12th December 2010
Mt 22:34-40

Freedom in Christ - Relating to others
Introduction

Now I don’t know how you are with soap operas? But they have become part of our viewing over recent years – love ‘em or hate ‘em they seem to have struck a chord with people. It seems that we have an appetite for immersing ourselves in a vicarious experience. The quality varies and some don’t last that long, but one that endured over a number of years and made stars of the cast is Friends.
 

Whilst it’s enjoyable TV – the personalities portrayed are very familiar to us – because our friends or family or work colleagues are just so like them. Its enduring success was down not only to the plot lines but the way the various personalities related to each other. There were high and lows in their relationships, but ultimately they remained ‘friends’.

It’s no surprise to have Relating to others as the sermon title today coming as it does in this section of Freedom in Christ explaining how we can grow as disciples. 

A righteous relationship with God involves a righteous relationship with other people

In a nutshell that sums up Jesus’ teaching at this point in Matthew’s gospel. The context (discussion between the Pharisees and Sadducees with Jesus) illustrates vividly how the devil tries to poison relationships. If we seek to grow as disciples of the Lord Jesus we need to understand how we can relate better to each other.
We are called to consider the balance between rights and responsibilities in relationships, the difference between judgement and discipline and how we can meet the needs of others.

Grace

Our first point of reference is Grace:

We love because...                                        ...He first loved us (1Jn 4:19)

We give freely...                                             ...He gave freely to us (Mt 10:8)

We are merciful because...                            ...He has been merciful to us (Lk 6:36)
We forgive because...                                    ...He forgave us (Eph 4:32)

Once we recognise that we discover it is really better to give than to receive.

Taking responsibility

Two keys passages that reflect the need to be responsible for our own character and other people’s needs

· ‘Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand. (Rom 14:4)

· ‘Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interest of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus...’ (Phil 2:3-5)
Be aware of our own value system
All too often we are aware of the character faults of others around us whilst appearing blind to our own and the effect of those flaws on our relationships. Can we ever get to the position of Isaiah (6:5) – who recognises in light of his relationship with God his own flawed character? He has in that revelation an insight into himself rather than anybody else (cf. Luke 5:8)

Look to our responsibilities rather than our rights  
In recent years there has been a shift from responsibilities to rights – the sometimes perverse workings of the Human Rights Act bear that out. Jesus’ word puts the focus firmly on responsibilities. The reverse effect of rights over responsibilities sows the seeds of destruction in any relationship. Learning to simply focus on the part we can play takes a lot of stress out of our expectations of other people. 
What about when others do something wrong?

We are called to a ministry of reconciliation not condemnation (2 Cor 5:18) – we allow the Holy Spirit to persuade the other of their lapse (Jn 16:8). Love as Peter tells us covers a multitude of sins (1 Pet 4:8).
But what about the situation when someone appears to be continually getting things wrong? The Lord Jesus calls us not to judge in case we are ourselves are judged (Mt 7:1) but Paul gives us guidance concerning spiritual discipline – that we are to restore him or her gently (Gal 6:1), the purpose being to bring that person back to Jesus. Spiritual discipline looks forward to the future and is connected with our growth as disciples.

The reverse is also true when we are subject to comment – we need to avoid the temptation to react badly – it can seem or indeed be a personal attack. In our freedom in Christ we don’t need to defend ourselves any more. If we are wrong there is no defence and if we are right we don’t need one – Christ is our defence.
Authority and accountability

Unsurprising the Bible is clear about authority and accountability. And our passage again speaks clearly into that. Look at the list below, from what end of the list did God first come to you?                     
Authority

Accountability

Affirmation

Acceptance
How you answer will reveal a lot about how you understand and react to your faith. Ask yourself which type of boss brought or brings out the best in you; the encouraging and affirming one or the autocratic demanding one?
Learning to relate to others in love
Is a crucial issue and not just for our personal well being. It is critical to the commission Jesus gave us – to go into the world and make disciples.

As we close let’s reflect on these words,

People are unreasonable, illogical and self-centred

Love them anyway

If you do good, people will accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives

Do good anyway

If you are successful, you will win false friends and true enemies

Succeed anyway

The good you do today will be forgotten tomorrow

Do good anyway

Honesty and frankness make you vulnerable

Be honest and frank anyway

The biggest people with the biggest ideas can be shot down by the smallest people with the smallest minds

Think big anyway

People favour underdogs but allow only top dogs

Fight for the underdog anyway

What you spend years building may be destroyed overnight

Build anyway

People really need help, but may attack you if you help them

Help people anyway

Give the world the best you’ve got and you’ll get kicked in the teeth.

Give the world the best you’ve got anyway.
� � HYPERLINK "http://www.en.wikipedia.org" �http://www.en.wikipedia.org� Friends screened on NBC between 1994 and 2004 (236 episodes) follow the lives of 6 friends living and working in New York City.
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