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Introduction

You need to have close relationships.

You want to enjoy close relationships. You want to have the type of relationships that God will gladly bless.

You hope to love and be loved in relationships that hold through tough times.

Of course you do.

We all do.

And you can.

But you need to go about it God’s way.

The God of Relationships
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God is a relational God. As a Tri-unity, He has eternally existed in relationship with Himself. He created man and walked with him in the cool of the day in the Garden of Eden. He sent Jesus to restore the relationship between God and man, a relationship that was marred because of man’s sin. God has witnessed every relationship in history and possesses infinite and perfect knowledge and wisdom.

The New Testament is a highly relational book. The letters to the churches (Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, etc.) were written to be read and applied in community. Gracing the pages of the New Testament are insights into how to truly “do life” together.

Christianity is a relational experience. A religion is a system of beliefs and external practices. But Christianity is more than a religion. It is a relationship with the living God that opens the way to better relationships with others. Tertullian, an early church leader, quoted the prevailing pagan view of Christians in the second century: “How they love one another and how they are ready to die for each other.”

The prayer we frequently refer to as the Lord’s Prayer—”our Father in heaven”—is a relational prayer. Note the plural, communal nature of the petitions: “give us today our daily bread,” “forgive us our debts,” “lead us not into temptation,” “deliver us from the evil one” (Matthew 6:9–13).

The “one another” commands of the New Testament are relational guidelines. Throughout the New Testament, Jesus, Paul, James, Peter, and John give specific relational imperatives linked by the phrase “one another.” Based on the umbrella command to “love one another” (John 13:34–35), the New Testament includes thirty-one additional relational imperatives, such as



“Be at peace with each other” (Mark 9:50)

“Wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14)

“Be devoted to one another in love” (Romans 12:10)

“Honor one another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10)

“Live in harmony with one another” (Romans 12:16)

“Stop passing judgment on one another” (Romans 14:13)

“Accept one another … just as Christ accepted you” (Romans 15:7).1



Woven through these “one another” commands are ancient, fundamental, nonnegotiable principles of successful relationships. These “secrets” have served as the building blocks of successful friendships, families, and marriages for thousands of years.2 There are many fine books that emphasize one or two of these secrets and help us to apply them wisely, but none of these building blocks will be as effective unless we start with a foundation of solid biblical principles.

14 Secrets to Better Relationships
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Though all thirty-two of the “one another” commands are significant, many of them overlap. I selected thirteen of the most important (Accept, Love, Honor, Serve, Forgive, Be Honest, Encourage, Pray, Make Peace, Comfort, Invest, Carry, and Endure) and added a foundational assumption (Admit) to come up with fourteen practical, powerful people principles that cannot help but enhance and strengthen your relationships.

These fourteen “secrets,” if applied, will help you become a better neighbor, friend, parent, grandparent, sibling, marriage partner, employee, or boss. The most introverted person can become a better “people person,” and the natural extrovert can improve to become a master at relationships.

Suggestions for More Effective Relationships
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1. Read this book by yourself and prayerfully ask God to work these fourteen secrets into your life.

I suggest you read it slowly, with a pen in hand, marking key ideas and making notes in the margins. Try to put into practice what you learn. Ask God to help you apply what you read.

2. Read it with your small group or Sunday school class.

Study this book one chapter at a time. Discuss how each member of the group strives to live out these truths in real life. Pray for each other. Practice what you learn as you “do life” together with those in your small group.

3. Go back and reread this book annually.

Most of the time, we know what to do—but we often need reminders. Relationships are too valuable to shortchange. Reread this book every year and keep applying what you learn.

Notes


1. Here are all thirty-two “one another” commands from the New Testament:


1. “Love one another” (John 13:34–35; 15:12, 17; Romans 13:8; 1 Peter 1:22; 4:8; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11–12; 2 John 1:5).

2. “Be at peace with each other” (Mark 9:50).

3. “Wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14).

4. “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love” (Romans 12:10).

5. “Honor one another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10).

6. “Live in harmony with one another” (Romans 12:16).

7. “Stop passing judgment on one another” (Romans 14:13).

8. “Accept one another … just as Christ accepted you” (Romans 15:7).

9. “Instruct one another” (Romans 15:14; Colossians 3:16).

10. “Greet one another with a holy kiss”(Romans 16:16; 1 Corinthians 16:20; 2 Corinthians 13:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:26; 1 Peter 5:14).

11. “When you come together to eat, wait for each other” (1 Corinthians 11:33 NIV1984).

12. “Have equal concern for each other” (1 Corinthians 12:25).

13. “Carry each other’s burdens” (Galatians 6:2).

14. “Be patient, bearing with one another in love” (Ephesians 4:2; Colossians 3:13).

15. “Be kind and compassionate to one another” (Ephesians 4:32).

16. “Forgive each other” (Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 3:13).

17. “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21).

18. “In humility value others above yourselves” (Philippians 2:3).

19. “Do not lie to each other” (Colossians 3:9).

20. “Admonish one another” (Colossians 3:16).

21. “Make your love increase and overflow for each other” (1 Thessalonians 3:12).

22. “Encourage one another” (1 Thessalonians 4:18; 5:11; Hebrews 3:13; 10:25).

23. “Build each other up” (1 Thessalonians 5:11).

24. “Spur one another on toward love and good deeds” (Hebrews 10:24).

25. “Do not slander one another” (James 4:11).

26. “Don’t grumble against one another” (James 5:9).

27. “Confess your sins to each other” (James 5:16).

28. “Pray for each other” (James 5:16).

29. “Live in harmony with one another” (1 Peter 3:8 NIV1984).

30. “Offer hospitality to one another without grumbling” (1 Peter 4:9).

31. “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others” (1 Peter 4:10).

32. “Clothe yourselves with humility toward one another” (1 Peter 5:5).



2. I refer to the biblical principles of relationships as “secrets” because these principles are tragically overlooked and underapplied.
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1
Admit


Two are better than one.
ECCLESIASTES 4:9



Life is mostly about relationships. When our relationships are going well, life is good. We feel full, strong, loved, and happy.

But when our relationships unravel—or worse, don’t exist—life is empty and lonely. We feel insignificant, insecure, weak, and sad.

We all have a relentless yearning to attach and connect, to love and be loved. This relationship hunger is the fiercest longing of the human soul. Our need for community with people (and God) is to the human spirit what food, air, and water are to the human body. That need never goes away. It marks us from the cradle to the grave.

“We are all just people who need each other,” observed campus chaplain Reuben Welch. We need face-to-face interactions with others to be seen, known, understood, and served and to do the same for others. Jane Howard, in her book Families, says, “Call it a clan, call it a tribe, call it a network, call it a family. Whatever you call it, whoever you are, you need one.”

Yet we live in a land of isolation.

The Land of Isolation
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In an average year, more than forty million Americans will move. Put another way, every ten years, more than half the people you know will move away. The average American will move fourteen times in a lifetime, and the average worker will stay at a given job for just over three years. Americans move around so much that we find it difficult to sustain intense friendships. Many of us live rootless lives.

The wife of one executive whose corporation moved him every two-and-a-half years admitted, “To decrease the pain of saying good-bye to our neighbors, we no longer bother to say hello.”1 Add in the prevalence of divorce and the fracturing of the traditional family, and it’s no wonder loneliness is now an epidemic.

One-quarter of all Americans will experience serious loneliness this month. Ninety percent of the male population in America lacks a true friend. Loneliness, according to Mother Teresa, is “the leprosy of modern society.”

Isolation is both increasing and dangerous. Harvard researcher Robert Putnam reports that social connectedness is at its lowest point in history, and this loss of social capital results in lower educational performance, more teen pregnancies, greater depression, and higher crime rates.

Living lives of isolation has damaging results. Loneliness has been called “the most devastating illness of our day.” Philip Zimbardo of Stanford University writes, “I know of no more potent killer than isolation. There is no more destructive influence on physical and mental health than the isolation of you from me and us from them.”2

God’s Solution to Isolation and Loneliness Is … People!

[image: ]

The evidence is overwhelming. We need each other! The persistent feeling of being unwanted, unneeded, unnoticed, and uncared for is something no one can live with. The Bible calls the medicine for this unhealthy condition fellowship.

What is fellowship? The Bible word for fellowship is koinonia. As a noun, it means “sharing together.” Fellowship is learning to live life effectively with others. It is born and grows as we value relationships and admit that we need each other.


Secret #1
Value relationships and admit how desperately you need them.



Fellowship involves participating in relationships to the point where you get to know others and feel their hurts, share their joys, work together, and give a lift to one another. Chuck Swindoll writes that when real fellowship occurs, “Fences must come down. Masks need to come off. Welcome signs need to be hung outside the door. Keys to the locks in our lives must be duplicated and distributed … [and we must] share our joys and our sorrows.”3

I used to think the only person I really needed was God. After all, He was perfect and He had everything I thought I needed. Yet after facing a series of severe physical battles, I discovered that I desperately needed other human beings as well. I needed their help, concern, understanding, and prayers. I needed community. I used to think community was a nice commodity, but I could do without it if necessary. I was mistaken. Community is an absolute necessity.

Relationships Are in Our DNA
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From the first chapter of Genesis through the last chapter of Revelation, God speaks of our relational DNA. For example, Genesis 2:18 states, “It is not good for the man to be alone.” From this text we clearly see that, even before the Fall, God said that isolation was not the ideal state. Humanity needed to be in community with humanity. Aloneness was not an optimum, healthy, or acceptable way to live.

In Genesis 1:26 God says, “Let us make mankind in our image.” Note the use of the words us and our. They remind us that God has always existed in an eternal, triune community, named elsewhere in the scriptures as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. All three Persons of the Trinity are separate, yet all are vitally linked as one. In other words, the “Great Three-in-One” is an eternal manifestation of intimate community and glorious interdependence.

Genesis 1:27 states, “So God created mankind in his own image.” Our being made in God’s image points back to God’s communal essence. As creatures made in the image of God, we also have a deep, unique, embedded relational identity. Yet instead of finding the fulfillment of our communal craving within ourselves, as God does within His triune essence, we find it in God and in one another. In other words, we not only have a “God-shaped void,” we also have an “others-shaped void” etched into our hearts. We need other people. Life was not meant to be lived as only “Jesus and me.” It was meant to be lived as “Jesus and ‘we.’“

Our relational hunger is an identifying mark of our humanity. We all have a relational gene and communal DNA. Bill Donahue and Russ Robinson write, “God chose to embed in us a distinct kind of relational DNA. God created us all with a ‘community gene,’ an inborn, intentional, inescapable part of what it means to be human.”4 Philosopher Dallas Willard says, “The natural condition of life for human beings is reciprocal rootedness in others.”5

As humans, we are internally wired with a desire for connection. Our craving for community is a reflection of our human-shaped void. No person can be complete without healthy relationships with other people. Community is what you and I were created for.

We Need Each Other
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The New Testament contains several metaphors to help us understand the majestic and mysterious nature of the church. The church is referred to as a flock, an army, a family, a branch, and a bride; but the metaphor used most often is that of a body. Paul uses the word body thirty times in his letters to illustrate the functioning church. Nowhere does he use the term more than in his letters to the Corinthians. Why? Of all of the churches he planted, the one in Corinth was the most divided and the least healthy. One of the lessons he wanted to drive deep into their thinking was that they needed each other.


The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!”

1 CORINTHIANS 12:21



Paul argues that just as different members of a human body could never make it on their own, neither can members of the spiritual body (the church) survive in isolation. We need each other. To think that we can get along just fine without others is both arrogant and unwise.


If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.

1 CORINTHIANS 12:26



As John Donne famously said, “No man is an island, entire of itself.” We are in this together. Not only is it impossible for me to flourish without you, you cannot flourish without me. You need me. I need you. We all need each other.

As a pastor, I saw the reality of the pain and problems of isolation over and over again. I have had people tell me, “I’ll come to your church. I’ll love God, but please don’t ask me to get too involved with the other members. I’m not going to get close to anybody. You see, I got hurt and I need to heal.” I understand what they are saying, but I definitely don’t agree. Let me explain.

Your body is wonderfully designed to heal itself. Let’s say that your right hand accidentally mishandles a knife and cuts a finger off your left hand. Which option would give that severed finger the best chance of healing?

Option A: Remove the severed finger as far as possible from the rest of the body. Set the finger on a shelf until it is healed.

Option B: Reattach the severed finger to the hand.

Obviously, Option A will fail. The severed finger will never heal on its own. Isolated from the rest of the body, it will wither and die.

Option B is the only wise option. The injured finger can only heal when it is reattached to the physical life that flows through the rest of your body. Amazingly, as the life flows from the rest of the body into the injured finger, it will heal and again be filled with life and vitality.

What is true of the finger physically is true of us emotionally, spiritually, and relationally. If we detach ourselves from a close connection to the body of Christ, our hurts will never heal, and we will dry up spiritually. God designed us for fellowship because we desperately need it and cannot flourish without it.

We Are Healthiest When Connecting with Others
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A recent Wall Street Journal article states, “Increasingly, experts have been telling us how important social bonds are to well-being, affecting everything from how our brains process information to how our bodies respond to stress. People with strong connections to others may live longer. The quality of our relationships is the single biggest predictor of our happiness.”6

The need for others is dramatically played out when we consider physical health. One major study that tracked the lives of seven thousand people over nine years found that the most isolated people were three times more likely to die than those with strong relational connections. Even those with bad health practices but close relational connections lived significantly longer than people who were isolated.

Another study of 276 volunteers who were infected by a common cold virus found that people with strong emotional connections did four times better fighting off illness than those who were more isolated. Another study found that men who have many friends they can turn to for support are about half as likely to develop heart disease as men who have the least social support.

Dr. James Lynch, in his book The Broken Heart, observes that lonely people live significantly shorter lives than the general population. Harvard researcher Robert Putnam notes, “As a rough rule of thumb, if you belong to no groups and decide to join one, you cut your risk of dying over the next year in half.”7

Of course the emotional benefits of connection are immense. Dr. Larry Crabb stunned the world of Christian counseling a few years ago when he stated, “We have made a terrible mistake! … We have wrongly defined soul wounds as psychological disorders and delegated their treatment to trained specialists. Damaged psyches aren’t the problem. The problem is disconnected souls. What we need is connection!”8 Crabb further notes, “When two people connect … something is poured out of one and into the other that has the power to heal the soul of its deepest wounds and restore it to health.”9

The First Christians Lived Shared Lives
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The Christianity practiced by the first Christians was more than following a religion, ritual, creed, or doctrinal statement. It was a vibrant relationship with God and with each other. From the very first day of their Christian lives, the first believers dove deep into community with each other (see Acts 2:42). As Luke tells us in the book of Acts, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer…. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts” (Acts 2:42, 46, emphasis added).

They put two types of meetings at the top of their priority list. They attended the large celebration times of teaching and worship in the temple courts, where thousands would gather at a time, and they met in smaller groups for fellowship in homes many times a week (see Acts 5:42).

These first Christians faced a world in which they were persecuted for their faith in the resurrected Messiah. They not only wanted to be together, they needed to be together. Though our culture is not quite as harsh as theirs, we still face storms in our lives. Chuck Colson states, “No Christian can grow strong and stand the pressures of this life unless he is surrounded by a small group of people who minister to him and build him up in the faith.”10

Two Are Better Than One
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Solomon was the wisest man who ever lived. He knew a bit about relationships. Think of it: he kept several hundred wives happy! Seriously, as king of Israel, he built a network of significant relationships with neighboring nations that brought his people unprecedented peace and prosperity. Writing under divine inspiration, Solomon pointed out several benefits of relationships.

1. Relationships Aid Accomplishment (Ecclesiastes 4:9)

Solomon writes, “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor.” In other words, two people working together are more productive than one person working alone. Have you ever noticed how some disciplines in life go easier when you aren’t trying to do everything all by yourself? Maybe it’s exercise or dieting or stopping smoking. Maybe we’re talking about doing a ministry. It’s often much easier if you have a partner.

Partnership aids accomplishment. A farmer had two oxen who were each capable of pulling eight hundred pounds, for a combined total of sixteen hundred pounds. But when he yoked them to each other and taught them to work together, they could pull two thousand pounds as a team.

2. Relationships Enhance Encouragement (Ecclesiastes 4:10)

Solomon writes, “If either of them falls down, one can help the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up.” There will be times when we fall down. Isn’t it nice when there are others to pick us up?

I love the Special Olympics. A few years ago at the Seattle Special Olympics, nine contestants, all physically or mentally disabled, assembled at the starting line for the one-hundred-yard dash. At the gun they all started out, not necessarily at world record pace, but certainly with the relish to run to the finish and win.

All, that is, but one boy who stumbled on the asphalt, tumbled over a few times, and started to cry. The other eight heard him cry. They slowed down.

They stopped.

Then they all turned around and went back … every one of them!

One little girl with Down syndrome bent down, kissed the fallen boy, and said, “That will make it better.”

Then all nine linked arms and walked together to the finish line. Everyone in the stadium stood, and the cheering went on for ten minutes.11

3. Relationships Supply Necessary Heat (Ecclesiastes 4:11)

Solomon continues, “Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can one keep warm alone?” Several years ago when our sons were younger, our family went on a vacation to Gatlinburg, Tennessee. One afternoon we were out hiking and got caught in a huge downpour. I have never been so wet in my life.

Afterward I put on my Super Dad cape and said, “Fear not, family—Super Dad will start a fire and dry our clothes. We can also cook hot dogs and marshmallows for dinner.”

Unfortunately, our only wood had been soaked in the storm, making it nearly impossible to burn. Plus every five minutes one of my hungry children would say, “Daddy, when can we cook marshmallows? … Daddy, I’m hungry…. Daddy, why don’t I see any flames in the fire?”

After two hours I was about to give up and take the clothes to the Laundromat and the kids to McDonald’s. But I couldn’t. After all, I was Super Dad!

I’ll have you know that, yes, I went through an entire newspaper; yes, I used an entire pack of matches; yes, it took a total of two and a half hours; but we eventually had a fire. We cooked marshmallows! We ate hot dogs! We got our clothes dry!

How?

I remembered Ecclesiastes 4:11. After I got one stick to burn, I placed it near another and they both burned. Everything that burned got pushed next to everything else that was burning. That made the fire hotter and dried the rest of the wood so it could all catch on fire.

4. Relationships Provide Powerful Protection and Resilient Strength (Ecclesiastes 4:12)

Solomon concludes, “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.” Like it or not, we have a spiritual enemy who hates God and desires to hurt God’s children. His easiest victims are those who are isolated from the others.

For example, a hungry wolf does not directly attack a flock of sheep. Instead it lurks on the edges, watching for an unsuspecting sheep that has wandered from the others. On its own, away from the flock, the stray sheep is defenseless against attack.

As a pastor I have observed the spiritual health of hundreds of people over the years. The ones who stay connected to the flock in healthy relationships make it through even the greatest seasons of adversity. The ones who break connection and wander on the edges are often crushed when sorrow comes. They are also the most likely to yield to temptation and fall into sin.

Solomon noted that a three-strand cord is nearly unbreakable. I’ve seen the same thing with sticks. A single stick can easily be snapped in two. Two sticks bound together are much more difficult to break, and three sticks joined together are impossible to snap. So it is with us. When we link our lives with others in close, healthy relationships, our ability to withstand temptation and survive adversity is hugely enhanced.

The Thing That Counts Most
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Some time ago I was sharing lunch with Dr. Elmer Towns, vice president and cofounder of the largest Christian university in the world. He has authored nearly one hundred books, including a Christian bestseller and a Gold Medallion award winner. He has preached in the ten largest churches in the world.

That day Dr. Towns was about to mark his sixtieth birthday. When I asked him about it, he got a far-off look in his eyes and said, “As I get older I realize that the thing that counts most is not accomplishments, achievements, books, or speaking engagements—it is friendship.”

Leadership expert John Maxwell said, “The basis of life is people and how they relate to each other.”12 Ted Engstrom, former president of World Vision said, “Without that time, effort, sweat, and tears [to develop truly great friendships], we could well miss out on life’s greatest blessings.”13

“I have never known anyone,” writes pastor John Ortberg, “who failed at relationships—who was isolated, lonely, unconnected, had no deep friendships—yet had a meaningful and joy-filled life. Not a single person.”14 Richard Lamb writes in The Pursuit of God in the Company of Friends, “I came to see that God cared about my friendships. I grew to see that he cared about them more than I did.”15

What Now?

[image: ]

You and I desperately need each other. Yet it doesn’t take long to realize that healthy, strong, growing relationships don’t just happen. They aren’t quick and easy. They take wisdom and effort.

In this little book, I hope to show you God’s wisdom regarding relationships. We will look at thirteen of the most important “one another” commands of the New Testament. It is up to you to add the time and effort needed to apply that wisdom.
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2
Accept


Accept one another … just as Christ accepted you.
 ROMANS 15:7



Never Underestimate the Power of Acceptance
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When my sons were in high school, an astounding thing happened every Wednesday night. A diverse mosaic of fifty or more teenagers piled into our house around 7 p.m. and stayed till about 9. They represented a broad cross section of the local suburban high school. There was the captain of the football team, an officer in the student council, the lead in the school play, and a cheerleader. There was a girl dressed all in black, with her hair dyed black and her fingernails and lips painted black. There was a drug dealer and a boy with incredibly long hair who obviously did not shower.

There were white kids, black kids, Latinos, Asians, Mormons, Muslims, and even a Wiccan. There were students from very wealthy families and ones from struggling single-parent homes. There were kids who were in the National Honor Society and kids who were on court-mandated probation. Most of the kids were from non-churched families.

Every Wednesday night during the school year, they gathered in our living room and kitchen to snack, sing, study the Bible, and pray. Cathy and I were amazed that they came consistently, behaved beautifully, listened, learned, shared, opened up—and came back again.

One night I stood at the door as they were leaving and asked each one why they kept coming. Beyond the expected lines—”to see my friends,” “to meet girls,” and “to learn about God”—was one I did not expect. Over and over they told me that they came because they “felt accepted.” Then they’d add something like, “I can be myself,” “I don’t have to pretend here,” and “I feel comfortable here.”

As a father who has raised three sons through adolescence, who has pastored dozens of teens, and who now teaches college students, I have learned never to underestimate the power of acceptance. Helping others feel welcome, received, understood, and accepted is a powerful bond for better relationships. Whether it is parents helping their teenager feel accepted at home or employers making their employees feel valued or a wife accepting her husband without trying to change him, never underestimate the power of acceptance.

“All I Do Is Accept People”

[image: ]

Dr. Paul Tournier was a gifted Christian writer and therapist. Doctors from all over the world traveled to his home in Geneva, Switzerland, to learn from him. “It is a little embarrassing for students to come over and study my counseling techniques,” he confided, “because all I do is accept people.”1

Dorothy Bass directs the Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People in Faith. She writes about a family that found a novel way to celebrate the principle of the Sabbath. On Sundays they had an agreement that there would be no criticism in their house. The result was that their children’s friends ended up spending Sundays in their home.


Secret #2
Accept others as Jesus has accepted you.



Jesus Was the Master of Acceptance

[image: ]

1. Jesus associated with sinners

Jesus made it His practice to seek out hurting, broken, cast-off, disregarded nobodies and make them feel like somebodies. He let them know He accepted them even if He did not approve of their behavior. Though He was a popular rabbi (not to mention the holy Son of God), even notorious sinners felt welcomed by Him and comfortable in His presence. It changed many of their lives. But it drove the Pharisees crazy.


Passing along, Jesus saw a man at his work collecting taxes. His name was Matthew. Jesus said, “Come along with me.”

Matthew stood up and followed him.

MATTHEW 9:9 MSG



Think about what you just read—Jesus, the Jewish rabbi, invited Matthew, the hated tax collector, to join Him as one of His disciples. Matthew (also known as Levi) was looked down on and loathed because tax collectors not only worked for the hated Romans, they usually cheated their Jewish brothers out of money.

When Jesus called, Matthew followed. Following Jesus meant that Matthew would leave his well-paying job and comfortable lifestyle. But he went. Jesus was obviously the first rabbi to give Matthew something other than self-righteous judgment and rejection. Instead Jesus offered genuine acceptance of Matthew as a man. Never underestimate the power of acceptance.

Matthew wanted his friends to meet Jesus and experience the power of acceptance. As an outcast from his people, Matthew associated with people who also were outcasts, probably because they made him feel accepted. One thing I have learned as a parent, pastor, and professor: young people go where they find acceptance. Really good kids will hang out with kids who are doing really bad things if they find acceptance there. But, on the other hand, seemingly rotten kids can find transformation being around really good kids if the good kids will show them godly acceptance.

Back to the story. We note that Matthew must have made a good living and probably had a large house. So he invited Jesus and His disciples to join him and his friends for a dinner party. And Jesus went.


And as Jesus reclined at table in the house, behold, many tax collectors and [especially wicked] sinners came and sat (reclined) with Him and His disciples.

MATTHEW 9:10 AMP



Going to a party hosted by a tax collector was not something most rabbis would do, but it was not out of character for Jesus. Later we see Him inviting Himself to eat with Zacchaeus, another tax collector (Luke 19:1–6). The crowd judged Jesus for it (Luke 19:7). But Jesus’ display of acceptance transformed Zacchaeus’s life (Luke 19:8–9).

The Pharisees had no heart for such a radical departure from normal cultural practices; but rather than face Jesus head on, they went after His disciples with accusation and criticism.


When the Pharisees saw [Jesus] keeping this kind of company, they had a fit, and lit into Jesus’ followers. “What kind of example is this from your Teacher, acting cozy with crooks and riffraff?”

MATTHEW 9:11 MSG



Acting cozy with crooks and riffraff? What an indictment! But they obviously were missing the point. Jesus didn’t miss the opportunity to call them on it.


Jesus, overhearing, shot back, “Who needs a doctor: the healthy or the sick? Go figure out what this Scripture means: ‘I’m after mercy, not religion.’ I’m here to invite outsiders, not coddle insiders.” MATTHEW 9:12–13 MSG



The Pharisees were legalists, people who believed salvation came by obeying rules. As a group, the Pharisees had probably started out with good motives. They wanted to be really holy guys. They thought the 613 commands of the Old Testament were not enough, so they added hundreds more of their own. They set the bar so high that no one could reach it. They believed that they alone had the inside track to heaven. And they looked down on everyone else.

They set themselves up as everyone else’s judge. Their rule-keeping religion became their idol and slowly killed off their love for everyone else.

Anne Lamott writes, “You can safely assume you’ve created God in your own image when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do.”2

Dorothy Day observed, “You only love God as much as you love the person you love the least.”

The Pharisees loved external religion based on behavior. The Pharisees did not have welcoming hearts. As a result, they not only rejected “sinners,” they rejected Jesus for associating with “sinners.” Jesus had a welcoming heart. He accepted sinners because that was what ministry was all about.

2. Jesus lived with open arms

The incident with Matthew the tax collector was not the only time the Pharisees were upset with Jesus for associating with sinners. One Sabbath Jesus had been invited to dinner with a prominent Pharisee (Luke 14:1). In those days wealthy people’s homes had a courtyard in the back, and the meal would have been served there. The invited guests would sit around the table with others from the community spread around the outside edges of the courtyard.

As Jesus healed a man with a chronic illness, the crowds got closer. When He told parables that revealed God’s heart for the humble and hurting, they pressed in even closer to hear His teachings. This infuriated the Pharisees.


By this time a lot of men and women of doubtful reputation were hanging around Jesus, listening intently. The Pharisees and religion scholars were not pleased, not at all pleased. They growled, “He takes in sinners and eats meals with them, treating them like old friends.”

LUKE 15:1–2 MSG



Notice their accusation, “He takes in sinners and eats meals with them, treating them like old friends.” They hated that Jesus did not distinguish between people in the way they did. Jesus ate with Pharisees and He also dined with notorious and especially wicked sinners.

The verb “takes in” used in Luke 15 is from a root word meaning “hand.” In today’s language we would say Jesus greeted and treated people with an “outstretched hand and open arms.” He welcomed, received, and accepted them. He gave them access to Himself. He invited them into companionship.

3. Jesus refused to cast the first stone

One day Jesus went to the temple to teach and a crowd gathered. Suddenly, bursting through the crowd, a mob of men came carrying a frightened woman. It was the Pharisees again, trying to trick and trap Jesus.


The religion scholars and Pharisees led in a woman who had been caught in an act of adultery. They stood her in plain sight of everyone and said,

“Teacher, this woman was caught red-handed in the act of adultery. Moses, in the Law, gives orders to stone such persons. What do you say?” They were trying to trap him into saying something incriminating

so they could bring charges against him.

JOHN 8:3–6 MSG



What could Jesus say? No Jewish rabbi would contradict Moses and the law. According to the law, an adulterer deserved death. But if Jesus said, “Stone her!” the crowds would never forgive Him. Wasn’t He their champion because He preached mercy over religion?

At this point, the contrast becomes crystal clear. The Pharisees were about judgment, discriminating between people based on how the people did in keeping rules. They were about accusation and rejection. They were about following their agenda, even if it meant humiliating a broken woman and a young rabbi to do it.

But Jesus was about something more.


Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger.

JOHN 8:6



Jesus did not condemn the woman. And He didn’t say anything to the Pharisees. He just wrote with His finger in the dirt.

No one knows for certain what He wrote, but I believe—since He is God and knows all things—He was writing the sins of the Pharisees.

“What sins?” you ask.

Maybe it was not big, outer, fleshly sins like drunkenness, adultery, robbery, or murder. But it could have been inner sins of the spirit, such as pride, self-righteousness, and judgmentalism. We could add deception to their list, because they obviously were deceived into thinking it is possible to love God and despise people.

And make no mistake, inner spiritual sins are serious, very serious. That is why C. S. Lewis said, “A cold, self-righteous prig who goes regularly to church may be far nearer to hell than a prostitute.”3

Yet these blind Pharisees failed to see themselves accurately, were unwilling to see the poor broken woman, and refused to see Jesus for who He was. All they saw was their own position and that this backwoods rabbi was making them look bad—so they kept badgering Him to respond.

And He did.


When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “Let any one of you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground.

JOHN 8:7–8



His response stunned them.

“Go ahead and stone her. That’s what the law says. But let the guy with no sin go first.”

Ouch! They had not expected to have the tables turned on them. Jesus’ words cut them to the quick.


At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there.

JOHN 8:9



One by one the self-righteous prigs dropped their heads, let go of their stones, and slowly walked away. They realized they were not qualified to pass judgment. They needed to put down their stones.

I wonder, do you have a few stones you need to drop? John Ortberg wisely advises,


Put down the stone.

This may mean that you need to take action:

If you have spread gossip—go straight to the person you talked to, and apologize. Set things right.

If your heart is hard toward someone—do an act of service for them. Don’t tell anyone else. Ask God to change your heart.

If you have behaved badly toward someone—go to them. Today. Ask forgiveness. 4



Life is much lighter if we don’t carry stones.

Back to the story: Once the Pharisees were gone, all that was left was Jesus, the woman, and a pile of stones. Jesus could have used this as a teaching moment to show that He was the Holy One and ultimate judge of the universe. He could have picked up a few stones and hurled them at the woman. He alone had that right. But He didn’t.


Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they?

Has no one condemned you?” “No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared.

“Go now and leave your life of sin.”

JOHN 8:10–11



“Neither do I condemn you.” To that woman, these words must have sounded like fresh raindrops after weeks of drought. The men were not able to condemn her. Jesus chose to withhold condemnation. He had no desire for her to die as a sinful woman. He wanted her to live as a godly one.

“Go now and leave your life of sin.” Jesus extended to her the invitation to a new life—a life without condemnation, a life without lust and adultery, a life of transformation. Acceptance is a welcome reception for broken people to come, and an opportunity for them to be changed.

John Ortberg writes, “This is very important: acceptance is not the same thing as tolerating any behavior.”5 We must learn to accept sinners without accepting sin. We must welcome sinners without condemnation, but also without condoning their sin.

4. Jesus was rejected so we could be accepted

Jesus’ acceptance of sinners was without superiority, judgmentalism, or condemnation. It was extended freely and undeservedly. It was powerful because it called the recipients to a changed life. And it still does.

But it was also costly.

In eating dinner with the tax collector Zacchaeus, in welcoming Matthew as a disciple, in rescuing an immoral woman, Jesus made powerful enemies. They kept coming back until they found a way to kill Him.

Later Jesus was betrayed, abandoned, lied about, beaten, whipped, mocked, and pierced. He suffered the greatest agony as He took the sins of humankind upon Himself, as His Father judged Him and pronounced Him condemned. Then He endured the greatest act of rejection ever experienced as His Father turned His back on Him and crushed Him for our sins.


He was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain. Like one from whom people hide their faces he was despised, and we held him in low esteem. Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all….

By oppression and judgment he was taken away…. Yet it was the LORD’S will to crush him and cause him to suffer.

ISAIAH 53:3–6, 8, 10



What Now?

[image: ]


There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.

ROMANS 8:1

Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.

ROMANS 15:7



Jesus was condemned so you and I could be free from condemnation. Once we have experienced this astounding acceptance from God, we’re enabled and obligated to pass it on to others. Since we, as broken sinners, have been invited and welcomed into the arms of our heavenly Father, we can invite and welcome others.

Notes


1. Paul Tournier, quoted in Ortberg, Everybody’s Normal, 100.

2. Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird (New York: Anchor, 1995), 22.

3. C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), 103.

4. Ortberg, Everybody’s Normal, 100.

5. Ibid., 102, emphasis in original.
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