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Created to Relate
God designed us for relationships.
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When we make God-honoring, loving, 
and healthy relationships a part of our 
day-to-day lives, we’re living as God 
intended. For this reason, it’s crucial 
that we take the time to assess who 
we are to the people in our lives and 
how to live in community with others. 
You’ve taken the first step by picking 
up this book. Through the next four 
sessions, we’ll look more closely at the 
purpose of relationships and how to 
develop and maintain healthy ones. 
We’ll also address how to restore bro-
ken relationships through forgiveness 
and reconciliation.

Let’s face it. We’re all imperfect people 
in relationships with other imperfect 
people, and this makes our relation-
ships messy and often challenging. 
The more we can understand God’s 
design for community (with a focus on 
selflessness, sacrifice, and loving oth-
ers well at the core), the better friend, 
spouse, child, coworker, neighbor we’ll 
be and the more glory God will get out 
of all our relationships.

How to Use This Book
What better way to learn about relation-
ships than in community with others? 
That’s why we’ve designed Relate as a 
small group Bible study. Geared for a 
no-prep small group experience, this 
study is intended to be facilitator led 
with a strong discussion focus. In each 
session you’ll find:

 options that highlight con-
versation starters and group activities

 to help you and/or your 
group process the Scriptures and con-
tent of each session

 to help e!ectively 
lead the gathering

 section at the close 
of each session to allow you to re-
flect on what was learned and put 
the session into practice in your per-
sonal life.

INTRODUCTION

Think about it. One of the first things God told His newly created 
human, Adam, was that it wasn’t good for him to be alone (Genesis 2:18). So 
God created Eve. Yes, their relationship gives us the biblical foundation for 
marriage, but it was also the catalyst for all future relationships. None of our 
relationships—with parents, siblings, neighbors, friends, roommates, cowork-
ers, extended family, and so on—would exist if God hadn’t noticed the need 
for Adam to have someone to share his life with.



Understanding 
Relationships



“Not what a man is in himself as a Christian, his spirituality and 
piety, constitutes the basis of our community. What determines 
our brotherhood is what that man is by reason of Christ. Our 
community with one another consists solely in what Christ has 
done to the both of us.”1 —Dietrich Bonhoe!er, Life Together

SESSION ONE
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Depending on your preferred translation, the word “relationships” is 

virtually absent in the Bible. In the NIV, “relationship” is used four times. 

In the NLT it is used 12 times. In the HCSB? Four. In the KJV? Zero. In 

the RSV? Zero again. If this is the case, then why are relationships such 

an important discussion in our churches and our culture? 

We spend so much time dealing with and responding to our social lives 
that it’s nearly impossible to live and thrive outside of relationship with 
others. Thankfully, relationships are central to God’s Word and to the way 
He designed us—even though the word itself isn’t used all that much.

God’s desire for us to live in community with others shouldn’t come as a 
surprise. After all, in Genesis 1, at the very start of Scripture, we read that 
God created us in His image. Actually, He said, “Let Us make man in Our 
image, according to Our likeness” (Genesis 1:26, emphasis added). By His 
very nature, God is communal. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit live 
in perfect unity together. The Trinity is admittedly hard to wrap our minds 
around, but it’s God’s nature, and He wired us with the same relational 

need. That need is met in our relationship with Him, but 
relationships with other people are also necessary in or-
der for the need to be fully satisfied.

>  CONNECT: Divide into pairs or small groups and share 
pictures of some of the important people in your life. If 
you don’t have any photos, share about a couple of the 
more important relationships you have and why they’re 
meaningful to you. While you’re in your small group, 
discuss the following two questions: 

What types of relationships are most important to you?

List the names of some 
of the people who you 
know were placed in 
your life by God for a 
specific reason?

+

+

+ 

+
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When you think about what it means to be vulnerable with and 
trusting of someone else, what qualities must others have? What do 
you o!er within these vulnerable relationships?

You can’t give an honest account of your life story without 
mentioning the individuals who played significant roles 
along the way. This can also be said of your faith story. 

>  CONNECT: As we begin our discussion of relationships 
and how important they are to our personal spiritual 
growth, share a bit of your story with others. 

CREATED FOR COMMUNITY
Relationships with other believers are intended to be 
expressions of our relationship with Christ. In his small group study and 
sermon series Five Things God Uses to Grow Your Faith, pastor Andy Stanley 
emphasizes that providential relationships are critical to our spiritual 
growth.2 God places people in our lives, oftentimes for just a season, so 
we can learn from each other and influence each other’s faith journeys. I’m 
sure you could name several people who fit this description in your life. 

King David addressed the spiritual blessing of community in Psalm 133. 

“How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together 
in harmony! It is like fine oil on the head, running down 
on the beard, running down Aaron’s beard onto his robes. 
It is like the dew of Hermon falling on the mountains of 
Zion. For there the LORD has appointed the blessing—life 
forevermore” (Psalm 133:1-3). 

David meant that Christians living like God intended—in community, 
connection, sharing, worship—was a very good thing. David’s descriptions 

In order for me to be 
vulnerable with and 
trusting of someone 
else, they must . . .
1.

2.

3.

4.

5. 
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of a covering of oil or the morning dew may not strike us as “good and 
pleasant” things, but take my word for it—they were to the Israelites. (See 
sidebar for more details.)* 

In her Bible study Stepping Up: A journey through the 
Psalms of Ascent, Beth Moore elaborated on the uni-
ty described in Psalm 133: “Every time brothers and 
sisters in Christ study together, worship together, 
eat together, or laugh our heads o! together, amid 
all our distinctions, we really do get a small taste 
of heaven. And Christ gets a small taste of His own 
medicine . . . How good and pleasant it is!”3 Unity, 
mutuality, sharing, and caring are all supposed to 
mark the life of a follower of Jesus.

RISKY BUSINESS
If you’ve had even just one friendship in your life, 
you know that relationships aren’t all sunshine and 
roses. They require work, and they often reveal more 
about our selfishness and sinful natures than we care 
to be exposed to. Moore also wrote of Psalm 133: 
“God often uses other people as the chisel to carve 
true integrity into our rough personalities. A chisel 
that never scrapes the stone is useless . . . Learning to 
endure hardship and inconvenience with people is 
critical to the process of becoming a whole person.”4 

When we share our lives with others, we risk 
disappointment, pain, betrayal, and a whole host of 
other negative responses. Before we turn to a series 

of Scriptures that reveal how to truly understand our relationships—
family, friend, professional, or otherwise—let’s discuss for a moment 
some of the di"culties that come with relationships.

What is the biggest hurdle for you to overcome when trusting someone 
else in a relationship of any kind? Why?

*Facilitator: If you want to spend some time discussing the symbolism of consecrating oil and 
dewfall in Scripture, read the following passages with your group: For consecrating oil, see 
Psalm 23:5; 89:20; and 92:10. For dewfall on dry ground, see Genesis 27:28 and Proverbs 19:12.

OIL & DEW 
When Moses anointed 
Aaron as the first high 
priest (Leviticus 8:12), 
the oil marked him as 
acceptable to serve the 
people. David described 
unity as something that 
covers believers, marking 
them acceptable to God 
as His representatives to 
the world.

Mount Hermon was the 
highest peak around, so 
it experienced the most 
precipitation, something 
coveted in a dry desert. 
Unity in our relationships 
is as refreshing to our 
souls as the dew was to 
Mount Hermon.
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What are some of the risks associated with pursuing godly relationships?

A SCIENTIFIC MATTER
Neuroscience, as it relates to relationships, very generally 
says that every person, regardless of background, experi-
ence, and circumstance, has one predominant need when 
it comes to relationships—either significance or security. Whether we real-
ize it or not, we seek the answer to one of two questions in all our relation-
ships: Do I matter to the other person? (a question of significance), or Will he or 
she be there for me? (a question of security). 

While both needs are a part of each of us, one tends to be predominant 
in every person. All relational needs and questions, including sources of 
dysfunction, are rooted in these two innate concerns. 

Subconsciously, we respond to these questions of significance and 
security from the temporal lobe of the brain, known as the amygdala. 
The amygdala houses our emotional responses to survival, fear, anger, 
and pleasure. Those are powerful emotional responses that have a drastic 
e!ect on how we view ourselves and our comfort level in any given 
situation. No wonder relationships—especially the important ones—
mean so much to us.

Whether we realize it or not (and most often, we don’t), we gauge every 
relationship we have on the other person’s ability or inability to answer 
these deepest of questions. If we matter to the other person and feel 
secure in a relationship, it’s a healthy and stable one. If either of those 
feelings are questioned, the relationship becomes unstable, and that’s 
when we face insecurities.*

 
Every person 
has one 
predominant 
need when 
it comes to 
relationships 
—either 
significance 
or security.
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Which question drives your emotional response in relationships more 
often: Do I matter? or Am I secure? 

Think about the relationships you’re currently in. Was your need to have 
either of these questions answered an obvious catalyst for forming any 
of your relationships? 

How have either of these needs hurt relationships you’ve had?

“ONE ANOTHER” COMMANDS
Regardless of the lack of the word “relationships” in 
the New Testament, Jesus, the Gospel writers, and 
the remaining New Testament authors all talk exten-

sively about how to live in relationship with others. Sometimes they get 
into specifics, but more often they address general directives about how 
to have relationships that reflect God’s love and grace in our lives. Many 
of these directives come in the form of “one another” commands, and col-
lectively they paint a detailed portrait of what sacrificial and beneficial 
relationships look like.

Look closely and you’ll find nearly 60 of these commands in the New 
Testament. From them, we learn what to do for, with, or on behalf of 

THE “ONE ANOTHERS”

 Love

 Encourage

Honor

Be Concerned

Carry Burdens

Accept and Forgive 

* Facilitator: This is a brief explanation of a pattern of behavior that therapists and researchers 
spend their lifetimes working through. If you have group members who struggle deeply with 
one of these questions, refer them to a therapist who is qualified to treat them. For a list of 
Christian counselors in your area, visit aacc.net.
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the people in our lives. Of these 60 occurrences, we’re told to “love one 
another” 15 times. The next most mentioned instruction is to “encourage 
one another” (4 times). To help us understand God’s purpose for 
relationships, let’s look at a few specific “one anothers” that help us model 
Christ and provide answers to those questions of security and significance.

1. Honor one another.
Read Romans 12:9-10:

“Love must be without hypocrisy. Detest evil; cling to 
what is good. Show family a!ection to one another with 
brotherly love. Outdo one another in showing honor.”

At the outset of these verses, Paul implies that sincerity, rather than fake or 
hypocritical motives, is an important aspect of honoring the people in your 
life. In other words, if we truly care about people, we move beyond polite 
and surface-level and into sincere, genuine, life-changing relationships.

What types of impediments to sincerity do our daily lives present? 

What are some things we could do to ensure sincerity in the way we 
honor and deal with others?

Read also Romans 12:21:

“Do not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil with good.”

What does this verse tell us about ridding our lives of evil and doing 
what is good? 
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Why is that necessary if we want to live honorably with one another?

2. Be concerned about one another.
Read Hebrews 10:24-25: 

“And let us be concerned about one another in order to 
promote love and good works, not staying away from our 
worship meetings, as some habitually do, but encouraging 
each other, and all the more as you see the day drawing near.”

Why is “be concerned about one another” an important command?

Do you have relationships in which you’ve made a di!erence in the world 
together? How did that experience bond you to the other person? 

What can you learn about relationships when doing good things to-
gether and meeting together?

The command to “be concerned about one another” in the context of 
Hebrews 10 speaks to the importance of being a part of a church body. 
Fellowship with God was never meant to be an isolated experience—
gathering with other believers regularly has been a part of the church’s 
history from the very beginning. We must fellowship with other Christians 
in the local church. I often hear people say they’re Christians, but they’re 



SESSION ONE RELATE 17

 
Fellowship 
with God was 
never meant to 
be an isolated 
experience—
gathering with 
other believers 
has been a part 
of the church’s 
history from the 
very beginning.

not connected with a local church. Perhaps the church 
has wronged them in the past; or maybe they just like 
doing their own thing on a Sunday morning. Regardless 
of the reason, being a Christian without a church is a lot 
like being a quarterback without a football team. How 
much good does that do anybody?

The emphasis in Hebrews 10:24-25 isn’t on what the 
believer gets from the community, but what they 
can contribute to it. If you involve yourself in a faith 
community by what you get from it, you miss the point. 

3. Carry one another’s burdens.
Next, read Galatians 6:2:

“Carry one another’s burdens; in this way you will fulfill the 
law of Christ.”

In the popular comic strip “Peanuts,” Lucy asks Charlie Brown, “Why are we 
here on earth?” He replies, “To make others happy.” She ponders this for a 
moment and then asks, “Then why are the others here?”

A natural result of showing concern for the people in your life is the desire 
to help and care for them. When we approach relationships through the 
lens of Christ, we understand that we aren’t in relationships primarily for 
ourselves, and we definitely aren’t in relationships to take advantage when 
someone else is down. 

How does carrying one another’s burdens fulfill the law of Christ? 

When people are burdened with mistakes, sin, or falling short in some 
way, what are some specific ways you love them and help shoulder 
their burdens? 
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*Facilitator: Issues of forgiveness will be dealt with in more depth in session four of our study.

When we carry one another’s burdens, it changes the way we respond 
to other’s mistakes. Why is this important for the other person? Perhaps 
more importantly, why is this important for you?

4. Accept and forgive one another. 
Another command that helps us understand how to function in relation-
ships as God intended is accepting and forgiving one another.* But before 
we look at that particular command, let’s look at it in action. Read the fa-
miliar story in John 8:2-12:

“At dawn [Jesus] went to the temple complex again, and all 
the people were coming to Him. He sat down and began to 
teach them. 

Then the scribes and the Pharisees brought a woman 
caught in adultery, making her stand in the center. 
‘Teacher,’ they said to Him, ‘this woman was caught in the 
act of committing adultery. In the law Moses commanded 
us to stone such women. So what do You say?’ They asked 
this to trap Him, in order that they might have evidence to 
accuse Him. 

Jesus stooped down and started writing on the ground 
with His finger. When they persisted in questioning Him, He 
stood up and said to them, ‘The one without sin among you 
should be the first to throw a stone at her.’ 

Then He stooped down again and continued writing on the 
ground. When they heard this, they left one by one, starting 
with the older men. Only He was left, with the woman in the 
center. When Jesus stood up, He said to her, ‘Woman, where 
are they? Has no one condemned you?’ 

‘No one, Lord,’ she answered. 
‘Neither do I condemn you,’ said Jesus. ‘Go, and from now 

on do not sin anymore.’ 
Then Jesus spoke to them again: ‘I am the light of the world. 

Anyone who follows Me will never walk in the darkness but 
will have the light of life.’” 
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The story of Jesus forgiving the sins of the adulterous woman is a famous 
story of radical forgiveness, in spite of legalistic pressures. 

>  CONNECT: Can you think of a specific time when you needed forgiveness, 
but you were met with legalism instead? Those times can be scarring. Or 
what about a time when you needed to o!er forgiveness to someone, but 
you o!ered legalism instead? Discuss this briefly. 

Now read Colossians 3:12-14:

“Therefore, God’s chosen ones, holy and 
loved, put on heartfelt compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience, accept-
ing one another and forgiving one another if 
anyone has a complaint against another. Just 
as the Lord has forgiven you, so you must also 
forgive. Above all, put on love—the perfect 
bond of unity.”

According to these verses, what did Paul say our 
primary motivation for forgiving others should be?

The action of this passage involves “putting on” a variety 
of attributes. What does it mean to “put on” something?

This is thought to be one of the most critical passages in 
the New Testament that teaches us how to understand 
what relationships mean and how to have healthy ones. 
Paul described a literal “putting o!” of our old way of life 
and our old character traits (“old” as in pre-salvation), 
and a “putting on” of something new and virtuous. Dirty 
clothes o!, clean ones on. Bad attitude o!, good one on. 
Legalism o!, grace on. Selfishness, no more. Selflessness, 
a way of life. 

Therefore, put on . . . 

LEGALISM 
Trying to attain or 
maintain rightness 
(righteousness) with 
God by human e!ort. 
Working to maintain 
salvation rather than 
resting in grace.
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>  CONNECT: Discuss each of the qualities listed in Colossians 3:12-14 and 
what it means to put each of them on.

Compassion: 

Kindness: 

Humility: 

Gentleness: 

Patience: 

Forgiveness: 

Love: 

Based on this passage in Colossians, what does spiritual growth look like? 

It’s interesting to note how spiritual growth and healthy relationships 
are so intertwined. Why do you think it was important for Paul to link 
the two?

WE NEED EACH OTHER
When we really understand that relationships are about modeling Jesus’ 
love, humility, and grace in the lives of the people around us, we come face 
to face with our personal shortcomings and vulnerabilities. An inevitable 
consequence of genuine bonds with others is seeing our sins reflecting o! 
the people we’re closest to. When this happens, we’re forced to either put 
up walls between us and the other person, or humbly admit our sins and 
work through them. 
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But don’t miss this: Just because relationships are challenging doesn’t mean 
we should avoid them. Read Proverbs 27:17:

“Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another.”

That nugget of Scripture hints at one of God’s intentions for community. 
We can’t become better friends, better family members, better spouses, or 
better coworkers without other people. Yes, we can be imperfect, confused, 
and even a little dysfunctional from time to time, but our weaknesses don’t 
negate God’s design of us. 

Keep these four things in mind throughout the rest of this study:

1. We’re created to need relationships, both with God and others.
2.  The more we come to understand ourselves and how we function within 

each of our relationships, the better we get at it all, especially at recogniz-
ing our needs and the needs of others.

3.  God desires for you to feel complete in Him and to strive for holiness 
with others.

4.  Relationships take time and e!ort. They’re not about you, and they’re not 
meant to serve you. But no matter how much e!ort they require, they’re 
worth it.

Throughout the course of the next few sessions, we’ll learn more about 
what it takes to develop new relationships, strengthen existing ones, and 
even reconcile those that have gone awry. While there’s no way we can 
cover the vast relationship expanse of Scripture or our real-life situations, 
we’ll lay the groundwork for a fresh perspective on being who God wants us 
to be to the people in our lives. In the space below, make a list of some of the 
good things about relationships that make them worth the e!ort.
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THIS WEEK REFLECT ON . . .

> MAKING A CHANGE 
Spend some time reflecting on what you learned in this session and what 
was discussed during your group time. You may have a lot of thoughts 
swirling around in your head—ways you want to improve the quality of 
your relationships, a vision of the person you’d like to mature into, and/or 
a risk you need to take. Try to boil your thoughts down into one key word 
that sums up your feelings. Confess that word to God in prayer and pray 
it over and over. Ask Him for a clear sense of how that word can develop 
into character change or action in your relational life. 

> GROWING WITH GOD

provided below. 

that encourages you to work toward the vision God has given you. 

seven days. 
-

ily accessible anytime you need the reminder or encouragement. You 
never know how God will use it in your relationships when you need it 
the most.
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> CLOSING QUESTIONS
Review the “one another” commands you studied in 
this session. Which one comes the most naturally for 
you? Why?

Similarly, which “one another” command do you find most challeng-
ing? Why? 

What is one action step you can take this week to focus on improving 
the way you relate to someone?

THE “ONE ANOTHERS”

 Love

 Encourage

Honor

Be Concerned 

Carry Burdens

Accept and Forgive 


