Love Well: A 4-Part Sermon Series

Pt. 1: God’s Desire for Our Relationships

SLIDE: Scripture reading

2 Cor. 5:17, 18, 20a 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!

All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation . . .

We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

SLIDE: Love Well Pt. 1: God’s Desire for Our Relationships

Today we begin a 4-part sermon series entitled “Godly Relationships.”

Over the next few weeks, we’ll be talking about our emotional lives; and we’ll be exploring some practical tools for improving our relationships.

But today, as we begin, we’re going to look at what the Bible tells us about relationships.

If we were to look to pop culture – movies, TV shows, music lyrics – we’d learn that romantic relationships are the only type of relationships that matter.

And yet, not all of us have a spouse or romantic partner. Though all of us live in the context of relationships.

Another message from pop culture is that ultimately love wins! The happy ending we all crave can be achieved within the space of a 2-hr movie!

But we all know that this is not reality. Relationships can be hard. Really hard.

Relationships can be the source of our greatest joy. Though they can also be the source of our greatest pain.

In our time-poor world, we often relate to others on auto-pilot. We don’t have the time to think carefully about the way we communicate – so we miscommunicate.

And miscommunications lead to misunderstandings.

And misunderstandings lead to conflict. 

And conflict can be caused by so many things. 

I want you to consider this question:

In your closest relationships – with your partner, with your children, with your parents, with your friends and work colleagues – what are some things that cause conflict?

Ask for responses. Record responses on board, if available.

Possible answers include poor communication skills, money, parenting, in-laws, chores/housework, unmet expectations, gender differences, etc.

These are all things that contribute to conflicts in our families, including my own, but I want you to notice something interesting about these answers. 

Most of these are things outside of ourselves. None of these things are related to something inside us. 

Look at what the Bible tells us about conflict. In James 4:1, we read these words:

SLIDE: 	James 4:1 “What causes fights and quarrels among you?
Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?”

Or, as the Message translation says:

SLIDE: 	“They come about because you want your own way, and so you fight for it deep inside yourselves.”

What does this mean? 

It means that our conflicts – our “fights and quarrels” – come about because of something deep inside ourselves – something ‘in here’ (point to self) rather than something ‘out there’ (point outward).

And the “something deep inside ourselves” is sin.

This is not what God originally intended for our relationships.

In Genesis 1, we read these words:

SLIDE: 	vs. 26 “Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness’ . . . 

vs. 27 “So, God created mankind in His own image, in the image of God He created them; male and female He created them . . . 

vs. 31 “And God saw all that He had made, and it was very good.”



What do these verses tell us about God’s original plan for relationships?

Ask for responses. Record responses on board, if available.

Possible answers include:
1. Both men and women were created in the image of God, which implies equality between men and women.

2. We were created to live in relationships, and it was meant to be “very good.”

And then, in Genesis 2 we read these words:

SLIDE: 	vs. 18 “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him’ . . . 

vs. 24-25 “That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.”

What do these verses tell us about God’s original plan for relationships?

Ask for responses. Record responses on board, if available.

Possible answers include:
1. Relationships are better than aloneness
2. “Becoming one” implies unity and harmony
3. There was no shame in relationships

Sadly, after Genesis 1 and 2 comes Genesis 3. 

Do you remember what happened in Genesis 3? 

That’s right. It was sin.

We know that, because of sin, pain and death entered the world. 

Have you ever thought carefully about how sin changed human relationships?
Let’s read some passages of Genesis 3:
SLIDE: 	vs. 6 “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it.”
vs. 7 “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realized they were naked; so, they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.”
What do these verses tell us about the way sin changed relationships?

Ask for responses. Record on board, if available.
That’s right. In Genesis 2 we read that Adam and Eve were “naked and unashamed.” Here, we have the opposite. Shame is now part of their relationship – with themselves, with each other and with God.
Let’s keep reading.
SLIDE: 	vs. 8 “Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. “
vs. 9 “But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?”
vs. 10 “He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.”
What do these verses tell us about the way sin changed relationships?
Ask for responses. Record responses on board, if available.
That’s right. In a relationship where there had been only love and openness, there is now fear and hiding.
Now let’s read vs. 11-14:
SLIDE: 	vs. 11 God asked, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”
vs. 12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.”
vs. 13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”
vs. 14 The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
And what do these verses tell us about the way sin changed relationships?

Ask for responses. Record responses on board, if available.

That’s right. Blame has entered what had once been a harmonious relationship.

Isn’t this sad?

God intended for relationships to be “very good.” But as a result of sin, relationships were changed by fear, shame and blame.

In verses 16-19, God pronounces judgment on Adam and Eve and He describes the pain that will be the consequence of sin. For the woman, childbearing will be painful. For the man, work will be painful.

But there’s one additional consequence of sin on relationships.

SLIDE: 	Gen 3:16 “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.”

That’s right. God says that, because of sin, man will “rule over” woman. Where there was once equality, now there will tend to be inequality. Where there was once unity, now there will be conflict.

This was not what God intended when He made Adam and Eve. This was not His ideal.

Sadly, much of the Bible is a collection of stories that describe relationships damaged by sin.

But the Good News is that these stories are not the only stories in the Bible.

The Good News is that Jesus came to this world to save us from sin.

The Good News is that because Jesus died in our place, our sins are forgiven. 

SLIDE: The Good News is that, because of God’s justifying grace, we can live without shame because our life is now “hidden with Christ in God” Col. 3:3

There’s another piece of Good News. Jesus lived a perfect life on this earth. A life that was not damaged by sin. A life that represented God’s ideal for us. And because of this, we can know what God’s ideal for human relationships looked like.

Jesus related to many people while He lived on earth, and because the Gospels record many stories of Jesus’ interactions with people, we can see what God’s ideal for relationships looked like.

For example:

SLIDE: There’s the story of how Jesus related to Zaccheus – in a society where tax collectors were considered outcasts because of their greed and corruption, Jesus took the time to stop and speak with Zaccheus – and then He invited Himself for dinner.

SLIDE: There’s the story of how Jesus related to the Samaritan woman at the well – in a society that saw women as second class citizens, Jesus not only went out of His way to engage this woman – He revealed His identity as Messiah to her.

SLIDE: There are stories of how Jesus related to children – in a society where children were seen as unimportant, Jesus saw children as worthy of His time, attention and blessing.

In the Gospel stories where we see Jesus relating to people, especially vulnerable people, like social outcasts, women and children, there is no fear; there is no shame; there is no blame. There is only love and kindness.

Wouldn’t it be amazing if there was no fear, shame or blame in our relationships? If all our relationships were characterised by love and kindness?

We know that, while we’re in this world, our relationships will always be impacted by sin. Our lives and our relationships will never reflect the ideal that God intended. 

And the Good News of the Gospel is that, despite our sinfulness, despite our inability to reflect His perfection, God loves us!

And by His justifying grace, He has saved us.

But there’s another piece of Good News! 

In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul tells us, 

SLIDE: 	2 Corinthians 5:17 “Anyone who belongs to Christ is a new creation!”

These words, “a new creation,” echo the words of creation in Genesis 1 and 2.

So, what Paul is saying is this: when we choose to follow Jesus, we begin the journey of being renewed and restored – of growing toward becoming the persons God created us to be.

When we choose to follow Jesus, we begin the journey of allowing the Holy Spirit to work in our lives – so that what was damaged by sin is gradually made “a new creation.”

This is Good News!

God wants to work in our lives to restore what was damaged – including our relationships.

So, what do “new creation” relationships look like?

There are many passages in the New Testament that we could look at, but today I’d like us to read Galatians 5:22-23:

SLIDE: “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

I want to ask you a question: 

Where in our lives do we see evidence of the fruit of the Spirit? Or the lack of it?

That’s right! It’s in our relationships! 

Just think about it: where do we most need to grow in patience? In kindness? In gentleness? In self-control?

It’s in our relationships!

But I have another question for you. 

How does this happen?

Ellen White describes it like this:

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 (Steps to Christ, 18).

What she’s saying is this: we can learn relational skills, and we can try to apply them in our lives, but these things cannot change our hearts. Radical transformation can only happen through the power of God.

So, how does God work in our hearts?

Day by day, the more we spend time with Jesus, the more we come to see the beautiful way He related to people.

The more we see His beauty, the more we learn to love Him.

And the more we learn to love Him, the more we want to be like Him. 

The more we want to be like Him, the more we are changed by Him.

And gradually, we become more like Him – more kind; more patient; gentler.

SLIDE: This is what Paul describes as “being transformed into His image” (2 Cor 3:18) or “Christ being formed” in us (Gal 4:19).

Isn’t this Good News?! I know it is for me! When I look at Jesus, I SO want to be more like Him!

But, while we might want or expect God to change us instantly, it’s important to remember that the transformation of our hearts is a slow process. 

Long-time followers of Jesus know that it’s a very long, very slow process. A lifelong process.

Ellen White describes it like this:

SLIDE:	“The closer you come to Jesus, the faultier you will appear in your own eyes; for your vision will be clearer, and your imperfections will be seen in broad and distinct contrast to His perfect nature” (Steps to Christ, 64).
She also says this:
SLIDE: 	“We shall often have to bow down and weep at the feet of Jesus because of our shortcomings and mistakes, but we are not to be discouraged” (MS 31, 1890).
Why should we not be discouraged?

Because, despite our shortcomings, God never gives up on us! By His justifying grace, He forgives us, repeatedly. And by His sanctifying grace, He faithfully continues His work in us.

As Paul tells us:

SLIDE:	“He who began the good work within you, will continue His work until it is finally finished on the day when Jesus returns (Philippians 1:6).

And, on those days when we do become discouraged, He reminds us that, one day, we’ll be restored into His perfect and beautiful image.

SLIDE: As 1 Cor. 15:52 tells us, “In the twinkling of an eye . . . we shall be changed.”

SLIDE: And one day, what was broken by sin will be recreated – and there will be “a new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1).

Until then, God wants to work in our lives – slowly recreating us into “a new creation.”

But I want you to consider this question:

If we are saved by the justifying grace of God – if one day we will be transformed into His perfect image – why does God desire the work of transformation to begin now?

I believe it’s because when we allow God to work in our lives, our relationships become more like what He intended.

And when our relationships are better, our lives are better. We can live with less anger; less shame; less regret.

And when our relationships are better, the lives of those we love are better. They can live with less of our anger; less of our self-centeredness; less of our sinning against them.

But there’s one more very important reason.

SLIDE: Jesus said, “Let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify God” (Matt. 5:16).

Peter repeated Jesus’ words – just a little differently:

SLIDE:	“Live such good lives among the pagans that . . . they may see your good deeds and glorify God” (1 Pet. 2:12).

In our Scripture reading this morning, we read that we are “Christ’s ambassadors.” What does this mean? It means that, as Christians – as disciples of Jesus – we represent Him to the world.

Now consider this: when we are growing in our ability to relate to others in a way that is more like Jesus, we represent Jesus more truthfully to those around us. 

We are more honest ambassadors of Christ.

As we close today, I want to ask you:

How are you showing up in your relationships?

Are you growing in your ability to represent Jesus?

Over the next three weeks, we’ll be exploring some practical tools for growing in relational and emotional health.

But today, I want to challenge you to make time for Jesus in your life – every day.

Make time to be with Him. Make time to learn from Him.

When you do, the Holy Spirit will do the slow work of changing your heart; of making you “a new creation” – in your life and in your relationships.
