Growing Healthy Relationships 

(both Courtship & Friendship)
Before we start looking at a healthy friendship, we need to look at ourselves. How do we know we are healthy individuals? 

Healthy friendship relationships are a good foundation of healthy courtship relationships. 

How a man or a woman carries themselves while single in their relationship with others, says a lot about how they will carry themselves in courtship & marriage. 

“A woman marries a man thinking they will change and they don’t, and man marries woman thinking they don’t change and they do.” 

So, you can only make it if your frame of reference is the Cross and not entirely on what you see currently. Because for as long as man & a woman are under the Lordship of Christ, change or no change you are safe. 
Laying a solid foundation

a) Christian men and women are more alike than they are different. 

b) How we see each other is the basis for how we relate to each other
c) If we see each other as enormously different, then we will think that there is little common ground for our relationship. 

d) Our behaviour will follow that belief. 

e) If we are convinced that we share many things in common, we’ll want to find out what they are and let them become the footing for a healthy, growing relationship

f) Wherever differences are emphasized it leads to alienation and conflict.

Defining a healthy man or healthy woman:

An emotionally and spiritually healthy person exhibits the following characteristics:

a) He/she has the ability to operate out of God’s paradigm

b) He/she has the ability to give as well as receive

c) He/she has the ability to adapt to needed change

d) He/she lives out the compassionate love of Christ in all relationships

e) He/she is honest about personal prejudices and negative actions that undermine positive relationships 

f) He/she relates to others in a mutually satisfying manner

1. The foundation for a healthy friendship – Glorifying God

· Do we live lives to the primary aim of glorifying God?  

· Is my point of reference really that “I am created to glorify God”. 

· I walk this earth to bring glory to my maker? Nice to say – does it really roll-out practically in my life, or do I live my life to glorify and please myself?  

· To glorify means to “adore, praise, elevate, raise up, worship, deify…” 

One primary issue we need to deal with in our own lives is selfishness or self-obsession. I may say I live to glorify God, yet when anything changes in my life, or something goes wrong, I immediately feel hard done by. When I like someone and they did not reciprocate, I feel personal injury… the focus on myself, is often the key to so many unhappy and hurting people out there, feeling pain and also injuring others in the process. 

How do we glorify God in our relationships? 

Colossians 3:12-17: “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering; bearing with one another, and forgiving one another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as Christ forgave you, so you also must do. But above all these things put on love, which is the bond of perfection. And let the peace of God rule in your hearts, to which also you were called in one body; and be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord. And whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him”

2. The key to healthy relationships – Godly character

The key to positive, healthy relationships between Christian men and women is Godly character. Biblical character qualities are a basis for all relationships but are of strategic importance between men and women. To begin with; consider the fruit of the Spirit – Galatians 5:22 – “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, peace, joy, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.”

The fruit of the spirit is not something that can be imposed on someone. These qualities come from the inside out. Though we are tempted to pressure people to conform to a standard of conduct, our Lord’s plan is to transform the inner person so the result is twenty times more powerful – it is life changing.  

Men and women in Christ share the gifts of the Spirit without regard to gender (1 Cor. 12:1-27) 

Men and women need each other to become mature, healthy individuals in Christ. 

In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul describes positive differences that attract us to each other.  We say, “I admire what our Lord has invested of himself in you that is lacking in me. It invigorates me and stimulates growth in my life”.

To deny our unity and our sense of corporateness (that transcends gender) violates one of the most important aspects of what it means to be a child of God.  

When we read through the Bible, you don’t find many examples of positive relationships between men and women. That is not because God did not want it to be that way, but rather this is a clear testimony to the pervasive effect of sin on human relationships. 

3. Graciousness & Generosity

The book of Ruth holds a profound example of a healthy, positive relationship between a man and two women. 

This fascinating account opens with a Jewish husband and wife, Elimelech and Naomi trying to cope with famine in Israel. They choose to escape these conditions by relocating in the pagan land of Moab. There they rear their two sons, Mahlon and Chillion, who intermarry with two Moabite women (a practice violating God’s law). Then Elimelech and his two sons die, leaving Naomi destitute with two daughters-in-law.  She determines to return to her homeland, where conditions have improved, and she urges Orpah and Ruth to remain in Moab.  In a tearful departure Orpah decides to remain in Moab, but with a determined conviction Ruth forsakes her homeland and travels to Israel with her mother-in-law.  They arrive in the village of Bethlehem destitute of family or income.  Ruth decides to go into the fields that are being harvested and gather the grain that the harvesters have overlooked. In a fateful event she enters the field of a prosperous landowner, Boaz.  In these remarkable circumstances these two individuals – a poor but Godly woman and a wealthy man – are able to look beyond significant outward differences. Instead they see into each others hearts and discover godly qualities of a humble and loving person.  The relationship that emerges changes their lives forever.  

I don’t believe that this relationship was based on a romantic relationship, an emotional infatuation. Our typical paradigm, translates this as such, a romantic notion to see sparks fly between the two. The fact that the account ends in marriage is a testimony to their character – not to their hormones.

What characteristics did they display?  Graciousness & Generosity
“Greatness lies not in being strong, but in the right use of strength.” 

  Henry Ward Beecher

What is the secret ingredient that determines whether relationships are positive or negative? 

What is the ingredient that is critical to relational success, health and prosperity? 

What is the element that leads individuals to lasting commitment? 

Is there a special something that makes the difference? 

IT IS GRACE

Grace is the defining attraction in any significant, meaningful relationship.  Grace is the bonding agent that allows vibrant life to flow from one individual to another.  Grace is the New Testament word that defines our relationship with God. Paul said that we “stand” in this grace (Romans 5:1-2 “Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom also we have access by faith into this grace in which we stand, and rejoice in hope of the glory of God”).  God’s heart of grace opened the treasure vaults of heaven and invited us to receive all of heaven’ (Ephesians 1:3 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.”)

We are called to live grace in our relationships with others. It is a critical element in any profound, loving human relationship.  We mistakenly believe that enough truth will bind us together, but it is grace not truth that is the adhesive binding us to each other.  


Grace ploughs the soil of our heart and makes it receptive to receive the seeds that we may want to drop into the soil.  

Grace cultivates the soil so that when truth is spoken, the person is ready to receive the truth. To be whole and healthy individuals we need to allow both grace and truth to permeate our lives. (e.g. in marriage, you can speak the truth and it will hurt, when its not accompanied by grace)
Ruth and Boaz:

Boaz is one of a few select Old Testament models of grace. He lived grace. He led by grace. He spoke grace. He radiated grace.  His actions are positive, caring actions that drew others to his loving concern for them. Like the Samaritan woman at the well looking at Jesus, they say, “this man is unusual. He’s different from other men I’ve met. I find him appealing.” 

Both men and women can and should be filled with God’s grace. But it is especially appealing in men. Women are attracted to gracious men who don’t rely on macho image for their identity, but on this more powerful inner attribute.  What is fascinating about grace is that it doesn’t rest on attitudes or actions that are meant to emphasize, “Look who I am!” but on actions that say, “How can I serve or bless you? What can I give you?” This is a radiant attractiveness. 

Grace penetrates the heart: Boaz was a prosperous farmer. But many people in that culture lived from day to day depending on men like Boaz to provide work. There was no medical aid, no pension, no workers compensation. It was a challenge to have the basic necessities of life. So Boaz enters the field among workers who are dependant on him. Standing in the wings are those like Ruth who aren’t even employees, rather an Old Testament street person, hoping to pick up scraps that have been overlooked.  Boaz is surrounded by people who are dependant on him. He has the power to bless, ignore or punish them. 

Many of us could be described as modern day Boaz’s. Individuals with pressing needs surround us too. Some look to us for food and clothing, but usually these are not the most pressing needs.  More often their hunger pangs are the longing for acceptance, affirmation, protection and guidance. They are looking for handouts to feed their inner life.  The modern day Boaz recognises that hunger and generously shares personal resources to satisfy the soul and spirit.   Gracious people make a difference in others lives; they are God’s agents for transformation. 

Japanese proverb: One kind word can warm three winter months.

Our needs are part of our Lord’s wonderful design. Needs are God given receptors for love.  God created all of us with some basic needs, but some of us live in environments that are more abundant in meeting those needs.  Through no fault of their own, some children grow up in homes that are so love starved that their need for affection or for love is rarely met.  

Never see your God-created needs as weaknesses; see them as channels God uses to express His love to you. In fact, individuals who have no sense of need have no connecting point to God or others to receive love.  They are self-sufficient islands.  

Boaz’s workers were well aware of their needs, and Boaz found joy in filling their tanks. By God’s loving design Ruth happened to be in Boaz’s field that day. Ruth’s life was changed when she encountered a man of grace. As you read the story of Ruth, you will see that whenever Boaz is in the picture he communicates a care for others and a desire to be used of the Lord to express God’s love.  

Extending Grace beyond our prejudices

Ruth a Moabitess would have been ostracized. Ruth chose to be with this woman she had grown to love. She believed that she had a greater future in staying with Naomi than in going back to Moab.  She arrives a very vulnerable woman, only bringing with her what she could carry. She has no family, no husband or father to protect her, no property. She arrives with an aging, bitter mother-in-law, Naomi can offer little more than companionship. She is a woman with great inner strength she is still in a risky situation.  

a) She was a gentile – ostracized
b) She was not only a gentile, but a woman of Moab  (Lot’s incestuous relationship with his daughters – a defiled nation)

c) She was a woman
d) A widow
e) She was barren
(Talk about being disadvantaged and having serious problems)
Her future looked bleak, what man would want her? What was the likelihood that anyone would notice her or befriend her?

Enter Boaz, a gracious man – he seemed to be unaffected by the cultural prejudices that surrounded him. He is able to see beyond the outward rules and regulations and treat others with dignity and respect. 

Boaz is God’s ambassador to Ruth – he reaches out to her with God’s arms of love. 

a) He welcomes her to the field

b) He tells her that she will be protected
c) He instructs others to not hurt or harass her

d) He considers her needs – encouraging her to refresh herself from the water supply

Ruth’s response shows her amazement and gratitude – She bows down to the ground acknowledging his kindness. Boaz goes on to bless her in the name of the Lord. “May the Lord repay what you have done” Boaz affirms God’s love for her. 

We should model the tender loving heart to others too.

Grace guards

Ruth is in a very vulnerable spot. Boaz recognises her defenceless and vulnerable position. In the opening scene when they meet Boaz lets her know that she is protected. An evil man, would have found ways to exploit her.  This brought her a sense of security. 

When she is gathering he instructs the workers not to say anything that would embarrass Ruth - secondly they are to purposely leave grain behind for her to collect.  Women deeply appreciate men who protect their emotional state.  

“We need to form a special community of men and women who affirm one another and build each other up.” Rachel van Doreen
He also guards her reputation.  A man who lovingly protects a women’s reputation is a joy to behold. Men are called to guard women, not to use them for their own gratification. 
Pauls words to Timothy, treat young woman as your sisters (The way I feel about Julie, Tshiamo, Roxanne, Lerato, Kebu, etc, is the way I feel about, Esi, Ntebo & Lerato, any man that exploits them, is sure get in trouble with me! Ask Lebogang)
Grace Speaks Kindly

People are drawn to men and women who know how to speak from a heart of grace.

Warmth, kindness and courtesy – I have a question to ask you… Are you a safe person to be around? 

We don’t realise how powerful words are that speak to the heart – they strengthen us in times of weakness, they impart peace amid turmoil, they build us up when others have been tearing us down. They refresh our weary spirit. 

The grace of our loving heavenly Father has filled our lives giving us a solid hope. Now we have the privilege of sharing that grace with those around us. As grace filled men and women relate to each other, they communicate in tangible ways the value placed on each other’s lives. And we bear witness that our lives are significant to others. 

Submission – to be addressed in Pre-marriage Course
Personal Application: Building Healthy Relationships

1) Would your friends consider you more of a “truth” person or a “grace” person?

2) How does this affect your relationships?

3) What troubling prejudices do you observe among Christians?

4) In what ways are you prejudiced against persons of the opposite sex?

5) Why might it be important for men to be strong in expressing grace towards women?

6) Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal one person who needs to experience God’s grace more fully. What could you do to express that through your life? 

7) How fully have you experienced God’s grace? 

8) In what way has it liberated you from sin, defeat and failure? 

9) Who has shaped your understanding of submission?

10)  How hard is it for you to submit yourself to another – regardless of gender.

11)  What damage have you seen (or even caused) by not yielding to another?

12)  Think of a specific time when you did submit to another. Who was it? What was the outcome?

13)  What keeps you from serving with a submissive heart? (Take a moment and pray that God would remove this barrier to healthy relationships)

14)  Specifically, how can you envision your relationships being more healthy through your own submissive heart?

15)  Jot a list of other people’s “toolboxes”. How does it make you feel that you have  these tools available to you? 
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