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To the most transformative relationship in my life— Jesus— 

following your life and leadership

was the most intelligent decision I’ve ever made. 

To the most significant relationships in my life— 

my wife, Shameka, and my two children Seth and Gabriel— 

your presence in my life is a constant reminder

of God’s love for me. 

Thank you for showing me that when the dust settles,

what matters most is the people who love you the best.

I dedicate this book to you.
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EPIGRAPH

Walk with the wise and become wise,

for a companion of fools suffers harm.

Proverbs 13:20
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INTRODUCTION
Your greatest gifts walk into 

your life on two legs.

What you’re holding in your hands is more than a compilation 

of pages filled with information; it is a crucial and consequen-

tial conversation. It is a dialogue about your destiny. It is a pep 

talk about purpose. It is a communique about your calling.

You are probably thinking, Wait, I thought this book was 

about relationships! You are absolutely right. It is. That said, 

relationships are about more than relationships; relationships 

are about your life. Therefore, relationship management is 

life management. Every single area of your life is inevitably 

impacted by your relationships. Your spiritual, physical, 

financial, emotional, and professional progress is tied and 

tethered to who you allow to be a part of and influence your 

life. Therefore, if you are serious about taking your life to the 

next level, you should be serious about taking your relation-

ships to the next level.

One of the wisest men to have ever lived, King Solomon, 

put it this way in Proverbs 13:20: “Walk with the wise and 

become wise, for a companion of fools suffers harm.” Solomon 
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suggests that we ultimately become like those we walk with. 

You may have heard it put another way: “Association breeds 

assimilation.”

In other words, there is no such thing as a casual relation-

ship. All relationships are consequential. They are catalytic. 

They push us forward or hold us back. They propel us into 

purpose or push us into pain. They bring joy or bring sorrow. 

They are incredibly impactful, even when we are unaware of 

their impact. Paul told the people of Corinth in 1 Corinthians 

15:33, “Do not be misled: ‘Bad company corrupts good char-

acter.’ ” I’d like to pose a question. Why would Paul warn the 

audience of this epistle to not be misled? Could it be because 

he understands that it is possible for us to be oblivious to the 

impact that our relationships have on our lives?

Paul must have understood something that I think is 

important for you and me to understand. Whether we realize 

it or not, our relationships are “purpose partners.” Our pur-

pose requires people. We never go just as far as our dream; we 

go as far as our team. We need more than people who simply 

provide us company; we need people who help us carry out our 

calling. We need more than a circle; we need a squad. Therefore, 

some people’s presence in our lives are not accidents; they are 

expressions of God’s providence.

God sends certain people into our lives in certain seasons 

for certain reasons. However, while God sends them, we must 

see them. God releases them, and we must recognize them. 

God assigns them, and we must align them. As a pastor, I often 

hear people say, “Well, Pastor, I don’t need friends. God fulfills 

my every need.” Absolutely. God does. But there are some needs 

he fulfills directly, and then there are other needs he fulfills 
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indirectly. Is that not what happened in the Garden of Eden? 

God essentially said, “Even though I’m here, there’s something 

Adam needs that’s going to come in the form of a person.”

Enter Eve. God creates Eve and sends her to Adam as a helper, 

but Adam also saw her that way and treated her accordingly.

When something is this consequential, we must be 

incredibly intentional and intelligent about how we manage 

it. I know you may not be accustomed to seeing the word 

intelligence associated with the word relationships. However, 

I’d contend that if there is anything we need to be intelligent 

about, it’s our relationships. As Jim Collins writes in his book 

Good to Great, we need the right people on our bus and we also 

need them in the right seats.1 Everyone in our lives has a place, 

and we must put them there.

This book will help you figure out what that looks like.

If you’re serious about success and passionate about pur-

pose, you must be intentional about putting the people in 

your lives— the ones currently there and the ones to come— in 

the right places. I want to show you how to live with RQ— 

relational intelligence.

WHAT IS RQ?

You may have heard of IQ and EQ, but RQ is equally as import-

ant. Relational intelligence is the ability to discern if someone 

should be a part of our lives and what place they should occupy, 

and then align them accordingly. It’s the ability to appropri-

ately define and align our relationships. This may be difficult 

to hear, but although everyone should be loved appropriately 
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and valued equally, they should be treated differently. I imag-

ine you are probably thinking we should treat everyone right. 

If you are a person of faith, then you are likely thinking we are 

all created in God’s image and have equal worth and value. 

Therefore, shouldn’t we treat everyone the same?

Here is my faith- filled, biblically influenced, prayerfully 

considered answer: No, we shouldn’t. Yes, we should treat 

everyone right, but treating everyone right doesn’t mean we 

treat everyone the same. Jesus didn’t. Relating to people prop-

erly should not be confused with treating them equally.

As a pastor who has the privilege of getting a behind- the- 

scenes view of thousands of lives, I can say with great convic-

tion that it’s not just important to have the right people in your 

life, but it’s also important to have them in the right place. 

Having people in the wrong place can cause things that should 

be held in confidence to get exposed, bad advice and counsel 

to be adhered to, and destiny impacted.

This principle not only applies to people’s personal lives, but 

it is equally relevant when it comes to leadership. Hiring the right 

team member, managing the right team member, and releasing 

the wrong team member all require relational intelligence. 

There is no area of our lives that is unaffected by our RQ.

Our IQ and EQ affect and impact our RQ. There has been 

lots of conversations recently regarding the significance of EQ, 

or emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence, as defined 

by the researchers who coined the term, Peter Salovey and 

John Mayer, is “the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ 

feelings and emotions, to discriminate among them and to use 

this information to guide one’s thinking and actions.”2 EQ is 

important, but it’s only one part of a larger equation when it 
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comes to relationships. Consider this: IQ (intellectual capacity, 

ability to reason) + EQ (emotional capacity/intelligence) = RQ 

(relational intelligence). As you can see, the ability to recognize 

and manage our emotions that comes with EQ, combined with 

the ability to reasonably assess our lives and relationships (IQ), 

creates the strong possibility that we will develop the people 

skills we need for the life of purpose we want.

IMPERFECT, BUT POWERFUL

This book is not about finding perfect relationships. I can help 

you with that right now— they don’t exist! In her book The Gifts of 

Imperfection, Brené Brown writes, “Understanding the difference 

between healthy striving and perfectionism is critical to laying 

down the shield [the ways we protect ourselves] and picking up 

your life. Research shows that perfectionism hampers success. In 

fact, it’s often the path to depression, anxiety, addiction, and life- 

paralysis.”3 As applicable as this is to us individually, it’s increas-

ingly important to remember when it comes to our relationships.

There are no perfect relationships, and looking for them is 

not only unhealthy but also unbiblical. I think it’s important 

to understand that our relationships don’t have to be perfect 

to be powerful. The best relationships are inundated with 

obstacles, challenges, and roadblocks.

The goal of this book is to offer some insight and guidance 

to help you develop impactful relationships, although they will 

be imperfect. In order to accomplish this task, we should consult 

the ultimate relationship expert— God. To be clear, the most 

intelligent way to approach relationships is God’s way. I believe 
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this because God is the inventor of relationships. He created the 

first relationship. I believe the creator of a thing is the one who 

gets to determine how to get the best use out of it. The inventor 

of a thing is the best one to give instructions on how to best use it. 

So, bottom line? Relationships are God’s idea, and God knows the 

best way to manage them and has revealed this way in Scripture.

Scripture gives us a blueprint for the way relationships 

should be managed, and this blueprint helps us construct 

and grow relationships that are fruitful. The Bible offers an 

architectural plan of sorts that helps us construct the kind of 

relationships that God models for us in the Trinity. The Father, 

Son, and Holy Spirit have a unity that’s incredibly productive, 

and we can have the same thing.

You don’t have to live lonely, broken, battered, and bruised. 

I’m not sure if you are aware of this, but I believe that many 

people are settling for less than God’s best in the area of their 

relationships. Many don’t have the right people in their life at 

all, and others may not have the right people in the right place. 

I believe we don’t have to settle. I believe we don’t have to place 

a period where God wants a comma. It doesn’t matter what 

season of life you are in. I believe God wants to send you some 

friends, associates, assignments, and advisors to walk with you 

on the remainder of your life’s journey. You will be ready for 

them if you are willing to raise your RQ.

ONE MORE WORD

I recognize that some of the categorizations and analyses I 

offer in this book may sound a bit rigid. You may even find 
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yourself thinking that this approach is not organic enough. 

Shouldn’t we just let our relationships do what they’re going to do? 

Go with the flow? For some, it’s over the top, and for others, 

it’s even unnecessary. But when I was growing up, there was 

a board game we used to play a lot— Monopoly. To win, you 

have to buy, sell, negotiate, or otherwise strategically acquire 

certain properties. But the most critical part of your success 

in Monopoly is the way you roll the dice. And unless you’re a 

cheater, you can’t control how you roll the dice.

Having your success based on a roll of the dice is one 

thing, but it is not the way God intended for us to live our 

lives. Unfortunately, rolling the dice is the way too many of us 

make relationship decisions. No strategy, no intelligence, and 

all feeling. We manage no other area of life that way. We don’t 

roll the dice at work; we build plans and set goals.

Isn’t your life more consequential? Your purpose is too 

necessary. Your contribution to the earth is too needed for it 

to be jeopardized or compromised because you won’t take your 

relationships seriously. And without a doubt, relationships 

are serious. They make us or break us. They push us forward, 

or they pull us back. They catapult us higher, or they keep us 

lower. They are the singular greatest source of joy and peace 

in people’s lives.

We owe it to ourselves; we owe it to the God who created 

us; and we owe it to the people who are depending on us to 

manage this area of our life well— because the skill needed to 

manage relationships is a life skill. If we commit to developing 

this skill, we can have the relationships we need for the life of 

purpose we want.
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P A R T  1

Defining Your 
Relationships

Greater love has no one than this: 

 to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.

John 15:13

The question of how we define and categorize each of our 

relationships may seem like a trivial one, but it is an indispens-

able task. And I get it! As believers, it feels wrong— maybe even 

unbiblical— to place people in categories. It may feel like we 

are assigning importance to one person over another. But as 

we dive into this section of the book, we’ll see that it’s not the 

case at all! Without defining the relationships in our lives, we 

cannot effectively accomplish our purpose. As Jesus outlined 

in John 15:13, part of our purpose is to be a relational asset— 

not a liability— in the lives of the people God sends to us. It’s 

impossible to align a relationship we haven’t defined. So let’s 

start there! Let’s define what categories exist and what they 

mean for us and the people in our lives.
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Category #1 
FRIENDS

Friend.

We use that word too loosely. Too flippantly. We use it 

too generously. And most damaging of all, we give the title to 

people who haven’t earned it. I recognize that using the word 

earn makes some folks nervous. It implies a kind of quid pro 

quo. It can feel icky. So let me be clear. Yes, God has called us to 

love. A person doesn’t have to earn our love if we call ourselves 

believers. But I’m not talking about love; I’m talking about 

friendship. It’s different. Remember Jesus in John 15?

“Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life 

for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I com-

mand. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does 

not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you 

friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have 

made known to you.”

John 15:13–15
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Don’t miss the point here. He says if somebody’s your friend, 

you give them your life. Coworkers, clients, and anyone may get 

your life resources— your talents and your time. As a spiritual 

leader, coach, and teacher, I don’t even have to know you to offer 

and utilize my gifts for you. But in order for you to get me, for me 

to “make known to you” all the intimate things God has shared 

with me, you must be my friend. However, friends get your life. 

They get access to you in different ways and influence you in dif-

ferent degrees. In other words there is a difference between giv-

ing your life to someone and spending your life with someone.

Jesus breaks it down. He says in verse 14, “You are my friends 

if you do what I command” and in verse 15, he says, “I no lon-

ger call you servants because a servant does not know his mas-

ter’s business.” Jesus is saying to the disciples, “We just shifted 

our relationship from what it was, to friendship. Full stop. Je-

sus makes this statement to some people but not all people. 

He made it to those who had walked with him long enough to 

demonstrate that this moniker applies.

Understanding this distinction is crucial to us embracing the 

concepts I will present in this book. We must be good at defin-

ing and stewarding our relationships. As the apostle Paul said, 

“we owe no man anything but to love him” (see Romans 13:8). 

We only owe people love. We don’t owe people access to our life.

Friendship was and is God’s idea. It is one of the ways he meets 

a significant desire of all our hearts. God’s greatest gifts often walk 

into our lives on two legs. Friends are individuals who are relation-

al assets and not liabilities. Friends are those whom God escorts 

into our environments because there is something they need to be 

for us in order to help us be what we need to be for him. Friends 

offer more than company; they help us carry out our calling.
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A TRUE FRIEND, INDEED

I was nineteen years old and a sophomore at Millsaps College 

in Jackson, Mississippi. At the time, I was on the brink of a 

bout with what I call situational depression. It wasn’t clinical, 

but it was devastating just the same. I’d just experienced a 

series of consecutive events that I was simply not emotionally 

prepared to manage and process properly. I remember lying in 

bed all day, lights off, struggling to even make it to my classes. 

The only time I would get relief was when I went to church. 

There was a Bible study I would go to on Thursday nights in 

Jackson, and I was also part of a gospel choir at our school that 

had rehearsal on Tuesday nights.

I would go to Tuesday night rehearsals to get a brief respite 

from my sadness, but as soon as I walked out of there, the 

heaviness and negative emotions would overtake me. The 

darkness would descend and remain until I could make it to 

Thursday night Bible study.

Enter Terrance Alexander.

I met him through a mutual friend who was actually one of 

my best friends. My friend would go on and on about his experi-

ence with Terrance. In light of how I felt, I was completely open 

to, maybe even desperate for, help. One thing to note here is 

that my emotional troubles weren’t resolved by simple church 

attendance or engaging in spiritual disciplines. Sometimes 

people feel as if being sad or going through tough times means 

they are somehow spiritually deficient or disingenuous. That’s 

not true. I had a relationship with God, but I needed better 

relationships with people. If you find that statement problem-

atic, consider this: In the creation narrative, God said it was not 
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good for man to be alone. Why would God say something like 

that when Adam wasn’t actually alone? God was there, right? 

We aren’t our best selves just simply by our connections with 

God. We were also created to have healthy connections with 

others. I wasn’t equipped with the tools I needed to cultivate 

those kinds of relationships. I would soon learn how.

I remember we first met on a weeknight. My friend Marcus 

had arranged the meeting, and although nervous, I went. 

Terrance was staying in a dorm on campus. I walked through 

the glass doors and swiped my ID card. As I entered the lobby, 

I noticed this unassuming young man seated at a table. I don’t 

know if I was expecting somebody in a three- piece suit or just 

a super churchy dude, but he— with his T- shirt, jeans, and 

glasses— was very relaxed and easygoing. When I sat down at 

the table, I was certainly a bit guarded, yet, at the same time I 

was clear on one thing: I needed a friend.

Terrance asked some very engaging questions that first day. 

Different kinds of questions. Questions that communicated 

his genuine care for people generally and for me specifically. 

“How are you doing? How are you feeling?” he first asked. But 

then he delved deeper. Began probing my heart. “How’s your 

relationship with God?” Each question exposed the areas in my 

spirit that were lacking.

I left that conversation— and subsequent ones— feeling 

like I would feel when I left choir rehearsal or Bible study— 

just straight up reinvigorated. It felt like I’d been revived. But 

Terrance offered me more than an emotional IV filled with 

hope— hope that would only wear off after I left him. I didn’t just 

feel different after we hung out. He helped me think differently; 

he helped me see differently. My constant engagement with him 
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led to me wrestling with some things on a consistent basis that 

ultimately caused me to shift my paradigm, develop a stron-

ger relationship with God, and gain the emotional fortitude 

I needed to withstand the onslaught of traumas I was dealing 

with at the time. As a result of that friendship, I stepped into my 

call to ministry. I got more focused on my education, and my 

emotional, spiritual, and relational life improved dramatically.

Terrance Alexander was a clear demonstration of what 

friendship should look like. He showed me the kind of care 

and camaraderie that God intends us to have. I found my way 

back to joy through my friendship with him.

THE SEEING FACTOR

An important question we should ask ourselves is this: How 

do we recognize a Terrance in our lives? There are things that 

all of us want in a friendship. However, there are some things 

that we may not want but may actually need. For example, 

most of us want loyalty and acceptance. However, if the loyalty 

isn’t biblical, it won’t be beneficial. Allow me to use an example 

from the life of King David:

In the morning David wrote a letter to Joab and sent it 

with Uriah. In it he wrote, “Put Uriah out in front where 

the fighting is fiercest. Then withdraw from him so he will 

be struck down and die.”

So while Joab had the city under siege, he put Uriah 

at a place where he knew the strongest defenders were. 

When the men of the city came out and fought against 
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Joab, some of the men in David’s army fell; moreover, Uriah 

the Hittite died.

Joab sent David a full account of the battle.

2 Samuel 11:14–18

Joab helped David almost ruin his life in the name of loy-

alty. An unhealthy loyalty is one that is always committed to 

a person’s wishes— what they want. But biblical loyalty is com-

mitting to a person’s well- being— what they need. Sometimes 

what we want might destroy us, and if those we call friends are 

always loyal to what we want, they become an accessory to the 

destruction of our destinies. If someone wants to ruin their 

life, real friends don’t offer their assistance.

So, you may be wondering, What traits should I look for in 

friendships that reflect what God intends? I’m glad you asked. There 

are a few significant characteristics we find in Scripture that 

should be helpful.

1. UNSHAKABLE CHARACTER
Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.”

1 Corinthians 15:33

In his book The People Factor, Van Moody says there is no such 

thing as a neutral relationship.4 Every relationship impacts you 

in some way. It either helps or hurts, builds up or tears down, 

brings you higher or lower. Proverbs 13:20 corroborates this 

claim: “Walk with the wise and become wise, for a companion 

of fools suffers harm.”

Whoever walks with us in the present is deciding what’s 

going to happen in the future. This is why friendship is so 
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important. Friends help frame people’s futures. Character mat-

ters. Their character becomes your crisis, and yours becomes 

theirs. You never have to worry about someone being jealous 

of you if they aren’t the jealous type. You don’t have to be 

concerned about being deceived if your friends aren’t decep-

tive. You won’t have to consider being misled if your friends 

have integrity. Why would you place your life in the hands of 

someone whose character is not consistent?

The only thing keeping their character issues from impact-

ing you directly is their relationship with you, but if your 

relationship ends, it’s entirely possible you will have to worry 

about the ramification of their character flaws and what they 

will do to you. If they don’t do that “thing” to anyone, then 

you don’t have to worry about them doing that “thing” to you, 

regardless of where the relationship goes. You need people as 

friends who have unshakable character.

So reflect on your current friendships. Do the people you 

call friends meet this criterion?

2. UNCONDITIONAL LOVE
A friend loves at all times,

and a brother is born for a time of adversity.

Proverbs 17:17

This is pretty well spelled out in this verse. Biblical love is not 

affection; it’s activity. It is unconquerable benevolence. A com-

mitment to seek my highest good. You have to handle the best 

of me and worst of me without changing how you deal with 

me. Henri Nouwen captures what this looks like in his book 

Out of Solitude: Three Meditations on the Christian Life:
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When we honestly ask ourselves which persons in our lives 

mean the most to us, we often find that it is those who, 

instead of giving much advice, solutions, or cures, have 

chosen rather to share our pain and touch our wounds with 

a gentle and tender hand. The friend who can be silent with 

us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can stay with 

us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate 

not- knowing, not- curing, not- healing and face with us the 

reality of our powerlessness, that is a friend who cares.5

This benevolence is the essence of unconditional love.

3. UNBRIDLED HONESTY
Wounds from a friend can be trusted,

but an enemy multiplies kisses.

Proverbs 27:6

Tell me the truth. We must love people enough to tell them the 

truth, even if it’s a truth you haven’t mastered and they don’t 

want to hear it. The challenge is, if we honestly assess the 

relationships we have both within and outside the church, we 

discover that sometimes there is a lack of authenticity. This 

is quite the opposite of what true friendships should look 

like though.

Within our friendships, we should be able to be undeniably 

authentic. We should be able to say, “This is someone who 

really accepts me for me, and therefore I accept the truth they 

are telling me.” Because an authentic friend would rather be 

willing to hurt my feelings than see me hurt my life. A friend 

may be the only person who can speak into my life truthfully 
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because they are likely only one of a few who actually know 

what’s going on with me. The word truth points to reality, so 

a biblical friend brings people out of fantasy and into reality.

4. UNMOVABLE RELIABILITY
One who has unreliable friends soon comes to ruin,

but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.

Proverbs 18:24

It is dependability and trustworthiness that make a good 

friend. It is having faith in a person’s ability to hold your 

weight, and you theirs. Can I sit on you? When the weight of my 

life falls, will you move? If the religious officials tempt you with 

silver like they did Judas, a true friend will remain unmovable.

Reliability is predictability. We must be careful to discern 

the reliability of our friends. Fortunately, this is a trait that 

leaves clues. At times when we are deceived by people who 

appear reliable but aren’t, it may be that we trusted too soon 

or were in denial. The reliability of a person is often something 

we soon get clues about if we are paying attention. 

5. UNCEASING ENCOURAGEMENT
Two are better than one,

because they have a good return for their labor:

If either of them falls down,

one can help the other up.

But pity anyone who falls

and has no one to help them up.

Ecclesiastes 4:9–10
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Think of it like this. Our principles are the map, offering 

direction for the life road ahead. We are the cars, the vessel 

moving along the road toward our destinies. So where are 

our relationships in this metaphor? Well, we can think of 

the encouragement of our friends as the gas that can keep us 

going. Friends are who God uses to fill us up. There are some 

things we will never achieve without the encouragement and 

influence of our friends.

An authentic friendship not only gives us joy and helps us 

become who God intended us to become, but this category of 

relationship also helps us do what we could not do alone. This 

is true whether this is a friendship with someone you met in 

college or the friendship within a marriage or family.

I mentioned this briefly a couple of times before, but let’s 

return to the creation story of Adam and Eve. Most people 

consider the story of the first human relationship in terms of 

intimacy. Yet there are other principles in the creation narra-

tive that apply across all relationships. Eve enters Adam’s life 

and is called “a helper suitable for him” (Genesis 2:18). Now 

let’s not see “helper” through the traditional Western patriar-

chal lens. Remember, the Holy Spirit is also called a “Helper” 

(John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7 ESV). Eve as “helper” is a powerful 

demonstration of how the ability to move forward with your 

purpose is often 100 percent contingent on the help that God 

sends into your life in the form of a friend.

So let’s take a moment to reflect once more: Do the people you 

call friends demonstrate these traits? If not, I would argue it’s 
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time to raise your RQ, because if you don’t, you just might be 

setting yourself up for a major relationship breakdown.

THE JOY IN FRIENDSHIP

One of the great benefits of relationships like these is joy. God 

has created relationships for our enjoyment. Think about 

it! The greatest gift that God gave humanity was the gift of 

relationship with him through Jesus. Likewise, people can be 

such an enjoyable part of our lives. The Scriptures reveal that 

God says that evidence of his work in the life of a believer will 

be joy. Yes, it may be elusive at times, even fleeting, as life car-

ries us through ups and downs. But God promises to improve 

the emotional quality of our life by giving us joy.

Whenever I mention enjoyment as an intention of God, 

some argue that an emphasis on joy is selfish. But this isn’t 

some self- centered theology. Joy is not a selfish pursuit. We 

should unashamedly, unapologetically pursue it because God 

promises it. And one of the ways we get our joy is through 

relationships. When relationships are functioning according 

to God’s design, we’re able to experience this joy without 

exploiting, abusing, or manipulating the people we are in 

relationship with.

I’ve seen people get joy from a number of things. I think we 

all do. But I’m not sure there is anything that sustains joy like 

friendships. I’ve heard of people hugging cars when they get a 

new one. They say, “Oh, I love my car!” But no one hugs a car 

the way they hug a person. 

As a pastor who has the privilege and blessing of speaking 
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and being with people, of walking with people through end- of- 

life situations, I’ve never heard anyone on their deathbed say, 

“I want my car.” They always ask for people. They ask, “Where’s 

so- and- so? Is so- and- so coming?” Because nothing gives us joy 

like authentic friendships. This is a very important litmus test 

for a strong friend: Do they bring me joy?

IRON SHARPENERS

Friendships also develop us. Proverbs 27:17 reads, “As iron 

sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.” Essentially 

this is equivalent to saying that association produces assimila-

tion. Without a doubt, good friendships help us become what 

we could not become without those relationships.

Transformation doesn’t come just from information. You 

can read a hundred books on how to become a kinder person. 

But it’s in your relationships that your ability to be kind is 

refined. Transformation comes from relationships, but more 

specifically, it comes from exposure to the example you’re 

shown in a relationship. These examples inspire you to do 

things differently or better. That’s how you know you have a 

solid friendship. You will see yourself grow and become better 

as a result of interacting with that person.

My friend Terrance, whom I mentioned earlier, had this 

kind of impact. My exposure to Terrance’s emotional quality 

of life shifted something for me. He seemed happier, more 

consistent, and clearer in his decision making. He was rarely 

irritated. His way of moving through the world created an 

appetite in me to pursue a higher quality of life emotionally 
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and spiritually. He is a great example of this truth: there are 

some people we can never become until some people come 

into our lives.

THE POWER OF THE ONE

When I consider my relationship with my college friend 

Terrance, I think it’s a powerful picture of the way relationships 

should work. Interestingly enough, I’d grown up in church my 

whole life. I had been doing church regularly. But somehow, 

in that season of my life, it would take a singular friendship 

for me to receive a breakthrough. This is the power of the one.

Corporate gatherings, conferences, seminars, and work-

shops are all great. They deliver great information to process 

and try to apply. But these events are supplements. They work 

only in conjunction with individual relationships. There is a 

reciprocal nature to one- on- one engagement that is crucial for 

the development of friendships and cannot happen in a large 

auditorium or classroom.

And reciprocity shouldn’t be confused with uniformity. 

We will never be able to give back to someone in a relation-

ship exactly what they give to us. But we can give something. 

Reciprocation is a way to steward relationships.

Reciprocation helps us minimize the likelihood of exploita-

tion in relationships. It prevents us from using people and 

being used. As we continue to examine the various categories 

of relationships, we will want to keep in mind the concept of 

deposit and withdrawals. Where there are more withdrawals 

than deposits in any friendship, that relationship is going to 
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experience a degree of bankruptcy. At some point, there’s going 

to be exploitation, and that is not good stewardship of our 

relationships. And sure, the reciprocation may not be in the 

same denominations. It may not even be to the same degree. 

But some giving on both sides should be present in order for 

the relationship to survive.

Jesus gives us an example in Luke 17:11–15:

Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the bor-

der between Samaria and Galilee. As he was going into a 

village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at 

a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, 

have pity on us!”

When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the 

priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed.

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, 

praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet 

and thanked him— and he was a Samaritan.

In this gospel account, Jesus runs into ten men who had 

leprosy. He tells them to go show themselves to the priests. As 

they’re going to show themselves to the priests, they get healed. 

One stops, turns, and comes back to Jesus and says, “Thank 

you.” In the following verses, Jesus asks, “Where are the other 

nine?” (Luke 19:17).

Now that man could not give to Jesus what Jesus gave to 

him. Jesus didn’t need that man with leprosy to give to him what 

he gave to him. Jesus didn’t need healing from leprosy. But the 

man did give Jesus something. He gave Jesus his thanksgiving. 

He made a deposit where he got a withdrawal. So sometimes, 
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in some relationships and certainly in strong friendships, 

reciprocation is appreciation. It’s encouragement. Even God 

expects thanksgiving. We reciprocate not just because the other 

person needs to receive it but because we need to do it.

NURTURING FRIENDSHIPS

Friends are rare. That may be hard to realize, but it is nonethe-

less true. Yet, when we have friendships that are functioning 

the way God intended for them to function, our friends can 

become supplements to and sometimes substitutes for fam-

ily. There’s no other word used more in the New Testament 

to describe the church than family. When you consider the 

language you use in the church, it assumes our community is 

like a family— household of faith, brothers and sisters, spiritual 

parents. It’s a family because God has ordained it as a space 

where those of us who may come from natural families where 

there are deficits and dysfunctions, communities where we 

didn’t get what we need, can have a second family. We don’t 

have to live life imprisoned by the decisions of our first family.

These types of relationships are so valuable that they should 

be nurtured with appreciation. Sure, that appreciation is going 

to manifest differently, depending on the person. As author 

Gary Chapman talks about in his book The 5 Love Languages, 

love in friendships can show up as words of affirmation, quality 

time spent, gifts given and received, or acts of service.6 However 

it appears, appreciation is necessary.

Friendships should also be nurtured and managed (stew-

arded) with humility. When there is the absence of humility 
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in any relationship dynamic, there is likely the presence of 

entitlement. The goodness we receive from our friends is not 

necessarily a gift we deserve. In fact, good friends are a grace 

gift by virtue of God being the one who orchestrates their 

presence in our lives.

So it’s incredibly important to humbly manage our friend-

ships and invest in them. Time is our most valuable, precious 

commodity. It is irreplaceable. Once you lose it, it is gone for-

ever. So time should be the currency we invest into the things 

we care the most about. Friends prioritize each other. They 

make time to speak and engage with each other. All of that 

takes an investment of time. When the seed of time is sown, 

the harvest of intimacy is reaped, and a life is changed.

THE POWER OF CONNECTION

The quality of our lives is greatly determined by who’s in 

them and by how I manage the ones who are a part of them. 

In other words, the people I allow to occupy space in my life 

can contribute to my experience of abundant life, or they can 

contribute to my life being an agitating one.

When we look at the litany of Scriptures on the reality of 

relationships, we see a picture of possibility being painted— a 

picture we should all passionately pursue. We see that kingdom 

relationships have the potential to be fruitful, and not just in 

the romantic sense as demonstrated, say, in Song of Songs. All 

our relationships have the potential to be fruitful, flourishing, 

and fulfilling. In fact, think of fruitful as meaning there is 

something produced as a result of the relationship that would 
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not be produced if we hadn’t come together. Again, some-

times we see this only in the context of marriage or romantic 

relationships, but it extends so far beyond.

Connection gives us more than company. Connection 

enables us to produce things, to be productive in ways we 

would not be if we hadn’t come together. It’s when an individ-

ual is an asset in your life and not just a liability. This is God’s 

intent for us. We can think of it as God’s Canaan land for our 

relationships. The best relationships are the ones where the 

people involved actually want to be. Where, if one party is away, 

the other feels like they’re operating at some degree of a deficit 

when they’re separated from each other.

The soundness of our relationships, whether or not they’re 

flourishing, sometimes can be determined by whether we are 

sad when a person leaves but excited when they come back. 

There’s vitality. There’s veracity. There’s the unexplainable, 

incommunicable “it” factor. It’s the ability to say, “I know you 

more, and I don’t love you less.” When engaged in an authentic 

friendship, deficits are resolved. They are no longer deficits 

when a person occupies space in our lives. The person we call 

friend becomes the person God chooses to use to address 

issues in our lives that weren’t addressed before they got there. 

And we are okay with that. We feel safe.

We shouldn’t feel the same way in our friendships that we 

feel, say, on the job. Friendships are not jobs. On the job we are 

simply exchanging gifts. If I don’t bring my gifts, skills, talents, 

or abilities to the job, then there would be no relationship. It’s 

transactional. Even as a pastor, I know that my congregation 

loves me, but it’s in many ways a transactional relationship. 

I use my gifts to serve the body.
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But the relationships we have with people we call friends, 

people we choose to do life with, should be covenantal, not 

transactional. Those relationships are the one place where 

we’re able to be our authentic selves. We should be able to say, 

“This is who I am, and this is the one place I don’t have to be 

anyone other than who God made me to be.” This doesn’t 

mean we don’t grow or evolve. It means that the core of our 

close and intimate relationships is a kind of acceptance.

As a guide going forward, we should know this: authentic 

friendship affirms. We shouldn’t feel like a politician in our 

own relationships, where we have to measure every word and 

spin every conversation. Where we have to tell half- truths 

because we can’t tell the whole truth. Where we’re walking 

on eggshells. Our friendships should be uninhibited in many 

ways. A place where we are unashamed. Our relationships are 

full of affection, though not the handsy kind. Bottom line, they 

are vessels for an enormous manifestation of God’s uncondi-

tional love for us.
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