2:1-4 Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
SLIDE: Godly Relationships Pt. 4: Growing in Other-Awareness

Today, we are concluding a four-part sermon series about relationships and our emotional lives.
Our emotional lives are an important part of our spiritual journey. God created us as whole beings – mind, body, spirit and emotions.
When we think about our spiritual lives, we don’t always think about our emotions. But if we acknowledge that God created us, in His image, with emotions, then emotions must be something that God cares about.
And if you’ve been here for the earlier sermons in this series, I hope that you’ve recognised that our emotions can either make or break our relationships.
You may remember that we’ve been using the concept of emotional intelligence as a framework for thinking about our emotions and how they impact our relationships.
This is the definition we’ve been using:
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.
So far, we’ve examined the first part of this definition – the ability to be aware of, control, and express our emotions – and over the past two weeks we’ve talked about self-awareness and self-management.

This first part of emotional intelligence is very much about what is going on inside of us. 

That’s why it’s known as EQ-Self.

This is the foundation for how we show up in our relationships.

SLIDE: But there’s a second part to this definition that relates to the ability to handle interpersonal relationships with empathy and good judgment.

This is known as EQ-Others.

EQ-Others is what we’re going to talk about today.
I want to begin by telling you a story.
ILLUSTRATION: Six children went on a trip to the zoo with their kindergarten teacher. As they were slowly walking through, stopping to look at various animals from around the world, they came across a special exhibit called the “touch and guess challenge.” They decided they wanted to have a go.
They were all blindfolded and then led toward an animal by the zookeeper, who said, “Feel this and tell me what it is.”
The first child reached out and touched something long and flexible. “It’s a snake!” she shouted excitedly.
The second child reached out and touched something rough and wide. “No way! It feels like a wall!”
The third child felt something sharp and smooth. “No, no,” he argued, “you’re both wrong. It’s a spear!”
The fourth child reached out and put his arms around something thick and round. “You’re all wrong. It’s a tree trunk!”
The fifth child touched something soft and floppy. “It’s a fan!”
And then the sixth child reached out and grabbed something thin and wiry. “You’re all crazy! It’s a rope!”
The children couldn’t agree and began to argue, so the zookeeper finally removed their blindfolds. Imagine their surprise when they saw an elephant! Although the elephant was like all the things they’d guessed, it was also so much more. But each child had only felt one small part of the elephant, so they couldn’t understand that others were feeling something very different.
You’ve probably heard this story before, but it illustrates something very powerful: 
SLIDE: We tend to see the world, and other people, only from our own perspective.
And yet, as our Scripture reading has reminded us this morning, the Bible teaches that, as disciples of Jesus, we are called to consider the perspectives and feelings of others, not just our own.

So, we’re going explore this concept of EQ-Others, which is the ability to handle relationships with empathy and good judgment.

SLIDE: To do this, we’re going to read the story of Lazarus.

In John chapter 11, we read that Lazarus had fallen ill, and his sisters Martha and Mary sent word to Jesus, hoping He would come quickly. But several days passed and Lazarus died before Jesus arrived. When Jesus did finally come, Lazarus had been in the tomb for four days.

Open your Bibles with me to John chapter 11. We’re going to read from verse 20 through to verse 35.
When Martha heard that Jesus was coming, she went out to meet him, but Mary stayed at home.
“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”
Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?”
“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.”
After she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary aside. “The Teacher is here,” she said, “and is asking for you.” When Mary heard this, she got up quickly and went to him. Now Jesus had not yet entered the village but was still at the place where Martha had met him. When the Jews who had been with Mary in the house, comforting her, noticed how quickly she got up and went out, they followed her, supposing she was going to the tomb to mourn there.
When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. “Where have you laid him?” he asked.
“Come and see, Lord,” they replied. [And then] Jesus wept.
There are many themes in this story that we could talk about, but remember, today we’re learning about EQ–Others, which is 

SLIDE: the ability to handle interpersonal relationships with empathy and good judgment.

So, let’s begin by thinking about the word empathy.

What does it mean? 

The word ‘empathy’ sounds a lot like ‘sympathy’ but it means something quite different.

SLIDE: The word ‘sympathy’ means feeling pity and sadness for someone else’s misfortune.

We often associate the word sympathy with the words or cards that we offer to people who are grieving the loss of a loved one. For example, we offer ‘words of sympathy’ or we give ‘sympathy cards.’

SLIDE: In contrast, the word ‘empathy’ means the ability to understand and share the feelings of another person. 

On the surface, empathy and sympathy might sound similar, but empathy goes much further than feeling pity or sadness for someone. 

Having empathy means you can imagine what it feels like to be in that person’s situation – to see things from their perspective rather than just your own. This is more difficult than it seems.

This is because, just like in the story of the elephant and the blindfolded children, our tendency is to see things only from our own perspective. To really put ourselves in another person’s shoes is difficult.

SLIDE: So, the first part of EQ-Others involves having empathy and then responding in a way that reflects that you understand.

But there’s another aspect to EQ–Others, which is 

SLIDE: the ability to handle relationships with good judgment, which means to be careful and sensitive, when relating to others.

So, let’s now go back to the story we read and think about how Jesus handled this interaction with Mary and Martha in a way that reflects both empathy and good judgment.

Let’s first consider Jesus’ interaction with Martha, because it’s Martha who first came out to meet Jesus.
SLIDES: John 11: 21-27
“Lord,” Martha said to Jesus, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died. But I know that even now God will give you whatever you ask.”
Jesus said to her, “Your brother will rise again.”
Martha answered, “I know he will rise again in the resurrection at the last day.”
Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?”
“Yes, Lord,” she replied, “I believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, who is to come into the world.”
Now, notice something interesting. Martha did not weep. In fact, she appeared to show no emotion at all. Instead, she wanted to have a conversation about the resurrection. So, Jesus responded to her by saying that whoever believes in Him will live, even after dying. 

And then Jesus asked Martha if she believed this. Martha responded by saying, yes, she did believe this, and then she turned and went back to the house.

Now, compare this with how Jesus interacts with Mary.
SLIDE: John 11:32-33
When Mary reached the place where Jesus was and saw him, she fell at his feet and said, “Lord, if you had been here, my brother would not have died.”
When Jesus saw her weeping, and the Jews who had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply moved in spirit and troubled. “Where have you laid him?” he asked.
“Come and see, Lord,” they replied. [And then] Jesus wept.
In contrast with Martha, Mary threw herself at Jesus’ feet, weeping. When Jesus saw Mary weeping, He was deeply moved and He wept also.

These two responses could not have been more different!

Why did Jesus respond so differently to the two sisters?

I believe it’s because Jesus had the ability to respond with empathy and good judgment.

Remember the word ‘empathy’ means the ability to understand and share the feelings of another person.

Martha seems to be the less emotional of the two sisters, and Jesus respects that. He responds by mirroring the way she is coping with the death of her brother.

In contrast, Mary is much more emotional, and Jesus respects that too and responds by mirroring her emotions also.

Jesus was able to see things from the different perspectives of the two sisters, and He responded in a way that both sisters felt understood by Jesus.

Imagine for a moment that, in response to Mary’s weeping at His feet, Jesus had launched into teaching her about the resurrection. How do you think that would have made her feel? She would have felt that Jesus didn’t understand her at all.

Or in contrast, imagine that, in response to Martha’s unemotional response, Jesus had responded emotionally. I think Martha coped by not allowing herself to feel things deeply, and if Jesus had begun weeping, she may have felt shamed for her lack of emotion.

In this story, Jesus demonstrated superb ability to put Himself in the shoes of both sisters and to see things from both of their perspectives.

But let’s now consider another story, where we meet Jesus interacting with these same sisters. Turn with me to Luke 10:38-42 and let’s read this story together.
SLIDE: Luke 10:38-42
As Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman named Martha welcomed Him into her home. Her sister, Mary, sat at the Lord’s feet listening to what he taught. 
But Martha was distracted by the big dinner she was preparing. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister just sits here while I do all the work? Tell her to come and help me!”
“Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about all these details! There is only one thing worth being concerned about. Mary has discovered it, and it will not be taken away from her.”
Once again, there are many themes we could explore in this story, but what I want to focus on Jesus’ ability to respond with empathy and good judgment – with high EQ-Others.

From the previous story, we know that Martha was a woman who may not have had the ability to express deep feelings like her sister Mary did. And she may not have had the ability to connect deeply with others.

Unlike in the first story, where Jesus mirrored Martha’s lack of emotion, here He challenges her. But He does so gently.

Gently, Jesus encourages Martha to put aside the busyness that keeps her from connecting with those in her home and He invites her into a relational space – at His feet – to learn from Him and to connect more deeply with the people in her home.

Once again, this is a beautiful picture of Jesus’ superb, divine EQ–Others.

Don’t you wish you had Jesus’ ability to understand people’s emotions and to express empathy?

Don’t you wish you had His ability to respond with care and sensitivity? 

I know I do – because if I did, all of my relationships would be more harmonious.

So, how can we grow in our ability to understand and share in the feelings of others? 

How can we grow in our ability to see things from others’ perspectives rather than just our own?

I hope that, by exploring these two stories from the Gospels, you’ve realised that, as disciples of Jesus, we have a unique resource for growing in our ability to relate to others. 

SLIDE: That resource is Jesus.

To grow in our ability to relate to others, the first thing we can do is to spend time reflecting on the stories in the Gospels where Jesus interacts with people.

The more you do this, the more you’ll see how beautiful Jesus is – and the more you’ll want to be like Him.

And as you consider these stories, ask yourself these questions:

What can I learn from this story about relating to others with empathy – even to difficult people?

What can I learn from this story about responding with good judgement – with care and sensitivity?

SLIDE: A second unique resource that we, as disciples of Jesus, have is prayer. 

We can pray that God will help us grow in empathy. We can pray that God will help us grow in good judgment. And we can pray about the difficult people in our lives.

And then there are some very practical things we can do to learn to relate with greater empathy and good judgment.

SLIDE: The first is to listen to others’ stories.

When we listen to others talking about their lives, or we read stories about other peoples’ experiences, we are practicing seeing things from their perspective. 

This is especially true when we read good quality fiction, because fiction allows us inside the character’s thoughts and feelings in a way that we don’t usually have in real life.

SLIDE: Second, practice putting yourself in others’ shoes. 

If you’re standing at the checkout and you see someone very different from yourself – maybe someone from a different ethnic background, or someone much older than yourself – rather than feeling impatient about the slowness of the line, spend your waiting time imagining what that person’s life might be like.

Or maybe when you’re driving and someone gets angry at you for some small driving mistake you made, try to imagine what might it be like to live with so much anger – and what might be causing that.

When we practice putting ourselves in other peoples’ shoes, our perspective is broadened and, in Paul’s words, we grow in our ability to “look not only to our own interests, but also to the interests of others.”

So, as we conclude this series on godly relationships, I want to leave you with one big idea:

SLIDE: Consider the beauty of Jesus. 

It’s because Jesus looked not only to His own interests, but also to the interests of others, that He chose to come to this world. 

It’s because He looked not only to His own interests, but also to the interests of others, that He chose to die for us.

And as you consider the beauty of Jesus, ask God today and every day to give you the desire to become ever more like Him in your ability to see and relate to others in the way Jesus did.
