Session Five - Relationships
Introduction

Self-esteem

We were made to be in relationship with God
and with each other. Mental health problems
and the influence of past events can lead us
to have low self-esteem and so to sometimes
find it difficult to effectively communicate
with other people, to say ‘no’ when we want
to, and to maintain healthy relationships. This
can lead to us feeling isolated and unable to
sustain the social links that we do have. It
is important to be able to balance our own
priorities with ensuring that we maintain our
relationships, be they personal or professional.
We need to start with how we feel about
ourselves and then move on to looking at our
significant relationships and how we manage
them.

Better a patient man than a
warrior,
a man who controls his temper
than one who takes a city
(Proverbs 16,32)

Self-esteem is the overall opinion we have of
ourselves and the value we place on ourselves
as people. It can be either positive or negative
in tone (eg. “I am a good person” or “I’m
useless and don’t deserve anything”), and
when the tone is negative we call this low
self-esteem. As Christians we can fall into the
trap of seeing ourselves as sinful and therefore
not of value, which is to deny the work of
the cross. Low self-esteem presents a barrier
to us experiencing the love of God and to us
dealing effectively with the ups and downs
of life; it can lead to us believing that we
don’t actually deserve anything better, and
so prevent us from even trying to use more
positive coping skills. Sometimes we need to
work on increasing our sense of self-worth,
of recognising ourselves as beloved of God,
in order to feel motivated to do something
different.
Low self-esteem is maintained by us giving
more weight to negative thoughts than to
focussing on our good points. We can start to
feel better about ourselves by making time to
focus on our positive attributes. We also need
to recognise when we are self-critical, perhaps
by keeping a diary. These self-criticisms are
often very difficult to overcome because from
a young age we are taught that modesty
is a virtue, and that speaking about our
achievements or good qualities is boasting. It is
central to our Christian identity to be humble,
taking up our cross and following Christ in a
life of service, so we convince ourselves that
this justifies belittling ourselves. But we must
be clear that we are each special to God and
have unique qualities that God loves about us.
Being a Christian does not mean that we must
make ourselves unhappy or feel guilty about
succeeding at something. Remember, Jesus
promised us life in all its fullness.
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Here are some positive statements that we
can use to encourage ourselves when our selfesteem is low:

		
• I am unique and beloved of God.
• God has a plan for each of us. That
includes me.

• It’s ok to want or need something from
someone else.

• T he fact that someone says ‘no’ to my

request doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have
asked in the first place.

• ‘Turning the other cheek’ is not the

same as caving in. Meekness is not the
same as weakness. Often it requires
great strength.

• God is with me wherever I am.
• I can stand it if I don’t get what I want.
• T he fact that other people are not

assertive does not mean I should never
be.

•G
 iving, giving, giving is not all that life

is about. I am an important person in
this world, too, and God wants to bless
me.

•D
 uring the temptation in the desert
Jesus said ‘no’ three times because
it was right to do so. It is not ‘unChristian’ to say ‘no’.

Relationships
Feeling bad about ourselves makes it difficult
to maintain healthy, nurturing relationships.
Likewise, difficult relationships can lead to us
feeling bad about ourselves. In The Bible there
is a list of characteristics that lead to healthy
relationships and they are really useful to hold
in mind when things are not going so well.
They can be found at Galatians 5, verses 2223 and the rest of this session involves looking
at each characteristic in turn:

Love
When we love someone we treat them
as someone who is important, who is of
value. We can communicate this by being
interested in the other person, listening
to their point of view, their reasons to
say ‘no’ to us or their reasons to ask
something of us. Don’t interrupt, but
try to encourage them to talk it over. Be
sensitive to the other person’s desire to
have the discussion at a later time, being
patient with them. Acknowledge the other
person’s feelings, wants, difficulties and
opinions about the situation, ensuring
that you are being non-judgemental.
Acknowledging feelings sometimes
requires of us that we are ‘mind-readers’
as people don’t always say how they really
feel.

• If I say ‘no’ to someone that doesn’t
mean I don’t like them.

• If I say ‘no’ to someone it doesn’t
mean I’m selfish.

• If I say ‘no’ to someone and they get
angry it doesn’t mean I should have
said ‘yes’.

• T here is no law that says that other

people’s opinions are more valid than
mine.

Joy
Use an easy manner, trying to be light
hearted, perhaps using a little humour,
smiling, easing the other person along in
the interaction. Try to stay cheerful (unless
really not appropriate to the situation).
A unique feature of Christianity is that is
filled with hope. Be optimistic.
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Peace

Patience

To keep things peaceful we need to
ensure that we don’t allow things to
wander off into different areas, thus
potentially causing things to escalate. We
need to make sure that our focus is only
on the present situation, and be clear that
that is what we will be dealing with. We
need to maintain our position and resist
being distracted onto other, potentially
emotion-laden, topics. Some techniques
we can use are:
1. Three-point check (from session two)
2. Stuck-record. Keep gently expressing
the same opinion or giving the same
answer so that the other person
doesn’t have to keep thinking up
new responses. If you can maintain
your position it is easier to discuss
what your differences are and so seek
compromise.
3. Thick skin, soft heart: If the other
person verbally attacks, threatens
or tries to change the subject we
should ignore the threats, comments
or attempts to divert us. If we allow
ourselves to be diverted by responding
then we lose any control of the
situation.
4. Repeating back: Let them know that
you appreciate their position by stating
what it is.
5. Seek a compromise that is genuinely
acceptable to all parties.

Patient people take their time to ensure
that they are being understood and that
they are understanding what is being
said. We need to express our feelings
clearly, describing how we feel or what
we believe about the situation. We cannot
expect the other person to read our mind
or know how we feel, so we must take
the time to tell them. Similarly, we need
to take the time to reward people when
they respond positively to us when we
ask for something or say ‘no’ to them.
We should not take people for granted,
because if they do not gain in any way
from complying with our request or taking
‘no’ for an answer then, at least some of
the time, they may stop responding in a
positive way.

Kindness
When we are kind we are willing to give
as well as to get. We value the other
as one beloved of God. We can offer
or ask for alternative solutions to the
problem. Perhaps we could reduce our
request to something that the other
person may find easier to go along with.
We could maintain our ‘no’ but offer to
do something else or solve the problem
another way. Maybe we could turn the
table and ask the other person to suggest
an alternative solution; “If you were in my
position what would you be suggesting
we do about this?”.
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Gentleness

Goodness
We need to pursue honesty and justice
in our interactions. We mustn’t lie, bend
the truth or exaggerate when we have
disputes with others. Never act helpless
when you’re not or affronted when you’re
not in order to try and ‘score points’. And
be fair to yourself and to the other as you
attempt to solve the problem. Don’t be a
door-mat, but don’t take advantage of the
other person either. Neither is good for
your self-respect.

Faithfulness
Hold on to what you believe to be true.
Don’t sell out your values or your integrity
just to get your objective or to keep the
other person liking you. Be clear in your
own mind what the moral, Christian
response is and stick to your position.
When time allows, check this response
with relevant Bible passages and refer
to wise or respected Christian friends or
elders. Don’t apologise when you don’t
think you should. Apologies imply that
you are wrong and accept that you are
wrong. When apologies are warranted
they are very valuable, but over-apologetic
behaviour solves nothing. Don’t apologise
for breathing, or for having a different
opinion, or for even asking for something.
Backing down to a bully may help in the
immediate instant, but in the longer term
it will only make things worse. Try to find
a way to stand your ground.

Be courteous and constant in your
approach. People tend to respond better
to gentleness than to harshness. In
particular, avoid verbal attacks, threats or
judgements. Keep your voice calm and
don’t use a threatening posture.

Self-control
We lose credibility if we behave angrily
or if we fall apart when challenged.
We need to use a confident voice and
display a confident physical manner with
appropriate eye contact. We can convey
to the other that we should be respected
in this situation. We shouldn’t beat about
the bush, never getting round to asking
something or to giving an answer to a
request. No shouting, swearing, waving
arms around, staring into the eyes of the
other and no whispering, saying we’re not
sure, staring at the floor, backing out or
giving in. We need to clearly ask for what
we want, and say ‘no’ when we mean
‘no’.
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Homework
Make a list of your positive qualities, your
talents, skills, gifts and strengths.
Also keep a note of any self-critical thoughts.
Can you find a positive statement to
contradict the negative ones?

Lord God, you are in our
relationships and in our emotions.
Help us when the expression of one
hinders the experience of the other.
Amen.

Notes
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