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			A Word of Welcome

			Welcome to Change and Your Relationships. We are thankful for your desire to grow in this very crucial area of your life. When you think about it, we all spend a majority of our waking hours interacting with people. These interactions, both casual and more personal, have the potential to shape us—either for good or ill. Relationships are always a two-way street!

			As you work through Change and Your Relationships, it is our hope that you will learn to think more clearly about the primary purpose of relationships and how important they are in conforming us to the likeness of Christ. This key idea of being conformed to Christ can and should radically reorient the way we think about our friendships, marriages, relationships with our children and parents, our neighbors, coworkers, and everyone in between.

			Perhaps a few words would be helpful about this course you are about to take:

			1.	This resource is connected to several other CCEF resources, including How People Change and Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands (both of these are books and small-group resources such as this one). Change and Your Relationships places the important process of change within its primary context: our relationships! While this may seem obvious, one danger that exists when we talk about personal change is turning inward and forgetting that personal change occurs in the bigger context of our relationships, so all personal change must also affect the way we treat others. This emphasis on living out gospel change in our relationships makes this resource a helpful complement to the other resources from CCEF that focus on personal change.

			2.	This resource is intended to point you toward a radically biblical understanding of relationships. For many, including these authors, relationships can easily become conduits for personal satisfaction and self-centered happiness. While God does want us to find great joy in our friendships, he never states that as the end goal or primary motivation. Rather, he places his purpose for us at the center: becoming more like Christ. The more God’s agenda for relationships lives at the center of our motivation for pursuing relationships, the more likely it is that we will have good relationships, but it does not necessarily guarantee that all of our friendships will be fulfilling. Instead of looking to your relationships to fulfill you, it is our hope that this curriculum will enable you to see the bigger picture of what God is accomplishing in and through your relationships—one that is much grander than your personal happiness. This resource might disappoint those who are looking for several easy steps to more effective and happy friendships, but it will be a great encouragement to those who learn to set their sights on the sanctifying work of the Father, Son, and Spirit.

			3.	Our greatest hope is that this resource will provide a way for individuals, marriages, and entire churches to be transformed into communities that are growing in bringing together seemingly contradictory things like candor and compassion, humility and courage, patience and godly conflict. “Godly conflict” may sound like a strange thing to hope for—that is, unless you have seen too much ungodly conflict! It is only through God’s Spirit powerfully working in the lives of many individuals that these kinds of communities can emerge. The authors of this material claim no special ability, personally, when it comes to these things—certainly not because we write about it! But we do stand with all who will study this material and say with confidence that progress and movement can and will be made as we embed our lives more deeply in the gospel of grace that is ours in Christ. Our Trinitarian God is one God and three persons. There is unity and diversity. He is a social God, and we are a relational people. It is by his design that this is true, and it is only by his grace that it will be true of us.

			Thank you for your interest in the ministry of CCEF and for using this resource that we trust will help you and many others. It is our privilege to partner with you and to have a small or significant role in your growth in grace. After all, “So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building” (1 Cor. 3:7–9).

			Timothy S. Lane and Paul David Tripp

		


		
			Lesson 1

			Relationships and the Nature of God

			Central Point and Application

			Central Point: Because God himself is a community, he created and intends for us to live in community so that we may be a reflection of him.

			Personal Application: I need to be properly involved in relationships.

			Relational Application: I need to be in close relationship to God because my relationships with others will be satisfying only if I am in relationship with God.

			THE BIG QUESTION

			Do you see and treat relationships as God intends for you?

			Opening Activity

			For five minutes, brainstorm any words that come to mind when you hear the word relationships.

			Relationships can be messy. Having to deal with flawed people in a broken world can make one wonder if some relationships are even worth it. Have you felt this way? Have you ever avoided a neighbor or a co-worker? Ever choose to just swallow how you really feel because the work involved, if you really opened up, doesn’t seem worth it? 

			The difficulty of relationships can lead to families sharing the same space without sharing meaningful contact, church meetings becoming a formality with no attempt to share in the lives of others, and neighbors living side by side without knowing anything significant about one another. Is this a valid way to live? Is it OK to keep to ourselves so that we don’t get hurt or don’t hurt someone else? What’s wrong with playing it safe?

			Oddly enough, we can live with a tension between self-protective isolation and the desire for meaningful relationships. We can, on one hand, avoid the discomfort often created by relationships but, at the same time, know that we are less than human when we are alone. Every relational decision we make tends to move toward either isolation or immersion, and sometimes we may find ourselves at an extreme end of this continuum; we are tempted to make relationships either less or more than they were intended to be. 

			“I want to be safe”	↔“I need you in order to live”(isolation)(immersion)

			1.	Which side of the continuum do you tend to move toward? Why? 

			Relational Profiles

			Because we tend toward one of these characteristics—immersion or isolation—our relationships tend to fit one of three profiles:

			1.	The Frustrated Relationship: In this relationship, one person moves toward isolation and the other moves toward immersion. One dreams of being safe; the other dreams of being close and intimate. 

			a.	How would the perfect vacation look to each of these two types of people?

			b.	How might it feel to live in this type of relationship? 

			2.	The Enmeshed Relationship: Here both people move toward immersion. Both parties are relationally dependent on the other. 

			a.	How would the perfect vacation look to each of these two types of people?

			b.	How might it feel to live in this type of relationship? 

			3.	The Isolated Relationship: In this relationship both persons move toward isolation. Both make relational decisions based on maintaining safety.

			a.	How would the perfect vacation look to each of these two types of people? 

			b.	How might it feel to live in this type of relationship? 

			When things go wrong in relationships, the problem is often rooted in the heart and in the expectations we bring to the relationships, whether it is our expectation for safety or for dependency. This is why we need to seek God’s expectations for our relationships: What purpose does God intend relationships to serve in our lives? As  persons created in the image of God, what should our relationships look like? Without a biblical model to explain the place relationships should have in our lives, we will likely experience imbalance, confusion, conflicting desires, and general frustration.

			Our Communal God

			Since we are made in the image of God, we cannot talk about the nature of human relationships without first thinking about the nature of God. 

			Read John 17:20–26.

			1.	For whom and for what is Jesus praying in this part of his prayer? 

			2.	What is the model for community Jesus sees for his people?

			3.	If God himself is a community, what does it mean to be human, made in God’s likeness?

			4.	In Christ’s prayer, what is one of the purposes for human community? 

			5.	Why do we need Christ to be praying for us? 

			6.	Christ not only prays for our unity with one another but that we would also have community with whom? 

			7.	Is there anything else about this prayer and its background that shows God’s deep commitment to creating true community? 

			8.	Think about the stages of a person’s life beginning from birth. What can you identify that shows we were designed to be in community with others?

			Closing Activity

			Look at the list of words brainstormed for the opening activity; identify any words that should be the focus of our thoughts about relationships. Are there any words you feel should be added?

			1.	Are there any relationships in your life, including perhaps your relationship with God, you need to correct your perspective on? 

			God designed us to be relational—it is our very nature, and it is one way in which we reflect the image of God. And only when we live in community do we fully reflect the likeness of God. Relationships are not optional! Because of sin, relationships can be messy, but they are not optional. Problems in relationships are often rooted in our selfish desires—when we seek to fulfill our own perceived wants and needs instead of seeking to please God. If there are problems in your relationships, the solution starts with God; the circle of human community is only healthy when it exists within the larger circle of community with God.

			Central Point

			1.	We are less than human when we are alone.

			2.	We are tempted to make relationships more or less than they were intended to be.

			3.	God, the Trinity, is a community; as his creation we reflect this quality, and only when we live in community do we fully reflect the likeness of God.

			Personal Application

			1.	I need to acknowledge that God desires me to be properly involved in relationships.

			2.	I need to identify whether I tend toward isolation or immersion.

			3.	I need to admit that good relationships with others flow from good communion with God.

			Relational Application

			1.	I need to be in relationship with others, neither avoiding nor depending upon them.

			2.	I need to find balance between isolation and immersion.

			3.	I need to be, first and foremost, in relationship with God.

			Make It Real

			1.	Who are people in your life (family, work, neighborhood, church, etc.) you feel you should be building better relationships with? What will it require for you to build and improve these relationships?

			2.	What are your expectations for your closest relationships?

			3.	If there are problems in your relationships, the solutions begin with God. Identify and write down any problems you have in your relationships. 

			4.	Spend time with your spouse, close friends, small group, and so forth, and share your answers to the items below:

			Share whether you feel there are any problems in your relationship. (Do not share what you feel the problems are, only whether you feel there are or are not problems.)

			Rate the problems (without naming the problems) on a scale of 1 (minor) to 10 (major). 

			Identify whether you tend toward isolation or immersion.

			Identify whether your relationship tends to be (1) frustrated, (2) enmeshed, or (3) isolated.

			Identify, using a percentage, how much you relate to the other person(s) in a way intended to please God. 

			Share with one another what you learned about relationships in this lesson, including (1) how important are relationships to God? (2) from where does true human community grow?

		


		
			Lesson 2

			Relationships—The Problem and the Solution

			Review

			How important are relationships to God? From where does true human community grow?

			Did you work on any relationships this past week?

			Did you share your answers from Make It Real question 4 in lesson 1?

			Central Point and Application

			Central Point: Our problems in relationships have everything to do with sin inside us, and our potential to overcome the problems has everything to do with Christ.

			Personal Application: I need to look inward to my heart to identify my part of a conflict.

			Relational Application: I need to seek restoration in a godly way that includes searching my own heart and confessing my sin to the other person.

			THE BIG QUESTION

			Where do the problems in relationships lie, and can they be repaired?

			Opening Activity

			Ask yourself these simple questions: 

			•	Have you ever felt misunderstood?

			•	Have you ever been hurt by what another person said?

			•	Have you ever felt as if you haven’t been heard?

			•	Have you ever been betrayed?

			•	Have you ever had to work through a misunderstanding?

			•	Have you ever disagreed on a decision?

			•	Have you or the other person ever held a grudge?

			•	Have you ever experienced loneliness even when things were going well?

			•	Have you ever been let down?

			•	Have you ever doubted another person’s love?

			•	Has the other person ever doubted your commitment?

			•	Have you ever struggled to resolve a conflict?

			•	Have you ever wished that you didn’t have to give or serve?

			•	Have you ever felt used?

			•	Have you ever thought, If I had only known? 

			Even in our most satisfying relationship, we can probably answer yes to all of these questions. Even in our most satisfying relationship, there are struggles and temptations, quarrels and conflicts. If we can answer yes to most of these questions for our best relationship, how much more work must be required in relationships that are more difficult! Our experiences with relationships help us understand why the Bible includes so many commands and exhortations to be patient, kind, forgiving, compassionate, gentle, and humble. The Bible assumes that relationships this side of eternity will be messy and require a lot of work.

			Inside Out, Upside Down

			James asks, “What causes fights and quarrels among you?” and answers by reminding us that our real problem is not located outside ourselves (which we can be so easily tempted to blame) but is rather inside us: “Don’t they come from your desires that battle within you?” (James 4:1). We allow our selfish desires to rule over us instead of God, and this leads to problems, conflicts, and disappointments. This role reversal—making ourselves ultimate and God secondary— the Bible calls sin.

			Exploring the Problem

			Finish each of these lines with a word or phrase: 

			Sin inside of me is like a .

			Sin inside of me makes me feel like a .

			When I think of my sin, I feel .

			When I think of my sin, I need .

			Read Romans 7:21–25. 

			1.	Identify some words or phrases Paul uses to describe his sinful condition.

			Conclusion: Our biggest problem is inside us, and we can’t repair it on our own.

			The Basic Effects of Sin

			Kristin and Shane had been friends since grade school. In high school, something more than friendship began to blossom. Although they ended up at different colleges, they remained close and spent at least three weekends a month together.

			It wasn’t long before they began to talk about marriage. They felt so fortunate to marry someone who had been a friend since childhood! The college years flew by, and soon after graduation, they married. They looked forward to spending the rest of their lives together.

			Shane and Kristin found good jobs and purchased a beautiful home in a neighborhood they loved. Their days were busy, but their evenings together were wonderful. They always looked forward to their Saturday brunch at the bohemian café down the street. It seemed as if they were living their dream when, unexpectedly, Kristin was pregnant. This was not part of the plan. She had tried to be careful! What in the world would she tell Shane?

			Kristin dreaded seeing Shane and answering the question he was sure to ask. She wanted him to be understanding, maybe even excited, but she knew this was unlikely. That conversation was a turning point in their relationship. Shane was very upset that Kristin “hadn’t been more careful.” Kristin was crushed that Shane would blame the pregnancy on her and treat the baby like a disease. On top of this, Kristin and Shane desperately needed her income, but if she continued to be sick as she had been, she wouldn’t be able to work for long. Shane was discouraged, Kristin was sick, and their finances were growing tighter every day.

			Their struggles soon began to erode their relationship. Shane became bitter, frustrated, critical, and demanding. He worked more at the office and seemed to be more occupied at home with office matters too. Kristin pulled away from Shane, giving him space, and spent more time with her girlfriends. Having been raised in a well-managed, financially stable family, Shane was irritated that they had gotten themselves into such a tight spot. Kristin was hurt that her closest friend now seemed like her worst enemy.

			Shane and Kristin’s biggest problem is inside them—not the un-expected pregnancy and financial difficulty. If Shane and Kristin see the unexpected circumstance as the root of their problem instead of their own sin, then they will continue to struggle in their relationship.

			Sin erodes relationships by affecting us in six basic ways. Let’s identify these eroding influences in Shane and Kristin and then in ourselves.

			1.	Self-centeredness: Since relationships are about being other-centered, the self-centeredness of sin will inevitably subvert God’s design. When we reject God, we create a void that cannot remain empty. Sin will lead us instinctively to fill it with ourselves. 

				a. Can you identify self-centeredness in Kristin and Shane’s relationship?

			2.	Self-rule: When God’s wise and loving rule over us is replaced with self-rule, other people become our subjects. They are expected to do our bidding and bow to our control. Because relationships are supposed to be conducted between two people who are equally submitted to God, the quest for self-rule will always wreak havoc.

				a. Can you identify the sin of self-rule in Shane and Kristin’s difficulty?

			3.	Self-sufficiency: When we reject God, we believe the intoxicating but poisonous delusion that we are not dependent. If we don’t see that we are dependent upon God, it is unlikely that we will be humbly dependent on others. One of God’s principle means of providing for us is through our human relationships. 

				a. How have Kristin and Shane moved toward self-sufficiency?

			4.	Self-righteousness: When the holiness of God is not our personal standard of what is good, true, and right, we will always set ourselves up as that standard, leading us to develop an inflated view of ourselves and an overly critical view of others. Godly relationships flourish best between two humble people who acknowledge their weaknesses and sins and their need for grace.

				a. Can you identify self-righteousness in Shane and Kristin? 

			5.	Self-satisfaction: When we convince ourselves that satisfaction can be found apart from God, we can move in two different directions. We can try to find satisfaction in material things, which will lead to a disinterest in relationships or using them as a means to get what we want; or we can try to find satisfaction in people, using relationships for our own happiness. 

				a. How have Shane and Kristin turned to self-satisfaction? 

			6.	Self-taught: When we are our own source of truth and wisdom, we forsake the humble, teachable spirit that is vital to a good relationship. We always take the role of mentor and give the impression that we have little if anything to learn from others. 

				a. How do you see this attitude in Shane and Kristin? 

			We said earlier that relationships can be a means of diagnosing our own weaknesses. The following chart summarizes the effects sin has on a person and his or her relationships. Using this chart, make a diagnosis of your own sinful condition.

			[image: ]

			Whenever the things we want (false gods) become more important than God, even when we make relationships more important than God, our relationships suffer. The circle of human relationships was meant only to exist within the larger circle of community with God.

			[image: ]
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			What About the Bad Things People Do to Me?

			What we have said so far may give the impression that our relationships are only harmed by our sin. But the Bible is full of exhortations calling us to exercise patience, forbearance, compassion, forgiveness and love; to revoke revenge and anger. The Bible mentions these things because God knows we will be sinned against. Like Shane, we are sometimes the victimizers; and like Kristin, we are sometimes the victims; and then there are times when we are both. 

			Even when we are sinned against, we are still responsible for how we react. We all tend to sin in response to being sinned against, adding trouble to our trouble. Can you identify with any of these responses to being sinned against?

			
					I confess your sins to myself with bitterness: I can’t believe she did that to me!


					I confess your sins to another person in gossip: Let me tell you what she did to me!


					I confess your sins to God, seeking vengeance: God, when are you going to do something to the person who hurt me?


					I confess your sins to you in anger: How dare you do such a thing to me?


			

			The Bible reminds us that even when we are sinned against, ultimately, before God, our biggest problem is still our own hearts’ propensity to sin. Even when our hearts have been horribly damaged by the sins of others, we are to guard our hearts so that we are not sucked into sin’s destructiveness. Being sinned against tempts us to sin. So our need for Christ is as big when we are sinned against as it is when we sin. God does not call us to passivity when we are sinned against, but our response is to be with patience, gentleness, self-control, humility, and forgiveness; not in vengeance, gossip, bitterness, or with a grudge. Holding the perpetrator “accountable” with a sinful spirit ends up perverting the very justice you seek.

			Perhaps the messiness of relationships feels overwhelming. Is there any hope for restoration or for godly relationships? 

			1.	What has God given us to help us navigate relationships in a fallen world? 

			Two Mistakes

			If we feel overwhelmed or have lost hope, we may be making two mistakes. 

			1.	We may be thinking God’s grace is supposed to deliver us from problems, when, in reality, God’s grace often gives us the ability to persevere in the midst of problems. We desire the grace of relief while God gives the grace of empowerment. 

			2.	We may be measuring our potential to deal with difficulty by the size and duration of the problems instead of measuring our potential according to the size of God’s provisions. Even in the deepest difficulty, we are never without resources and never apart from God’s presence.

			Our problems have everything to do with sin, and our potential has everything to do with Christ! 

			Shane and Kristin did find grace for their struggle. They sought help. Listening to the other talk about his or her hurts was very difficult at first. But as they faced their struggle, they also saw something else. They began to see their God, not off in the distance somewhere but right there with them in the difficulty. As they began to trust him, they began to find the courage to trust each other again and continue to move toward each other.

			Closing Activity: Exploring the Solution

			Finish each of these lines with a word or phrase:

			Christ inside of me is like a .

			Christ inside of me makes me feel like a .

			When I think of Jesus, I feel .

			When I think of Jesus, I need .

			Central Point

			1.	On this side of eternity, relationships will be messy and require a lot of work.

			2.	Our biggest problem in relationships is inside us.

			3.	We need God’s grace in our relationships.

			Personal Application

			1.	I need to expect difficulties in my relationships.

			2.	I need to examine my own heart and confess my sins that either lead to the conflict or resulted from the conflict.

			3.	I need to depend on God’s grace to persevere and not my own wisdom or strength.

			Relational Application

			1.	I shouldn’t be angry when difficulties come; they are a part of life and God’s tool for spiritual growth.

			2.	I need to seek restoration in a godly way that includes searching my own heart and confessing my sin to the other person.

			3.	I need to seek restoration knowing God will provide grace to get through it.

			Make It Real

			1.	When you encounter issues in your relationship, do you immediately focus on outside problems or the inside problems of your heart? What could you do as a couple or as a group to help each other focus first on the sin problems of your heart?

			2.	Share your diagnosis from the chart with someone else. Invite that person to ask you weekly how you are doing identifying that sin and confessing it.

			3.	Identify a relationship that is most difficult for you. Has your attitude toward the relationship changed since doing this lesson? How has it changed and why? Or why has it not changed? 

			4.	Do you feel hopeful in your difficulties or overwhelmed? What can you do to maintain the hope? What can you do if you are still feeling overwhelmed?
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