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Week 2:  Social Life after Encountering God
In Genesis 2:18 God said “It is not good that man should be alone.”  Every person needs other people.  For this reason, God created families, nations, and the Church. 
Our relationships can make us more effective.  Proverbs 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.”    Our relationships help defend us.  Ecclesiastes  4:12 observes,  “Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.”
At the same time, the wrong relationships can destroy us.  Our social circle has a power impact upon us.  As we grow in Christ, we want to form relationships that have a positive effect on us, and avoid relationships have a negative effect on us.  The Bible says, “Do not be misled: "Bad company corrupts good character." (1 Cor 15:33)

In today’s lesson, we will discuss the importance of the right social life in the life of a new follower of Christ.
Realigning Your Relationships
God blessed us by making us social beings by nature, and there are important reasons why we are relational. However, the world has twisted relationships to make them tools of evil. In order to align our thinking with God’s, there are two fundamental shifts in our entire worldview of relationships which must take place when we begin to walk with Christ. 
First of all, we must stop fearing men and begin fearing God. In Proverbs 29:25 it says, “Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is kept safe.” In the past, we have lived our lives in fear of what others will think or say about us. Now we must life to please the Lord alone. Paul wrote in Galatians 1:10, “If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a servant of Christ.” True freedom is living our lives for God’s approval. 
The second fundamental change is that from the moment we meet Christ the sole purpose of our relationships with unbelievers is to bring them to know Christ. In 2 Corinthians 5:20 Paul writes, “We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us.” We no longer have relationships with unbelievers merely for companionship or mutual interests. How can we use them selfishly for our own fun, when they are lost and without Christ?  Instead, we recognize that every relationship we with an unbeliever should have a strategic purpose: To bring them to Christ. Everything we do should be causing them to come closer to God.  We have to recognize that relationships are created as a medium of sharing the Lord, and sharing in the Lord. Along with our freedom comes an anointing to free other captives, but we cannot walk in this anointing unless we are willing to submit our relationships to God’s standards.
A new life means new relationships.
The people we spend our time around have a considerable influence upon who we become. Before we came to Christ, our friends were a shaping part of our identities, and when we are transformed by Christ, our relationships must also be transformed. There are several ways these relationships can be transformed, but these changes will not always be easy. However, if our relationships do not change, we will not be able to continue walking in freedom.

One of the first things a lifeguard is trained to do is separate themselves from a panicking drowning victim. Many times strong swimmers are drowned attempting to rescue someone else because the victim panics and pulls the rescuer down. It takes time and practice for lifeguards to learn how to rescue without being drowned in the process. It is also for this reason lifeguards are equipped with flotation devices on ropes to offer victims, so that victims cannot reach and hinder the lifeguard who is trying to swim and pull them to safety. As Christian “rescuers” we also have to take the time to be trained and properly equipped before we attempt to rescue others. While it is important to tell others about the changes in our lives immediately, it is also important we not justify continuing relationships under the pretense that we are trying to save them. 

Steps in surrendering relationships to the Lord.

1. Share what God has done. 
The first step to sealing what the Lord has done in our lives is to tell others about it. Sharing with unbelievers that our lives have been changed can be very intimidating at first. However, in Matthew 10:33, Jesus said, “Whoever denies me before men, him I will also deny before my father who is in heaven.” Biblically it is clear that we cannot be “closet Christians,” because if we have truly been changed we need to be willing to talk about it. We should prepare a testimony to share with others about what God has done in our lives. We should avoid lingo that unbelievers do not understand, such as the baptism of the Holy Spirit or deliverance from curses. 
Using religious-sounding language is not the best way to share the gospel. Instead, we should focus on sharing about the new relationship with God that we have started, and we should make sure that those around us know we have begun a new life in Jesus and our lives will now be different. This is also an opportunity to invite others to join us in our freedom, and ask them to come to a cell group meeting. By sharing our testimony with everyone around us, we begin the first step toward fulfilling our call to tell others about Jesus

Everything we share about what God has done has to be backed up by our actions. If we say we are different but do not live different lives, we harm the God’s reputation because it appears He has not truly changed us. 

In sharing, it is also important to share in humility, and not pride or condemnation of others. If we find others to be argumentative or if they want to debate religion with us, we should avoid being confrontational. We will accomplish nothing by arguing, and we will best communicate God’s power by demonstrating our changed lives and showing our confidence in what God has done for us. A man with an experience is never at the mercy of a man with information.
Sharing what the Lord has done is also a key to overcoming temptation. In Revelation 12:11, John writes, “They overcame by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony.” When we share our testimony, we also begin to change others’ expectations of us, which helps hold us accountable. For example, if everyone at the office expects us to go out drinking with them on Friday night, we may find it difficult to make an excuse for not going. However, if we are direct and communicate that we have been changed by God and are no longer interested in that activity, then the following week they will probably not ask us to come, and that specific temptation will be removed. Sharing our testimony to create an expectation of change is also essential in carrying the remaining steps toward aligning our relationships with God’s plan.
2. Identify which relationships must end
The Bible clearly teaches we must separate ourselves from relationships which cause us to stumble back into bondage. Jeremiah 15:19 says “Let them return to you, but you must not return to them.” While some relationships can just be reoriented in the context of our new lives, some relationships must be terminated if we are to survive spiritually. These relationships fall into a couple categories:
· Relationships which are based upon a sinful lifestyle

In our new life, our relationships must be Christ centered. Therefore, we need to evaluate the basis for our past relationships. Many of these may have been centered around a sinful lifestyle. This could mean anything from someone with whom we often share gossip, to a drinking buddy, or romantic relationship that is immoral. We can share our testimonies with these people, but if they are not making the same lifestyle changes we are making, we cannot continue to spend time with them as we did before. We cannot “clean up” these relationships, because what we have shared in common with these people has been sin, we will be sucked back into that lifestyle. Both biblical and social studies show that the person with the lowest standards in the relationship will always reduce others to their level. Therefore, we can invite them to join us in our new life, without sin, but we cannot maintain closeness with them while they remain in their old life. As it says in Proverbs 1:10 and 15 “My son, if sinners entice you, do not consent…My son, do not walk in the way with them. Keep your foot from their path.”

If you are single, immoral romantic relationships, or any romantic relationship with a non-Christian, should be ended immediately; continuing any type of contact will only lead to increased temptation to fall back into sin.  (If you are married and your spouse is a non Christian, the Bible encourages you to remain in the marriage whenever possible. You’ll find strategies in 1 Corinthians 7:12-16.)

· Controlling relationships
We also need to identify the people who strongly influenced us before we received freedom. This may be a long-time friend, a relative, or someone else who is controlling. We need to ask the Lord to open our eyes to those around us operating in a spirit of manipulation. This may even be someone who attends a church and claims to be a Christian, but has sin in their life and seeks to manipulate and separate us from our relationships with our personal pastors. When we share our newfound freedom with these people, they may tend to plant seeds of doubt by insinuating we just had an emotional experience or by being critical of Church leadership. These are people with whom we cannot afford to continue spending time. We need to separate ourselves from their control, asserting ourselves as servants of the Lord only.

2. End those relationships
While this can be the most difficult step of beginning a new life, it is also one of the most essential. While the sacrifice may seem unnecessary, we must be obedient to God’s commands even when we don’t agree with them. Satan entices us with small temptations, and if he can convince us to maintain these relationships, he has already won us back, whether we realize it or not. The price of being a disciple of Christ is often painful. As Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Salvation is free, but discipleship will cost you everything.” However, we will find the rewards of freedom and fulfillment in Christ are more than worth the price. If we, as the Israelites in the desert, grumble and look longingly toward our days of slavery, we will stumble. However, if we keep our eyes fixed on the promises of God, and lay down these relationships even as Abraham laid Isaac on the altar, we will enjoy the fulfillment of God’s promises.
In ending these relationships, we need to make sure we are communicating with our personal pastors, so they know what decisions we are making, can encourage us and hold us accountable. Since our social lives are often built around these people, this can seem a painful sacrifice. It is also natural to worry about hurting and rejecting these people. However, even attempting not to reject someone can be a form of fear of man. Because we have joined these people in their sin, we have compromised our ability to reach them with the gospel. If we maintain these relationships and fall back into sin, we could turn them even further away. If we have been joined to them in sin, the most loving thing we can do is completely severe the relationship. 

Therefore, we can share what God has done, but then we need to surrender the relationships to the Lord, and trust Him to bring someone to reach them, since we are not in a position to do so. If we place our confidence in ourselves and our ability to stand strong while reaching these people, we will fail because of our misplaced trust. Instead, we demonstrate our faith in the Lord when we do not try to change others ourselves, but instead trust the Lord. We demonstrate true love for others, instead of just love of our relationships with them, when we lay them down and refuse to be drawn back into sinful relationships. 

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a believer have in common with an unbeliever?  What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: "I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people. Therefore come out from them 

and be separate, says the Lord. Touch no unclean thing, and I will receive you.I will be a Father to you, and you will be my sons and daughters, says the Lord Almighty."   

2 Corinthians 6:14-18

3. Form new friendships with believers
We did not walk in bondage alone, and we will not walk in freedom alone either. While we must be willing to endure loneliness as we grow closer to God, we should also be seeking out relationships with other Christians. These may develop through our cell groups, but they can also develop through serving together with other Christians in the Church. One of the best ways to bond with others is to serve alongside them. Therefore, ask we should ask our cell pastors what ministries in the church we can serve, and trust the Lord give us opportunities to develop friendships. Proverbs 18:24 says, “A man who has friends must show himself friendly.” We should not only seek peers who are at the same stage in their Christian walks as we are, but also seek mature Christians from whom we can learn wisdom. If we express humility and a willingness to admit our need for relationships, God will provide friendships with those with whom we least expect it.
If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. -1 John 1:7

If we do pass through seasons of loneliness as we begin our Christian walks, we should not allow this to tempt us into self-pity because this opens the door for sin. Instead, we should recognize loneliness as God’s call for intimacy with us, and allow our pain to draw us closer to Him. If we are tempted to return to past relationships because of loneliness, we should confess this temptation to our cell pastor or accountability partner. We should also not give into the temptation to replace old sinful relationships with new one. Proverbs 12:26 says “A righteous man is cautious in friendship.” We need to make sure our close friendships are with believers, and that our relationships with unbelievers are completely oriented toward bringing them to Christ. We cannot share our hearts with unbelievers, because we need to recognize they do not share our value system and they will not encourage us in the Lord. If we see that they are not growing closer to the Lord, but we are being influenced by them, we need to stop pursuing the friendship. As we begin this journey, we are responsible to our cell pastors to tell them about anyone we are trying to reach and keep them updated on the relationship. 
 “Let them return to you, but you must not return to them.” -Jeremiah 15:19
