Love Well: A 4-Part Sermon Series

Pt 2: Growing in Self-Awareness
SLIDE: Scripture Reading 
Proverbs 4:23 “Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.”
Jeremiah 17:9 “The heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?”
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________
SLIDE: Love Well Pt. 2: Growing in Self-Awareness
Today, we are continuing a 4-part sermon series about relationships. Whether we are male or female, young or old, single or partnered, we ALL live in the context of relationships with other people.
Last week, we explored what the Bible tells us about relationships. We learned that God’s original plan was for relationships to be good and beautiful. We also learned that while God’s ideal was damaged by sin, His desire is for us to grow in our ability to relate to others in more godly ways.
Importantly, we learned that the foundation for growing in our relationships with others is our relationship with Jesus. When we make time to be with Him, we begin the process of learning from Him about how to relate to others in more godly ways.
Today, we’ll be building on what we learned last week and so we’ll be talking about our emotional lives in the context of our walk with God.
Historically, as Adventists, we’ve tended to emphasise the importance of right beliefs and godly actions, but we’ve not always given as much attention to our emotions.
And yet, emotions are such an important part of our lives. God created us as whole beings – mind, body and spirit, yes. But also, emotions. 
So, if we want to understand our lives wholistically, it’s important that we also have some understanding of our emotional lives, as I think you’ll all agree that our emotional lives impact our relationships.
Over the next three weeks, as we talk about relationships and our emotions, we’re going to use the concept of emotional intelligence as a framework.
So, what is emotional intelligence?
SLIDE: The definition of emotional intelligence is the ability to be aware of, control, and express our emotions, and to handle interpersonal relationships with empathy and good judgement.
We’ll explore each aspect of this definition over the next three weeks, but today we’ll be focusing on the very first part of this definition – the ability to be aware of our emotions.
I want to begin by telling you a story.
ILLUSTRATION: An old Cherokee chief, who sat with his grandson by the fire one evening. The boy had a fight with his best friend, and he was still angry at his friend.
The old chief could see the storm brewing in his grandson’s heart, and so he said to the boy, "Let me tell you a story.”
“Inside me, there are two wolves. One is wild and ferocious – he’s filled with anger and bitterness, pride and envy. The other one is gentle and good – he’s full of love and kindness. These two wolves are locked in a battle inside of me.”
The boy listened and sat quietly, thinking about what his grandfather had said.
Then the boy asked, "Grandfather, does everyone have this fight inside them?"
"Yes," the old chief replied. "Every person has these two wolves inside them. The same fight that is inside me is also inside you, and inside every person."
The boy thought for a moment and then asked, "Which wolf will win?"
The chief smiled and said slowly, "The one you feed."
Interestingly, God said something very similar to Cain. 

Do you remember the story of Cain and Abel?

It’s recorded in Genesis 4, where we are told that Cain was a farmer and Abel was a shepherd. When it was time for them to bring an offering to God, Cain brought some of his crops, while Abel brought the best portions of the firstborn lambs from his flock.

God accepted Abel and his offering, but He did not accept Cain and his offering. In response, Cain became very angry and dejected.

Let’s look at what happened next.

SLIDE: Genesis 4: 6-7

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry? Why is your face downcast? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?

But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it.”



Did you catch that? 

Sin is crouching at your door! It desires to have you! Though you must rule over it.

Doesn’t this sound like the story of the two wolves? You can almost imagine sin as a wild animal, “crouching at your door” – over which you must rule.

Both of these stories illustrate the profound truth that, every day, we face a choice:

Will we choose to nurture the wild, ferocious wolf crouching at our door? Will we choose to cultivate anger and bitterness in our hearts? 

Or will we choose to rule over the sin crouching at our door? Will we choose to feed the gentle wolf, cultivating love and kindness?

Interestingly, both of these stories demonstrate the power of emotions – especially emotions that are not examined and not controlled.

Consider Cain. He was angry and dejected, but he did not pause to examine what he was feeling. He did not heed God’s warning that sin was crouching at his door and that he must rule over it, and instead he allowed his emotions to control him. As a result, he killed his brother, Abel.

So, I have a question for you to consider:

SLIDE: Are emotions sinful?

Take a moment to consider and then turn to the person next to you and reflect on this question.

I hope that you’ve concluded that emotions are NOT sinful. 

Emotions are part of how God created us – in His image. We know this because Jesus was sinless and yet He experienced and expressed a wide variety of emotions.

Consider these verses from the Gospels:

SLIDE: In Luke 10:21, we read that Jesus was “full of joy.”

SLIDE: In John 11:35, we see that Jesus experienced sorrow and “wept.”

SLIDE: And in Mark 3:5, we read that Jesus experienced “anger” and “distress” at the stubbornness of peoples’ hearts.

Emotions are not inherently sinful. Even anger, which we often identify as sinful, is not in and of itself sinful.

SLIDE: Ephesians 4:26 tells us, “In your anger do not sin.”
Or as the New Living Translation says, “Don’t sin by letting anger control you.”

We sin when we allow our emotions to control our actions, and this tends to happen when we are unaware of what we are feeling; of what is in our hearts.

SLIDE: Proverbs 4:23 tells us, 
“Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.”

This verse expresses a very important concept. It tells us that our actions flow from what is in our hearts.

Did you catch that?

This verse tells us that our actions flow from what is in our hearts.

We often think of this verse as a reminder to be intentional in “guarding our hearts” from what is outside of us – from negative influences; from influences that are not true, and not pure, and not lovely (Phil. 4:8).

This is important.

This verse also reminds us that we must be intentional in “guarding our hearts” from what is inside of us – from negative emotions.

SLIDE: Ephesians 4:31 encourages to rid ourselves of negative emotions such as bitterness, anger and malice. 

SLIDE: And James 3:16 tells us that negative emotions such as jealousy and selfish ambition lead to evil.

Do you remember God’s warning to Cain? God was essentially saying, “Do NOT allow your emotions to control you. Your emotions can lead to sin.”

For many of us, thinking or talking about our emotions is difficult, particularly negative emotions.

Why is this?

There are many reasons, but we’ll talk about a few of them today.

The first reason goes back to the Garden of Eden. In Genesis 3, because of the Fall, Adam and Eve experienced some very intense emotions.

Do you remember?

SLIDE: They felt fear. They felt shame. They felt blame.

Because of sin, all of us live with emotional pain. So, it’s easier not to think about our emotions.

Another reason why it’s difficult to think or talk about our emotions is that emotions are complicated.

SLIDE: Look at this Emotion Wheel. On the inside of the wheel, we have the basic human emotions that most of us are familiar with.

Each of these emotions can be understood in a variety of ways. 

SLIDE: Let’s think about feeling “angry.” 

Are you angry because you were “let down” or because you were “humiliated”? 

If you decide you’re angry because you were “humiliated,” did you feel “disrespected” or did you feel “ridiculed”?

Do you see? Emotions are complicated. It takes both time and reflection to understand our emotions.

SLIDE: But another reason why emotions are difficult to think or talk about is because we’re often not taught how to think and talk about emotions.

For those of you who are parents, you know it takes enormous time and patience to deal with a child’s emotions.

But consider this: when you were a child, your parents were most likely just as busy as you are now.

When you had a tantrum in public, they likely felt embarrassed and so they would have done everything they could to make you be quiet.

Or maybe they tried to comfort you and said, “Shhhh, don’t cry.”

And more than likely, our parents were also raised by well-intentioned parents who themselves were not taught how to think or talk about emotions.

And so, from one generation to the next, we can grow up in families where we don’t learn the vocabulary for thinking about or expressing emotions.

As a result, we often lack awareness of our emotions. 

If we go back to our definition of emotional intelligence, you will see that awareness of our emotions is the first part of the definition.

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 we think about the concept of “guarding our hearts” or “the two wolves inside of us” or “sin crouching at our door,” it’s important to recognise that awareness of what is inside our hearts is the starting point.

If Cain had stopped to think about what he was feeling and why – if he had stopped to consider that his emotions might drive him to sin – his story may have ended differently.

And the same is true in our lives. While our emotions may not drive us to murder, they can drive us to sin against those we love.

Take a moment to recall an interaction you had with someone that ended with you feeling ashamed of your actions because of the hurt you inflicted. Maybe you lashed out in anger; or maybe you inflicted the silent treatment.

I know I can think of such an interaction in my life. Most likely, this interaction went so poorly because you didn’t stop to think about guarding your heart – about what was inside your heart.

And now, imagine how that interaction might have been different if you had stopped to think about what you were feeling and why.

If you had stopped to think, you may have recognized that your emotions were driving you and that you needed to take some time to calm down.

When we fail to do this, we interact with others in auto-pilot mode. And when we’re on auto-pilot, we fail to recognise the “sin crouching at our door” and so our emotions just leak out of us.

That’s because, according to our Scripture reading from Proverbs, everything we do flows from what is in our hearts.

Stopping to think about our emotions, about what is inside our hearts, is the first step towards recognizing the “sin crouching at our door.”

I have a question for you to consider:

Can you think of a time where Jesus appears to take time to consider how to respond?

SLIDE: John 8:3-8 records the story of Jesus’ interaction with the woman caught in adultery.

I want you to imagine the emotions swirling around in this story.

Imagine the emotions inside the woman – she was caught in the act, exposed to the judgment of the crowd, her clothes were torn.

Imagine the emotions inside the crowd – they were hoping to shame the woman, and to corner Jesus into a boundary-breaking act of mercy.

Imagine the emotions inside the disciples – they were likely holding their breath, waiting to see what Jesus would do.

It’s hard to imagine what Jesus might have felt in that moment. 

But we know from other passages of Scripture that Jesus experienced and expressed a wide variety of emotions.

So, in this moment, as He looked at the woman and at the crowd, I imagine Jesus would have felt a wide variety of emotions, and probably intensely.

Now, think about this:

Amid all this emotion, what does Jesus do?

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

In the Desire of Ages, Ellen White tells us that Jesus wrote the guilt of the woman’s accusers on the ground, and that ultimately, when they realised this, they gradually began to slip away, until only the woman was left.

Jesus had the self-awareness to recognise that, in this situation of high emotions, His best response was to take a moment to think. 

In fact, Ellen White tells us that Jesus did not even acknowledge that He had heard their question.

What a supreme, divine example of emotional intelligence.

Imagine how many of our relational and family interactions would go more smoothly if, in moments of high emotions, WE took the time, like Jesus did, to think rather than to just feel.

God said to Cain, “Sin is crouching at your door . . . you must rule over it.” Learning to “rule over” the sin that results from our poorly controlled emotions begins with learning to pay attention to what is going on inside of us in those moments.

SLIDE: Have you ever seen an iceberg? If you were in a boat on the surface of the water, the iceberg would not look very big, would it? But notice how much bigger the iceberg is when you look beneath the surface.

Our emotions are like this iceberg. What we feel in the moment is often much more complicated than it seems.

SLIDE: Consider, for example, what is known as the Anger Iceberg. 

Notice that, when we look beneath the surface, what presents as ‘anger’ might be shame; or sadness; or overwhelm; or decision fatigue; or maybe a struggle to cope with noise or hunger.

So, the first step in learning greater self-awareness is to learn to ask yourself a question:

SLIDE: “What’s beneath the surface of what I’m feeling?”

OPTIONAL: 
But sometimes, we can be so disconnected from understanding our emotions that it’s difficult to take even this first step, because we don’t recognise that we are feeling anything at all!

That’s why it’s important to check in with your body and ask yourself, “Is my body experiencing emotions that I’m not even aware of?”

There are various ways that our bodies experience emotions. Here are just a few.

SLIDE: Rumination. This is when we replay problems and worries over and over again.

We’re not working toward a solution, but instead, we’re just continuously thinking about the causes and consequences of the problem.

SLIDE: Another way our bodies experience emotions is through Muscle Tightness. This is often in the muscles of your head and neck, which can result in both headaches and a stiff, sore neck.

SLIDE: Another way is Stomach Symptoms – this can range from mild symptoms, like “the butterflies” in our stomach, to moderate symptoms, like indigestion, to severe stomach pain.

SLIDE: A Racing Heart can also be a symptom of emotions we’re not aware of.

If you find yourself experiencing any of these, ask yourself these questions:
“What’s going on here?”
“Is there an emotion I’m not aware of that might be causing this?”
“What might be beneath the surface of what I’m feeling?”

SLIDE: Once you’ve identified “What” you’re feeling, the next step is to ask yourself “Why” you’re feeling this way. This requires connecting with what’s beneath the surface.

Let’s go back to the example of anger, which we looked at earlier.

Sometimes we can be angry because we’re tired or hungry. At other times, it can be because we’re feeling overwhelmed by noise.

But at other times, we might recognise that we’re angry because we felt humiliated.

If we recognise that we’re angry because we felt humiliated, that’s a cue to ask ourselves, “Why did I feel humiliated?”

We might initially come up with superficial reasons – for example, maybe we felt humiliated because there were so many people who saw what happened. 

Or maybe we’re worried about our reputation. 

Or we might even recognise that it’s because it made us feel smaller, when we already feel small.

But if we sit with the discomfort of why we’re feeling angry and humiliated, we might realize that at the root of our emotions is sin – the sin of pride, for example.

Understanding the why of our emotions can help us “rule over the sin crouching at our door.”

If Cain had gone through this process, he may have realized that what felt like anger on the surface was really humiliation – that his brother Abel’s offering had been accepted by God, but that his had not.

And if Cain had taken the next step and asked himself, “Why did I feel humiliated?” he may have discovered a prideful heart.

This is why God said to Cain, “Sin is crouching at your door.” God knew that, below the surface of Cain’s emotions, there was sin.

So, what do we do with this? What do we do when we realize that – sometimes – sin is at the root of our emotions?

When we examine our hearts and discover our sinfulness – our ugliness – we can become discouraged and overwhelmed.

Fortunately, as disciples of Jesus, we have a unique next step. We can bring our sin to God.

SLIDE: When we examine our hearts at the foot of the cross of Jesus – when we truly understand that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us (Rom. 5:8) – our sin does not overwhelm us, because we know we are deeply loved by God and forgiven by His grace.

Without examining our hearts in this way, we may never truly understand that our sinfulness is much deeper that the external, superficial things that we consider to be sin.

And without examining our hearts, we may never truly understand our deep need for grace.

It is only when we examine our hearts and recognize our sinfulness that we can experience overwhelming love and gratitude for the grace that is offered to us at the cross.

It is my prayer for you today that God will give you the strength – today and every day – to recognize the sin crouching at your door. 

And may He give you the courage to examine your hearts and recognize your deep need for His grace.

Because when you do, you’ll begin a whole new journey of learning to love God and to love others – the two greatest commandments that God has given us.


