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1: The RAM Series Story

For the past 20 years, I have trained people to become certified instructors and to 

teach relationship programs I developed. For around half of that time, I was also 

continuing my counseling private practice, and teaching advanced marriage and 

family coursework in a seminary graduate program. In 2009, I closed my practice 

after twenty-five years and went full-time with my relationship trainings, program 

development, and writing.

 If I take a moment and go back to my beginnings, my career had begun shortly after 

marrying Shirley in 1979, when I had taken a position with my home church upon 

graduating from Cairne University (at that time, it was Philadelphia College of Bible). 

The church leadership was just about to launch a church plant when the team being 

commissioned approached the board and requested that I be considered for their 

lead pastor. So, within four months of arriving, I left and joined the seven families to 

establish a mission church in northern Ohio.

It is interesting how some things come full circle. Or perhaps, how a vision of what 

God has put on your heart can go dormant, only to be resurrected years later. I had 

decided to conduct Saturday Seminars on relationship topics that were included 

in the graduate coursework I was taking. I had this dream of establishing a family 

center as a ministry of the church in which seminars and resources integrating 

psychological findings with Biblical principles could be offered to both the church 

and the community. However, before I was able to accomplish these goals, I came to 

believe that God was leading me into full-time counseling. I had just been accepted 

into my Ph.D. program, and left feeling confident in the continuation of the mission 

church because of their financial stability and the purchase of a physical campus. 

My first relationship program was not developed until years later. It was based on a 

book I was writing at the time, How to Avoid Marrying a Jerk. Although the book was 

not published until another decade later, those ten years were crucial for the program 

to gain widespread use and research validation. During that period, all branches of 

the military began training this program and the others I had developed. In addition 

to the military, my programs began to be taught in social agencies, marriage and 
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family coalitions, and high school and university settings. Within fifteen years, over 

a million users had taken my courses worldwide with extensive bodies of published 

research validating the effectiveness of them.  

From the beginning, I had written community versions of all my programs that 

were research-informed, but I also had written Christian versions that integrated 

everything in the community version with Scripture. However, few churches were 

making use of these resources. 

As I saw my sixtieth birthday on the horizon, I was humbly aware of the shortness 

of life, and began praying earnestly that God would allow me the honor of serving 

churches in a more extensive way before my career winds down. I knew that there 

have been many terrific relationship programs and books, but because my programs 

were built around the Relationship Attachment Model (RAM), an interactive model 

that I had developed of the universal relationship bonds, all relationships could be 

addressed at the same time. So, rather than having one series on each relationship 

“type” like dating, or marriage, or parenting, or church family relationships, I had a 

model that identified the major dynamic bonds that occurred in all those relationship 

types, which allowed dating and marriage, for example, to be taught in the same 

series.

In February of 2017, I received a call from Steve Poe (the Lead Pastor) and Derek Irvin 

(the Small Groups Pastor) at the Northview Church in Carmel, Indiana. They were 

preparing for their fall, 6-week Spiritual Growth Campaign and wanted to focus on 

relationship health, particularly in marriage. However, they also wanted to address 

relationship issues in dating faced by their youth and single adults and were hoping 

that they could facilitate my program for singles and also my program for couples in 

their small groups. 

As we discussed how to do this, it became apparent to me that my current certification 

model for my programs was not church-friendly. They needed small group versions 

of my singles and couples courses that would be video-based. So, Dr. Morgan 

Cutlip and myself flew out to Carmel for a week of video-taping. We then video-

taped both programs in a picturesque, historic setting with the excellent staff from 
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Northview Church. Afterwards, we worked with their graphics department to retool 

our workbooks into Discussion Guides with video-content summaries, discussion 

questions, and between session relationship growth sections. 

I give Steve Poe a ton of credit. In preparation for this series, he studied my Relationship 

Attachment Model (RAM), my books and my two programs, PICK (for singles) and 

LINKS (for couples), which were the basis of the two small group studies. When 

they rolled it out in the fall of 2017, they had over 420 small groups in their married 

and single life groups, a record number of around 30% more groups than ever in 

the past. It was clear from their post-series survey that their people improved in 

their dating, marriage, and family relationships, increased in their feelings of being 

understood and taken care of by the church leadership, and were more motivated in 

their commitment to the church.

We thank God for the Northview Church kickstarting our RAM Series that has a 

6-week sermon series, two life group video-based studies for singles and for couples, 

and has now been expanded to include lessons, videos, activities and games for 

K-12th grades so that the entire church is learning and applying the RAM to their 

relationship with God and significant others in their lives. 

It is amazing to watch everyone use the same model and language to understand 

and explain their relationships: couples talking about their marriages; singles 

talking about their dating relationships; parents talking with their kids about their 

friendships; peers talking about how they are doing in their most meaningful 

relationships; and everyone having a roadmap for growing in their relationship 

with God and others.

Northview Church has mastered the organizing and managing of their Life Groups 

(over 80% of their congregation attend Life Groups), and they generously have 

allowed their Life Group Playbook to be reprinted as a resource for establishing and 

running small groups in this manual (see the Appendix). 
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2: Overview of the Research-based Relationship Attachment 
Model (RAM)

The RAM is the framework for both studies for the singles and the marrieds, which 

creates a common language for all within the church to understand, evaluate 

and discuss relationships. If the truth be known, relationships are complicated. It 

is no wonder that most people do not give a lot of thought about managing their 

relationships… what does that even mean? 

A relationship is defined as a “connection.” However, that does not provide much 

specific or helpful information. Therefore, a model that portrays the universal and 

major dynamic bonds that comprise all relationships is empowering. Although each 

one is separate and distinct, they parts of the whole of what  we call “relationship.”

Relationship Attachment Model (RAM)

The model represents them as sliders like on an audio mixing board, so they can 

reflect the ways that each bond fluctuates over time and circumstances. And like how 

the different levels on a mixing board affect the overall sound, these specific bonds 

interact to create profiles of strengths and vulnerabilities within your relationships. 

These five bonds that comprise your relationships with others are also the same 

bonds that make up your relationship with God. 
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God created us for relationships! So, let’s begin with sketching how each of these 

bonds exist in your relationship with Christ. The following passages are just a few of 

the many Scriptures that describe the specific bonds that comprise your relationship 

with the Lord.

KNOW: “But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 

What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 

garbage, that I may gain Christ.” (Philippians 3:7-8, NIV).

TRUST: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; 

in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.” (Proverbs, 3:5-

6, NIV).

RELY: “In that day the remnant of Israel, the survivors of Jacob, will no longer rely on 

him who struck them down but will truly rely on the Lord, the Holy One of Israel.” 

(Isaiah 10:20, NIV).

Frequently, when we talk, trust and reliance are used interchangeably. But trust is 

more about what you believe about a person, while reliance is more about how you 

actually depend on that person. Reliance is more action-oriented and relates to the 

meeting of a need or desire. For instance, a person will rely on another to meet some 

expectation, want or need. And because all five dynamic bonds are reciprocal, a 

person could be relied upon to meet the expectation, desire or need of another. The 

concept of “relying” on God is at the heart of the promise that “God... will meet all 

your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:19, 

NIV). 

In your relationship with Christ, it is vital that you grow in both trust and reliance. 

Some people seem to trust God, and yet they do not fully rely on Him. The following 

passage about faith without works describe a belief or trust that does not translate 

in actions of reliance.
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“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has 

no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes 

and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” 

but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith 

by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. But someone will say, “You have 

faith; I have deeds.” Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith 

by my deeds. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe 

that—and shudder.” (James 2:14-19, NIV). 

Essentially, James is saying that your trust, the beliefs you hold in your heart and 

mind, need to have expression, and as an example, he uses the ways that you meet 

the needs of others (reliance). One without the other results in an imbalanced 

relationship with the Lord and others.

COMMIT: “But if serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for 

yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served 

beyond the Euphrates, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are living. But 

as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord.” (Joshua 24:15, NIV).

TOUCH: “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer 

your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and 

proper worship.” (Romans 12:1, NIV).

“The body, however, is not meant for sexual immorality but for the Lord, and the 

Lord for the body. By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will 

raise us also. Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ himself?” (1 

Corinthians 6:13-14, NIV).

Relationships are two-way streets, even between you and God (Philippians 2:12-13). 

“Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, 

but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear 

and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his 

good purpose.”
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God works in your life, empowering and motivating you by activating your will-

power, but God expects you to also do your part. You need to put in the energy and 

commitment to work out your own salvation. And in the context of this passage, 

much of what the Apostle Paul includes in this “working out” involves the ways 

that you take responsibility to actively and intentionally run your relationships with 

others.

“In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus...” 

(2:5).

“Do everything without grumbling or arguing...” (2:14).

So, in all our relationships, in dating, in marriage, in your families, and even in the 

family of God, relationships must be run, they don’t run themselves. This entire 

series is about providing a clear understanding of our relationships, and how to 

intentionally and actively run them, while relying on God to empower and direct us 

according to His good purposes!

Here is a practical description of each of the bonds of the RAM as they exist in your 

relationships with others.  

KNOW: This bond indicates how much you factually know another. The range of how 

much you know another is determined by the extent of self-disclosure, the number 

of experiences you have had with this person in diverse settings and dispositions 

(e.g. happy, angry, stressful, conflictual, etc.), and the amount of time you have had 

together in your relationship.

TRUST: This area indicates how much trust you experience in a relationship with 

another. Trust is a range of confidence you feel about another based on what you 

believe about that person. It includes the attitude you hold toward that person, and 

your overall opinion of this person’s trustworthiness.

RELY: This area indicates the range of need fulfillment and the amount of reliance 
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you experience in a given relationship. Reliance is a measure of the extent that this 

person meets your needs and/or you meet this person’s needs. Needs that may be 

met may include: financial, emotional, companionship, status, affection, physical, 

etc.

COMMIT: This area indicates how much commitment you experience in your 

relationship. Commitment is defined as both the status of your relationship (e.g. 

best friend, spouse, acquaintance, son or daughter, etc.) and also as the degree of 

loyalty, obligation, and responsibility for another. This includes the extent you make 

this person a priority and/or this person makes you a priority.

TOUCH: This area indicates how much touch you experience in your relationship. 

Depending on the type of relationship, touch can represent anything from basic 

expressions of affection to sexual activity. This dynamic bond also includes the 

overall sense of closeness with affectionate touch, and the degree of attraction/

chemistry in sexual touch. And although it is common to refer to sexual and non-

sexual touch, it is also important to keep in mind that there can be a fine line between 

the two, as well as different interpretations of the same touch... a “nonsexual” touch 

by one person can sometimes be understood as  sexual by another. 

Not only does the RAM identify the major bonds that exist in all our relationships, 

but it also portrays the profile of the levels of each of these five bonds in someone’s 

relationship at any given time. This makes the RAM like a mirror that provides a 

representation of what is happening in a relationship at a specific point in time. This 

profile often reveals differences between the levels of the bonds, and helps to explain 

mixed feelings, areas of vulnerability and strength, and what needs to be addressed—

where someone needs to set relationship goals.  The interactions between these five 

dynamic bonds provides a wealth of understanding and conversation for those in 

the relationship. This is one of the greatest advantages of using the RAM. 

In both the sermon series and the studies for small groups, there are four practical 

“laws” for understanding these profiles, how they come about, and what needs to be 

done with them.  
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Law of Diminishing Returns. There is a limited shelf life to each of the bonds in all 

long-term relationships. Life naturally deflates one or more of them, so it is normal 

that they will drop and become imbalanced. This is true in our relationship with 

God and others, there is a natural decreasing of each bonding area over time, which 

simply means that we must continually invest in these five areas. 

For instance, in your relationship with God, if you stop reading God’s Word, or 

praying and talking with the Lord, or take a break from any of the areas described in 

the RAM, then it is not much time at all before there is a decrease in that bond in your 

relationship with the Lord! This is equally true in all your human relationships. In 

marriage, if couples are separated because of work or other obligations and unable 

to communicate deeply, their “know” will naturally lower. 

And even though they meet each other’s needs “perfectly,” the next day brings 

something new. And if their relationship is put on the back burner (lowered 

commitment) because of the kid’s schedule, or projects needing to get down, then it is 

only a matter of time before there is a decline, a natural diminishing of their closeness 

in one or more bonds of their relationship. And these examples have not taken into 

account our own shortcomings, failures, arguments and misunderstandings that 

also deplete these bonds.

So, it is important to emphasize that these fluctuations are normal and inevitable! 

Healthy relationships are not relationships that are constantly peaking at the top 

levels of the RAM (ohhh, wouldn’t that be nice). Rather, healthy relationships are 

those that are resilient, they keep bouncing back up.

Law of Slow Leaks. Now that I made the emphatic point that there will always be 

some erosion of closeness, that “life will come at you fast,” and that it is normal to 

experience an unbalancing of the levels of these relationship bonds, it is equally 

important to understand this second law. The danger is not that you become 

imbalanced in your relationship, but that you stay imbalanced. Slow leaks will either 

flatten your relationship or set you up for a big blow out! Relationships do not run 

themselves, and as a result, they are not self-correcting.
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This is where the common statement comes from: “relationships take work.” The 

problem with most of us is that we do not have either a job description of what 

needs to be done, or a relationship GPS that can identify exactly where we are and 

the route we need to take to get to a better destination. However, the RAM answers 

this dilemma. 

Once individuals, couples and families become familiar with this interactive model, 

it provides a way for them to visualize and organize what is happening within their 

relationships, how life or experiences have impacted their relationships, and ways 

to talk through their relationships with practical goals for improvement. And these 

two laws, when really taken to heart, will help couples and families to not be so 

blaming or defensive, as if every time something is out of balance, there must have 

been some mistake or sin that someone committed.

Law of Frequent Re-Alignments. There is one real key to a successful relationship: 

regularly rebalance your imbalances! In other words, successful relationships have 

a frequent practice of identifying where their relationship has naturally become a 

bit deflated and then intentionally making a simple plan to strengthen that bond. 

As I previously explained, the RAM works like their relationship GPS so that they 

can recognize the fluctuations in the bonds of their relationship, have a common 

language to talk about them, and work together to make a plan to strengthen them. 

In the married study, couples have one major take-away: to learn a format based 

on the RAM to have frequent and regular couple huddles. These short relationship 

management meetings are not a time to solve every problem, and definitely not a 

time to attack or vent, but rather they are a brief time to talk through each of the five 

areas of their relationship and what they believe has dropped a bit, and what would 

be helpful to do before their next huddle in order to strengthen that bond and bring 

it back up. 

Most couples do not have a plan like this, and for many couples, these “meetings” 

have become associated with addressing something wrong or resolving some 

conflict. But throughout the 6-week married study, couples learn how to maximize 

a positive attitude, develop a healthy skill set, and create an optimistic anticipation 
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of these huddles. This occurs in both the actual small group discussion, as well as 

the activities involved in the Couple Huddles sections in their Discussion Guides.

Law of the Safe Zone: This is a law that is more applicable to building a new 

relationship rather than the maintaining of a long-term relationship and is described 

in detail in the singles study about healthy dating. 

When you look at the RAM there is an intuitive logic that emerges when you put 

all levels at the bottom of the scales and consider a safe way to build a brand-new 

relationship. It makes sense to grow in the relationship from the left side to the right 

side. Each level should stay a bit lower than any of the levels to the left. 

For example, a relationship begins with getting to know someone. Your knowledge 

of that person grows with mutual self-disclosure and diverse experiences, shared 

together over time.  

As you grow to know a person, you determine what you can and cannot trust.  It is 

risky to trust someone a lot more than what you know them. Therefore, the know 

should be a bit higher than trust. You ask, “Why would anyone trust someone they 

do not know?” This is actually more common than what you would initially think. 

In a dating relationship, there is often some attraction and chemistry (touch levels) 

which naturally pull upward on the trust. And good-hearted people are prone to 

always think the best and give the benefit of the doubt to someone they do not know 

very well. 

The Relationship Attachment Model

Know Trust Rely Commit Touch

The Safe Zone Rule
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For all of us, we take the little that we do know, and fill in the gaps of what we 

don’t know. It is as if we are constructing a “trust-picture” that represents who we 

believe this person to be, and so our opinion of the person is actually a projected 

representation that can be much more developed than what we truly know—and 

often, this representation is a somewhat inaccurate depiction of who the person 

actually is.

As a relationship grows, you also rely on this person to meet certain expectations, 

desires, and needs. If they come through for you, then you level of rely is likely to 

move up a bit. In a healthy relationship development, this tests out what you think of 

the person and helps to confirm both your trust and what you know with real-world 

interactions. 

However, you can easily imagine some people bringing unrealistic or unresolved 

needs into a relationship, and how they might accelerate the level of dependence 

in either an overly-dependent or an overly-caretaking way. On the RAM, this could 

be portrayed by the rely level moving significantly higher than either the know or 

trust levels, which would increase the risks of being hurt or becoming trapped by 

an emotional or physical reliance that is out of balance with the other bonds of the 

relationship. 

The fourth bonding dynamic described in the RAM is the level of commitment. 

This too can become overly intensified early in a relationship. Most of us have seen 

someone who drops all their friends and activities to spend every free moment with 

a newly found “love.” Their level of investment greatly exceeds the time needed to 

genuinely get to know the person and develop healthy degrees of trust and proven 

reliability. 

On the other hand, you can also imagine some who have hang-ups in one or more 

bonds represented in the RAM. There are those who do not trust easily; or who are 

unwilling to give up any self-reliance to form a healthy interdependence; and there 

seems to be a pervasive phobia of making a commitment that has become fed by 

FOMO (fear of missing out) and a belief that commitment takes more than it gives.
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Therefore, the RAM provides a map of how to build a new relationship in healthy 

and safe way, as well as many profiles that can describe the challenges and mistakes 

that are often made during the establishment of a dating relationship.

And finally, in a romantic relationship, there is a sexual chemistry which prompts 

touch. There is a diversity of views about dating and the extent of physical touch. 

There are those who want to wait until their wedding ceremony to have their first 

kiss, and then there are those who feel that the Bible only mandates that intercourse 

be saved for marriage. The RAM does not dictate what is the appropriate specific 

level or extent of sexual touch prior to marriage. However, what the RAM does 

acknowledge is that touch (especially sexual touch), like the other four, is a relational 

bonding force that needs to not exceed any of the other four.

When sexual touch exceeds any one of the other four levels on the RAM, it tends to 

increase the emotional bond in an unhealthy way, causing someone to overlook or 

minimize issues, to avoid addressing conflicts that are “dismissed” by a sexual act 

and not resolved by direct communication, and to coast along in their relationship 

without deeply developing the other four areas. It is important to recognize that any 

time there is an imbalance in which a level on the right side is higher than any of 

those on the left, then the bonds of the heart tend to over-ride the judgment of the 

mind. 

These five dynamic connections form the glue of your relationship and they should 

grow together in a balanced way.  To sum up the Law of the Safe Zone, vulnerability 

increases when one level exceeds any to its left. 

The proverbial “love is blind” syndrome occurs from a problem with either your 

mind or your heart.  God desires that we keep our head and heart in harmony.  If you 

step out of the safe zone you will overlook and minimize problems in the person for 

the sake of love.  This kind of imbalance leads you to feel in love by compromising 

your judgment.  

However, there is another way that the “love is blind” occurs. And this is when you 

do not know what to look for in a future partner.  Many people have wished they 
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knew then what they now know!  

The Singles Study of RAM Series teaches five crucial areas to deeply explore in both 

yourself and your partner during the dating process. These areas were identified by 

collecting and cataloging hundreds of research articles on “premarital predictors 

of marital outcomes.” In other words, what can you get to know about someone 

BEFORE marriage that will accurately predict how that person will act IN marriage. 

These areas can be imagined as a drop-down box under the “know” dynamic of 

the RAM. And these five areas and the five dynamics of the RAM are the core 10 

chapters in Dr. John Van Epp’s book, How to Avoid Falling in Love with a Jerk (or 

Jerkette). They are: 

  “F”  Family background and childhood dynamics

  “A” Attitudes and actions of the conscience & maturity 

  “C” Compatibility potential of personality, values & lifestyle

  “E” Examples of relationship patterns in their relationships with others

  “S” Skills needed for healthy relationships

It is these areas that best predict what a person will be like as a person, partner and 

parent.  And it is by this approach that we can teach singles how to follow their 

hearts without losing their minds.
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The
overview
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3: Overview of the Content in the RAM Series Small Group 
Studies

The RAM Series studies are based on two evidenced-based programs

RAM Series is a 6-week series that is designed to strengthen healthy and Biblical 

relationships with a small group study for singles (from HS through all adult singles 

and singles-again) and another study for married couples. This series is unique 

because it provides a common understanding and language for all relationships 

with the easy-to-understand Relationship Attachment Model, or RAM, which is the 

framework for the content of what the singles and the marrieds learn about being 

intentional in running their relationships.

John Van Epp, Ph.D. and Morgan Cutlip, Ph.D. (father-daughter team) are featured 

together in each 20-minute video session that provides the content for dynamic  

small group conversations with the Discussion Guides for over an hour of small group 

learning and sharing. The 6-week married study and the 6-week singles study are 

viewed simultaneously by discussion groups of marrieds and singles, respectively. 

Both studies explain how the RAM provides a relationship GPS for understanding 

what is happening within a relationship, for evaluating its health, for determining its 

weaknesses or vulnerabilities, and for knowing how to strengthen, set boundaries, 

and intentionally run that relationship. Although both studies apply the same model 

(RAM) to relationships, the singles 6-week study focuses on building healthy and 

godly dating relationships and friendships, while the married study focuses on 

maintaining close, fulfilling and godly marriage relationships. 

The RAM is a theoretical model developed in 1987 by John Van Epp. This practical 

and interactive picture of the major bonds that comprise all relationships has 

been scientifically validated in published psychological research and provides a 

Biblically-sound framework for understanding your relationships with others and 

God. The RAM has been used in dating and marriage train-the-trainer programs 
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developed by Van Epp for more than twenty years and has been taught to over a 

million participants internationally. 

The 6-week singles study is based on the How to Avoid Falling in Love with a Jerk 

(or Jerkette) program and bestselling book (by the same title). The 6-week couples 

study is based on the Couple LINKS program (Lasting Intimacy through Nurturing, 

Knowledge & Skills) and the book, Becoming Better Together: healthy relationship 

goals for growing together when life is pulling you apart. Both programs have faith-

based and community versions, and have been taught by churches, non-profits, 

marriage and family coalitions, social agencies, domestic violence centers, prison 

re-entry programs, educational settings, and throughout all branches of the military. 

These programs and the RAM have been featured in the Wall Street Journal, 

Psychology Today, Focus on the Family, Fox News, Good Morning America, and in 

numerous articles and books including a chapter on these programs in Evidence-

based Approaches to Relationship and Marriage Education (2016). For an extensive 

summary of the research included in and conducted on these programs, please 

check out www.LoveThinks.com/research. 

Brief Description of the Singles Study Sessions 

SESSION 1 FOLLOWING YOUR HEART WITHOUT LOSING YOUR MIND

Building a healthy relationship while getting to know the crucial areas of a dating 

partner or friend require the head and heart to work together. Learn about how the 

RAM provides a picture of the major bonds that comprise your relationships (know, 

trust, rely, commit and touch), and provides an understanding of how you can 

intentionally guard your heart while exploring the best predictors of what a partner 

or friend will really be like in a long-term relationship.

SESSION 2 EXPLORING THE INFLUENCES OF FAMILY BACKGROUND

There are five major areas, captured in the acronym FACES, to really get to know in a 

dating partner or friend and that will reveal the character and relationship potential 

of that person. The first, Family Background (F), includes what they took from how 

the family expressed love and affection, shared power, and divided responsibilities 
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in their family roles. The family background of the Old Testament life of Joseph 

provides insights into the ways to resolve unhealthy family experiences.

SESSION 3 EXPLORING THE HEALTH OF THE CONSCIENCE AND THE 

POTENTIAL FOR COMPATIBILITY

The second area to get to know involves the attitudes and actions of the conscience 

(A). The Bible describes different types of consciences (overly sensitive, hardened, 

healthy), and warns that the ways that someone will act in a relationship is strongly 

related to the functioning of their conscience. Learn how to detect the health of 

a dating partner’s or friend’s conscience, while also exploring the third area, the 

potential for compatibility (C) in your personalities, values and lifestyles.

SESSION 4 EXPLORING THE EXAMPLES OF SCRIPTS AND SKILLS IN A 

RELATIONSHIP

The fourth area to get to know in dating or friendships is the relationship scripts 

found in the examples (E) of how a dating partner or friend acts in all their other 

relationships. The final area to explore is the development of relationship skills (S) 

like openness in communication and the ability to resolve differences in a graceful 

way.

SESSION 5 BUILDING A SAFE TRUST AND A MUTUAL RELIANCE IN A 

RELATIONSHIP

This session builds on the five areas to get to know by providing a plan for how to 

safely build trust while developing a mutual reliance. Participants learn about the 

90-day probation period, how to gauge the reliability of a dating partner or friend, 

and the ways that you can use the RAM to build your relationship at a pace that 

guards your heart and keeps your eyes wide open.

SESSION 6 HONORING THE BONDING POWER OF COMMITMENT AND TOUCH

This session is primarily focused on romantic commitments and touch. God 

designed the sexual relationship to create a strong bond between partners, and to 

occur within the covenant of marriage. This session explains the biology behind 

this theology of the bonding power of sexual intimacy and explores the practical 

benefits of setting sexual boundaries during dating. And although living together 
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outside of marriage has become a social norm, serious risks are described, along 

with the value of the institution of marriage.

Brief Description of the Couple Study Sessions

SESSION 1 THE RAM: YOUR RELATIONSHIP GPS

Learn how the RAM explains the five relationship bonds in your marriage relationship. 

It will help define exactly where you are in your relationship, where you want your 

relationship to go, and what you need to do to get there. And when you understand 

the three laws of relationships, you will see how you can frequently use the RAM to 

keep your relationship moving in the right direction.

SESSION 2 STAYING IN THE KNOW WITH OPEN COMMUNICATION AND 

GRACEFUL CONFLICT RESOLUTION

Your first relationship bond described in the RAM is the depth of how much you 

stay in the know in your relationship. With the busyness of life, it is easy to fall out 

of knowing what is happening with each other. And conflicts can pile up when 

not resolved. Learn the skills needed for open communication and what it takes to 

gracefully resolve misunderstandings and conflicts.

SESSION 3 KEEPING A GOOD ATTITUDE OF TRUST

Your second relationship bond is the degree of trust you have in your relationship. 

Learn exactly what trust is in your relationship, and although major breakdowns of 

trust are addressed in session 5, the vital responsibility and skill of keeping a positive 

attitude of trust is thoroughly explained. Understand the difference between the 

spouse in your home, and the spouse in your head as you fulfill Philippians 4:8 in 

your marriage.

SESSION 4 BECOMING THE CONNOISSEUR YOUR SPOUSE CAN RELY ON

The third relationship bond described in the RAM is the extent that you can mutually 

rely on each other. This requires that each of you become a connoisseur who knows 

the unique needs and wants of your spouse and has developed the art and skills of 

loving your partner in those ways. Learn a simple format based on the RAM to have 

regular huddles in which you can take inventory of what you have been doing well 
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and what areas need to be strengthened, and what goals you can set to realign the 

bonds of your closeness.

SESSION 5 MAKING YOUR COMMITMENT THE LEAD DOG

The ways that you commit yourselves to each other is the fourth relationship bond 

portrayed in the RAM. Commitment involves more than keeping your vows or 

promises to your spouse, it also means making your relationship a priority. This kind 

of strong commitment produces two outcomes in your relationship, a union that 

keeps your spouse present even when time and space separate; and a perseverance 

that pulls you through challenges, difficulties, forgiveness and the even rebuilding 

of trust.

SESSION 6 CULTIVATING CLOSENESS WITH ROMANCE, AFFECTIONATE 

TOUCH AND SEXUAL INTIMACY

The fifth and final relationship bond is the extent and expression of your affectionate 

touch and sexual intimacy. Learn about the ways to keep an active and vital 

romance and sexual closeness throughout the different stages of life. Gain ways to 

talk through sexual differences while working on maintaining a fulfilling mutuality 

in your sexual relationship.

Brief Description of the Lessons for the Kids and Youth Ministries

The RAM series has three sets of 6-week lessons: 1) Elementary lessons (K-5th 

grades); 2) Middle school lessons (6th-8th grades); and 3) High School lessons (9th-

12th). In addition, there is a Parent Discussion Guide that is designed to inform 

parents about these lessons and provide them with discussion questions to engage 

their kids in meaningful conversations about their relationships. The take-home 

handouts in each of the three classes provide short summaries of the class content 

and have references to this Parent Guide for deeper understanding and at-home 

conversations. 

ELEMENTARY AND MIDDLE SCHOOL LESSONS

Each of the six elementary lessons include a video Bible lesson, a video of Capt Heart 

and Head Scout, a video of the RAM song, activities, the RAM game, and a take-
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home handout. The lessons are designed around a 60-minute class and the topics 

follow the sermon topics. 

Each of the six Middle School lessons also include a video Bible lesson, activities and 

small group questions, and take-home handouts.

Both the elementary and the Middle School lessons have the same topics. The first 

lesson introduces the RAM and applies the five areas to growing in a relationship 

with Christ. The next five lessons take one area of the RAM each lesson and applies 

it to growing in relationships with family and friends. The six lessons and their big 

ideas are:

Lesson One: GOD 

Big Idea: God wants you to have great relationships.

Lesson Two: KNOW

Big Idea: The three T’s help me know others and others know me.

Lesson Three: TRUST

Big Idea: Trust is your best guess about what someone will do based on what you 

know is true.

Lesson Four: RELY

Big Idea: You rely on others when you need them to meet your need.

Lesson Five: COMMIT

Big Idea: When you commit, you stick with it no matter what.

Lesson Six: TOUCH

Big Idea: Show love through your actions, not just your words. 

HIGH SCHOOL LESSONS

The High School students go through the Singles small group study (see the Overview 

of the Small Group Studies for a description of the content). The Singles Large Group 

Facilitator Notes explain how youth leaders can begin in a large group, and then use 

the video content in small group discussions.
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Preaching
the series
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4: Preaching the RAM Series Six Sermons

Overview of the RAM Series Sermon Series 

The six sample sermons apply the RAM to relationships. In the first message, the RAM 

is used as a framework for understanding how to begin and continue developing a 

relationship with God. In the other five messages, one component/dynamic bond 

of the RAM is the theme of the message and applied to dating, marriage, parenting, 

friendships and the church family. 

As I described before, a unique benefit of this series is that the framework of 

the RAM provides a way to talk about ALL these relationships at the same time, 

especially dating and marriage. When Pastors want to preach on marriage which is 

so important, often the singles feel left out or alienated. The RAM provides a way to 

look at ALL relationships at the same time, with a primary emphasis in this series on 

dating and marriage, but also significant applications in each message to parenting 

and relationships in the church family. 

The design is to have a 6-week total church focus on a healthy relationship theme 

and encourage all youth and adults in the church to attend one of the two studies, 

while the kids and Middle School youth attend their own classes on the RAM. 

The Sunday messages begin with applying the RAM to building and sustaining a 

relationship with God, and then the remaining five messages take one of the five 

relationship dynamics of the RAM each Sunday (know, trust, rely, commit & touch) 

and apply that concept primarily to dating and marriage relationships, and with 

additional applications to parenting and friendships.

YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD (first message). 

The first sermon in the RAM Series series applies the RAM to building and growing 

in a relationship with God... knowing God, trusting and relying on God, making a 

commitment to God, and “touching” God (e.g. offering your bodies a living sacrifice; 
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your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit; and when we touch the lives of others, we 

touch God—see Matthew 25:31-40 “Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when 

did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? 

When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe 

you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?’ “The King will reply, 

‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of 

mine, you did for me.’). 

The remaining five sermons take a dynamic bond of the RAM each message. Let me 

give you a couple examples. The first dynamic bond of relationships described in 

the RAM is how you know someone. This important area is applied to building and 

growing a healthy dating relationship in the Single study, and then, in the Married 

study, it is applied to sustaining a close communication and openness of staying in 

the know. 

The sermon on this relationship bond of “know” also addresses some aspects of 

dating and marriage but expands the applications to other relationships. Here are 

some highlights: 

KNOW (second message)

• In dating, the importance of really getting to know a dating partner/dangers of 

jumping to conclusions/making sure what you know sets the ceiling for your 

trust, reliance, commitment and touch; 

• In marriage, the challenges of staying in the know with your spouse/good 

communication/open sharing and focused listening; developing true intimacy; 

• In parenting, how it is too easy to lose “staying in the know” with your kids; the 

need to adjust schedules and our many devices in order to have undistracted 

talks and togetherness; 

• In the family of God, the important of authentic and transparent relationships, 

with true “getting to know” and “feeling known” happening in the body of Christ. 

Making sure that those who come to worship do not feel invisible, but that they 

feel known and understood by other members. 

TRUST (third message)
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• In dating, you may know a dating partner only a little, but create a “social media” 

representation and over-trust them; in the first “90-day probation period” of a 

new relationship, it is common to meet the representative of the person... but as 

new experiences and patterns begin to emerge, you get to know the real person 

which should be the actual basis of your trust; 

• In marriage, it is vital to keep positive attitudes of trust by choosing to bring 

your spouse’s best qualities to the forefront of your mind while minimizing their 

irritating qualities; the importance of being willing to forgive and the process of 

rebuilding trust; 

• In parenting, the ways that trusting kids goes up and down, and the importance 

of being willing to rebuild trust; 

• In church family and friendships, similar themes of trust, forgiveness and 

positive attitudes. 

 

RELY (fourth message), COMMIT (fifth message), TOUCH (sixth message)

The next Sunday (fourth week) would cover “reliance”; then “commitment” (fifth 

week); and then then “touch” (week six). 

It is an option to take the first message that applies the RAM to the building and 

sustaining of a relationship with God and put that message at the end of the 

series. However, in my sample sermons, I put it first because I thought it provided 

a better Biblical foundation for understanding the RAM and using it as a tool for 

understanding the specific bonds which need to be developed and maintained in 

all our relationships. In other words, our relationship with God is a template for what 

we are to be doing in our relationships with people (rather than our relationships 

with people are a template for understanding our relationship with God). This also 

allows you to emphasize that our relationship with God is foundational to all our 

relationships with people. 

The primary emphasis is on dating and marriage, but I added some minor references 

to relationship in families and among your church family. My intention was to help 

make each message have something for everyone. 

The large RAM chart (7’x5’) that came with this series is a valuable tool to use upfront 
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with you when this series is preached. It not only is a good visual of the specific 

dynamic bond that you are focusing on in a particular message, but it also allows 

you to show the interaction of all the bonds because you can move the levels up 

and down, creating different profiles. The safe zone, described earlier, along with 

high risk dating profiles are very easy to illustrate and make understandable to your 

congregation. 

Also, for long-term relationships like a marriage, friendship or a parent-child 

relationship, it is easy to choose a common experience and chart out the normal 

fluctuations that would occur (the Law of Diminishing Returns). For instance, just 

asking the couples in the congregation, “So tell me, what happens to these bonds of 

your relationship when you have a baby?” You will probably have some chuckles, and 

you can move the levels in ways that the congregation will nod in agreement. For 

instance, some of the levels will begin to drop, usually beginning with the touch, and 

then continuing with some loss of rely (all about the baby’s needs and not what the 

couple needs), and even a little slippage in the know (not as much time to sit around 

and just talk). These changes are normal, and the RAM chart makes understanding 

these fluctuations intuitive.

You will find that I put suggestions in the sermons on how you can utilize the RAM 

chart to illustrate the normal dynamic fluctuations of a relationship, and what can be 

done to build and rebuild the relationship when these deficiencies occur. Remember, 

relationships are not self-correcting, so when they develop an imbalance even under 

normal and expected circumstances, if a couple does not do anything about it, that 

deflated bond(s) will create a slow leak that could eventually turn into a big blowout! 

The sample sermon messages are organized into two sections: The Sermon Outline, 

and The Sermon Manuscript. There is no requirement to stick exactly to the outline 

or the manuscript. It is my hope that the messages are long enough for what you 

need, and that you find many ways to explain Biblical principles and concepts along 

with very practical applications. As long as you are using the RAM Series with life 

group studies, elementary and youth lessons, you have permission to use these 

messages, revise them, and add your own salient points, illustrations or applications. 

The goal is for you to present messages consistent with Scripture and the concepts 
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of the RAM, and that will provide practical and transforming relationship growth 

to your congregation. Please review closely our licensing and copyright agreement 

with its restrictions on the use and distribution of any of the RAM Series materials 

(including sermons).

Finally, because Pastor Steve Poe was the first to preach through the RAM Series 

with such relevant and timely applications, he generously allowed some his content 

to be included these sermon manuscripts.
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Week One: Your relationship with God

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction

1. RAM Series as a hashtag movement

2. True spiritual growth should always improve how you handle your relationships

3. Dr. Van Epp’s RAM and his two programs that are basis of two Discussion Group 

Studies

4. The RAM is like a GPS—helps to identify where you currently are and would like 

to go 

The five bonds in your relationship with Christ

KNOW—all starts with knowing Christ

• God knows all about you and still completely loves you

• God wants you to deeply know Him (revealed in nature, incarnation & Scriptures)

TRUST—the feeling of confidence based on what we believe or trust about God

•  It is possible to have a distorted “trust-picture” of God

• Combining an understanding of Scripture with a deep communion in prayer 

will correct a distorted trust-picture of God 

RELY—steps of faith, or putting what you believe and trust into action.

• God delights in meeting your deepest needs and wants you to fully rely upon 

Him.

COMMIT—the priority of your relationship, the extent that you are invested in God.

• There is an initial commitment to Christ, but throughout life, we need to re-

commit ourselves to Christ because both the evil AND the good tend to distract 

us.
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TOUCH—God made us physical beings and wants us to worship in both spirit and 

body!

• You touch God by physically touching the lives of others

• The incarnation and resurrection sealed for all eternity the placement of loving 

and affectionate touch in our relationship with Christ and each other.

Conclusion: Invitation to initiate a relationship with Christ, and to continue to grow 

in that relationship

SERMON MANUSCRIPT

A few years ago a term, “relationship goals” was coined with a hashtag (#) on social 

media and became a popular way for people to comment on images of couples. 

And one of the earliest articles to use that reference was in 2009. The phrase, 

“relationship goals” and its hashtag began to be seen more over the coming years 

on photo-sharing sites like Instagram and Pinterest. In 2014, Buzzfeed published an 

article of couple’s photos that featured several posts using #relationship goals. After 

the summer of 2014, the phrase became common language, appearing in dozens of 

articles devoted to couples behaving romantically. Hashtag Relationship Goals now 

has tens of millions of followers.

The prevalence of the phrase and the various images associated with it led to a 

mild backlash where articles used the phrase to encourage setting more realistic 

relationship goals. I would certainly agree… if you want a healthy relationship you 

are going to have to strive for something more important than an Instagram-worthy 

moment. So, for the next 6 weeks, we are going to talk about relationship goals, in all 

of our relationships but especially in our marriage, in the life of a single person, in 

our families, in our relationship with God, and right here in our church family. I love 

what Paul said to the church in Philippi, in Philippians 2:2-4 (NLT):

“… make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in 

spirit and of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in 

humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each 
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of you to the interests of the others.”

Now, I realize we usually focus on spiritual growth, and I know some of you are 

going to ask why would we deal with relationships when we should be focused on 

our spiritual life? Almost like, “relationship health is just a bunch of psychology.” 

But here is the premise for this entire series: Spiritual growth is designed to occur 

within the framework of relationships. 

I’ve shared with you many times before that there is a thread that runs all the way 

through Scripture, and that thread is relationship. God wants to be in relationship 

with you and me, and He wants us to be in healthy relationships with each other. 

As you read through both the Old and New Testaments, you find that the marriage 

relationship as a word picture or a metaphor of our relationship with God. Now 

think about that… other than our relationship with God, marriage should be the 

greatest relationship we experience this side of heaven. So, for those of you who are 

married… would you say that’s true for you? 

I am not suggesting that everyone should be married, but all of us, married or single, 

should have a deep sense of respect for marriage because it is the one relationship 

that God uses to portray the type of intimacy and oneness that we can have in our 

relationship with Christ.

 Again, healthy relationships are key to the success of the Christian life, and if there 

is any area of your life that God wants you to develop and strengthen, it is how you 

relate with others. So, in this series, we are going to give you some practical things 

you can do to improve your relationships. So, please hear me on this… and I say 

this with humility and self-reflection, it doesn’t matter if you are married, single, 

divorced, or widowed, if you don’t know how to navigate a healthy relationship then 

it’s not likely you will grow spiritually. So, I believe this series will give ALL of us 

some practical steps to navigate our relationships, and ultimately help us to grow 

spiritually.  

Now, our 6-week relationship series was designed by therapist, professor and author, 

Dr. John Van Epp and is based around his Relationship Attachment Model, called the 
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RAM (for short). For over 25 years, Van Epp’s relationship courses have been featured 

in various news shows and research studies. These courses were combined in his 

RAM Series to help our entire church—from our kids, our youth, and all of our single 

and married adults—to see how to build and sustain healthy and godly relationships. 

It’s a simple way to look at how relationships should begin and continue to grow to 

in healthy ways. 

And, of course, we want these conversations to spill over into the two studies of your 

“Life Groups” (you can insert whatever term you use), and to continue in your homes 

between you and your kids! 

Let me provide you with a brief overview of the two Life Group studies. You will 

meet Dr. John Van Epp and his daughter, Dr. Morgan Cutlip, in the video portion 

of both studies of your life groups. The study for singles will focus on keeping your 

head and heart working together in your dating relationships. In the first few weeks,  

you will learn five key areas to explore in a dating partner that have been proven to 

be predictive of what that partner would be like in a marriage relationship. And in 

the second half of the series, you will learn about how to build a safe relationship by 

pacing your trust, reliance, commitment and sexual involvement. In the Married 

study, you will learn the skills for strengthening your marriage relationship right 

now, along with a plan to sustain its vitality through the years. 

The Singles study is based on Dr. Van Epp’s book and program How To Avoid Falling 

In Love With A Jerk or Jerkettwe—some of you may say that it’s just too late for your 

spouse—but seriously, this program has been taught internationally to singles of all 

ages—from youth through those in their 80’s and 90’s!! And the study for couples is 

based on his marriage program that has also been used internationally.

Together, more than a million people have been taught these two programs over 

the last fifteen years with published research showing the effectiveness of these 

programs in the lives of singles and married couples. But most importantly, these 

programs will give you practical ways to take God’s Word and principles and live 

them out in your marriage or dating relationships.
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And let me speak to you who are single but have NO plans or interest in dating. 

First, the singles Life Group study has discussion questions that can focus on your 

friendships rather than on a dating relationship. But PLEASE hear me on this—God 

wants you to be an encourager and mentor to those who ARE dating… this may be 

a son or daughter, or a grandson or granddaughter, or a friend who is struggling in 

his or her relationship, or someone God brings into your life here in our church. You 

need to learn this approach to building a healthy dating relationship by using your 

head and heart so that you are equipped to help others. So even if you don’t think 

this fits your stage of life (although love sometimes takes you by surprise), please see 

the importance you play in the lives of others and learn ALL you can to provide wise 

guidance, counsel and encouragement! 

I would challenge you to be here for all 6 weeks of this series… if you have vacation 

plans… cancel them. If you’ve got to be out of town on business… quit your job! I’m 

just kidding!! But I really do hope that you will make an effort to be here each week.

Have you ever wondered why relationships are so important? I want to give just 

three simple reasons why they are so important. 

First, before humans ever existed, before even the creation of the world, there was 

relationship! Think about this... we serve a God that is three persons united in a 

relationship with one nature. We believe that God is three persons united in one 

nature… the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Although they are distinct, we 

believe that the Scriptures clearly teach that they are inseparable and equal… they are 

joined together in an eternal relationship of oneness. And ALL CREATION, FROM A 

MACRO VIEW TO A MICRO VIEW, HAS THIS RELATIONAL FINGERPRINT OF GOD. 

Everything in creation exists within a relationship system… one thing depending 

on another, interacting with another, being distinct yet interdependent. Therefore, 

the first reason relationships are important is because they are the FINGERPRINT of 

the very essence of God.

A second reason relationships are so important is found in the Gospel of Matthew 

(22:35-40, NIV) when Jesus was challenged by a law scholar. This is what we read: 
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One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: “Teacher, which is 

the greatest commandment in the Law?”

Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 

with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is 

like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these 

two commandments.”

Loving God and loving others are the FRAMEWORK upon which hangs ALL of 

the LAW and PROPHETS…in other words, the laws of God can be reduced down 

to two major relationships: love God and love others. Now, think about this. You 

can have relationships without love, BUT YOU CANNOT HAVE LOVE WITHOUT 

RELATIONSHIPS. A relationship without love would be like a relationship of hate, 

or with an enemy. We just are not always loving in our relationships. But you have 

to have a relationship in order to express love. Relationships are the vehicle through 

which you show love. This is why I say... You can have relationships without love, 

but you cannot have love without relationships.

In fact, the ceiling of your ability to fulfill the law of Christ and love others will be set 

by your ability to run your relationships. It is vital that we become experts in running 

our relationships so that we have the means to fulfill these two commandments of 

love. 

And finally, relationships are at the FOCUS of God’s will for your life! Your spiritual 

growth and fulfillment of God’s will in your life DEPEND on how you cultivate and 

grow your relationships. If you do a word study on God’s will, you will find that it 

always is couched in lengthy descriptions of what God wants for your relationships! 

(you can reference Romans 12:1-2; 3-21; 1 Thess. 4: 1-12). Relationships, therefore 

are to be central in your life--they are the fingerprint of the essence of God, the 

framework that hold together all of the commandments of God, and the focus of the 

will of God for your life!

 

So, we will spend the next five weeks looking at the MAJOR BONDS of our 

RELATIONSHIPS (make reference to the RAM chart) and how we cultivate and grow 
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in knowing each other, trusting, relying, committing and affectionately interacting 

physically with each other. Next week, we will start with “know”, then the following 

week “trust”, then “Rely”, then “Commit”, and then “Touch”. So, in the following five 

weeks, I will apply this model to dating and marriage, and I will make additional 

applications to parenting and our relationships together in the body-life of our 

church. But today, at the very beginning of this series I want you to see that these 

same bonds are what COMPRISE your relationship with God. IF YOU GET THESE 

FIVE RELATIONSHIP AREAS RIGHT IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD, IT WILL 

HELP YOU TO GET THEM RIGHT WITH OTHERS! OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE 

LORD IS THE FOUNDATION FOR ALL OUR RELATIONSHIPS WITH PEOPLE. 

So, let’s briefly break this down. The first dynamic in our relationship with Jesus 

is to KNOW and be KNOWN by Him. I have often found that the human condition 

on its own would be one of a very lonely existence. You see God created us to be in 

relationship… relationship with Him and relationship with each other. 

But because of our sin there is this chasm or gulf that separates us from God which 

leaves us with this void or emptiness. And yet God created us with a yearning or a 

desire to connect with Him. And of course, the only way that can happen is through 

Christ. Jesus is the only way to bridge that chasm. And that, my friends is what the 

entire Bible is about… God wanting to be in relationship with you and me… to know 

us and to be known by us. 

And yet unfortunately we live in a culture that takes pride in being anything but 

fully known. We have products that conceal blemishes, cover gray hairs and defy 

age. We try to hide behind Social Media, we want to keep our life as private as we 

possibly can. The culture has tried to convince us that there is power in keeping 

secrets. Don’t let anyone see the real you, or you will risk getting hurt. 

Tim Keller made an astute observation about this:

To be loved but not known is comforting but superficial. To be known and not loved 

is our greatest fear. But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot like being loved 

by God. It is what we need more than anything.1
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You see, we worry that if we are fully known we might not be fully loved. Or if we 

are fully loved we’re afraid it’s because we’re not fully known. But the fact is… God 

already knows all about us and still loves us more than we could ever imagine. Listen, 

there is nothing about me or you that surprises God… He knows us better than we 

know our selves. I love the 139th Psalm, I don’t have time to read it all but let me read 

most of the verses. Ps. 139:1-7,13-18,23-24 NLT. 

O Lord, you have examined my heart and know everything about me. You know 

when I sit down or stand up. You know my thoughts even when I’m far away. You 

see me when I travel and when I rest at home. You know everything I do. You know 

what I am going to say even before I say it, Lord. You go before me and follow me. 

You place your hand of blessing on my head. Such knowledge is too wonderful for 

me, too great for me to understand! I can never escape from your Spirit! I can never 

get away from your presence!

You made all the delicate, inner parts of my body and knit me together in my mother’s 

womb. Thank you for making me so wonderfully complex! Your workmanship 

is marvelous—how well I know it. You watched me as I was being formed in utter 

seclusion, as I was woven together in the dark of the womb. You saw me before I was 

born. Every day of my life was recorded in your book. Every moment was laid out 

before a single day had passed. How precious are your thoughts about me, O God? 

They cannot be numbered! I can’t even count them; they outnumber the grains of 

sand! And when I wake up, you are still with me!

Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. Point 

out anything in me that offends you and lead me along the path of everlasting life.

Did you really hear what God is saying in this Psalm? GOD KNOWS YOU COMPLETELY 

AND LOVES YOU ENTIRELY! And He longs for you to know and love Him. Listen, if 

you’re interested in a relationship with Jesus Christ this first dynamic is where it all 

begins. You won’t trust him until you know him… you won’t rely on him until you 

know him, and you won’t commit to him until you know Him. So, it all starts with 

getting to know Him. (You can point to the RAM as you reference these bonds). 
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In fact, that’s the goal of the Christian life… to know Christ and be like Him. Paul 

wrote to the Philippians 3:7-8 (NIV):

But whatever were gains to me I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is 

more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ 

Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things.

Knowing God comes from what theology has called “natural” and “supernatural” 

revelation. Romans 1:19-20 (NIV) describes the natural revelation of God: Since what 

may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them. 

For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and 

divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, 

so that people are without excuse.

There is a revealing of God all around us in nature—God’s goodness, God’s ideal 

love, God’s power…something greater than us humans… like a higher power, and 

this revelation is enough to leave us excuseless.

But God did not stop there, for Jesus was sent to us to provide a direct, supernatural 

revealing of God. The gospel of John reads:  In the beginning was the Word, and the 

Word was with God, and the Word was God…  the Word became flesh and made his 

dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who 

came from the Father, full of grace and truth… No one has ever seen God, but the one 

and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, He 

has made him (God) known (John 1:1,14,18 NIV).

And finally, God put His supernatural revelation in written form in the Scriptures, 

so we would have an objective and clear understanding of who God is—so that we 

could fully know Him. But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have 

become convinced of, because you know those from whom you learned it, and how 

from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise 

for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful 

for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of 
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God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work (2Timothy 3:14-17).

 

You have three sources of knowing God… nature, Jesus-the living Word of God, and 

the Scriptures, the written Word of God. And like all relationships, you must enter 

into a relationship with Christ… what Jesus told Nicodemus-you must believe and be 

born again. There is an actual beginning to your relationship. But once you accept 

Christ as your Savior and begin this relationship, you must also continue to grow in 

knowing God all through your life. There is always more to learn and experience, to 

continue to grow in the “know” of your relationship with Christ.

So again, it all starts right here with our introduction to Jesus. But like any relationship 

as you get to know someone you have to decide if you are going to trust them. Psalm 

9:10 (NLT). 

Those who know your name trust in you, for you, O Lord, do not abandon those who 

search for you.

I hear people say, “I’m just not sure if I’m ready to trust Him yet.” And listen, that’s 

okay… it may simply mean that you need time to get to know him more. Or it may 

mean that something has influenced your “trust-image” of God to distort it into 

something different than the true character of God. 

Now this is really important. The dictionary tells us that trust means that you put 

your confidence in someone. You see trust is a FEELING of confidence or trust 

in God that ACTUALLY comes from how you take what you know about God and 

construct a mental picture. This is your belief or “trust-picture” God… but some 

people have a really distorted trust-picture of God. This is why you need to get to 

know God through an accurate understanding of the Scriptures, and to not allow 

hurts or disappointments from other relationships in your life to become projected 

onto God.

In other words, this element of trust has to do with how you view God. Do you view 

God as a loving father that has a purpose and plan for your life? This is how the 

Scriptures describe Him. If that’s your view of God, you will start to trust Him.
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On the other hand, if you view God as this mean, uncaring God a million miles from 

here, then you might fear Him or be afraid to trust Him because you’re afraid he 

might do something to hurt you. 

Let’s be real for a moment. Some of you have had human fathers (or parents) that did 

not emulate the character of God—they could have been uncaring, or uninvolved, 

or overly strict or even abusive. It is easy to see God through the lens of our earthly 

fathers, parents or significant caregivers. But Jesus revealed the true character of 

God, so make sure your trust-picture of God matches Jesus first and foremost--his 

sacrifice, his care for outcasts, his grace and compassion, and his gentle love!

OPTIONAL STORY: Dr. Van Epp shared a story of an older man named Mark, who 

had a distorted trust picture of God. You see, when he was very young, Mark had a 

father that was actively involved in his life—playing ball, building things, working 

on cars. But around Mark’s 11th year, his dad became a Christian. And from that 

time on, Mark’s father shifted his priorities… most of his time outside of work was 

spent going to church and doing church-related activities. Although this was done 

with the right heart, he failed to balance his church activities with his relationship 

to his son. Mark felt abandoned by his father. He was made to go to church, listen to 

sermons that sounded like angry lectures, and watch his father put all his time into 

this newly found faith, but not with Mark, his son, anymore. This 11-year old boy 

felt like God took his father away, and rather than being angry at his father for his 

neglect, he grew up resenting God, and holding on to a distorted “trust-picture” of a 

God who steals the time and love of your dad. 

We are all susceptible to having our image of God tainted by our experiences, 

particularly family and our closest relationships in which we have felt hurt, rejected, 

mistreated, abandoned, or even abused.

But listen, this is why we all need to get to know Jesus better, because His love, 

grace, sacrifice and acceptance ultimately reveals the true character of God.  John 

14:6-11 NIV. 

Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father 
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except through me. If you really know me, you will know my Father as well. From 

now on, you do know him and have seen him.”

Philip said, “Lord, show us the Father and that will be enough for us.”

Jesus answered: “Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such 

a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can you say, ‘Show 

us the Father’? Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me? 

The words I say to you I do not speak on my own authority. Rather, it is the Father, 

living in me, who is doing his work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and 

the Father is in me…”

I have known people who see God as a distant, uncaring or vindictive and mean 

father. But they need to look more closely at Jesus… and reconstruct their “trust-

image” of God with the loving and gentle character of Jesus.

 

Trust is essential in every healthy relationship. But this feeling of trust or confidence 

ACTUALLY comes from how you “view” that person… and when it comes to God, it 

is VITAL that you accurately know God. You may need to separate in your mind 

images you have about God from who God truly is… if you have difficulty trusting 

God, let me suggest that you pray through your “trust-picture” of our Lord, and grow 

to see God as the Apostle John (1 John 4:16) clearly portrayed: God is love. Whoever 

lives in love lives in God, and God in them. 

Reshaping your trust-picture, refocusing this lens of how you view God is only 

accomplished by godly counsel, understanding the Scriptures and by prayer—God 

reveals Himself in the Bible, and communes with you in prayer.

Prayer builds a closeness… a bond… an intimacy with you and God. Prayer opens 

that door for trust to develop. Take what you know about God and pray through it so 

that your confidence grows and deepens. 

And this is where reliance comes in. As you grow in trusting God, you will very 

quickly need to ACT on that trust by relying or depending on Him. Now for us to 

rely on God—this is the outward manifestation or action of trust. So, can you see 
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how trust and rely go hand in hand. Because anytime we demonstrate faith, we are 

relying on something. If you sit in a chair you are relying on the chair’s manufacturer 

to produce something that will hold you up. You can know the chair, and believe 

that the chair will support you (trust), but until you sit on the chair you have not truly 

“relied” on the chair. So, when you demonstrate your trust or faith in God it requires 

that you rely on Him and depend on His reliability.

 

This is what James meant when he said this (James 2:14-19 NIV):

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no 

deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and 

daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does 

nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if 

it is not accompanied by action, is dead.

Some of you may have a relationship with God that is more developed in one of 

these five areas of the RAM, but under-developed in others. Some of you have a lot 

of knowledge, but it has not been developed into an accurate God-image or belief. 

And others may have a deep trust in God that lacks the “steps of faith” that are a true 

reliance and dependence on God. James warned us that it is possible to have a belief 

or trust without the actions of reliance when he said, You believe that there is one 

God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder. 

It is possible to have a strong belief or trust in God, but still be relying on yourself, 

or your investments and possessions, or even your own talents and skills. The Old 

Testament follows the fluctuating reliance of God’s people on God-- In that day the 

remnant of Israel, the survivors of Jacob, will no longer rely on him who struck them 

down but will truly rely on the Lord, the Holy One of Israel. (Isaiah 10:20 NIV). 

The Israelites had a belief in the One True God, but they often turned their reliance 

away from God to other nations and powers from whom they wanted protection. And 

Isaiah predicts that the remnant who survive the folly of their misplaced reliances 

will one day FULLY rely on the Lord, the Holy One of Israel.

You see the problem with relying on yourself or others instead of relying on God is 
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that we are often wrong. Human intuition is not always reliable. In fact, it’s just good 

enough to make us think we’re right even when we’re not.  Genuine faith relies on 

God’s direction and on who He is. 

Listen, God knows what you need, and he wants to meet those needs. Unfortunately, 

we often think we know better. We think we have a better plan. We want to use our 

logic and get to the answer in a way that makes us look good – and doesn’t require 

risk. But God wants us to FULLY RELY on HIM, so he takes us a different way. 

The Bible states in Philippians 4:19, And my God will meet all your needs according 

to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus. Reliance is all about having your most 

meaningful needs met. But just before this wonderful promise, the Apostle Paul 

points out that the Philippian Christians gave financial support to Paul when they 

really did not have enough to live on… they gave sacrificially. And with that step of 

faith, of full reliance on God, they can claim this promise that God will personally 

meet their own needs… He is a dependable God that we can fully rely upon.

We then move to the fourth dynamic of a complete relationship with God, which is 

to commit yourself to God. Making a commitment involves dedicating yourself to 

something, or someone. In this case it would refer to the extent you are invested in 

your relationship with God. 

We will see that in any human relationship, if all these bonds are the dogs pulling 

a dogsled, then this dynamic of commitment needs to be the lead dog. When 

other dynamics are threatened, it’s commitment that will keep you focused. Dave 

Willis spoke of marriage commitment when he wrote, “Lifelong love isn’t a result of 

feelings, luck, or even compatibility. It is a result of commitment.” 

Listen, it’s really important that you hear this next statement because it’s true in 

a marriage relationship and it’s especially true in our relationship with Christ. 

Genuine love and commitment go hand in hand. When you don’t see a partner’s 

commitment to you, then you wonder if they really love you. Listen… the type of 

relationship Jesus wants from all of us is to be 100% ‘all in’. Loving Jesus means you 

are committed to Him, you have made Him your Lord! When the disciples were 
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traveling with Jesus for 3 years, they certainly knew him and trusted him and relied 

on him and they were committed to him or they wouldn’t have left everything to 

follow him. And yet when they arrested Jesus, all the disciples scattered… they ran! 

You too can fluctuate in your commitment to the Lord. 

But after the disciples came into contact with the resurrected Christ, every one of 

these dynamics went back up, including this level of commitment… it dramatically 

climbed. These disciples who ran in fear are now “all in”… they are not only willing 

to lay down their lives… but every one of them actually did. Each one of them was 

martyred for their faith because they refused to deny Christ. That’s about as high as 

you can get on this commitment scale. 

We need to see that our relationship with the Lord is incomplete until we take what 

we know, trust and rely on, and add to it a complete dedication and commitment 

to Christ. If any of you have lost some of your commitment lately, then I encourage 

you to re-commit your life to Christ. We are warned in Hebrews chapter 3 and 4: 

“Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts.” Do you hear Jesus calling 

you… to know Him deeper, to trust Him more clearly, to rely and depend on Him 

more fully, and to commit yourself to Him more wholly!!

And then, there is the final bond of touch— and you may wonder, how does physical 

touch relate to our relationship with God. Certainly, God touches our hearts and 

lives in dramatic ways… but physical touch?

Listen—touch is part of the bonds of your relationships because you have a physical 

body. And God values your body… in fact, God wants you to worship Him with your 

spirit AND body. We read in Romans 12:1 (NIV):

Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies 

as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship.

You do not worship God just in spirit… you also worship God with your bodies! The 

idea that you should just be “spiritual” and not give any thought to your body is 

contrary to Scripture. God wants you to use your physical body and resources for 

His glory and the good of others. Listen to what Jesus said:
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“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on 

his glorious throne. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate 

the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He 

will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.

“Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you who are blessed by my 

Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the 

world. For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you 

gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes 

and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you 

came to visit me.’

“Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed 

you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger 

and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in 

prison and go to visit you?’

“The King will reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these 

brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.’ (Matthew 25:31-40, NIV).

You can touch God by how you physically touch the lives of others! Your expressions 

of love and grace when you help others, or go out of your way to meet the needs of 

someone, or show your love with a word, a hug, or by just making time to be with 

someone… these acts of “touching” the lives of people are actually touching the very 

being of God. 

But the ways that “touch” is involved in your relationship with God goes beyond 

these humane acts of mercy. And I want you to think deeply about this as we wind 

down our time together… Jesus actually sealed for ALL ETERNITY the placement of 

loving and affectionate touch in your relationships, including with God. There are 

two theological words that capture this Biblical reality: incarnation and resurrection. 

When Jesus came to this earth, he took on a physical body—just like yours and mine. 

We refer to Jesus as the “Incarnate Christ”—incarnation means that God, who was 
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for all eternity past, Spirit, took on human flesh and entered into the physical world 

of touch… so Jesus touched the eyes of the blind and gave them sight, and Jesus 

touched the ears of the deaf and gave them hearing—the power and Spirit of God 

became flesh.

But get this, Jesus’ body died on the cross, but on the third day after His crucifixion, 

this human body of His was raised up in a resurrection. And when Thomas doubted 

it was real, Jesus reached out His resurrected hand and told Thomas to touch His 

wounds. Luke records, (Luke 24:37-47 NIV):

They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, “Why 

are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my 

feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you 

see I have.”

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did 

not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do you have anything 

here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their 

presence.

Jesus had a resurrected body—different than our present form, but still a physical 

body that can touch and be touched. And when we all are also resurrected, we too 

will have bodies fashioned after Christ’s resurrected body. You too, will be able to 

greet those you love with an embrace, and will one day be given a warm and loving 

hug from your Lord Jesus.

You could sum it up this way... The incarnation brought the God of eternity into 

the realm of human touch, while the resurrection took human touch into the 

realm of eternity. 

So, let me end with an invitation. If you have never come into a relationship with 

God, here is a roadmap… you must get to know who Jesus really is and what he did 

for you when he took your place and died for your sins on the cross. But just knowing 
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that is not enough... you must place your faith and trust in Jesus and believe that he 

died to forgive your sins—this is a genuine faith and acceptance of his sacrifice for 

you! Now, you can take the steps of reliance and commitment, and give Him all of 

you—both your soul and your body. 

But this is JUST THE BEGINNING... God wants you to grow in a personal relationship 

with Him in all five of these same areas. Listen, at the moment of Christ’s death, the 

curtain that separated the holy place from the holy of holies was torn in two, so you 

could have direct access into his presence. 

The initiation of your relationship begins with knowing, believing, and relying on 

Christ’s sacrifice for your forgiveness of sins. The greatest example of unconditional 

love for you and me was when Jesus spread his hands out to allow nails to be driven 

through His wrists and feet. As the crown of thorns was driven down onto his head, 

and he struggled to take each breath, He could have called 10,000 angels to rescue 

him. But at that moment, He chose to bear the pain because of His love for each of 

us, so that He could take the punishment WE all deserved. 

I know that many here are already in a relationship with Christ, but we ALL need 

to be reminded that there will be ups and downs, times of closeness and times of 

distance, hilltops and sometimes even those valleys of the shadow of death. So, we 

can never just coast in our relationship with the Lord… we must actively and daily 

grow in knowing Christ, trusting the Lord, taking those steps of faith and reliance 

on the Lord, renewing your commitment, and submitting your body to honor the 

Lord as an act of worship. God’s greatest longing is that you ENTER INTO AND 

CONTINUE to grow in an eternal relationship with the Creator of your life.
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Week Two: Know

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction

Relationships do NOT run themselves… but when you learn what are the major 

bonds or connections in relationships, you become empowered to actively “run” 

your relationships. The Biblical principle is this: God provides you with His Spirit, 

but you must PUT INTO ACTION in your relationships the spiritual resources God 

provides (Phil. 2:1-4, 12-13).

Four laws of relationships

1. The Law of Diminishing Returns: It is normal for all gains in a relationship to 

deflate over time, requiring new experiences of closeness (this is true of our 

relationship with God, and also all personal relationships).

2. The Law of Slow Leaks: The danger is not that some bonds deflate, but that they 

STAY deflated. Slow leaks in relational closeness lead to a flat relationship, or a big 

blow out.

3. The Law of Regular Realignments: The key to success in all your relationships 

including with God is that you regularly identify where you have slipped and 

improve it.

4. The Law of the Safe Zone: on the RAM, do not one level exceed any to the left.

Growing and Staying “in the know” in Our Relationships

• 1 John 2:12-13 The highest level of spiritual maturity is marked by deeply knowing 

God, both in knowledge and experience. God’s design of our relationship with 

Him is a prototype of how to relate with others (just a few verses earlier the Apostle 

John implies this 1 John 2:4-11).
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• High quality personal relationships are characterized by open communication 

and a deep sense of knowing and being known. This is true of families and our 

relationships in the body of Christ, and so very important in your dating and 

marriage relationships. 

• There are three T’s to fully knowing another… Talking, Spending quality and 

quantity of Time, being Together engaging in diverse experiences.

• The importance of undistracted time together in marriage and parenting and 

long-term relationships—we are often competing with technology and devices.

• The 90-day probation period for getting to know a new person, especially in 

dating (1 Timothy 5:22-24 as an example of the need to take time to get to know 

the “real” person). 

Conclusion: Growing and Staying in the know in your relationships requires regular 

review and intentionality

SERMON MANUSCRIPT

This is our second message in a 6-week series on healthy relationships… in your 

marriage, in your dating, in your most significant relationships and especially with 

God. We are using this Relationship Attachment Model, or RAM for short and the 

RAM Series which was produced and developed by therapist, professor and author, 

Dr. John Van Epp in his research regarding relationships—and this model will help 

us see how to build and sustain healthy and godly relationships. It’s a simple way 

to look at how relationships should begin and then grow to become healthy rela-

tionships. 

Let me quickly review—a relationship is a connection between you and another. 

But without knowing what are the specific bonds or connections that comprise our 

relationships, we are in the dark—we are at a loss for knowing how to develop or 

even maintain our relationships. 

You see, when you cannot define something, then you are powerless to do anything 

about it. When you don’t have a clear understanding of exactly WHAT IS a relation-

ship, then you tend to think that your relationships will just take care of themselves. 

But the problem with this notion is that relationships DO NOT RUN themselves. 
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There are so many Scriptures that command us to “actively run” our relationships. 

For instance, Philippians chapter two begins this way—and I am going to quote 

from a paraphrase version (Easy-to-read version) that provides an accurate por-

trayal of this passage:

Think about what we have in Christ: the encouragement he has brought us, the 

comfort of his love, our sharing in his Spirit, and the mercy and kindness he has 

shown us. If you enjoy these blessings, then do what will make my joy complete: 

Agree with each other and show your love for each other. Be united in your goals 

and in the way you think.  In whatever you do, don’t let selfishness or pride be your 

guide. Be humble, and honor others more than yourselves. Don’t be interested only 

in your own life, but care about the lives of others too. (Philippians 2:1-4, ERV).

Do you see the balance between God’s provision and your responsibility in rela-

tionships? This passage literally states: “Since you have encouragement in Christ, 

since you have comfort from God’s love and fellowship with His Spirit” then make 

sure you act this way in your relationships. God’s provision should motivate you 

AND empower you to be intentional within your relationships. And this begins 

with being intentional and active in running your relationship with Christ.

But jump down to verse 12: “Therefore”—remember that whenever you see the 

word, “therefore,” you need to figure out what it is there for. In this case, it is an ex-

planation of HOW you can have this relational mindset that Jesus had.

Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, 

but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with 

fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill 

his good purpose.

“Work out your salvation…” you say, what does that mean? Well, your salvation re-

fers to the ways that you live out or practice your faith in your day-to-day life, and 

especially your relationships. Please hear me on this, A MAJOR ASPECT IN WORK-

ING OUT YOUR SALVATION IS TO BUILD AND SUSTAIN HEALTHY RELATION-

SHIPS WITH THE MINDSET OF JESUS (verse 5). You could paraphrase this sen-

tence: “continue to work out your relationships with fear and trembling, for it is 
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God who works in you to will and do His good purposes.” 

You are NOT doing this on your own, or with your own strength alone, God EM-

POWERS you to WILL AND TAKE ACTION in your relationships. But listen, YOU 

MUST ACTIVELY ENGAGE IN WORKING THEM OUT. We are all responsible for 

how we run our relationships.

So, this practical RAM chart can help you know the specifics of how you are doing 

in each of your relationships. It is like a job description, or better yet, like your own 

relationship GPS. It helps you to know WHERE YOU ARE, and WHAT YOU NEED TO 

DO to improve each of your relationships. 

Those of you who are married, this RAM can help you to discuss HOW YOU ARE 

DOING in your marriage, what has fluctuated and what you can do about it. And 

God wants you to DO YOUR PART while RELYING ON GOD for His strength, guid-

ance, provision and grace. “work out your MARRIAGE relationship with fear and 

trembling, for it is GOD who is AT WORK IN YOUR MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIP to 

will and do of His good pleasure.” Your marriage is a covenant between you and 

your spouse AND with God, and you need to have that balance between relying on 

God for His provisions while doing your part. And this RAM helps you to know your 

part!

Those of you who are single and dating, or will date—the RAM can help you un-

derstand HOW TO SAFELY BUILD YOUR RELATIONSHIP, and not trust more than 

you know someone; or depend on someone who has not proven their trust; or go 

farther in your physical relationship than what you know, trust, rely or have estab-

lished in your commitment with that person. (YOU CAN MOVE ONE LEVEL HIGH 

WHILE THE OTHERS ARE LOW TO ILLUSTRATE EACH OF THESE COMMON IM-

BALANCES THAT CREATE RISKY DATING RELATIONSHIPS). 

And those of you who are parents, you can use this model to think through your 

relationship with each of your children—and of all ages. It is NORMAL for the bonds 

of your relationships to fluctuate, and naturally deflate or drop with different life 

experiences. This is so true in your parenting experience. Over time, your relation-

ship with your child or children will change in these five areas, and even though 
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all five continue to be a vital connection in your relationship, how you sustain and 

practice them will definitely need to be altered as your kids grow up and mature.

And finally, here in our church family—we are the body of Christ. We need to build 

and sustain strong, Christlike attitudes and relationships. But sometimes the trust 

can drop; or your needs are overlooked; or our commitments to each other can 

become weakened; or you could have had your feelings hurt or hurt the feelings 

of another. So here too, we need to study our relationships, and ACTIVELY RUN 

THEM AND REGULARLY SET RELATIONSHIP GOALS.

Think of what we talked about last week—your relationship with God does not even 

run itself. For God so loved the world, that He gave His one and only Son, that who-

ever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16, NIV). God did 

His part to provide forgiveness for all your sins by Christ’s substitutionary death 

on the cross, but you must do your part to “believe in Him”—this is a point of deci-

sion—just before this great verse (3:16), we read about an encounter that Jesus had 

with Nicodemus in which Jesus explained that no one can see the kingdom of God 

unless they are born again. This new birth results from actively and intentionally 

placing your faith, your belief in Jesus as your Savior. Unless you do your part, the 

salvation that Christ accomplished will not benefit you!

This is how your relationship with Christ begins. But it also must continue with you 

actively and intentionally continuing to grow in the five major bonds that make up 

your relationship: what you KNOW about God, how you TRUST God, the ways you 

actively RELY on God, the extent of your COMMITMENT to God, and the ways that 

you TOUCH God through touching the lives of others and yielding your body to 

God as an act of worship. 

So now, we are going to apply each of these five relationship bonds portrayed in the 

RAM to your relationships with others. Today, and in the following weeks, I will ap-

ply this model to dating and marriage and also, I will make additional applications 

to parenting and our relationships together in our church family. 

To begin, let me give four very practical laws of relationships, and how the RAM can 

be used to help illustrate the reality of these four laws. We will call the first, the Law 

of Diminishing Returns. When you have had some great experience in a relation-
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ship, something that strengthened one or more of these five bonds, then as time 

goes on, the positive benefits of that experience naturally diminish. 

Let me first have you think of your relationship with the Lord. This Law of Dimin-

ishing Returns is woven all through the book of Deuteronomy when Moses was ex-

plaining how to maintain a close relationship with God. There is a word that keeps 

repeating as a warning… do not “forget”. 

Only be careful and watch yourselves closely so that you do not forget the things 

your eyes have seen or let them fade from your heart as long as you live. (Deut. 4:9 

NIV).

Be careful not to forget the covenant of the Lord your God that he made with you 

(4:23).

Be careful that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the 

land of slavery (6:12).

Be careful that you do not forget the Lord your God, failing to observe his com-

mands, his laws and his decrees (8:11).

… then your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God, who 

brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. I am giving you this day (8:14).

And it goes on and on. Why this emphasis? Because there is a natural loss of close-

ness and distancing that occurs in our relationships, even with the Lord. This is 

why it is so important for you to regularly spend time in the Word and prayer in 

order to keep growing, to keep your closeness with the Lord. If you let the busyness 

of your life crowd out your time alone with the Lord, then it will only be a matter 

of time before you feel distant from your Lord… and if you look at the RAM, these 

are the areas that will naturally diminish when they are not actively strengthened. 

IT IS HELPFUL TO HAVE THE LARGE RAM CHART AND MOVE THE LEVELS TO 

ILLUSTRATE THE YOUR POINTS.

This Law of Diminishing Returns—this forgetting happens naturally in all your re-
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lationships. You parents—miss just a few days and you miss a world of activity… 

you may have traveled for work, or had family obligations take you away, or have 

just been preoccupied with other responsibilities. But it is amazing that in just a 

day or two there is definitely this diminishing impact especially in the know. Expe-

riences have happened while you were away and this creates a NATURAL drop, a 

diminishing effect on your relationships with your kids.

This is a routine experience in our friendships and church family. Just about every 

time we get back together with some friends we need to play “catch up” because life 

has been happening in both our lives while we were not together, and the passing 

of time tends to deflate one or more of these relationship bonds.

And this is so true in your marriage relationships. For instance, say that you and your 

spouse have a wonderful weekend away. You had lots of enjoyable and long-need-

ed conversations. You come home feeling a renewed sense of intimacy and close-

ness. On the RAM, the level of your “know” has increased dramatically and can be 

represented by one of the highest levels. 

However, how long do you think that experience will last if you do NOT CONTIN-

UE to have these types of conversations… a day, a week, a month? Over time, the 

positive benefits seem to diminish, and the strength of the bonds in your relation-

ship will naturally deflate. This is NOT because of anything wrong or bad, this is just 

the way relationships work. 

Bottom line: we never really stagnate in our relationships… we are either moving 

closer together or farther apart!

The second law will be called the Law of Slow Leaks. If it is normal for life to deflate 

the bonds of your relationships, then the danger is NOT that any of these five bonds 

BECOME deflated, the danger is that they STAY deflated. Slow leaks lead to either a 

FLAT RELATIONSHIP or a BIG BLOWOUT!! On the RAM, you can show the bonds 

as decreasing and creating somewhat of an imbalanced profile. The commitment 

may be high, but the know and rely are low. Or the know is high, but the touch is 
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low. Or the know and commit are high, but the trust and rely are low. 

Use the RAM chart again to illustrate how the different levels fluctuate and create 

imbalances.

Marriage counselors can attest to the fact that most couples that come in for coun-

seling do so because one or more of these five bonds in their relationship have 

continued to be deflated for a long time… and that weakened bond either resulted 

in a flat and disconnected relationship, or some big blowout—a relationship crisis. 

And even though each individual is responsible for their own choices and actions, 

when relationship bonds are neglected and continue to be imbalanced, then vul-

nerabilities increase.

The third law of relationships is the solution to the first two laws: it is the Law of 

Frequent Re-alignments. What this means that if you want to be successful in your 

relationships then you must IDENTIFY what dropped a bit, and then set some re-

lationship goals to strengthen that area. Frequent and small corrective steps are 

essential for the realigning of any relationship imbalance and for the re-inflating of 

those small leaks in the bonds of your relationship that life naturally depletes. 

I previously reviewed Old Testament Scriptures in which God’s people are repeat-

edly warned to “not forget,” implying the natural tendency is to get busy with other 

priorities of life and slip in your relationship with the Lord. But another wonderful 

word study is the word, “remember,” the OPPOSITE of forget. Here are just a handful 

of the MANY Scriptures about the regular practice of remembering:

...Remember to obey all my commands and will be consecrated to your God. (Num-

bers 15:40, NIV).

...Remember well what the Lord your God did to Pharaoh and to all Egypt. (Deuter-

onomy 7:18).

...Remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce 

wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your ancestors, as it is 

today. (Deuteronomy 8:18).
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And the list goes on. Just as it is human tendency to “forget,” so it is God’s admoni-

tion to regularly “bring back to mind” or reflectively remember. This is the way to 

re-align the bonds of your relationship with the Lord, and it is equally important to 

do this in all your relationships. 

The Apostle John warned the church at Ephesus that they had “forgotten their first 

love.” The warning and also his advice are just as true for our relationship in mar-

riage as they are for our relationship with Christ.

“But I have this against you: You have left the love you had in the beginning. So, re-

member where you were before you fell. Change your hearts and do what you did at 

first. (Revelation 2:4-5). The remedy was to “remember, change your attitude, and 

get back to doing what you used to do when you were first in love.” 

 Let me give you a quick example of the importance of regular re-alignments from 

a typical day in the life of a married couple with kids.

Too many of us who are married live by the starvation principle: feed your rela-

tionship only if it is starving. See if this sounds familiar. Life has become hectic 

with your children’s schedules, your jobs, projects around the house, and everyday 

unexpected demands. At some point, you realize that you are completely out of 

touch with your spouse. This may have surfaced when you saw your spouse play-

ing with the kids, or taking out the trash, or just climbing into bed and you thought 

to yourself, “Who are you?! It has been so long since we just did something togeth-

er, just the two of us. We have not even had any time to talk, other than to coordi-

nate schedules.” 

So, you put out the effort to get a sitter, make the house presentable, prepare a quick 

dinner for your kids, and shower and dress for your “date night.” However, as you 

pull out of the driveway and finally exhale, the car becomes silent. You have forgot-

ten how to talk with each other. And you feel so distant, that talking to your spouse 

is actually awkward. 

Thankfully, when you arrive at the restaurant, you are rescued by bumping into a 
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couple you know. This couple happens to be the most dysfunctional couple within 

your circle of friends. By the way, always have one really dysfunctional couple in 

your network… you know, those people who make you feel really good about your 

own relationship!

“Did you see how he snapped at her?” You ask. 

“I know—you never do that with me… I am so glad you are not like that,” your spouse 

replies. 

Your appreciation for your spouse grows as you are waiting for your food, and one 

thing leads to another, and before you know it, your conversation has reignited. 

By the time you have eaten dinner together, taken a walk in the park, watched the 

sunset, or caught a movie, you walk back to your car, playfully flirting, and feeling 

like a couple again. But when you pull back in your driveway, you stop the car and 

look at each other, and say what every couple says after having fed their starving 

relationship: “We have GOT to do this more often.” 

But the next day begins another whirlwind of life that never seems to slow down… 

and you end up NOT taking time for each other until you are again starving. Cou-

ples that live by the starvation principle have an unspoken belief that if they take 

care of everything in their life and children’s lives, then their relationship will take 

care of itself. And if it is out of sorts, then in time, it will fix itself. But it never really 

does fix itself until they reach that point of exasperation and finally, set a goal to do 

something to feed their relationship.

What this means is that there is a shelf life to the good you put into your relation-

ships… past closeness does not guarantee future closeness. 

So, this practical RAM chart can help you know the specifics of how you are doing 

in each of your relationships. It is like a job description, or better yet, like your own 

relationship GPS. It helps you to know WHERE YOU ARE, and WHAT YOU NEED TO 

DO to improve each of your relationships. And EXPECT there will always be some 

level that has dropped a bit, deflated and just needs a bit of attention—this is not 
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because you did something WRONG, it is NORMAL.

Those of you who are married, this RAM can help you to discuss HOW YOU ARE 

DOING in your marriage, what has fluctuated and what you can do about it.

Those of you who are single and dating or will date—the RAM can help you un-

derstand HOW TO SAFELY BUILD YOUR RELATIONSHIP—which is the fourth law: 

the Law of Safe Relationships. Basically, when you think of dating or building any 

NEW relationship, there is a logical progression that lowers the risk of being hurt, 

while maximizing the potential of using good judgment. The safe zone can be por-

trayed on the RAM by a simple rule: do not let one level exceed any of the levels 

to its left.  In other words, do not trust more than you know someone; or depend 

on someone who has not proven their trust; or become more committed than what 

you know, trust and can depend on another; and definitely, do not go farther in 

your physical relationship than what you know, trust, rely or have established in 

your commitment with that person. (YOU CAN MOVE ONE LEVEL HIGH WHILE 

KEEPING THE OTHER LEVELS LOW TO ILLUSTRATE HOW EACH OF THESE COM-

MON IMBALANCES CREATE RISKY DATING RELATIONSHIPS). 

We live at a time when the norm is do build relationships in a highly accelerated 

way… and typically, to build them backwards! Long before there has been enough 

time to prove reliability, or to truly get to know the person, or to have a real trust 

built, the level of touch has usually risen to the top of the chart. And this can create 

a false sense of intimacy and cause you to minimize potential issues that you see. 

At that point, the bonds of your heart end up overriding the judgment of your mind, 

and you overlook the warning signs you should have seen. 

So, ALL of your relationships fit on this ONE model. It can be your GPS... a tool 

for you to evaluate where you are and to determine what adjustments you need 

to make. In long-term relationships, it can help you identify what has dropped a 

bit—trust can slip, or needs can be overlooked, or priorities can become crowded by 

other commitments, and even expressions of affection can stop. We all need to reg-

ularly evaluate our relationships, and ACTIVELY RUN THEM BY SETTING SMALL 

GOALS.
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So, let me turn your focus to this major connection in our relationships of know-

ing and being known. Let me begin with this: people want to know and be known. 

Actually, it may be more accurate to say: people NEED to know and be known. God 

created you in His image, and He knows you and calls you to go deep in knowing 

Him. In fact, the ultimate goal of your spiritual journey centers around this key 

word: to KNOW God.

The Apostle John wrote about what it means to be spiritually mature when he por-

trayed spiritual growth in the stages of a child, a young man and a father. Each of 

these three stages are marked by a primary focus of spiritual learning and experi-

ence. Listen to what John writes: 

I am writing to you, dear children, because your sins have been forgiven on account 

of His name. I am writing to you, fathers, because you know Him who is from the 

beginning. I am writing to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil 

one. (1 John 2:12-13, NIV).

Stage one—little children: you experience the healing power of knowing that your 

sins are forgiven. You have come to understand that you are in the family of God, 

and He is now your heavenly Father (verse 14). Stage two—young men: You bat-

tle through many struggles, overcoming the evil one because you are strong, and 

the “word of God lives in you” (verse 13). But in Stage three—fathers: You continue 

to appreciate God’s forgiveness, and you continue to battle and internalize God’s 

Word, but you have progressed beyond head knowledge to a deep and intimate 

experiential “knowing” of the eternal and almighty God that loves you. This is the 

ultimate desire of God for your life.

And what God desires for us in our relationship with Him, He also desires in our 

most meaningful relationships, beginning with marriage.

Growing into a deep, intimate, experiential knowing of each other is God’s plan 

for your marriage. A genuine and personal knowing of each other bonds you two 

together in a union where your two souls truly become one. This requires open 

communication, and that you carve out enough time to talk through the mundane 

and can get into more meaningful conversations. 
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Before you even get through the first chapters of the first book of the Bible, you 

discover the deeper significance of what God intended for married couples in how 

they know each other. Genesis 4:1 stated that Adam knew Eve, and she conceived… 

indicating that the sexual act was much more than just a physical act; it was an 

encounter and expression of deep intimacy. In this choice of wording for such an 

intimate act, you see the idea of an experiential bond in the Hebrew understanding 

of the word, “to know.” This meaning is continued throughout the entire Bible in a 

figurative way in the many references of how God knows you, how He wants you 

to know Him, and how He wants you to know each other in your marriage relation-

ship. 

To stay in the know in ANY relationship, you must communicate in ways that trans-

port you out of your own perspective and into the experiential world of the other 

person. If you are to make this happen, your listening must be more than the sim-

ple act of reciting the words you hear. 

When you listen with heart, you look for what your partner actually means, and 

empathize with what your partner is experiencing. The Apostle Paul said to the Co-

rinthian believers (2 Corinthians 6:11-13) We have… opened wide our hearts to you 

… open wide your hearts to us.” (NIV).

Healthy communication, then is a means to an end. It must lead to deeply know-

ing your spouse, or your child, or your friend! This makes communication more 

than just a behavioral skill that you can be trained to do. It involves your conscience, 

and your thoughtfulness, compassion, imagination and concentration. Of course, 

there are techniques for positive communication. But the mastery of communica-

tion skills without the cultivation of a yearning heart deeply desiring to know the 

other person will ultimately lead to a hollow relationship void of true intimacy.

There was an experiment published a number of years ago that evaluated mar-

ried couples to see if communication skills ALONE will improve their relationships. 

Their investigation centered on this question: are their problems due to “poor skills, 

or ill wills.” What they found was that when communication skills were improved 

in individuals who had a heart for their spouse, then the skills functioned like tools 
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to enhance the relationship. But when skills were improved in those individuals 

who were “ill-willed” then the skills ended up being used like weapons to attack 

the partner.  

Last week I quoted Pastor and author Tim Keller in reference to how God knows 

you completely, but also loves you completely, but I just want to quote it again with 

you thinking about ALL your important relationships:

“To be loved but not known is comforting but superficial. To be known and not 

loved is our greatest fear. But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot like 

being loved by God. It is what we need more than anything. It liberates us from pre-

tense, humbles us out of our self-righteousness, and fortifies us for any difficulty 

life can throw at us.”

This should be your goal in ALL your relationships! Think of how you communi-

cate with each one of your kids… no matter what their age, they want to be loved 

AND known by you. This means that you must make time to talk… and that your 

talk times are consistent, frequent and long enough to really go deeper. Put aside 

your electronics and JUST TALK.

You who are grandparents, are you deepening the conversations with your grand-

kids? Get away from the typical surroundings and make conversations that really 

matter. Listen to them tell you about their friends, their activities, their school class-

es and projects—here is a litmus test: do they feel that you really know them… the 

names of their friends… the classes they are taking… their teachers… their favorite 

things? 

With all of our advances, with our texting and our preoccupation with our phones, 

iPads, computers, and our posts on Instagram, Facebook, Pinterest and other sites; 

with our constant stream of emails and messaging, we no longer take the time and 

focus to get to know others, even in dating. And for some of you in your friend-

ships, and even in your marriages and families, you know the least those whom 

you love the most!!

There was a field study conducted in the Pediatrics Journal 2014 conducted by the 
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Boston Medical Center in which they observed families eating in fast food restau-

rants in order to log how much time they interacted versus focused on their devic-

es. The dominant theme of 40 out of 55 families was TOTAL ABSORPTION. In fact, 

they said many parents were so entranced on their phones that they scolded and 

berated kids when they attempted to get their attention. 

Our LOSS of talking face to face, without distractions, and growing and staying in 

the know with each other is at epidemic proportions. In a policy statement in 2013, 

the Official Journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics put out these mandates:

1. Limit amount of total entertainment screen time to 1-2 hours per day (presently  

total average technology hours is 11 for adolescents)

2. No screen exposure for children under 2 years of age

3. Keep tv and internet devices out of bedrooms

4. Monitor web surfing, social media sites

5. Co-view movies, videos and TV shows to discuss family values

6. Form a media use plan for your family

This came from the Medical Field! But I think it is advice from God too! Feeling 

known is an inseparable part of feeling loved. Too many of us grew up feeling loved 

but not known—because our parents or other relatives never invested the time on a 

regular basis to deeply get to know us. We must not repeat that in the relationships 

we establish.

And when you come to church, do you feel known by others, or do you slip in and 

then out without ever being seen? We need to take time with each other to get be-

yond the, “Hello, how are you?” to have more authentic and transparent relation-

ships.

This is why we believe in life groups! It is in small groups that you have the oppor-

tunity to share about yourself, your victories and your struggles, your accomplish-

ments and your challenges, your friendships and your family—but it is in small 

groups that you also get outside of yourself and get to know others—talk together, 

share together, learn from each other and pray together. 
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Those of you who are married and involved in the Couples study, you have a chance 

to work on your communication skills, your listening skills, and to set specific times 

to make sure you have meaningful conversations with each other. And as you grow 

to know each other more deeply in your marriage, you will also get to know others 

within your life group.

You can’t believe how many times I’ve talked to a married couple in my office and 

one of them will tell me what they are feeling, and the spouse will say, “I had no 

idea you felt that way.” Well that’s the point… you’ve got to learn to really talk to each 

other as well as listen to each other.

Do you ever feel like you are talking but your spouse is not really listening? If you 

were to ask me what I think the three most important things to a healthy mar-

riage are… I would say communication, communication, communication. You 

don’t want to be like the couple that were with friends when the subject of marriage 

counseling came up. Marie said, “Marc and I will never need marriage counseling. 

We have a perfect relationship. He was a communications major and I majored in 

drama. He communicates and, well, I just act like I’m listening.” 

Now, for any progress to take place is this area you must be intentional about talking 

to one another and learning to really listen to each other. I read that the average 

couple talks to one another about 20 minutes a day… while the average person will 

watch 4-5 hours of television a day and be on their screens many more hours! And 

then we wonder why the divorce rate is so high. Friends, we need to put down the 

phone, iPad, laptop and turn off the TV and learn to really talk and listen.  

I know that we have been emphasizing the importance of talking together, but you 

could say that full knowing requires 3T’s: Talk is the first, but you also need Togeth-

erness and Time. 

Please, please hear me on this, friends… with anything in life you have to decide 

what’s important… you have to develop priorities. And that’s why if you want a 

healthy balance in your life you have to put God first, marriage second, family third 

and then your job. And this means that you will have to be intentional about spend-

ing quality time together on a regular basis.
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I realize it’s not always easy but if your marriage is important to you then you will 

make the tough choices, which means sometimes you have to skip the social events 

or turn down other opportunities. I know… you think with all you have going on 

there’s just no way to make that happen. We both work and the kids have their 

activities… we just don’t have the time or money to do much together without our 

kids. 

Or you say, “Pastor, I get all that—but we just can’t afford it.” Listen… a date night 

every week is cheaper than a divorce and it is better for your kids. Your kids will 

be more secure in who they are if they believe they have a mom and dad that love 

each other and are going to be together for a long time. It might mean you have to 

change the way you do some things for instance your kids might have to do one 

less activity a week so that you have some margin for doing something together, 

just the two of you… and that’s okay, because in the end your kids will be healthier 

for it. 

Listen there’s been a lot of research done on this and they’ve found that spending 

time together and doing jointly satisfying activities are critical relationship main-

tenance behaviors and result in greater relationship satisfaction and closeness. A 

primary reason for this is because spending that time together and engaging in 

leisure activities allows couples to get to know one another more deeply and in 

different scenarios. Keep in mind these three T’s—Talk Togetherness and Time—

they are the formula for growing in the know!

This also has great importance for you who are building new relationships, espe-

cially dating relationships. So, let me take a few moments and talk about this getting 

to know process in dating and building a new relationship. Our High School stu-

dents and all subgke adults are going through the RAM Series small group material, 

and you are learning about FIVE KEY AREAS to explore in a dating partner. Dr. John 

Van Epp in his book, How to Avoid Falling in Love with a Jerk (or Jerkette), summa-

rized hundreds of research studies on premarital predictors of marital success. 

In other words, what can you get to know about someone BEFORE marriage that 

will predict what they will be like AFTER marriage? He found that there were FIVE 
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AREAS to get to know about a dating partner that strongly predict how that person 

will act in a future marriage relationship, and these five areas captured the bulk of 

those research studies. 

In your small group discussions, you will discover the Biblical and relational im-

portance of each of those five areas, and practical ways to actually explore and get 

to know them. We don’t have time to go into them during this message, but this is 

where the 3T’s come into the picture… you get to know these five areas by talking, 

but also by being together with that person in various situations so that you see the 

different sides of them, and by allowing enough time for things to surface. Talk, 

Togetherness and Time.

And speaking of time, in our small group video studies, Dr. John Van Epp and his 

daughter, Dr. Morgan Cutlip refer to something they call the 90-day probation pe-

riod. Let me explain. Remember what I described earlier as the fourth law of rela-

tionships—the Law of Safe Relationships—that to guard your hearts, make sure that 

what you know about a dating partner sets the ceiling for your trust, reliance, com-

mitment and sexual touch (this is a good time to refer to the large RAM chart again).

But think about this—could you date someone for, say, 6-8 weeks and never have 

an opportunity to see how they would act when they were mad at you? Of course, 

that is very possible and maybe even very probable! 

So, how important is it to see how someone treats you when they are mad at you?? 

REALLY IMPORTANT, RIGHT? This is why you should work hard to get someone 

mad at you on the first date (just kidding). 

But seriously, what I am saying is this… it takes TIME for some things to surface 

because people put their best foot forward (and would you want it any other way!)—

but then, after something has surfaced (like how someone treats you when upset or 

stressed), you still do not know if it was an exception or the norm. You have to allow 

enough time for it to repeat more than once to understand the PATTERN of how a 

person acts in various situations. So, the getting to know process in dating requires 

lots of talk, especially about those five key areas; but then, you must also be togeth-

er with a person in diverse settings; and all this requires time.
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Let me give you a quick example of the importance of time in the getting to know 

process. Paul was writing to Timothy who was pastoring and establishing leaders in 

churches. He begins by encouraging Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:22-24, to slow down 

in selecting leaders—”Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands…” he says. And then, 

in the next verse, he tells Timothy to drink “a little wine because of your stomach 

aches...” And then, he explains that “the sins of some are obvious, reaching the place 

of judgment ahead of them; but the sins of others trail behind them.” (NIV)

Essentially, you could paraphrase what Paul said in this way: “Timothy, slow down 

and take more time with figuring out the character of those you are considering for 

leadership. The sins or character flaws of some people are obvious, just like the say-

ing, ‘your reputation precedes you.’ However, there are others who look great at first, 

but in just a bit of time, you realize that they have serious issues. Maybe, Timothy, if 

you would take more time you wouldn’t have these stomach issues—but until then, 

drink a little wine now and then as your medicine.”

How many of you have known someone who always trust others too quickly, be-

come too involved too fast, or in a dating relationship, move into the sexual rela-

tionship right away—AND they just didn’t get to really know that partner. But as 

time goes on, they end up seeing some glaring problems with that partner. Almost 

always, one of two things happen: Either they get out of the relationship feeling 

hurt, wishing that they knew then what they know now. Or, they end up staying 

in that relationship and overlooking those issues because the bonds of their heart 

have overridden the judgment of their mind. Either way, they are likely to feel it 

deep in their gut, just like Timothy.

So let me wrap up this important bond of knowing each other… first, in new rela-

tionships and especially dating, save yourself a lot of pain and heartache—no mat-

ter what your age—be sure to invest time in getting to know someone before you 

even think about a long-term relationship with them. And in that time, be sure to 

talk about those five key areas discussed in your small group study. Find ways to be 

together with that person in a variety of situations so that you can see the patterns 

of how they will act in those situations and with their different moods. 

And for all of us in our long-term relationships… in marriage, with your sons and 

daughters, with your grandchildren, with your good friends— be sure to pursue 
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growing in the know. Make your talk times a high priority. Set blocks of time when 

you turn off your devices, have NO screen time, and don’t even have media in the 

background, so that all you do together is look at each other and have conversa-

tions. Be intentional about asking personal and meaningful questions. Be genuine 

when listening to what others have to say. With those you love, talk from the heart, 

and listen to more than just their words, listen to their hearts. God’s ultimate goal 

for you in your relationship with Christ is to grow in knowing Him deeply and in-

timately… and God calls you to pursue that same goal in your relationships with 

others.
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Week Three: Trust

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction: Application makes all the difference.

Review: Review of the RAM, relationships are not self-correcting.

Trust: a practical definition: The feeling of confidence that comes from what you 

“think” of someone (your trust-picture)

Building trust in new relationships:

1. Danger of trusting when not earned (Samson and Delilah)

2. Trust should be built from the “getting to know” process

3. Discernment needs to be taught by parents to their children

Sustaining Trust in Long-term Relationships

1. Trust is not JUST earned, it is also a CHOICE

2. Trust feelings come from what the qualities of a person you focus on (Paul and 

Barnabas and John Mark—Acts 15-16)

Practical Steps for Re-building Trust When Broken

1. Keep communicating

2. Cultivate mutual openness

3. Be willing to forgive and let go

4. Recognize the difference between forgiveness and trust.

5. Be willing to change some of your relationship rules 

6. Be willing to give trust

7. Don’t give up

Conclusion
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SERMON MANUSCRIPT

Introduction

I love to go to home improvement stores and buy all the stuff I need for a home 

project. It feels great because I think I’m finally going to get this stuff done… I’m fi-

nally making some progress. Now it’s going to get painted, it’s going to get stained, 

it’s going to get fixed, it’s going to get built. The house is going to look a lot nicer be-

cause I bought this stuff. Then I get home and think… but not today… I’m too tired… 

or it’s too cold or too hot out. 

So, I set the stuff in my garage and go in and have lunch or get on my computer. But 

now every time I go out to the garage I just feel guilty because there it sits. I felt like I 

was making progress but the problem is this: Application makes all the difference. 

A bucket of paint won’t make the house look any better unless I open the can. 

Application makes all the difference.  Well, in a similar fashion, relationships are 

important, and it doesn’t matter if you’re talking about someone you’re dating or 

a spouse or a friend or God… if we want healthy relationships we have to invest in 

them. 

But often, we see the same dynamic in relationships that we see in home improve-

ment. We want to improve our relationship, so we go buy a book, or we go to a sem-

inar to find some answers, or we go to church to get inspired. We walk away and say 

that was good… I’m making progress… I’m moving forward. You’re not! You feel like 

something great is happening because you attended this seminar. It’ hasn’t! Un-

less… you have applied and put in to practice what you’ve learned. Because what’s 

true about home improvement projects is true about relationships as well… Appli-

cation makes all the difference. 

The house won’t paint itself just because you bought the paint. Your relationships 

will not be stronger just because you attended a seminar or read a book. You have 

to decide to put these things into practice to apply them in your life. That’s what I’m 

hoping you will do after attending this series. 

If you are our guest, we are in the 3rd week of a 6-week relationship series that 

comes from therapist, professor and author, Dr. John Van Epp and is based around 
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his Relationship Attachment Model, called the RAM (for short). For over 25 years, 

Van Epp’s relationship courses have been featured in various news shows and re-

search studies, but a couple of years ago these courses were combined in this RAM 

Series to help our entire church—from our kids, our youth, and all of our single and 

married adults—to see how to build and sustain healthy and godly relationships. It’s 

a simple way to look at how relationships should begin and continue to grow to in 

healthy ways.

During this time, we have encouraged you to attend one of two Life Group stud-

ies—one for couples about marriage, or the second study for singles about dating 

and friendships. If you are single and not dating, and even if are you planning on 

NEVER dating, there still are some really important and Biblical reasons to attend 

this study—you see, both married and single individuals need to provide support, 

accurate information and insight, and even mentoring to those who ARE dating. 

So, if you do not need to learn this for yourself, then definitely learn it for those 

you can support—your single friends, your kids or grandkids, and those within our 

church fellowship including our youth, the never-been-marrieds and those who 

have gone through divorce. There is a concept in 2 Corinthians 1:4 that when God 

works in our life it is not ONLY about our good, but God is also equipping us to 

share and help others. 

So, I am determined to provide you with some things that will bring lasting change 

in your relationships. But you will have to take the necessary steps… do the work… 

application makes all the difference. 

Review of RAM (optional)

Now last week I shared some basic laws of this Relationship Attachment Model or 

RAM It’s a simple way to look at how you can understand and set goals to improve 

ANY and ALL of your relationships. So even though our two Life Group tracks are 

designed for marriage and dating, I want to emphasize that you can use this RAM 

to help you in your relationship with your friends, or within your families—with 

parents, with kids, with grandkids—AND right here in our church life, our relation-

ships can be profiled on the RAM so that we can be intentional about what we need 

to do to grow stronger together. AND FINALLY, you have a relationship with the 

Lord—and it is important for you to be active in that relationship, growing in your 
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knowledge, trust, reliance commitment and in all of your physical activities and 

expressions of touch—your affection, and in romantic relationships, sexual touch 

(use the large RAM as you make reference to each of the five bonds). 

These five areas are distinct from each other—and yet, they are PIECES OF THE 

WHOLE—so they interact, creating different profiles of closeness. Every one of your 

relationships is comprised of these five bonds. Last week we identified 4 Laws of 

Relationships but let me summarize one of the main points in a statement: rela-

tionships are not self-correcting. There is a FALSE idea that a relationship will just 

fix itself when something bad, or something GOOD throws it out of balance. Think 

of normal and good things that can cause one or more of these five bonds to drop 

in your relationship… what does the birth of a new baby do to your marriage rela-

tionship? (Go to the RAM and drop the touch to the bottom). 

That is not all… there is more to get to know (so move know level down 3-4 levels), 

and rely will also drop in the sense that now you are relying on each other to help 

meet the baby’s needs, and you will put your own needs on the back burner. So 

many times, partners begin to feel that they cannot rely on their partner to meet 

their own personal needs because of the attention and demands of the baby or kids.

Now please hear me… THIS-IS-NORMAL. And there are so many other life expe-

riences that will disrupt the bonds of your relationship… like promotions, finan-

cial hardships, job demands, illnesses, deployments and travel obligations, projects, 

extended family members issues, losses, and the list goes on and on!! I will say it 

again (or say it with me) IT IS NORMAL TO BECOME A LITTLE DEFLATED IN OUR 

RELATIONSHIPS. 

However, the danger is when you STAY deflated expecting a relationship to just 

heal itself. Relationships are not self-correcting. So, this RAM can help you to PRO-

FILE where how your relationship is being impacted by life’s events, and to SET 

PRACTICAL RELATIONSHIP GOALS to strengthen those areas that have dropped 

or weakened.

Last week we talked about the first dynamic “know”. And I believe this one is like a 

prerequisite for the other four bonds. For instance, knowing and being known is 
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a core in your most meaningful relationships… with a good friend, with a parent, 

with a child, and definitely, with a spouse! In many ways, authentic transparency, 

honest and open communication, empathetic listening is at the heart of intimacy. 

And without this, everything else is a hollow shell of a relationship.

How can you trust your partner if your partner does not open up and disclose how 

they think and feel? And how can your spouse rely on you to meet their needs 

in loving ways if you do NOT KNOW their needs and wants!! And what is a com-

mitment when it is void of knowing and understanding the one to whom you are 

committed. When our Lord described marriage as a man and woman joining their 

lives together to become one, the physical intimacy of oneness was to flow from 

the spiritual union of two souls sharing their lives together.

Knowing and being known is also a core of healthy dating. All the other four bonds 

should flow from this one—what you know about a dating partner should inform 

and set the ceiling for your trust, reliance, commitment and touch. But you have 

to make sure that you are getting to know the REAL person. This is why the High 

School and all single adults are taking the time to discuss the five most import-

ant areas to explore with a friend and especially a dating partner—five areas that 

strongly predict how that person would act in a long-term relationship, and partic-

ularly a marriage. 

Trust: A Practical Definition

Well, today we are going to look at the second dynamic bond which is trust. Trust is 

NOT the same as knowing someone. So, let me define trust. The dictionary defines 

it as “a feeling of confidence in another.” But I want to add just a little bit to this defi-

nition. This confidence comes not directly from the other person, but from what 

you THINK of the other person. In other words, the FEELING of TRUST comes from 

a mental picture you have of a person you know. This mental picture or represen-

tation is what we are calling your “trust picture.”

Is this making sense? You see, trust has everything to do with how you view this 

person you are dating, or how you view your spouse or even how you view God! 

Listen you have mental images of everyone you know and so the question is how 

do you see this person… do you see them as trustworthy, loving and caring… or do 



75

75
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

you see them as controlling, lazy and selfish? As you get to know a person, you put 

together a mental picture of what you think of them. The more you know about that 

person, the more details you have to accurately portray them in your mind. This 

opinion prompts a level of trust—for some, there are high levels of trust while for 

others, low amounts of trust. But for a relationship to mature and be healthy, trust 

is essential. 

Building Trust in New Relationships

Now Benjamin Franklin said something over 200 years ago that is just as relevant 

today. “Before marriage, keep your eyes wide open; but afterwards, half shut.” 

The first half of his advice speaks to how you form and maintain a trust-picture. 

During the dating time or in any NEW relationship… personal or business… you 

need to have your eyes wide open so that you do not ASSUME something is true 

about a person and put that in your trust-picture only to later find out that that who 

they really are is very different from who you THOUGHT they were. Is this making 

sense? You look at a person through the lens of your trust-picture… and this lens 

will magnify some qualities and minimize others.

Let me use an Old Testament example. I think most of you understand that many 

marriages were arranged in Biblical times, and that we need to apply God’s Word to 

our culture, and our culture has become very individualized. But yet, there are clear 

principles from the Scriptures that can be identified and implemented in how we 

date and choose partners, especially in marriage.

Samson was one of those characters in the Bible that was blessed by God and yet 

had some real personal shortcomings. You can kind of think of him as one crude 

dude… lots of testosterone.

He was a man who was greatly used of God. But yet, Samson struggled in his more 

intimate relationships. You can read about his first marriage in Judges 14-15 where 

he was pretty neglectful of his wife… and then, in chapter 16, his involvement with 

a prostitute, and then enters a woman named Delilah.

Some time later, he fell in love with a woman in the Valley of Sorek whose name was 
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Delilah. (Judges 16:4).

Now keep this in mind—he was in looooove. But she was a CON.

 The rulers of the Philistines went to her and said, “See if you can lure him into 

showing you the secret of his great strength and how we can overpower him so we 

may tie him up and subdue him. Each one of us will give you eleven hundred shek-

els  of silver.” (Judges 16:5 NIV).

The end of this story is that Samson is betrayed by her and then blinded and en-

slaved. But Samson KNEW that she could not be trusted. THREE times she broke his 

trust. But yet, Samson WANTED TO BELIEVE that he could put his trust in her. 

We read that Delilah “with great nagging, prodded him day after day until he was 

sick to death of it. So he told her everything. “No razor has ever been used on my 

head,” he said, “because I have been a Nazirite dedicated to God from my mother’s 

womb. If my head were shaved, my strength would leave me, and I would become 

as weak as any other man.” (1 Samual 16:16-17 NIV). 

Now think about this—THREE times she broke his trust. But yet, Samson STILL put 

his trust in her. And I have to believe that his “falling in love” with her made him 

see what he wanted to see… he saw IN HIS MIND a representation of a partner that 

did not MATCH REALITY. 

This is SO RELEVANT to our relationships today. When you are building a new rela-

tionship, and especially when you feel a strong love feeling for a person, it is EASY 

to overlook warning signs and FILL IN THE GAPS of WHO YOU BELIEVE them to 

be… and even though there are some red flags, you minimize them and INFLATE 

YOUR TRUST. 

Listen, and this is SO IMPORTANT. During the “getting to know” process in dating, 

you need to fully get to know someone so that your trust-picture is accurate. This 

means that you want to be acutely aware of what you are moving to the foreground 

AND what qualities you are moving to the background. 
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So often in a dating relationship, your “know” level is low but your trust is way up! (you 

can show low know and high trust on the RAM). You THINK you know the person, but 

in reality, you have created in your mind a belief of who they are by taking just the little 

bit that you DO KNOW and FILLING IN ALL THE GAPS of what you DON’T know… so it 

is not that you truly know that partner; rather, it is that you TRUST this partner. This is 

a perfect example of what has been long called, “love is blind.”

In this case, your trust is more based on your projection and not the 3T’s of getting to 

know someone that we described last week—do you remember them?? (pause)—TALK, 

TOGETHERNESS IN VARIOUS SITUATIONS, AND TIME. This is how you really get to 

know someone, but too many times in dating, people construct their “trust-picture” of 

dating partner with only a little time, talk and togetherness. Accelerated involvements 

are a major cause of the love is blind experience in dating. And this is definitely true 

with a trust that grows from filling in the gaps rather than the 3T’s of knowing a 

partner.

I know some of you are already thinking to yourself, well how much time does it really 

take to get to know someone to determine a higher trust level? Well I’m tempted to say 

a lifetime because you are always working on knowing that person you care about. But 

when it comes to dating someone and knowing them accurately, I think the best an-

swer I can give you is to practice the 3T’s, while you look for emerging patterns over 

the first three months or what we called the 90-day probation period. We mentioned 

these concepts last week and those in the singles study are exploring all these concepts 

in-depth… you get to know key five areas that PREDICT how a dating partner will act 

in a long-term relationship and especially in a marriage by talking, but also by being 

together with that person in various situations so that you see the different sides of 

them, and by allowing enough time for things to surface. Talk, Togetherness and Time. 

And somewhere around 90-days or 3-months, new things begin to surface and pat-

terns begin to emerge… it is then that you are getting to know the REAL person and not 

their REPRESENTATION. 

You understand this, at first, you usually meet a dating partner’s representative. I like to 

call this their SOCIAL MEDIA REPRESENTATIVE. And if they have a terrific representa-

tive, just know that there is a REAL person who may be very different. 
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It takes TIME, TALKING and TOGETHERNESS to reveal the true character of a dat-

ing partner. Because you won’t really know a person until you have seen them in 

several different situations and settings. I don’t really know what that person is like 

until I see them under pressure, or where they are in their relationship with God, 

or what they are like around family or friends. So that’s why it’s important to take 

whatever time you need to get to know this person and pace a growing trust ac-

cordingly. 

Parents, teach your kids HOW to build HEALTHY TRUST in others… help them un-

derstand that they need to take time to get to know the true character of a person… 

and that it is easy to THINK THE BEST of someone before you know them. 

You can begin conversations like this when your kids or grandkids are only four or 

five years old and just in preschool. They will tell you stories about friends that are 

great, and then others that are mean, or bullies; or nice one minute but nasty the 

next. Help them to take what they “get to know” and form a “trust-picture” that is not 

all or nothing, good or bad. But one that is realistic and accurate and will help them 

know how to best relate with those other children.

We need to teach discernment… in dating… in friendships… in relationships in gen-

eral. We live in a time similar to what Solomon described in Proverbs 1:20-23 (NLT):

Wisdom shouts in the streets. She cries out in the public square. She calls to the 

crowds along the main street, to those gathered in front of the city gate: “How long, 

you simpletons, will you insist on being simpleminded? How long will you mockers 

relish your mocking? How long will you fools hate knowledge? Come and listen to 

my counsel. I’ll share my heart with you and make you wise.

When we teach discernment, we help our children to know how to build SECURE 

TRUST based on proven qualities in others. Children are NATURALLY trusting, and 

when you help them develop an understanding of how to ALSO be discerning, how 

to PACE their trust, you EMPOWER your children to be wise and protected from 

getting burned in relationships. We cannot shield our kids from everything, but we 

can help them form accurate trust-pictures and know how to relate with someone 

based on that person’s trustworthiness.
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Sustaining Trust in Long-term Relationships

I would like to transition from building trust in a NEW relationship, to the ways 

we can SUSTAIN TRUST in long-term relationships. Remember what Ben Franklin 

said… “But in marriage, it is important to keep your eyes half shut”—I think this is 

what the Apostle John was referring to when he wrote that “Love covers a multi-

tude of sins.” When you love someone, you move to the BACKGROUND their flaws, 

shortcomings, weaknesses… and you move to the FOREGROUND their strengths, 

positive qualities. 

And this is probably what Paul meant in his “love chapter” 13 of 1 Corinthians. He 

wrote that love “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. 

Love never fails.” 1 Cor. 13:7-8, NIV).

Paul is trying to explain what love is when he says it always protects, always trusts, 

always hopes, always perseveres. Did you notice the word always… but isn’t that 

kind of extreme? (you say) Yes, I think that’s the point, Paul is saying love is very 

extreme. Again, he says that Love is always trusting. This is what he means: when 

you love someone you say, “I’m going to do everything I possibly can to trust you. 

Because love gives you the benefit of the doubt.” So, when your spouse says this, but 

does something else… When your boss says this, but does something else... Love 

says, “Before I jump to conclusions, I’m going to consider other possibilities… I’m 

going to wait and give them a chance to explain because I trust them.”

 

However, do not confuse this with being naïve…Love is not naïve. Love does not ne-

gate discernment. Everything we said earlier about being accurate in how we get to 

know others and form trust-pictures is Biblical. This is why the Apostle Paul prayed:  

And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge 

and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be 

pure and blameless for the day of Christ (Philippians 1:9-10, NIV). 

Believing the best in someone, giving them your trust, and being loving DOES NOT 

NEGATE being discerning and wise. THEY GO TOGETHER. What Paul means when 

it says that love is always trusting is that when you love someone, you move the 

good to the foreground and place the negatives in the background. Love prompts 
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trust, forgiveness, and healing. 

When it comes to long-term relationships like your marriages, parent-child re-

lationships, other family relationships and many of your friendships, YOU WILL 

CHOOSE WHAT YOU WANT TO FOCUS ON WITH THAT PERSON. Being respon-

sible for “running your trust” means that you arrange the pieces of what you know 

about a person to either highlight their best qualities, or their worst! So, let me go 

back to what Paul wrote to the Corinthians, LOVE SAYS, “Believe the best in some-

one.” 

Let me give you an example of where I believe that the Apostle Paul fell short of the 

advice he gave to Corinthians in chapter 13 when he told them to be “always trust-

ing.” In the book of Acts (chapter 15:36ff), we read that Paul is getting ready to leave 

on his second missionary journey when a disagreement arose between him and 

Barnabas regarding John Mark (also called Mark). On an earlier trip, John Mark had 

prematurely left the mission and headed home. This didn’t sit well with Paul, and 

so he didn’t want to take John Mark along on this second trip because… he didn’t 

trust him. 

Barnabas, on the other hand, argued to take John Mark along with them and de-

fended his trustworthiness. Now we don’t know why John Mark left them on an 

earlier trip and went home but it left a sour taste in Paul’s mouth.  Listen, have you 

noticed when we don’t trust someone we will often talk about their weaknesses, 

but when we do trust them we will talk about their strengths. It was not a difference 

in WHAT they knew about John Mark… the differences in their feelings of trust 

stemmed from the differences in WHAT THEY THOUGHT ABOUT WHAT THEY 

KNEW ABOUT MARK. 

Paul had taken Mark’s shortcomings and put them in the forefront of his men-

tal representation or trust-picture. And all of Mark’s good qualities, well, they were 

pushed into the shadows! Barnabas, on the other hand, pulled those good qualities 

out of the shadows and put them in the light, center stage. And Mark’s failures and 

weaknesses were pushed out of sight. According to 1 Corinthians 13, Barnabas was 

acting in a loving way by trying to trust once again the younger John Mark. 
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You ask, “Why was Barnabas trusting when Paul was not?” 

Well, Barnabas was known to have a positive and encouraging personality, so that 

played a part. Also, it may have been easier for Barnabas because John Mark was 

his cousin. 

But regardless, the ways that Paul and Barnabas took what they knew about Mark 

and formed two very different trust-pictures becomes an example of how YOU 

HAVE RESPONSIBILITY in CHOOSING to trust or not to trust… when it comes to 

your spouse, what qualities are you going to bring to center stage and shine a light 

on?? When it comes to your parent, what will you push to the background and what 

memories and characteristics will you bring to the foreground.

Please hear this: TRUST MUST BE EARNED, BUT TRUST IS ALSO GIVEN. trust is 

not dictated ONLY by the trustworthiness of another person… it comes from what 

you know and HOW you ARRANGE what you know into a representation or trust 

picture of that person. 

In the Old Testament you may remember that Jonathan and David were best of 

friends. But they had very different “trust-pictures” of King Saul, Jonathan’s father. 

David believed that Saul was motivated by jealousy and rage and would take any op-

portunity to kill him. Whereas, Jonathan trusted his father, believing that he would 

never act so aggressively toward David, particularly because David was married to 

his sister, Michal, who had been given in marriage to David by Saul himself!

So, David and Jonathan set up a way to test Saul’s heart. The outcome was that 

David’s trust-picture proved true as Saul DID threaten to kill David when speaking 

with Jonathan. 

So, to say that David should just go ahead, and trust Saul would be ludicrous. And 

equally foolish would it be to say that David’s trust is SOLELY based on what he fo-

cused on… “just do NOT focus on the fact that Saul wants to kill you; then you can 

trust him.” 

Uhhh-NO. Saul was untrustworthy and any way you reworked his strengths and 
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weaknesses would not change the reality of Saul’s evil motives. So, I do not want 

you to misunderstand me… I am NOT saying you should “give everyone a blank 

check…” or “trust everyone… “ or “be naïve and undiscerning.” 

But many of the “trust” issues in your relationship with your spouse are not so black 

and white. And what I am saying is that your attitude toward your spouse, for ex-

ample, is NOT determined SOLELY by your spouse’s actions. Your attitude is shaped 

by what you THINK ABOUT what you know about your spouse—what you dwell on, 

what you focus on in your thoughts, how you reflect on your spouse when you are 

thinking of him or her. You MUST TAKE RESPONSIBILITY for that attitude of trust, 

or mistrust! 

This is what Paul was saying to the Philippians in chapter two verses 3-5 when he 

wrote:

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others 

(your spouse… your son or daughter… your friend…) in humility value these others 

above yourself, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests 

of these others. In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as 

Christ Jesus…”

 Let me go back to where I began. You can hear all this and nod your heads, and say, 

“Yes, I want to have the same mindset in my marriage as my Lord Jesus; or in my 

family relationships; or in my friendships; or here in our church community!” But 

unless you leave here and pay attention to your thoughts about your spouse, and 

consciously and intentionally move the positive qualities of that person to the cen-

ter stage of your thinking, and make your mental representation, your trust-picture 

of that person highlight those good qualities, ONLY WHEN you do the hard work of 

application will your relationship improve. When you cannot trust or if you don’t 

know how to trust, or if you’re not willing to take some risks when it comes to trust, 

you will never ever fully engage relationally, and there will always be something 

lacking in your relationship.

Strong relationships, marriages, families, friends require strong trust, so let me close 

by give you seven practical ways to build AND rebuild your trust.
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#1 Keep communicating. Communication is one of the most important factors 

in building trust between two people. In fact, I often say the three most important 

things for a successful marriage is communication, communication, communica-

tion. So, spend more time communicating about your hurts and problems instead 

of sitting on them and brooding. And, of course when it comes to communication, 

it is always better if you can do it face to face. 

And don’t hold back when you are dealing with relationship issues. When you have 

something to tell this person, make sure you do it. Don’t sweep things under a rug 

just because they are difficult or have not previously been resolved. Instead, do the 

hard stuff, and “speak the truth in love.” (Ephesians 4:15). Did you hear that: talk 

assertively about your needs, your views, and your hurts. But be sure to do that in 

love, and listen to what the other person needs, their views and hurts. That is love 

and this type of communication in relationships opens the door for trust to once 

again develop. 

 

#2 Cultivate mutual openness. Make sure that both of you have access to the oth-

er person’s life. Mutuality and reciprocity are vital to building trust. And one of the 

most important areas of mutuality is transparency… that it is a two-way street. Se-

crets can be dangerous, especially in a marriage. Trust needs mutual openness. 

Your spouse should have a “master key” to every part of your life. Just decide that 

you will never have a conversation you wouldn’t want them to hear or view a web-

site you wouldn’t want them to see or go someplace you wouldn’t want them to 

know about. Both of you need to have the same degree of investment, openness 

and transparency in your relationship. 

#3 Be willing to forgive and let go. When we’ve been wronged, we usually have 

an urge to punish the person who wronged us. We want them to feel the pain that 

they have caused us. This may be normal and even justified, but God wants to help 

you forgive. Ultimately, this kind of thinking hurts everyone involved and damages 

trust even more. It’s been said, “Holding a grudge is like drinking poison and then 

hoping the other person dies!” 
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When you’ve been wronged in a relationship, it’s important to give clear and spe-

cific guidelines for how trust can be restored, but don’t continue to punish the oth-

er person who is trying to make things right. Listen closely to this Scripture from 

Ephesians 4:31-32. Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and slander, as 

well as all types of evil behavior. Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, for-

giving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.

#4 Recognize the difference between forgiveness and trust. Please hear me on 

this, forgiveness and trust are not the same things. When someone hurts you or 

does something to you, Scripture makes it clear that you have a responsibility to 

forgive that person. Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each oth-

er, just as in Christ God forgave you. Eph. 4:32 NIV. 

But you may need to be slow and cautious about trusting them again. For instance, 

if one of your teenage kids took your car without your permission, then I am sure 

you would forgive him/her. But I also bet that you are not going to leave your keys 

laying around! Now I am NOT saying that you would never trust them again. But 

I am just saying that trust needs to come slowly. Forgiveness, by its very nature 

cannot be earned; it can only be given. However, trust, by its very nature, should be 

given as it is earned. 

My example may be light, but the reality of trust being earned is so true, especially 

in more meaningful and emotional situations. It takes more time to rebuild trust 

than to forgive. And it is usually the offender that wants to “get back to normal” 

long before the time needed for trust to rebuild. It is when you engage in BOTH 

forgiveness and rebuilding trust that you will move toward healing your hurts and 

restoring your relationship.

Some of you have had serious breaches of trust in your marriage. And if you think 

that forgiving your spouse requires immediately trusting them again, then you will 

probably become stuck in unforgiveness. But what you are really doing is just try-

ing to protect yourself from being hurt from trusting again too quickly. The road of 

reconciliation requires that you walk through the journey of forgiving AND recon-

structing your trust and belief in the one who hurt you. So, know that even after you 

have been able to forgive and let something go, there may still be a distance you 
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need to go to rebuild your belief and trust in that person.

#5 Be willing to change some of your relationship rules.  This is related to what 

I just said that, trust is earned. Look at this RAM for a minute, when trust drops in 

a relationship, what happens to the “know”? It also goes down… you feel like, “I 

thought I knew you but now I am not sure who you are.” So, when trust is broken 

or challenged, the “trust-picture” you have of a person is fragmented. And to put it 

back together, you may need to set some boundaries in the relationship, increase 

the transparency, and alter some agreed-upon rules. 

Oftentimes, whatever was involved in the breaking of the trust must be altered in 

your relationship. Rebuilding trust often requires a change in how you and your 

partner handle some aspects of your relationship… like your finances, or a habit, or 

how you interact with others. So, be willing to review and revise your relationship 

to honor the rebuilding of your belief and trust in each other.

#6 Be willing to give trust.  The old saying, “trust is earned” is only half right. Think 

about this: Is it possible for you to do everything right and truly earn someone’s 

trust, but yet that person chooses to NOT trust you?  The answer is a resounding 

“yes”! Trust will never develop in your relationship unless trust is both earned and 

given. 

I know that some of you error on being too trusting, but a lot of us error on not 

“trusting again” after we have been burned, on being too perfectionistic in our ex-

pectations of a spouse, or a child, or a parent. Let your trust be seasoned with grace. 

I know that we emphasized that your trust-picture is shaped by what you focus on. 

But, to be clear, you must find the balance between looking squarely at the trust-

worthiness of your partner, while knowing that you also have the responsibility 

to choose what you will put in the foreground and what you will put in the back-

ground. When Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians, 13: 7, “Love always trusts” he meant that 

love should compel you to look for the best in someone, to focus on their good 

qualities, and to give them your trust. Rebuilding your trust in someone doesn’t 

mean that you turn a blind eye to all their faults, but it does mean that you need to 

put their best qualities in the forefront of your mind and see them in the best pos-

sible light. 
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#7 Don’t give up! The Bible also says that, “Love covers over a multitude of sins.” I love 

that picture of love being strong enough to cover our imperfections and fill in the 

cracks of our broken hearts. Don’t quit when it gets hard! Keep loving each other and 

allow God to use the power of love and grace to bring wholeness and healing to your 

relationship. Remember what the Apostle Paul wrote…Love never gives up, never los-

es faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every circumstance.

Let me wrap this up: Trust is essential in your relationships! It is the feelings of securi-

ty and confidence that actually come from what you think and focus on with another. 

So, when you are building a new relationship, let what you get to know about some-

one set the ceiling for your trust… and take your time, get to know how this person 

acts in different situations and moods, and grow in the depth of what you talk about. 

And for your marriage, parenting, friendships and other long-term relationships, 

know that you are ALWAYS “filtering” what you focus on. Learn to put the best of the 

person in the front of your mind, and not their worst. YOU must run your trust-atti-
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Week  Four: Rely

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction: Review of RAM Series

Unhealthy Reliances: 

The extreme of being too independent and refusing to need anyone

The extreme of being too dependent and losing your identity in another

Healthy Reliances: 

The balance of self-reliance with healthy interdependence

The goal of interdependence is to create a sense of oneness or unity in relationships

• Jesus’ high priestly prayer John 17

• Paul’s prayer for the Philippians (2:1-2)

• The analogy of members of a body joined together (1 Corinthians 12)

The three ingredients of healthy reliance

Healthy Reliance in Action: Healthy reliance can only be developed to the extent 

that the “know” and “trust” have been developed in your relationships.

Healthy Reliance in Marriage:

1. Becoming a connoisseur of each other’s needs and wants 

2. Redefining “headship” and the roles of a husband and wife (Ephesians 5)

Healthy Reliance in Other Close Relationships

1. Parent-child relationships

2. Church family relationships
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Conclusion: Balancing independence and interdependence) Philippians 4:10-19

1. Paul personifies rugged self-reliance.

2. Paul promotes sacrificial reciprocity in relationships.

Whether it is here in the family of God, or in your home with your own family, in your 

marriage, or even in your business life... make it your goal to become a connoisseur 

of those you love and serve so that you can give to them according to what they 

genuinely need. And in doing so, you will find that God meet your own needs from 

riches greater than any on earth... the riches of His own glory.

SERMON MANUSCRIPT

Introduction: The extremes of self-reliance and over-dependency

You know many of us grew up hearing “The only person you can depend on is 

yourself.” We were taught from a young age that it’s not good to lean on others too 

much and that being independent is what you should strive for. But the truth is… 

self-reliance can be a double-edged sword. On the surface, it’s seems wonderful 

to be independent, self-sufficient and resilient… who doesn’t want that!  But TOO 

MUCH OF A GOOD THING OFTEN BECOMES BAD! You can risk true intimacy and 

the type of relationships God wants us to have when you are too independent.

A lot of people are self-reliant to a fault. They don’t trust anyone but themselves. “I’m 

my own man… I’m my own woman, I don’t need anyone to help me; I just need to 

take care of me.” Some of you do not want to rely on anyone for anything. You are 

offended by the word, “needs” because you do not want to be seen as “needy”. And 

if you are married, you would be likely to say to your spouse, “I really do not have 

any needs… I am pretty simple and self-sufficient.” But in reality, you have built this 

protective wall. Listen, I hope you can see that this type of self-reliance has gone 

TOO FAR and is not healthy. 

But the opposite extreme is also equally dangerous and unhealthy. When you look 

to another person to meet your most significant needs, and that person becomes a 

source of stability and strength to you MORE than God, you can slip into an overly 

dependent or co-dependent relationship. 
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Review of the RAM Series 

We are in week #4 of a churchwide experience called, RAM Series, a series that is 

based on the Biblical premise that the two most important areas of your life here on 

earth are actually relationships… your relationship with God and your relationships 

with others. Our kids and youth are also going through this series, and our adult 

singles and married couples are going through two studies in this series in their 

life groups while we continue a 6-week focus on building healthy relationships in 

dating, and sustaining healthy relationships in marriage, parenting and church life. 

We have been using Dr. John Van Epp’s Relationship Attachment Model (or the RAM 

for short) which is a simple but comprehensive tool for understanding the major 

bonds or connections that exist in all of your relationships. (go to RAM chart) And 

because it is interactive, it can help you to regularly plot out exactly where you are 

in a given relationship, determining the strengths and weaknesses, the areas of 

security and vulnerability, so that you can set some immediate relationship goals 

to keep balancing your relationship and keep it growing in godly and healthy 

ways.

This week we are examining this bonding area of HOW YOU DEVELOP AND 

MAINTAIN A HEALTHY RELIANCE in your relationships. In the last two weeks we 

focused on the “know” and “trust” in your relationships (show on RAM chart). 

Optional Expanded Review

And, just to review, we stated that what you KNOW about a dating partner should 

set the ceiling of what you trust about that person, and how you rely on them! And 

those of you going through the small group study for singles in our life groups 

have had several weeks of talking about FIVE MAJOR AREAS TO EXPLORE IN A 

DATING PARTNER THAT WILL BEST REVEAL THAT PERSON’S CHARACTER AND 

MARRIAGE-ABILITY. They are a:

1. What someone took out of their family upbringing

2. The maturity of that person’s conscience

3. The potential of compatibility you have with this person

4. The track record of this how this person acts in their other relationships

5. The relationship skills this person possesses
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These five target areas to get to know will clearly reveal the character and heart of 

a person, and predict what they will be like in a long-term relationship, especially 

marriage! The key for dating relationships is to keep your HEAD working with YOUR 

HEART… so that when you engage your mind to pay attention to these five key areas 

of a partner you can also USE THIS RAM chart to help you GUARD YOUR HEART 

by following what is called the SAFE ZONE… never let one level go higher that any 

to the left. What you KNOW should set the ceiling for your TRUST, and you should 

not RELY on someone more than what you trust about that person, and these three 

levels should inform you and set the limit to how much you COMMIT to that partner, 

and be sure to NOT GO farther in you PHYSICAL and SEXUAL TOUCH than ANY 

of these four levels. Certainly, you can (and should especially in the sexual area) set 

greater boundaries, but you are wise to ALWAYS stay within the safe zone when 

building a new relationship.

Now when it comes to relationships that you have ALREADY DEVELOPED and are 

SUSTAINING, there are a few other guiding principles. We referred to them as the 

LAWS of RELATIONSHIPS: The Law of Diminishing Returns simply states that no 

matter how great your relationship is right now—like let’s say that in your MARRIAGE 

all five bonds are peaking (on your RAM chart, move all to the top), it is JUST A 

MATTER OF TIME BEFORE they will drop or shift in their balance by the GOOD, the 

BAD and the UGLY of life. You may have heard the tagline, “Life comes at you fast,” 

and when it does, it will always impact your relationships. For instance, you may get 

a promotion which requires more time on the job (drop down a little the know, the 

rely). Or you may have new projects in your home like renovations, or new activities 

occur with your kids like sports or school responsibilities, or you may have a new 

baby join your family team—just think of what a baby does to your marriage (look at 

the RAM, drop know a bit, make trust crooked, drop rely to about halfway and then 

slowly drop touch… and laugh). 

These shifts of your relationship bonds are NOT a sign of something wrong… 

instead, IT IS NORMAL TO EXPERIENCE CHANGES AND IMBALANCES IN YOUR 

RELATIONSHIP IN RESPONSE TO LIFE’S BLESSINGS AND CHALLENGES. 

But here is the thing:  SLOW LEAKS LEAD TO EITHER FLATTEN YOUR 

RELATIONSHIP OR SET YOU UP FOR A BIG BLOWOUT!! This is the second law of 
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relationships. So, you must REGULARLY AND INTENTIONALLY IDENTIFY WHAT 

HAS SHIFTED, WHERE YOUR RELATIONSHIP IS A BIT UNBALANCED, WHERE IT 

HAS BECOME A LITTLE DEFLATED, AND SET SOME PRACTICAL AND IMMEDIATE 

RELATIONSHIP GOALS TO INCREASE THOSE AREAS. This is what our couples are 

working on in their life group study during our series, and what we God wants us to 

be doing in all our relationships. 

I love the metaphor that says, “Inside every child is an ‘emotional tank’ waiting to 

be filled with love. When a child FEELS loved, he will usually develop normally; but 

when the love tank is empty, the child will act out. Well the same thing is true for 

parents; and it’s true for married individuals. The reason why marriages fail, teens 

get pregnant and children misbehave is MOST OFTEN related to someone’s love 

tank being empty. 

Friends listen… you are never at 100% with these dynamics. In other words, you 

are always working on each of these areas… always! There is always more to know 

about your partner or your child or your friend, you can always trust them more and 

depend on them more and be more committed to them. And touch- we said- can 

be either sexual or non-sexual—like your expressions of affection—and think how 

these will change over the years with your kids, and in a marriage, the affection 

AND the sexual relationship is not supposed to become stagnant, it should continue 

to grow and get better over the course of your marriage. If you are not REGULARLY 

STRENGTHENING EACH of these MAJOR BONDS in your marriage, then they will 

slowly deflate. 

I know some of you say “but we’ve been married for 10 years, 20 years, 40 years… I 

know my spouse better than anyone.” Well, that may be true; but at the same time, 

we all change. We grow, we expand, our opinions change over time and sometimes 

even our values change. And these changes result in new perspectives, needs, and 

desires. For instance, a health scare or a family crisis or the loss of a loved one can 

change how you view things. Becoming empty nesters changes things, moving 

to a new community or starting a new career can bring about change. These are 

all things that impact these five bonds of your relationship described on this RAM 

chart and end up deflating them here and there. It is just NORMAL to have your 

relationship fluctuate, and for your bonds of closeness to shift.
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So, the third law is really what we are told all through the Scriptures about relationships. 

We must take responsibility to regularly identify and strengthen the specific areas of 

our relationships that have deflated. Slow leaks can lead to big blowouts if we neglect 

this responsibility or just assume that a relationship just runs itself, and corrects itself. 

This series is all about BUILDING AND SUSTAINING HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS—

and remember, Jesus told us that loving relationships with God and others fulfills all 

that is written in the law and prophets, so our spiritual growth is inseparable from 

our relationships.

Unhealthy Reliances

So NOW, as we are focus in on this connection or bond of HOW YOU RELY in your 

relationships, I want to again acknowledge that it is unhealthy to go too far in one 

of two directions—becoming too RELIANT or DEPENDENT on someone, or the 

other direction of becoming too SELF-RELIANT so that you do not need anyone. 

What I said earlier is that some have been raised to believe that personal strength 

is equated with being self-reliant. But others take a posture of not needing anyone 

because of deep hurts. (An illustration of this: There was a classic song of the 1960’s 

by Simon and Garfunkel titled, I am a rock. You can look up the lyrics and quote 

some of them if desired, especially the 2nd and 3rd stanza). 

On the other hand, sometimes when a person has been wounded by someone in the 

past they look for a romantic partner to fulfill the lacking needs in their life. And as a 

result, they quickly become TOO dependent in the relationship and over idealize their 

partner and ignore the red flags because to acknowledge problems would threaten 

their dependency. Maybe you grew up in an unhealthy family, or you had a painful 

experience with an ex; or a hurtful experience with a father-in-law or a stepfather 

or a stepmother; or maybe you had a bad experience in a former occupation or 

in a former company that you worked for. And over time something happened to 

you… something happened to your heart. Experiences like these can move you to 

an extreme in TRUST and RELIANCE. You can LOSE TRUST and REFUSE to RELY 

on others because trusting and relying makes you vulnerable to getting hurt again. 

And then there are others who are STARVING for someone to depend on, and then 
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they TRUST TOO QUICKLY or DEPEND TOO MUCH on another.

Life experiences can greatly impact how you form trust and reliance in your 

relationships. If you are SINGLE or SINGLE AGAIN then take some time to look in the 

mirror… how do you form a reliance with a romantic partner, what are your needs 

that you expect that person to meet, what role do you take in meeting that partner’s 

needs, is there a good balance between being independent and autonomous, while 

also being giving and INTERdependent? 

Healthy Reliances

God wants to stretch and to bend and to teach you to develop a HEALTHY reliance on 

others. This is a tricky thing. Being able to rely on another is necessary for a healthy 

relationship. Learning to depend on another takes great effort and time to build but 

it can be broken very quickly. And if you think about it, almost every relationship has 

encountered difficulties over broken promises and disappointed reliances. I would 

even argue that most difficulties in relationships stem directly from some kind of 

betrayal or at least perceived betrayal. And when you have relied on someone who 

let you down, then you tend to move toward one extreme or another in how you rely 

on others. 

But God wants to teach you how to balance self-reliance with healthy 

interdependence. Over and over, the Bible emphasizes that we should strive for a 

unity and oneness that only comes from mutual reliance.

In Christ’s high priestly prayer from the Gospel of John (17), our Lord Jesus prays: 

Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name, the name you gave me, so that 

they may be one as we are one. (verse 11)

My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through 

their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in 

you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I 

have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one—I 

in them and you in me—so that they may be brought to complete unity. (verse 20-

23).
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And this is what the Apostle Paul prayed for all of us in Philippians chapter two:

Therefore if (literally “since”) you have any encouragement from being united with 

Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any 

tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, 

having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind. (verses 1-2).

The glue of unity and oneness is how we need each other and have a healthy inter-

dependence on one another. Listen closely to what the Bible says JUST BEFORE 

the wonderful chapter (1 Corinthians 13) on love—in 1 Corinthians chapter 12 the 

Apostle Paul explains how God has joined all of us together in the body of Christ 

in order to experience a ONENESS. And that means that we form a HEALTHY 

INTER-DEPENDENCE… THAT WE NEED EACH OTHER… THAT EACH OF US HAS 

SOMETHING TO GIVE OTHERS THAT JOINS US TOGETHER AS ONE.

The human body has many parts, but the many parts make up one whole body. So, 

it is with the body of Christ. Some of us are Jews, some are Gentiles, some are slaves, 

and some are free. But we have all been baptized into one body by one Spirit, and we 

all share the same Spirit.

Yes, the body has many different parts, not just one part. If the foot says, “I am not a 

part of the body because I am not a hand,” that does not make it any less a part of the 

body. And if the ear says, “I am not part of the body because I am not an eye,” would 

that make it any less a part of the body? If the whole body were an eye, how would 

you hear? Or if your whole body were an ear, how would you smell anything?

But our bodies have many parts, and God has put each part just where he wants it. 

How strange a body would be if it had only one part! Yes, there are many parts, but 

only one body. The eye can never say to the hand, “I don’t need you.” The head can’t 

say to the feet, “I don’t need you.”

In fact, some parts of the body that seem weakest and least important are actually 

the most necessary. And the parts we regard as less honorable are those we clothe 

with the greatest care. So we carefully protect those parts that should not be seen, 
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while the more honorable parts do not require this special care. So God has put the 

body together such that extra honor and care are given to those parts that have less 

dignity. This makes for harmony among the members, so that all the members 

care for each other. If one part suffers, all the parts suffer with it, and if one part 

is honored, all the parts are glad. All of you together are Christ’s body, and each of 

you is a part of it.

This passage provides a picture of the relationship bond of reliance. 

1. Reliance recognizes that you have something that is essential to meeting the 

needs of another. 

2. Reliance recognizes that someone else has something that is essential to meeting 

your needs. 

3. Reliance is all about an interdependence within a relationship in which you are 

meeting the needs of another, and that person is meeting needs that you have.

How that plays out in our own church fellowship is that each one of you has 

something needed by others in our church community—and in fact, God has given 

spiritual gifts to EVERY Christian so that every believer has something to give to 

others over and above their own natural talents and resources.  

A mutual reliance—a balance between what you give to others and what others give 

to you—this is God’s design for healthy reliance in the body of Christ!

Now, let’s put this in the context of a marriage. A healthy reliance is when you and 

your spouse are intentional about understanding and actively meeting the needs of 

the other. It is the marital application of the golden rule that Jesus stated (I replace 

“others” with “your spouse”): Do unto (your spouse) just as you would like (your 

spouse) to do unto you.

Now this is so important… (go to the RAM chart). A key bond or connection in ALL of 

our relationships is how we rely on each other. And reliance is about how you give 

to another to meet that other person’s needs (pointing to the Rely slider). But this 

REQUIRES THAT YOU KNOW WHAT THAT OTHER PERSON NEEDS SO THAT YOU 

CAN MEET THAT NEED.  (move the know down and keep the rely high). If you do 
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not KNOW what your spouse likes, what he/she wants from you, what makes your 

spouse feel loved and valued, then HOW can you truly meet your spouse’s needs… 

how can your spouse RELY on you to meet those needs. (move the KNOW up). So, 

you must make sure you LISTEN, you UNDERSTAND, you INVESTIGATE what your 

spouse wants and needs from you so that you can accurately meet his or her needs.

And you must have a positive attitude of TRUST in your relationship (move the trust 

up along with the know to show that they inform the reliance within your marriage). 

If you know your partner really well but have a BAD attitude toward them, then you 

are likely to NOT meet their needs even though you know what they are.

This is equally true in your relationships with your children or grandchildren. A 

key bond or connection in your relationship is how you meet their needs, but this 

REQUIRES that you KNOW your kids, your grandkids… you have good talk times, 

conversations in which you can listen, be a part of their world, know their likes and 

dislikes, and build a strong TRUST between you and them (raise trust up on the 

RAM). And then with a growing KNOW and TRUST you have the ability to MEET 

THEIR NEEDS in healthy ways… they can RELY on you.

These three bonds of your relationship interact in very powerful ways. When you 

meet someone’s need in a very thoughtful and meaningful way, they feel more 

understood and known by you, and their trust in you also goes up… they have a 

better opinion of you and feel more confident and secure with you. And when you 

neglect to meet someone’s need then that also has an impact on the other two 

relationship bonds, but in a more negative way—they feel overlooked, like you don’t 

see who they are or what they want; and their trust in you tends to drop as well. 

God wants our relationships to grow in ways that we feel valued, a sense of belonging, 

and that our contribution really matters. This is what I read in 1 Corinthians 12-- 

that GOD HAS DESIGNED THE BODY OF CHRIST SO THAT EACH MEMBER 

HAS SOMETHING VERY IMPORTANT TO GIVE, AND SOMETHING ELSE VERY 

IMPORTANT TO RECEIVE FROM OTHERS. Each of you is “self-sufficient” with a 

distinct value and gifting… but your independence, skills, gifts and capacities are 

ultimately to serve the needs of another. We are to have relationships with each 

other that can be compared to the parts of the human body. It is ONE body with 
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many different parts. And every part is NEEDED by the OTHER PARTS… there 

is a MUTUAL NEED FULFILLMENT that occurs in the body of Christ when it is 

functioning according to God’s design.

So, listen, in your marriage, in your dating relationship, in your relationship with 

your children or grandchildren, this bond of reliance… MUTUAL MEETING OF 

NEEDS is a core of what God wants you to experience. 

Healthy Reliance Within Marriage

I mentioned at the beginning of this message that it is possible to have an unhealthy 

reliance in dating or marriage. But what does healthy reliance look like. So, let’s get 

very practical and talk about what this looks like in marriage. (You who are dating 

need to ask if your relationship is moving in this direction).

Judith Siegel, who wrote the book, What Children Learn From Their Parents’ Marriage, 

talks about the importance of interdependence and says that it’s what makes the 

difference between happy and unhappy marriages. In fact, she says, “In marriages 

where partners do not offer mutual support, partners have become disappointed in 

each other and have come to believe that they must look out for themselves first.” She 

goes on to explain that mutual dependence is a trademark of a healthy relationship. 

She believes that being able to give and take support — is an essential ingredient in 

a successful marriage.

Dr. John Van Epp, the author and developer of this series, RAM Series, calls this 

BEING THE CONNOISEUR OF YOUR SPOUSE in his book, Becoming Better Together. 

You become the EXPERT who knows the big and little things that your spouse likes, 

wants and needs. And like a connoisseur, you love the subject of your expertise… and 

in marriage, that means you LOVE your spouse and all of his or her idiosyncrasies. 

You LOVE figuring out what he or she would enjoy, and when it is different than 

what you want or need, you make sure you creatively meet those needs. This is the 

golden rule; this is LOVE in action; this is MUTUAL NEED FULFILLMENT. 

Dr. Gary Chapman is the author of the best-selling book, The Five Love Languages 

and he says there are basically 5 emotional love languages… 5 ways that people speak 
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and understand emotional love. If I can try to fill my spouse’s love tank but if I’m not 

speaking her love language then it won’t do a lot for her. Essentially, his entire book 

can be understood as an EXPANSION of this RELY connection in your relationship. 

What I really like about Chapman’s five ways of meeting someone’s needs in ways 

that are meaningful to that specific person is that it applies to ALL relationships, 

not just marriage. The five languages are #1 Words of Affirmation. #2 Quality time. 

#3 Receiving gifts. #4 Acts of service. and #5 Physical touch. If you’ve not read the 

book, The Five Love Languages by Gary Chapman, then I would highly recommend 

it.

Illustration of Meeting Needs Specific to a Partner

Almost 15 years before the movie, The Notebook came out, and 5 years prior to the 

publishing of the Nicholas Sparkes book that the movie was based on, this letter 

appeared in Ann Lander’s newspaper column (March 10, 1991):

“Dear Ann Landers: I’m going to tell you about a love story that I witness 

every time I go to the nursing home to see my husband who has Alzheimer’s 

disease. Unfortunately, I know firsthand how this terrible illness affects 

family members, but I would like the world to know what love really is. I see 

a man who, I understand, has spent the last eight years caring for his wife 

who has Alzheimer’s. They have been married more than 50 years. He cooks 

and feeds her every bite of food she eats. He has bathed her and dressed her 

every day all these years. They have no other family. She lost a baby at birth 

and they never had any more children. “I cannot describe the tenderness 

and love that man shows for his wife. She is unable to recognize anyone, 

including him. The only things she shows any interest in are two baby dolls. 

They are never out of her hands. “I observed him when I parked beside him 

the other day. He sat in his old pickup truck for a few minutes, then he patted 

down what little hair he had, straightened the threadbare collar of his shirt 

and looked in the mirror for a final check before going in to see his wife. It was 

as if he were courting her. They have been partners all these years and have 

seen each other under all kinds of circumstances, yet he carefully groomed 

himself before he called on his wife, who wouldn’t even know him. This is an 

example of the type of love and commitment the world needs today.”
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When you truly you love someone, it’s expressed in the ways that you meet the 

needs specific to that individual.

I believe that this is the image the Apostle Paul was sketching in Ephesians chapter 

5 when he explained the roles of a husband and wife:

For wives, this means submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For a husband is the 

head of his wife as Christ is the head of the church. He is the Savior of his body, 

the church. As the church submits to Christ, so you wives should submit to your 

husbands in everything. (Ephesians 5:22-24).

Now if he stopped there, you could think that this is all about POWER in the 

relationship between a husband and wife. But that is NOT what Paul was describing 

in his description of the roles of husbands and wives.

First, understand that when the Apostle Paul penned these words, this idea of 

headship was nothing new—in fact, you would be hard-pressed to find a culture 

anywhere in the ancient world that did not consider the man to be the head of the 

marriage. But what Paul went on to say was REVOLUTIONARY to the concept of 

headship and a husband’s role.

For husbands, this means love your wives, just as Christ loved the church. He gave up 

his life for her to make her holy and clean, washed by the cleansing of God’s word. He 

did this to present her to himself as a glorious church without a spot or wrinkle or any 

other blemish. Instead, she will be holy and without fault. In the same way, husbands 

ought to love their wives as they love their own bodies. For a man who loves his wife 

actually shows love for himself. No one hates his own body but feeds and cares for it, 

just as Christ cares for the church. And we are members of his body.

As the Scriptures say, “A man leaves his father and mother and is joined to his wife, 

and the two are united into one.” This is a great mystery, but it is an illustration of the 

way Christ and the church are one. So again, I say, each man must love his wife as he 

loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband. (Ephesians 5:25-33, NTL)

Did you hear the NEW DEFINITION of headship? A husband’s Headship is NOT 
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ABOUT POWER, rather it is all about MAKING SACRIFICES FOR HIS WIFE, FOR HER 

GOOD, FOR HER BENEFIT, FOR HER PERSONAL GROWTH. This kind of love is 

what produces the ONENESS that God intended. Between the two of you, one of you 

has to take the lead… and the Scriptures point to the husband and puts on him the 

responsibility of being THE INITIATOR OF SACRIFICE AND LOVE. 

So, let’s bring this home—husbands’ must take the LEAD in being connoisseurs of 

their wives. A godly husband is a STUDENT of his wife, studying her to understand 

what makes her feel loved and secure. The husband is the one going out and buying 

the book, The Five Love Languages, or His Needs, Her Needs, or Becoming Better 

Together, or Love and Respect. He is the one searching online to find something to do 

together that is romantic, or adventurous, or relaxing, or a get-away… but regardless, 

he is using only one criteria: what will light her up with excitement and fulfillment?

The Biblical role of a husband is to be that active and sacrificial connoisseur who 

can be relied on to put his wife first and take her needs and wants seriously. When 

you fully comprehend this RADICAL NEW ROLE of the husband that God designed 

in the Scriptures, then the role of the wife makes perfect sense.

In the passage we read in Ephesians that the wife is told to “submit to your husband” 

(5:24) and “the wife must respect her husband.” (5:33). I like to call submit, “the attitude 

of a willingness to yield” and respect, “the attitude of highlighting the strengths and 

best in a partner.” This is really captured in the description Peter gives of the wife’s 

role, and I especially like the wording of this passage from the paraphrase, The 

Message (1 Peter 3:1-6).

The same goes for you wives: Be good wives to your husbands, responsive to their 

needs. There are husbands who, indifferent as they are to any words about God, will 

be captivated by your life of holy beauty. What matters is not your outer appearance—

the styling of your hair, the jewelry you wear, the cut of your clothes—but your inner 

disposition.

Cultivate inner beauty, the gentle, gracious kind that God delights in. The holy 

women of old were beautiful before God that way, and were good, loyal wives to their 

husbands. Sarah, for instance, taking care of Abraham, would address him as “my 
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dear husband.” You’ll be true daughters of Sarah if you do the same, unanxious and 

unintimidated.

When a wife seeks to fulfill God’s plan for marriage, she looks for ways to meet 

a husband’s needs. She cultivates an attitude of respect and loyalty, making her 

husband feel honored and admired.

Now put this together with what we saw as the husband’s role. For this wife is 

married to a man who is taking the INITIATIVE to meet her needs, even when it 

requires that he make sacrifices. 

They are BOTH determined to make the other feel loved. They are BOTH focused on 

meeting the needs and wants of the other. They are BOTH trying to OUT-DO each 

other with being connoisseurs of their partner. 

These two roles are complimentary and are much more about meeting each other’s 

needs than they are about who is in charge or who has the power. You could say 

that the New Testament roles of a husband and a wife are much more about grace 

and love than position and power. And see if this makes sense, these two roles also 

capture what we are to be doing in all of our other relationships. 

Healthy Reliance in Other Close Relationships

Parents are to become connoisseurs of EACH child, knowing how to meet their 

needs in ways that are SPECIFIC to that child. Good parenting requires that you 

become a student of each of your children. For one needs more talks while the 

other needs more play; one needs more hugs while the other needs more space; 

one needs more support while the other needs more control. There is not ONE 

template for raising all children. You must KNOW each one, become a connoisseur 

of their unique strengths and weaknesses, needs and wants. And then in a climate 

of TRUST and security, find creative ways to meet the needs of each child. None of 

us will ever achieve perfection, but when you understand how God has designed 

relationships with one of the major bonds being that of interdependence, then you 

can keep growing in how you develop and sustain these bonds of love.

Another example is that managers and leaders must understand the INDIVIDUAL 



102

102
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

DIFFERENCES of their those under them, and devise responsibilities and goals that 

build from the strengths and skills of those they serve. Good managers and leaders 

then, you could say, are connoisseurs of those they serve.

And here in our church family, we want to grow in our relationships so that we KNOW 

each other, have good talks, times of sharing; get togethers out of the church building 

and meet-ups in places that allow for deeper and more meaningful conversations, 

and the building of TRUST. It is in this context that we learn what others need from 

us and what we have to give. This is God’s design for relationships… that we discover 

our gifts and how God would have us serve others, and also how much we really need 

others and what they have to share with us. God calls us to grow in relationships 

because they are the conduit through which you and those you love learn to rely 

on each other in mutual and healthy ways, giving and receiving, supporting and 

being supported, loving and being loved.   

Conclusion

Let me wrap up our focus on this crucial relationship bond of reliance by looking at 

one last passage that I believe puts this all together. When the Apostle Paul was in 

prison, probably in Rome, and facing a life-threatening Roman trial before Caesar, 

he penned one of his most personal letters to the believers in the city of Philippi. As 

he drew the thoughts of his heart to a conclusion, he wrote these words that also 

capture heart of our message:

I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, 

you were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. I am not saying this 

because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances.  

I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned 

the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, 

whether living in plenty or in want.  I can do all this through him who gives me 

strength. (Philippians 4:10-13, NIV).

1. Paul personifies rugged self-reliance. He has learned contentment in all situations 

of life. He is not needy or whiny, even when he lacks the very basic necessities of life 

like food, shelter, and safety. He can take care of himself and is not overly dependent 

or co-dependent on anyone. Paul “can do all things through Christ who strengthens 
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him.” But let’s read on and you will see that...

 2. Paul promotes sacrificial reciprocity in relationships. This is the “practice of 

exchanging things with others for mutual benefit,”—the act of giving and receiving 

in mutually beneficial ways. Watch for the emphasis on giving and receiving as I 

read:

Yet it was good of you to share in my troubles.  Moreover, as you Philippians know, in 

the early days of your acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, 

not one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, except you 

only; for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent me aid more than once when 

I was in need. Not that I desire your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to 

your account.  I have received full payment and have more than enough. I am amply 

supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent. They are a 

fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God.  And my God will meet all 

your needs according to the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus. (Philippians 4:14-19, 

NIV).

Did you catch the giving and receiving... Paul wanted the Philippian Christians 

to ACTIVELY BE IN RELATIONSHIP WITH HIM... and this means that they were 

connoisseurs of what Paul needed, and then took action to meet those needs. He 

clarifies, “This is not because I was desiring gifts from you, but because your acts of 

giving will fulfill God’s plan for how we are to function in our relationships.”

Paul’s “gifts” to the Philippians were not materialistic, but rather were the gifts 

of investing time, making disciples, and teaching new believers about God. Paul 

describes what he gave to the Philippians in the first chapter: 

If I continue living here on earth, I will be able to work for the Lord. But what would I 

choose—to live or to die? I don’t know.  It would be a hard choice. Sometimes I want 

to leave this life and be with Christ. That would be much better for me; however, you 

people need me here alive. I am sure of this, so I know that I will stay here and be with 

you to help you grow and have joy in your faith. (Philippians 1:22-25, EVR).

Paul gave to the Philippians according to what they needed... and they gave back 
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to Paul according to what he needed. And when you build strong “reliances,” 

mutuality, healthy interdependences within your relationships, then you can claim 

the wonderful promise that Paul gave to the Philippians. You see, even in your 

relationship with God there is this reciprocity of giving and receiving. Paul told the 

Philippians that when they gave to Paul, they were REALLY giving to God a fragrant 

offering, an acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God – and in doing so, God will give to 

them. GOD WILL MEET ALL OF YOUR NEEDS ACCORDING TO THE RICHES OF 

HIS GLORY IN CHRIST JESUS. (Philippians 4:19, NIV). 

Whether it is here in the family of God, or in your home with your own family, in your 

marriage, or even in your business life... make it your goal to become a connoisseur 

of those you love and serve so that you can give to them according to what they 

genuinely need. And in doing so, you will find that God meet your own needs from 

riches greater than any on earth... the riches of His own glory. Let’s pray. 
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Week Five: Commit

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction: Review of the RAM

A Biblical View of Commitment to God and Others

Commitment in Friendships & Church Family

Importance of building friendships with depth vs social media contacts

Example of David and Jonathon

Commitment in Dating Relationships 

Risks inherent in cohabitation outside of marriage

The benefits of growing in commitment informed by what you know, trust and can 

rely on with a partner

The five common sources of Commitment Phobia

1. Afraid of becoming trapped 

2. Afraid of the drama 

3. Afraid my partner will change in negative ways, or won’t change in positive ways

4. Afraid of getting hurt

5. Afraid of failure 

Commitment in Marriage Relationships 

The protection plan of a lifelong marriage commitment (God’s heartache about 

divorce)

Practical steps to increase the priority of your spouse in your commitment level.

1. Undistracted attention. 

2. Verbalize your commitment.

3. Remind yourself of your own commitment. 

4. Set mutual goals together.

5. Read a book together. 
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6. Speak with a Christian counselor. 

7. Make a public declaration of your commitment.

Conclusion

SERMON MANUSCRIPT

I said many times the entire Bible is about relationships, our relationship with God 

and our relationship with each other. Now in this series we are using a model called 

the Relationship Attachment Model or R.A.M. for short. It was developed by therapist, 

professor and author Dr. John Van Epp in his research regarding relationship bonds 

and connections. It’s a simple tool that can help you to look at how you can improve 

your relationships—and we have seen how it can help us in BUILDING NEW 

RELATIONSHIPS, LIKE DATING… AND ALSO SUSTAINING AND CONTINUING 

TO GROW IN OUR LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIPS LIKE MARRIAGE, FAMILY AND 

FRIENDSHIPS. 

Here is what the model looks like with its 5 dynamics. (show). On the first week of this 

series we looked at how these FIVE BONDS OR CONNECTIONS EXIST BETWEEN YOU 

AND GOD… THAT IT IS VITAL THAT YOU GROW IN YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF OUR 

LORD, AND LET THAT KNOWLEDGE BUILD YOUR BELIEF OR TRUST, AND THEN 

THAT YOU ACT ON THAT TRUST WITH FULL RELIANCE AND COMMITMENT, 

AND EXPRESS YOUR COMMITMENT TO THE LORD IN POSITIVELY TOUCHING 

THE LIVES OF OTHERS

This RAM chart can also DEPICT THE MAJOR BONDS THAT OCCUR BETWEEN 

YOU AND ANOTHER PERSON, SO THAT, like a relationship GPS, YOU CAN 

IDENTIFY WHERE YOU ARE IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP, AND WHAT SPECIFIC 

RELATIONSHIP GOALS WILL STRENGTHEN YOU AND THAT RELATIONSHIP. 

(Our life groups are taking one of two studies as we progress through this RAM 

Series... for couples and for singles.)

We have taken the last four weeks to look at how to build and also maintain healthy 

bonds with God and others in the areas of knowing, trusting and relying—whether 

that be in a dating relationship, a marriage, with one of your kids or parents, or 
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someone in our church fellowship.

A Biblical View of Commitment to God and Others

Today we come to this fourth bond of commitment. And as important as each one 

of these five areas is in your relationship with God and others, maybe none is more 

important than commitment.  

Let’s first come up with a working definition of commitment. First, the dictionary 

defines commitment as “the act of dedicating, devoting, or pledging yourself to 

someone or something.” So, when it comes to your relationships, commitment, first 

and foremost, is a state of being dedicated or devoted to another. I like to call this the 

PROMISE of commitment. It is the VOW or INTENTION to give yourself wholly to 

something or someone.

For instance, it is this PROMISE of commitment that couples make when they state 

their vows on their wedding day. The commitment between a husband and wife is 

to be TOTALLY ALL-IN, just like our commitment to God. This is why the Bible so 

often compares our commitment to God like that between a wife and her husband. 

And any time we turn away from this commitment, we are compared to a spouse 

who becomes unfaithful. One example is Jeremiah’s messages to Israel. Jeremiah 

admonished the nation in chapter 3 verse 20 (NIV):

But like a woman unfaithful to her husband, so you, Israel, have been unfaithful to 

me,” declares the LORD.

And then a bit later, Jeremiah is instructed to Go, proclaim this message toward the 

north: “‘Return, faithless Israel,’ declares the LORD, ‘I will frown on you no longer, 

for I am faithful,’ declares the LORD, ‘I will not be angry forever. Only acknowledge 

your guilt— you have rebelled against the LORD your God, you have scattered your 

favors to foreign gods under every spreading tree, and have not obeyed me,’ declares 

the LORD. ‘Return, faithless people,’ declares the LORD, ‘for I am your husband.’” 

Jeremiah 3:12–14 (NIV).

This message of Jeremiah is actually a major theme woven throughout all of 

Scripture. We could walk through the Bible from Genesis all the way to the Revelation 
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and see that on almost every page there another example of God calling His people 

back to TOTAL commitment. 

It is what Jesus meant in His sermon on the Mount when he said, “No one can serve 

two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted 

to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.” (Matthew 

6:24, NIV).

And later, Jesus explained what total commitment looks like when he challenged 

the crowds, “ If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and 

children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be my 

disciple.” (Luke 14:26 NIV). Jesus was not advocating hate… instead he was saying 

that when you are totally committed to Christ then all other commitments, even to 

families, pale in comparison. 

Another example is the admonition from Solomon: When you make a promise to 

God, don’t delay in following through, for God takes no pleasure in fools. Keep all the 

promises you make to him. It is better to say nothing than to make a promise and not 

keep it. (Ecclesiastes 5:4-5 NLT).

So, the first aspect of commitment is that it is a vow or promise. But commitment 

is not just an either/or state of dedication. It is also the degree of INVESTMENT 

you place in someone, or the PRIORITY you make that person in your life. There 

is a range of commitment from small levels of involvement and investment (little 

commitment) to moderate levels to very high levels. 

All of us can relate to having varying levels of commitment to people in life, and 

even to things. Think about cleaning your garage. You talk about it all week and 

make your “pledge” or “promise.” But once Saturday rolls around, you find 101 other 

pressing responsibilities and obligations that are more important, a higher priority, 

and weaken you resolve or commitment to clean the garage. So even though you 

intend on keeping your PROMISE, you move that task to a lower PRIORITY.

This aspect commitment of having a range of PRIORITY and INVESTMENT can 

also be seen in ALL of your commitments, including your commitment to God. 
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Let me give you one example of this. When the Apostle Paul wrote to the believers in 

the city of Corinth, he discussed the topics of singlehood and marriage in chapter 

7. Paul wanted those who are single to know that they certainly had to freedom to 

eventually get married. However, he wanted them to have a realistic perspective on 

living life as a single person versus married. 

Paul was single—some believe that he had never married but most scholars believe 

that he was a widower. And he knew that married life multiplies your commitments 

to a spouse and children if you have a family. And Paul’s experience of being single 

was that he was free from those additional commitments and could increase his 

INVESTMENT of time and energy in his relationship with God, and his ministry. 

His RANGE of commitment increased when he was single and had few competing 

other commitments to a spouse or family.

He writes: I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned 

about the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord. But a married man is concerned 

about the affairs of this world—how he can please his wife—and his interests are 

divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs: Her 

aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is 

concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please her husband.  I am 

saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may live in a right way 

in undivided devotion to the Lord. (1Corinthians 7:32-34 NIV)

During this RAM series, we have a small group study that covers a lot on dating 

and choosing a partner, and a main reason for that study is because there is so 

much confusion and misinformation about romantic relationships today. And we 

want to provide a clear plan for singles of all ages on how to navigate their romantic 

relationships, and how to help others in that process. 

But let me also state clearly today, if you are single and CHOOSING to remain 

uninvolved in either a romantic relationship or marriage, then you have the 

BLESSING of being able to devote greater levels of commitment and involvement 

in your relationship with the Lord and your ministry. Remaining single is a GOOD 

choice, and you should feel proud of that status. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “I 

wish that all of you were as I am. But each of you has your own gift from God; one 
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has this gift, another has that.” (I Corinthians 7:7). It is a gift to be able to remain 

single, and one that Paul elevated and esteemed very highly! 

You will find that these two concepts of commitment: a PROMISE (or intention) and a 

PRIORITY (or investment) are all through the Scriptures, although varying words are 

often used rather than this word commitment. Words like, be devoted, do not forget, 

and be faithful. Another example of a range of commitment is found in 2 Chronicles 

36:14 (NIV): Furthermore, all the leaders of the priests and the people became more 

and more unfaithful, following all the detestable practices of the nations and defiling 

the temple of the Lord, which he had consecrated in Jerusalem.

You could paraphrase this verse with saying that the leaders became less and less 

committed to the Lord and practicing His laws. 

The RAM is designed for you to be able to gauge the level of your commitment, as 

well as track how it may go up or down at different times in your life, and we can 

ALL attest to the fluctuations of our commitment in relationships. 

Commitments in Friendships and Church Family

For instance, your relationships with others in this church and among your good 

friendships fluctuates in the levels of commitment, and you can think through 

those relationships with this RAM chart and reflect on how you are doing in your 

commitment to each of them. 

Unfortunately, I think many friendships have become convenient due to social 

media that allow people to contact each other at their own leisure; and even more 

disconcerting, to answer each other at their own leisure. It’s a very low maintenance 

friendship that doesn’t interfere with our personal space. (move level of commit on 

RAM down to about ¼ high to illustrate a low investment or commitment in these 

types of friendships). If people get too close… we give them the axe… if they have too 

many problems… we ignore them. I’m afraid in this Social media world, many have 

forgotten how to build a true friendship. While you might have 500 friends on social 

media, you can’t find anyone to go to the movies with you. 

Listen, great friendships take a lot of work and that’s why we usually only have a few 
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very special people in our lives. These are our “best” friends, the people who share 

our life journey and who enrich us in a special way. Like caring for anything we 

treasure, doing the maintenance is its own pleasure. And of course, the reward is a 

rich and satisfying relationship that can last a lifetime. 

But you must maintain those relationships if you want to keep them going. You must 

stay in touch, as well as doing thoughtful things for each other and never taking that 

person for granted. Even if it’s now become a long-distance relationship you must 

maintain that friendship. It could be a phone call, an e-mail or even a birthday card, 

it’s just letting them know you still appreciate them. Ralph Waldo Emerson once 

said, “The only way to have a friend is to be one.” 

So real friends are obligated or committed to each other in meaningful ways. (move 

the level of commit up about ¾ of way to illustrate a higher level of commitment).  

We see a lot of examples of this kind of friendship throughout Scripture. One great 

example would be David and Jonathan. I Samuel 18:1 After David had finished 

talking with Saul, Jonathan became one in spirit with David, and he loved him as 

himself. (1 Samuel 18:1). Listen there was nothing sexual about this, these two guys 

just developed a great friendship for each other. And if you read the story you will 

see they were HIGHLY committed to this friendship. 

A recent research study on adolescents looked at the number of really good friends 

that adolescents have that they can confide in. That number was 3 several decades 

ago. It has now dropped to 1, with a large percentage of adolescents reporting that 

they have NO ONE that is close enough for them to turn to when needing to talk

Listen friends, every one of us needs to have a Christian friend in our life. God never 

intended for you to be an island; we all need to have other people in our life. I know 

it takes work, and yes it takes commitment, but it is so important for our spiritual 

health as well as our emotional health. 

This is a primary reason God called you into the Body of Christ—so you would have 

a community of believers from which to develop deep and abiding relationships (1 

Corinthians 12:24-27, NIV): 

But God has put the body together, giving greater honor to the parts that lacked it, 
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so that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal 

concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is 

honored, every part rejoices with it. Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of 

you is a part of it.

God’s design is for you to feel a sense of BELONGING here in our church family. 

And also a sense of SIGNIFICANCE… for you have been brought here for a special 

contribution that you have to give, as well as what you can receive from others. And 

the channel of these exchanges is the CHANNEL OF RELATIONSHIPS… relationships 

of “equal concern”—but these relationships require a level of commitment in order to 

experience these blessings. 

Now I know some of you will quickly complain that someone (maybe even your best 

friend) let you down. And I’m so sorry for that but… people are going to fail us. We 

all make mistakes and we all blow it at times, so don’t place unrealistic standards on 

your friends. Part of your commitment in your friendships is to love this person in-

spite of their mistakes… and being willing to forgive them when wronged. 

Now I realize there may be some unhealthy relationships that you need to step away 

from… so make sure that your commitment is also informed by your know, trust 

and reliance. (reference the RAM). But more times than not, what is needed in our 

relationships is to forgive the other person and allow them to grow from their own 

mistake. 

Commitment in Dating

Let’s talk a minute about what it means to commit in a dating relationship. As much 

as we have a crisis of commitment in marriages in our society, we equally have a 

crisis of commitment in dating. Think about it, there has been a 50+ year trend in 

unmarried relationships to ACCELERATE the speed you bond in TRUST and TOUCH, 

while LEAVING COMMITMENT LESS AND LESS DEFINED. This is one of the major 

RISKS of unmarried cohabitation—a couple moving in together when they are not 

married. They are attempting to move FOUR of their bonds to the highest levels 

while keeping their commitment UNDEFINED—where exactly IS IT? (You can move 

know, trust, rely, and touch all the way up and put commit crooked around halfway). 

And if you want to be VERY REALISTIC, THESE OTHER AREAS ARE NOT ALL THE 
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WAY DEVELOPED. TRUST is often undetermined in many areas and their KNOW 

is much lower than they want to admit, because many couples move in together 

before they have even had “the talk”. You know, a talk about their relationship and 

commitment level (move these areas of the RAM down a bit as you talk). But TOUCH 

is all the way up, and moving in together also pushes the RELY higher than know or 

trust. This makes the cohabiting relationship “entrapping!” If you see issues in the 

other person or your relationship, it can be much more difficult to get out of living-

together arrangement than if you had a place of your own! Many couples who have 

moved in together just drift toward marriage and do not deal with their problems 

because their reliance and touch have moved up so high. 

A few years ago, a research study was published that reviewed almost 1,000 

research studies on living together outside of marriage, it was found that there 

was NO EVIDENCE that COHABITATION BENEFITS FUTURE MARRIAGES, BUT 

THERE WAS OVERWHELMING EVIDENCE OF SERIOUS RISKS—SO MUCH THAT 

THE RESEARCHERS ENDED THE ARTICLE WITH ENCOURAGING COUNSELORS, 

THERAPISTS AND PSYCHOLOGISTS TO WARN THEIR CLIENTS ABOUT THE RISKS 

OF COHABITATION IN SIMILAR WAYS AS PHYSICIANS WARN THEIR PATIENTS 

ABOUT THE HEALTH RISKS OF SMOKING. (Here is conclusion in the words of the 

researchers:  “The major practical implication of this review is psychologists can 

inform the public that, despite popular belief, premarital cohabitation is generally 

associated with negative outcomes both in terms of marital quality and marital stability 

in the United States.” ( Jose, A., O’Leary, D., & Moyer, A. Does Premarital Cohabitation 

Predict Subsequent Marital Stability and Marital Quality? A Meta-Analysis. Journal 

of Marriage and Family, 72 (February 2010): 105 – 116.).

Bottom line: God’s Word is TIMELESS—and HONORING MARRIAGE AND THE 

COMMITMENT OF MARRIAGE and WAITING TO MOVE IN TOGETHER UNTIL 

YOU HAVE TAKEN THAT STEP OF COMMITMENT, THIS IS GOD’S DESIGN AND 

HAS BEEN SHOWN BY ALL THE RESEARCH TO PROVIDE THE BEST FOUNDATION 

FOR A LASTING AND LOVING RELATIONSHIP.

So listen to me, friends… before you ever get to the 5th dynamic which is touch or 

a sexual relationship, you want to know that the commitment dynamic is strong in 

your relationship. I believe that’s why God designed the sexual relationship to occur 
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ONLY in marriage. Because in God’s design, the marriage ceremony is the public 

celebration of the PROMISE, the COVENANT you are making with God and your 

partner, the seal of your life commitment. 

Now let me say this about commitment, it’s not a light switch that goes from “off” 

to “on”. It’s something that should gradually increase as you move forward in this 

relationship. When you’re dating, you’re still in that stage of getting to know each 

other and gathering a lot of information to help you decide whether you even want 

to make a long-term commitment. It can be explained this way in the RAM: your 

KNOW, PROVEN TRUST AND RELIANCE should INFORM your commitment level.

 

So, this dynamic of commitment should be moving up the more serious you get 

about marriage. As it moves up, you will decide to see each other exclusively, but 

then as you decide you want to live the rest of your lives together your commitment 

level should continue to move up to where you have an “all in” relationship. 

So, can you see that’s what dating is all about? It’s taking time to explore whether you 

want to be with this person long term and they want to be with you. Those of you 

who are going through the singles small group study in this RAM Series in your life 

groups have been given FIVE KEY AREAS to explore that REVEAL the CHARACTER 

of a PARTNER, and HELP TO CLARIFY THE POTENTIAL COMPATIBILITY YOU 

WILL HAVE WITH THAT PARTNER.

You can use this RAM chart to help you engage your HEAD WITH YOUR HEART. 

As you take time to really get to know someone, you will come to a place where 

you’ve dated long enough to see each other’s faults and shortcomings. You have 

taken the blinders off!  And then, you will realize that every healthy relationship 

requires compromise from the both of you. And of course, as you follow the “safe 

zone” of the RAM, you feel like you know them… you now trust them…and you feel 

like you can rely on them. So you now want to move towards a long term committed 

relationship, so you move into the engagement stage. And once you both feel like 

you are 100% devoted to making the marriage work… that divorce is absolutely not 

an option for you… then and only then are you ready to walk down that aisle. And 

if you have kept boundaries in this touch area then you have honored the Lord, the 

design of marriage, and each other. 
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Let me take just a minute and break down this epidemic of commitment anxiety 

plaguing us today. Ultimately, I believe that it is ALL ABOUT RISK AVOIDANCE and 

it has been years in the making.

First, because of more than 5 decades of divorce, there has come to be a general 

negativity about marriage. Just watch a sitcom or television series and see what 

marriage looks like versus being single, dating, or even having an affair—everything 

seems better than marriage. Marriage, you could say, became BLAMED for our high 

divorce rates. 

Second, cohabitation increased as a way to test out a relationship before marriage. 

This has backfired, leading to more cohabiting breakups than divorces, and actually 

increasing the odds of getting a divorce once married. But in spite of this, cohabitation 

became more widespread with the trend in cohabiting relationships to require LESS 

and LESS commitment or intent to marry, to the point where cohabitation is viewed 

by many as the logical step toward marriage, and by others as an alternative to 

marriage.

Third, the perceived risk grew beyond just getting married to now be a “FEAR OF 

ANY ACT OF COMMITMENT”—in other words, “If I give myself to another, then I am 

putting myself at risk! The risk of missing out on something or someone else (FOMO-

fear of missing out)—as if “Commitment to another takes away my commitment to 

self... my goals, my freedom, my personal development.” Therefore, MAKING ANY 

LEVEL OF commitment in a romantic relationship has come to be seen as risky. So, 

the trend TODAY is to try and have LOVE WITHOUT COMMITMENT, SEX WITHOUT 

STRINGS AND RELATIONSHIPS WITHOUT RINGS.  

So, the main fear is that committing to another will somehow mess me up... take away 

my freedom and options, and complicate my life. Here are five specific examples of 

this FEAR of COMMITMENT… see if they seem familiar to you or those you have 

dated.  

1. Fear of becoming trapped (there may be someone better out there, I will lose my 

independence, I need to become established, I just want to have fun and not be 
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restricted).

2. Fear of the drama (relationships are too hard, too demanding, too much work).

3. Fear that my partner will change in negative ways, or won’t change in positive 

ways (this anxiety is based on a lack of confidence or trust in a partner, and often 

related to the next fear).

4. Fear of getting hurt (rejected, being cheated on or replaced, especially strong in 

those with previous painful relationship experiences).

5. Fear of failure (I don’t feel confident that marriage can work, and if never marry 

then I cannot divorce; and anyway, what if we don’t get along, what if I am not 

happy, or what if I cannot make my partner happy).

Please hear me… and I say this with great confidence: Gods Word tells us 

that COMMITMENT IS GOOD. Commitment brings stability, security, loyalty, 

PERSEVERANCE, and TRUE LOVE… it balances out a SELF-FOCUS with OTHER-

FOCUS so that YOU GROW AS YOU GIVE, SACRIFICE and SERVE the ones you love.

BUT—when you are dating and considering a life partner, YOU WANT A TO BUILD A 

COMMITMENT WITH A HEALTHY AND SPIRITUAL PARTNER. So, take the time to 

EXPLORE key areas of your partner AND your relationship. GUARD your heart while 

USING YOUR HEAD. And if you do this while MAINTAINING A DEEP RESPECT 

AND HONOR FOR YOUR FUTURE MARRIAGE, then you will be blessed.

Commitment in Marriage

Speaking of marriage, God takes our vows in marriage very seriously. 

Here is another thing you do. You cover the Lord’s altar with tears, weeping and 

groaning because he pays no attention to your offerings and doesn’t accept them 

with pleasure. You cry out, “Why doesn’t the Lord accept my worship?” I’ll tell you 

why! Because the Lord witnessed the vows you and your wife made when you were 

young. But you have been unfaithful to her, though she remained your faithful partner, 

the wife of your marriage vows. Didn’t the Lord make you one with your wife? In 

body and spirit you are his. And what does he want? Godly children from your union. 

So guard your heart; remain loyal to the wife of your youth. “For I hate divorce!” says 

the Lord, the God of Israel. “To divorce your wife is to overwhelm her with cruelty,” 

says the Lord of Heaven’s Armies. “So guard your heart; do not be unfaithful to your 
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wife.” Malachi 2:13-17 NLT. 

In this chapter Malachi points to the people’s lack of commitment in multiple areas 

of life. For instance, they broke their promise to God, they broke their promise to each 

other as the chosen people separated to God and husbands had broke their promise 

to their wives. So, God is rebuking the Israelites because of how common divorce 

was in their culture. Now don’t misunderstand… God doesn’t hate ANY person who 

gets a divorce… but He hates what you’ve done… He hates the breaking of a vow…

 

Now please listen closely: THE REASON GOD HATES DIVORCE IS BECAUSE OF THE 

PAIN IT CAUSES SPOUSES AND FAMILIES. Three times in three consecutive verses 

(3:14-16), Malachi repeats a word that was translated in our passage, “cruelty” and 

in other translations it is translated, “violently” and “treacherously”— One scholar 

notes that the Hebrew word, bagad “is related to the word beged, which means 

“garment.” The idea is that a person was covering up what they were doing with a 

cloak of deceit. In effect, what the people were doing in their treacherous dealings 

in marriage was involving themselves in a “con” job. God hates the emotional pain 

that results from deceits, betrayals and broken relationships.

This is why God’s Word refers to the marital commitment as a covenant. The 

difference between a contract and a covenant is that a covenant is a contract 

between two or more people that ALSO includes God. Malachi was pointing out that 

you cannot divorce a spouse without also breaking your covenantal promise to God.

Jesus affirmed this same truth when he was confronted by religious leaders of his 

day about divorce—and his answer is just as relevant TODAY as it was 2000 years 

ago.

Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce 

his wife for any and every reason?”

“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male 

and female,’ and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be 

united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’So they are no longer two, but 

one flesh. Therefore, what God has joined together, let no one separate.”

“Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of 
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divorce and send her away?”

Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were 

hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. (Matthew 19:3-8 NIV).

Do you hear what Jesus is saying to us today… God is the “joiner” of those who 

marry, and their vows and promises to each other are inseparable from God. God 

designed marriage to be a SECURE RELATIONSHIP in which BOTH PARTNERS are 

FULLY COMMITTED to each other and to the WELFARE OF THE OTHER. A mutual 

and godly commitment produces stability, security and a deep feeling of belonging.

And imbedded within this commitment in marriage is a PROMISE that you will 

PERSEVERE with that partner until the end of life. You see, commitment is not only 

a major source of bond and closeness within your relationship, but it’s also the glue 

that holds the two of you together during the more difficult times of your life. 

Let me ask you friends, have you recently looked at your marriage in light of this kind 

of commitment? Do you feel like you have made that kind of a commitment to your 

spouse? And I trust that many of you would say YES—“I am definitely committed to 

my spouse—I have vowed my life to my spouse.” 

Great, and this is the type of commitment God is looking for in marriage… a lifetime 

commitment. But let me warn you, it’s meant to be something that can only be 

done through God’s power. That’s why it’s so important to have a Christ-centered 

relationship. Not just a relationship where you are both Christians. I know of a lot 

of marriages where the husband and wife are both believers but that doesn’t mean 

they have a Christ-centered marriage. A Christ-centered marriage is one where 

decisions are made after praying together about it. It’s using God’s word as the road 

map for your family. 

This vow and promise should also prompt the PRIORITY of that person… we all are 

susceptible to slipping in the PRACTICAL INVESTMENTS of our commitments, and 

we all need to regularly UP our commitment level.  

Even though you pray together, go to church together, teach your children spiritual 

things together, forgive one another, love each other... Know this--when things are 
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tough, or stressful, or crazy busy… it is STILL SO easy to get discouraged or just 

distracted, and waiver on the priority aspects of your commitment level. So, let me 

offer some practical ideas on how to REGULARLY make a deliberate and intentional 

move towards a closer relationship by upping your commitment. 

1. Undistracted attention. For instance, you might be going through a rough 

patch and so an act of commitment might be to take some positive steps such as 

going away for a few days, so you can focus on each other and give each other that 

undistracted attention, or it might be to commit to pray together every day. Praying 

together slows you down, focuses you on God and your partner, tears down walls of 

hurt and pride, and opens closed spirits. 

2. Verbalize your commitment. And then another way to increase your practical 

level of commitment is to say, “I am committed to you” more often. In other words, 

don’t assume your spouse knows you are committed. If things are tense, then he or 

she needs to hear again. Just remind them that no matter how difficult your situation 

is, you are in this for the long haul, you are committed to your marriage and partner, 

especially during the storms of life. 

3. Remind yourself of your own commitment. And you may need to FIRST remind 

yourself of the importance and depth of your own commitment. Sometimes when 

emotions are running high, we can’t see anything but frustration and so we need 

to remind ourselves of the things we love about our spouse, how has this marriage 

blessed me, how has it helped me grow as a person, what am I thankful for, make a 

list if you need to so you can look at it on occasion. 

4. Set mutual goals together. Another way you can move your commitment level 

up is to set goals together. What areas should we work on and what do we need to 

do to get there. What is it that our relationship needs? Those attending the small 

group couples study have learned about having regular HUDDLES—managing your 

relationship bonds with the help of this RAM. Look at where you are lacking and set 

goals to bring back that area to full strength. 

5. Read a book together. You could also read a marriage book together. One of you 

read 4 or 5 pages out loud and then put the book down and discuss it. 
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6. Speak with a Christian counselor. Or you can speak to a Christian marriage 

counselor. Sometimes it just helps to have a 3rd party help you work it out. 

7. Make a public declaration of your commitment. And a final idea is that you can 

go public… in other words renew your wedding vows. You are again telling your 

friends and family that the two of you are committed to this marriage. 

Conclusion

OK let me pull this all together. The longer you live, the more you realize that LIFE 

WILL CONSTANTLY DISTRACT YOU FROM WHAT IS MOST IMPORTANT. So, 

practice reviewing your commitments—to God, to your spouse, to your children, to 

your friends and those in your church family. 

In all your relationships, YOU CHOOSE how much you want and WILL invest… you 

determine the level of your commitment. And it is within committed relationships 

that GOD BLESSES you by helping you to EXPERIENCE love, grace, forgiveness and 

deep fulfillment. So, develop the art of committing and RE-COMMITING to others… 

your friends, those in your church, and your family members. 

And in a dating relationship be sure to develop your commitment in line with the 

bonds of getting to genuinely know a partner, building a safe and mutual trust and 

reliance, and keeping clear sexual boundaries. 

And those of you who are parents or kids, regularly review your commitment level 

to your family in light of ALL of your other commitments so you can make the 

necessary adjustments. 

And those of you who are married, don’t just sit back and watch the clouds and wish 

you or your spouse were more committed to your marriage; decide to take action and 

do something about it. I want to close with the quote from Dave Willis, “In difficult 

times, I will hold you. In the good times, I will celebrate you. In uncertain times, I 

will pray with you. In all times, now and forever, I will be by your side through it all... 

no matter what!” No matter what! Pray 
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Week Six: Touch

SERMON OUTLINE

Introduction: Review of the RAM

Touch as a Bonding Force of Affection

Illustration of Jamie Ogg

Illustration of Harlow’s research on touch and infant development

Illustration of Floyd’s research on skin hunger in adults

Illustration of John Van Epp’s family from Becoming Better Together

Biblical examples of healing touch and physical displays of affection

Touch as a Bonding Force in Sexual Intimacy

The Theology of sexual bonding

The Biology behind the theology of sexual bonding

The Practice of sexual bonding

 Outside of marriage: The Practice of self-control and boundaries

 Marriage: The Practice of mutual enjoyment 

  1. Know the differences between your sex drives.

  2. Renew your commitment to fulfilling your spouse.

  3. Higher drives: take ownership of the nonsexual needs of your spouse.

  4. Lower drives: take ownership of the sexual needs of your spouse.

  5. Talk regularly with your spouse about your sexual relationship.

Conclusion

After the resurrection, we will all have some sort of glorified physical bodies that 

can eat and touch (just like the Lord Jesus)… and these five bonds will continue to 

exist in our relationships with each other and God. So, make one of your MOST 

IMPORTANT GOALS in LIFE to ACTIVELY AND INTENTIONALLY MANAGE YOUR 

RELATIONSHIPS BY USING THE RAM.
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SERMON MANUSCRIPT

We are finishing up the last of a six-week RAM series on healthy relationships. I trust 

that those who have gone through the married and singles studies in small groups 

have enjoyed and gained insights from the videos, experienced rich discussions in 

your groups, and feel more equipped and empowered than before you started to run 

your relationships, especially in dating and marriage. 

Over the last five weeks we have closely examined one component at a time of 

this Relationship Attachment Model which was designed by therapist, professor 

and author Dr. John Van Epp. This model helps us think CONCRETELY about 

the ways that we can safely build AND sustain each of these dynamic bonds 

in our relationships. Although a primary focus of these messages has been on 

your relationship with God, and in marriage and dating, I have tried to also apply 

each dynamic bond to your building and sustaining your relationships with 

your children, your friendships, and even how we relate right here in our church 

community. 

And so, this week we come to the fifth and last of the bonds of a relationship: 

TOUCH—AND THE POWER OF TOUCH IN YOUR RELATIONSHIPS. 

I want to begin with a statement about touch that we will see is Biblical and has 

been proven over and over in thousands of scientific studies: LOVING TOUCH 

HAS THE POWER TO BOND AND HEAL—the power to heal emotions, aloneness, 

hurts, fears, and even at times, physical threats. YOU ASK HOW DOES TOUCH 

HEAL? BECAUSE IT IS SUCH A POWERFUL BOND IN HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS, 

AND BONDING PROMOTE HEALING! 

And understanding this context, will put in perspective what we focus on with the 

sexual aspects of touch. Because sexual touch, like all of touch, is A POWERFUL 

BOND IN RELATIONSHIPS.

THEREFORE, WE WILL BUILD AROUND THIS THEME THIS MORNING THAT 

“LOVING TOUCH HAS THE POWER TO BOND AND EVEN HEAL”
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Touch as a Bonding Force of Connection

A few years ago, there was a very dramatic story about Kate and David Ogg from 

Australia that you can google to actually see video of what happened and hear them 

talk about the details.

Kate Ogg was pregnant with twins when she went into premature labor. She and 

David were together at the hospital when she gave birth to two infants just over 2 lbs 

each. However, her doctors shared the devastating news that their daughter Emily 

was fine, but that their son, Jamie was not going to make it, and he was brain-dead 

and would shortly die.

Kate asked the staff if they would let her hold her dying son. They placed Jamie on 

her chest and she and David whispered soothing words to his tiny 2 lb 3 oz little 

body. They wanted Jamie to hear them in his last moments of life, to know that they 

loved him and were happy to have even this short time with him.

The doctors and staff left Kate and David alone with him, and as she snuggled his 

prematurely-born body to her chest, something unexpected happened, Jaime 

moved. Kate immediately ordered her husband to take off his shirt and climb into 

bed with them to nestle Jamie between them, maximizing the skin-to-skin warmth 

of their two bodies. 

After Jamie moved again, Kate and David called the doctor into the room. However, 

he told them that the movements were just reflexes, and that Jamie was actually 

deceased. 

Kate and her husband continued to cocoon Jamie between them, talking and 

stroking him. And after some time, he gasped for air. Kate took a drop of breast milk 

on her finger and put it to Jamie’s mouth. He seemed to eagerly accept it.

They sent for the doctor again, but this time he refused to come back because he 

believed Jamie was deceased and that Kate and David were just in denial. 

After two hours of skin-to-skin contact, Jamie opened his eyes. Kate and her 



124

124
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

husband sent for the doctor and staff, this time persuading them to come by saying 

they believed he had died and that they just wanted a few things explained. 

“When I pulled him off my chest and Jamie waved his arms around and tried to cry, 

the doctor nearly passed out!” 

Jamie and his twin sister, Emily were born on March 25, 2010 and are now around 8 

years old. They are both doing great and developmentally on study. 

The practice Jamie’s mom believes saved his life is called kangaroo care and it is 

an intense, skin-to-skin cuddling of a newborn. In the Australian town where it has 

since become the standard care for premature newborns, it has been credited with 

dropping preemie mortality rate from 70% to 30%. 

LOVING TOUCH BOTH BONDS AND HEALS. And we know that LOVING TOUCH 

is essential for healthy child development, not just at birth but all through growing 

up. There was a landmark series of studies in the 1950-60’s by Psychologist Harry 

Harlow with newborn rhesus monkeys on what would happen when the normal 

need to be touched is not fulfilled. 

He separated baby primates (monkeys) from their mothers immediately after 

birth and kept them in isolation. Without any touch, they all developed abnormal 

emotional needs. They were socially awkward, depressed, and unable to give 

affection normally. These effects continued into their adulthood. 

Harlow conducted variations of this study and in one condition he provided a 

surrogate cloth doll monkey that was in the cage with the primates. They received 

their food from a wire-mesh feeder shaped like a monkey, but he found they slept 

with the cloth monkey, ran to it when afraid, and formed strong attachments to it 

similar to the attachment primates formed with a living mother. 

These monkeys still had some detrimental effects in their development but fared 

better than those who had no touch. Harlow concluded that LOVING TOUCH is 

needed by these baby monkeys for healthy maturation, and without it, there will be 

emotional and even physical damage.
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The benefits of touch have been validated in human infants since Harlow’s research 

by countless studies! Just one other example is a study in the journal, Pediatrics 

that concluded that skin-to-skin contact for as little as three hours a day can help 

reduce infant crying by 43 percent, can help infants fall asleep more easily and for 

a longer periods of time, and can help a baby’s digestive system mature, increasing 

the absorption of nutrition and decreasing the chances of infection. 

But it is not JUST infants and children who need loving and affectionate touch. We 

adults do too. Let me give you an example from researcher, Kory Floyd, a professor 

of communication at the University of Arizona, in his study on the health benefits 

of affectionate touch in adult relationships. Floyd fist reviewed the extensive body 

of research about affection with adults and stated:

“Scholars and clinicians alike have long considered affection to be among 

the most fundamental of human needs, and with good reason. Affection is 

one of the primary communication behaviors contributing to the formation, 

maintenance, and quality of human relationships. It supports physical health, 

mental well-being, and academic performance, and mitigates loneliness and 

depression.”

Floyd, after studying the effects of what he called skin hunger, concluded that those 

who experienced insufficient amounts of affection were more lonely, depressed, had 

less social support, experienced more mood and anxiety disorders and less of an 

inability to interpret and express emotions.

Let me give you an example from Dr. John Van Epp’s book, Becoming Better Together. 

(you can either retell this story or read it. If you have some personal story of you own 

about the importance of loving touch within families then you can replace this with 

your story).

When I was twelve years old, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. Her struggle 

lasted two long years. During that time, we watched her slowly go downhill physically, 

never complaining, but also never talking about death. As obvious as it should have 

been, I never realized my mother was dying until just a couple of weeks prior to her 

death. I overheard my brother talking to her in the hospital during a phone call. He 
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said, “Mom, I love you.” For some reason it then hit me—Mom was leaving. 

She died the first day of my sophomore year of high school. With two sisters married, 

the third in college, and my brother leaving home to begin his college education, an 

eerie silence blanketed the large farmhouse. For the first time, my dad and I were 

more like bachelors than family.

When someone you love dies, there is a definite time and process of grieving. Every 

member of my family experienced it, although most of us never talked about it. My 

brother struggled in college, my father started dating within months, and I remember 

becoming more reflective and independent, radically changing my lifestyle and 

friends.

During the nine months after my mother died, I longed for a deeper connection with 

my father. I could not remember anytime when he had said, “I love you.” Now do 

not misunderstand me, I knew he loved me. But I just wanted and needed to hear it. 

Maybe he had always said it when I was younger, and I had forgotten. Nonetheless, 

it seemed as if I had never heard from him those powerful three words. I could feel 

the lingering effects from the hugs of other family members and my mother’s voice 

echoing in my mind, yet my dad was now the only one still with me at home. 

I decided that I would make the first step. He was sitting in the living room reading 

the newspaper. I paced back and forth, carefully planning my words. I would tell 

him that I love him, and then he would say it back. Maybe I had never said it to him. 

Someone had to start.

After a long deliberation, I peeked my head into the room. “Dad,” I interrupted, “I am 

going to bed now.”

He looked at me over the top of the newspaper. “So good night,” I continued, “And, 

uh, Dad, I love you.”

After a pause that seemed to last a lifetime, he awkwardly replied, “Me, too—good 

night.”
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I will never forget that night. I went to my bedroom and thought, “Me, too?” What 

does that mean? I love you and you love yourself, too? Hey, who loves me? (smiles)

 

I did not approach him again with those words until my freshman year of college. I 

had made a strong commitment of faith during my senior year of high school, and 

this had helped me resolve many of the issues that were in my life at that time. While 

I was preparing to leave for college, I decided to embrace my dad and say the words, 

“I love you” each time I left and returned. So, I did! 

He would reach out his hand to shake mine, and I would grab it, pull him in for a bear 

hug, look him in the eye, and say, “Dad, I love you.” And he would reply, “Me, too.”

You can imagine his chagrin when I would announce I was coming home for a visit. 

No one likes to be taken out of his or her comfort zone. But I continued my “torture,” 

and slowly he began to say, “I love you, too.” That eventually evolved into just “I love 

you.”

Throughout the last fifteen years of his life, I don’t think I have ever ended a phone 

conversation with my dad without hearing him say, “John, I love you,” to which I 

replied, “Me, too.” (smiles) 

You may not have come from a family that was very expressive. But you also do 

not have to just repeat what you experienced growing up. Finding ways to express 

your love and affection in words AND TOUCHES fuels the bond of love in your 

relationship. What was needed when John was just a teen, is a human need that 

never diminishes. We need to tell each other, “I love you,” frequently. And make 

sure to combine those words with meaningful and expressive hugs and shows of 

affection.

Before we turn our attention to “sexual” touch, let me challenge you to improve in 

expressing loving affectionate touch among those you are closest to… and MAKE 

SURE YOUR EXPRESSIONS ARE HOW THEY VALUE BEING TOUCHED… you parents 

definitely know what I mean. One child likes hugs while another likes to wrestle. 

Learn the affection-language of your kids, your family members, and your close 
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friends. And in today’s culture especially I need to emphasize that TOUCH MUST BE 

APPROPRIATE. Touch like all of the other bonds described in this RAM is bonding 

but also has BOUNDARIES. We tried to emphasize that there are boundaries we can 

set in how much we trust certain people, or rely on them, or become committed… 

and in the same way, you need to use wisdom and discretion about how you express 

your affection in different settings and relationships. 

However, KNOW THAT TOUCH IS A VITAL BOND IN YOUR FAMILY AND CLOSE 

FRIENDSHIPS, AND MANY OF US NEED TO BECOME BETTER COMMUNICATORS 

OF OUR AFFECTION THROUGH TOUCH. 

Jesus often brought healing with just the touch of his hand. When the disciples 

were eating at that emotional last supper, the Apostle John laid his head on Jesus’ 

chest. And when Mary came upon the resurrected Jesus, she had to be told to STOP 

clinging to Him, she had so tightly wrapped her arms around his body. And when 

Paul met with the elders of the church of Ephesus in order to say his goodbyes, we 

read that, “they began to weep openly and threw their arms around Paul’s neck, and 

repeatedly kissed him…” (Acts 20:36-37 NIV). 

God is love, and our Lord clearly stated that the world will know that we are His 

disciples by how we love each other (John 13:35). Deep bonds are SUPPOSED to 

happen between you and other members of our church fellowship. If you are just 

on the fringes of our church family, please look for a way to step into relationships 

in deeper ways. (A good word study in the NT is holy kiss--and create a power point 

slide collage of all of the amazing and many verses with the word touch in them).

Think about what we have learned about relationships with this RAM chart. (you can 

refer to your RAM chart as you explain this). Look for opportunities to share about 

yourself and your life, so that you are known by others. And look for opportunities 

to ask about the lives of others and learn who they are, get to know them. Go out to 

lunch with someone new from church. Invite someone over. Find who your kids are 

playing with and meet their parents. 

Ask yourself, how many people in this church do I deeply trust? Or that deeply 
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trust me? Look for opportunities to build those bonds of knowing others and being 

known, trusting others and being trusted, meeting the needs of others and opening 

yourself up to let some others meet your needs… deepen your commitment and 

THEN your expressions of affectionate touch will make sense. The bonds of your 

relationships need to all grow together.

In your relationship with your children too, don’t just have expressions of affectionate 

touch. Make sure that your affection is matched by these other areas. God wants the 

TOUCH of the HAND to be balanced with the TOUCH OF THE HEART. And these 

other four areas are bonds of the heart in your relationships. 

Take this afternoon and think about how you express your affection to your children, 

grandchildren, friends and family of God. What would make your touch expressions 

more meaningful to others? What would they appreciate from you? Think about the 

“individual differences” of those you are closest to and pray about the ways that you 

interact physically with them. Don’t engage in touch that takes someone else out of 

THEIR comfort zone, but if you need to step out of YOUR comfort zone, then do it! 

Touch as a Bonding Force in Sexual Intimacy

Touch is an expression of your bonds of affection and love, while it also generates 

a bond with that person. And with this backdrop of understanding the bonding 

and healing power of touch, we best understand God’s design for the sexual 

relationship. 

I would like to read a New Testament passage of Scripture that clearly and concisely 

EXPRESSES GOD’S DESIGN FOR SEX—1 Corinthians 6:16-18 and the Message 

paraphrase does a really good job of capturing the real meaning of this passage.

There’s more to sex than mere skin on skin. Sex is as much spiritual mystery as 

physical fact. As written in Scripture, “The two become one.” Since we want to 

become spiritually one with the Lord, we must not pursue the kind of sex that 

avoids commitment and intimacy, leaving us more lonely than ever—the kind of 

sex that can never “become one.” There is a sense in which sexual sins are different 

from all others. In sexual sin, we violate the sacredness of our own bodies, these 
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bodies that were made for God-given and God-modeled love, for “becoming one” 

with another.

Do you hear what God’s design for sex really is? You could call this, a THEOLOGY of 

SEX. Here it is: SEXUAL TOUCH IS DESIGNED BY GOD TO GENERATE A BOND OF 

ONENESS AND INTIMACY BETWEEN A HUSBAND AND WIFE. 

We are brainwashed to believe that the number one purpose of sex is pleasure. But 

God tells us very plainly the number one purpose is TO BOND A COUPLE WITHIN 

THE HIGHEST COMMITMENT (MARRIAGE). We are really inundated with messages 

about sex that are misleading—from television shows, to HBO, Netflix and Showtime 

series, to just about every magazine rack you encounter. Sex always seems to be all 

about providing personal pleasure, and not so much about relationship. But what 

is captured in the RAM is true in the Scriptures—you cannot separate sexual touch 

from the other relationship bonds of knowing, trusting, relying and committing to 

another. 

Yes—sex provides personal pleasure. Yes—sex PROCREATES life. But the first and 

primary reference in the Bible back in Genesis chapter 2 is that SEX GENERATES A 

BOND OF INTIMACY AND ONENESS BETWEEN A HUSBAND AND WIFE.

It is not just psychological studies that have provided PROOF FOR THE BONDING 

POWER OF SEX. There is a BIOLOGY BEHIND THIS THEOLOGY.

Let me take just a couple of minutes and describe what happens in your brains during 

the sexual act. Three chemicals naturally flood your brains when you experience 

sexual arousal. Dopamine, Vasopressin, and Oxytocin.

DOPAMINE is a neurotransmitter and is considered the PLEASURE MOLECULE-

because when your brain naturally produces larger amounts during the sexual act it 

creates feelings of excitement and euphoria. It is also the addiction molecule that is 

artificially pumped through your brain from illegal drugs like ecstasy. Over time, the 

effects diminish and there is a need for more. But in a very natural way, when sex 

generates dopamine, and research finds that in a loving relationship with the same 
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partner, it does NOT diminish… but it DOES contribute to your relationship bond 

because it causes you to crave your partner—to feel attached, a little bit “hooked” on 

that partner.

Now VASOPRESSIN is also a bonding chemical that floods the brain during the 

sexual act, and because it interacts with testosterone, it has a bigger effect on men 

than women. It has been dubbed the MONOGAMY-MOLECULE because research 

studies with animals that mate for life (called PAIR-BONDING) will stop being 

faithful to their partners when researchers suppress the production of vasopressin. 

In fact, in a CLASSIC study with a type of prairie dog called the prairie VOLE known 

for PAIR-BONDING—researchers injected a suppressant of the males vasopressin 

and found that they became unfaithful to their mates. BUT WHEN SCIENTISTS 

REVERSED THIS PROCEDURE AND INJECTED HIGH LEVELS OF VASOPRESSIN, 

THE PRAIRIE VOLES WENT BACK TO THEIR MATES AND STAYED FAITHFUL.

Just wait until the pharmaceutical companies figure out how to package that in a 

pill!! “Here honey, have another cup of coffee” (as a wife secretly slips a couple drops 

of vasopressin in her husband’s coffee) “OK—but it is kind of bitter.” “JUST DRINK IT.” 

And then there is OXYTOCIN. So, this NEUROPEPTIDE has received a lot of attention 

and was an integral study in the research that changed birthing procedures across 

the country. If you have ever watched an old black and white movie in which a 

woman was going to have a baby—you would see her go into a sterile surgery room, 

with doctors in white coats and masks, and as soon as the baby is born, they cut the 

umbilical cord and whisk it away. And then hours later, the mother (in her bathrobe) 

and father walk down the hospital hall and come to a large window of a newborn 

nursery—and as they peer in, they search for their baby.

But studies found that when a woman gives birth that her brain has been flooded 

with 8-10x the normal amount of oxytocin, and as a result, she is in a state of 

bonding. SO, when they placed the newborn on her chest and there was SKIN-TO-

SKIN touch, there was such an intense bond that developed that over the course of 

5-years, research studies could find that the bonds of that touch influenced lower 
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post-partum depression rates, and increased positive interactions between mother 

and child, and positive development effects on the child. 

So now, unless an emergency occurs, babies are place right on mom after birth. And 

us dads have been included too because of our increases in Oxytocin just witnessing 

the birth process! 

Now here is the thing—and this is so important. A woman’s brain produces similar 

amounts of oxytocin during the sexual act—and so does a man’s brain although not 

quite as much as a woman. In addition, the brain is flooded with dopamine and 

vasopressin during sexual arousal. Do you see what all this means: YOUR BRAIN 

NATURALLY CONDITIONS YOU TO BOND WITH YOUR PARTNER DURING ANY 

TYPE OF SEXUAL INTERACTION. THIS IS CLEARLY THE BIOLOGY BEHIND THE 

THEOLOGY OF HOW GOD DESIGNED SEX. 

So, what do the Scriptures have to say about the PRACTICE of sexual touch in dating 

and marriage relationships. Basically, the Scriptures teach this: SEXUAL TOUCH 

SHOULD BE LIMITED OUTSIDE OF MARRIAGE AND MUTUALLY ENJOYED 

WITHIN MARRIAGE.

 

Outside of Marriage: The Practice of Self-Control and Boundaries

Let me continue that passage in 1Corinthians—chapter 7:1-2 from the Phillips 

translation:

Now let me deal with the questions raised in your letter. It is a good principle for 

a man to have no physical contact with women. Nevertheless, because casual 

liaisons are so prevalent, let every man have his own wife and every woman her 

own husband.

If sexual acts (not just intercourse), generates a bond, and are designed to increase 

the closeness and feelings of oneness in marriage, then during your time before 

marriage it is important to practice the discipline of self-control.

One of the ways I like to study Scripture is to do word studies—and in chapter 7:1 
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there is a curious sentence that in the original Greek literally reads, “It is good for a 

man to NOT TOUCH a woman.” More literal translations like the King James and the 

New American Standard Bible translate this word literally and do not try and explain 

what this word, “touch” really means. 

So, let me give you a quick word study on the Greek word APTO which is translated 

in the English “touch” over 30X in the Bible… like when Jesus reached out and 

physically “touched” someone—like Matthew 8:15 when he touched Peter’s mother-

in-law’s hand and healed her fever, or Matthew 9:29 where he touched the eyes of a 

couple of blind men to restore sight. 

But in the active voice this word has a different meaning—it had the meaning of 

“lighting a fire.” So, Jesus said, “No one “LIGHTS” (touches) a lamp and then covers 

it with a container (Luke 8:16) and in the book of Acts it states that after a shipwreck 

they “kindled (touched) a campfire.” 

So, whenever the active voice was used in a FIGURATIVE context, THIS WORD 

CAME TO SIGNIFY THE KIND OF TOUCH THAT KINDLES THE FIRE OF SEXUAL 

AROUSAL. So, 1 Corinthians 7: verse one provides a very relevant and practical 

principle for relationships outside of marriage: 

IT IS AS IF THE APOSTLE PAUL SAID IN 1 CORINTHIANS 7:1, “I AM GOING TO 

GIVE YOU A PASSION PRINCIPLE: IT IS A GOOD IDEA TO LIMIT THE TYPE OF 

TOUCH THAT IGNITES A FIRE OF PASSION. KNOW YOUR LIMITS—SET YOUR 

BOUNDARIES. UNDERSTAND THAT SEX IS BONDING, AND IS DESIGNED TO 

OCCUR IN A RELATIONSHIP OF COMPLETE COMMITMENT—MARRIAGE. 

And so, practice self-discipline in your romantic relationships—this will protect you, 

your partner, your ability to form strong bonds, your ability to resist temptation even 

AFTER marriage, and will create the best potential for a future marriage relationship. 

And this principle is a great guideline for ALL relationships... you need to know the 

difference between touch that is loving and affectionate, and touch that ignites a 

fire in either yourself, or another. Just because it does not bother you does not mean 

that it doesn’t bother the other person. Be appropriate; and be AWARE of your own 
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feelings and desires, as well as the ways another person feels. Let’s greet each other 

affectionately, like the Scriptures say, with a “holy” kiss—whether it is a hug, a pat on 

the back, or a handshake, let it be HOLY.

In the singles small group study, there are several research studies that are 

referenced that strongly supported this Scriptural principle. In one study with 

men, the fewer the number of sexual partners before marriage, the lower the risk 

of infidelity in marriage. And in several other studies including one just last year, 

the highest ratings of marital satisfaction and closeness and the lowest ratings of 

divorce were with those who sexually waited until marriage. Research concurs with 

this Scriptural principle… 

So, listen, NO MATTER WHAT YOUR PAST RELATIONSHIP RECORD… THE 

CHOICES YOU MAKE IN YOUR RELATIONSHIPS TODAY CAN CHANGE THE 

ENTIRE TRAJECTORY OF YOUR LIFE… as well as YOUR POTENTIAL IN A FUTURE 

MARRIAGE. Our present culture is not a lot different from the culture in the time the 

New Testament was written. And this is why we are instructed in Romans 12:2 “DO 

NOT BE CONFORMED TO PATTERN OF THIS WORLD BUT BE TRANSFORMED 

BY THE RENEWING OF YOUR MIND. THEN YOU WILL BE ABLE TO TEST AND 

APPROVE WHAT GOD’S WILL IS—HIS GOOD, PLEASING AND PERFECT WILL.”

And God’s will or design for sex is that it is to be BONDING AND MUTUALLY 

ENJOYED IN A MARRIAGE.” 1 Corinthians 7:3 “The marriage bed must be a place of 

mutuality—the husband seeking to satisfy his wife, and the wife seeking to satisfy 

her husband.” 

Within Marriage: The Practice of Mutual Enjoyment

Let me continue that passage in 1 Corinthians 7:1-6 and I will read out of a paraphrase 

version (The Message) that I like because of how it puts these Biblical concepts in 

contemporary language:

Now, getting down to the questions you asked in your letter to me. First, is it a 

good thing to have sexual relations? Certainly—but only within a certain context. 

It’s good for a man to have a wife, and for a woman to have a husband. Sexual 
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drives are strong, but marriage is strong enough to contain them and provide for 

a balanced and fulfilling sexual life in a world of sexual disorder. The marriage 

bed must be a place of mutuality—the husband seeking to satisfy his wife, the 

wife seeking to satisfy her husband. Marriage is not a place to “stand up for your 

rights.” Marriage is a decision to serve the other, whether in bed or out.  Abstaining 

from sex is permissible for a period of time if you both agree to it, and if it’s for the 

purposes of prayer and fasting—but only for such times. Then come back together 

again. Satan has an ingenious way of tempting us when we least expect it. I’m 

not, understand, commanding these periods of abstinence—only providing my 

best counsel if you should choose them.

The key word here is MUTUALITY. Sex is about GIVING, and fulfilling your spouse. 

You both should be more concerned about EACH OTHER than yourselves in your 

sexual relationship.

So, let me provide you five applications to your marriage sexual relationship that will 

help you to achieve and maintain this bond of intimacy.

1. KNOW THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN YOUR SEX DRIVES

The vast majority of married couples do NOT have the same sex drive. And this is 

probably the reason that research studies for decades have found that the #1 sexual 

conflict in marriage is over FREQUENCY. And let’s be careful to not get locked 

into the stereotype that all men have higher drives than all women… NOT TRUE. 

SO what is so important in your marriage is to know your own drive and how it is 

similar or different than your partners.

2. RENEW YOUR COMMITMENT TO FULFILLING YOUR SPOUSE

The passage in 1Corinthians 7:3-4 literally says, “Each husbands body belongs to 

his wife—so be committed to fulfilling your wife; and each wife’s body belongs to 

her husband, so be committed to fulfilling your husband.” This means that each 

of you in your marriage takes an ownership of the needs of your partner, and has 

a commitment to meeting those needs. So what does this mean when a couple has 

differing sex drives? There are challenges for both the one with a lower drive as well 

as the partner with a higher drive.
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3. HIGHER DRIVES: TAKE OWNERSHIP OF THE NONSEXUAL NEEDS OF YOUR 

SPOUSE.

 If your drive is higher than your partner’s, then YOUR GREATEST CHALLENGE may 

be to TAKE JOINT OWNERSHIP OF THE NONSEXUAL NEEDS/WANTS IN YOUR 

RELATIONSHIP. In other words, DON’T ALWAYS BE LOOKING FOR THE GREEN 

LIGHT. Instead, become your spouse’s connoisseur and find creative ways to meet 

their needs—a need to talk and be understood, or a need to be shown affection, or 

a need to be supported, or a need to have quality time together—finding ways to 

lovingly and genuinely meet their needs/wants is what is meant by: Marriage is 

a decision to serve the other. Really this is much of what you have been learning 

throughout this entire series—to understand and take ownership of the needs of 

your spouse.

4. LOWER DRIVES: TAKE OWNERSHIP OF THE SEXUAL NEEDS OF YOUR SPOUSE.

On the other hand, if your drive is lower than your spouse, YOUR GREATEST 

CHALLENGE may be to TAKE JOINT OWNERSHIP OF THE SEXUAL NEEDS/WANTS 

IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP. You say, “what do you mean?” 

A few years ago, I was training and certifying instructors to teach my marriage 

course and I got to this section and this middle-aged woman stood up and said 

that it took her about 10 years into her marriage to learn this. She explained that 

she was married to a Pastor, and he had a fairly high drive but she did not—and so 

they had many arguments about timing and frequency. And sometime around her 

early thirties, she felt that God impressed on her that SHE VIEWED THE SEXUAL 

RELATIONSHIP AS HER HUSBAND’S RESPONSIBILITY, AND THAT SHE WAS NOT 

TAKING ANY OWNERSHIP OF HER OWN SEXUALITY OR WHAT HAPPENS IN 

THEIR SEX LIFE. So, one evening, she privately began to write about taking some 

ownership of their sexual relationship. She wrote what she liked sexually, ways to 

please him and that he could please her, how she would like to be approached and 

ways she could excite him too. When done, she looked at it and said to herself-“hey, 

this is really good!” So she decided to give it to her husband. But she wanted to do it in 

a way that he would appreciate. So, she knew he left for church early every morning 

to have a quiet time with God, and she also knew where he read in his Bible because 
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it was always marked with a ribbon, so she slipped this note in his Bible so that he 

would discover it the next morning. Well, when he left for the office, she checked 

the clock, and the drive to the church was 15 minutes, so she figured she would hear 

from him in about 20 minutes. Well 20 min came and went, and then 30 and about 

the time that it was 40 minutes she was feeling pretty hurt—she had worked really 

hard on this and it didn’t even seem to matter to him…but then, she heard a sound 

that reminded her of the Indianapolis 500—she ran to the window just in time to 

catch her husband squealing the tires to a halt as he jumped out of his car… half 

undressed. When he burst into their bedroom he exclaimed, “I had the best time 

with God this morning that I have ever had.” 

 

So, this went so well that she began to hide little sticky notes for him, taped to the 

inside of his car visor; stuck inside his briefcase; in the back of his sock drawer. And 

whenever he found one, she was ready! One night when watching a movie together, 

he got up to get something to eat. And then he went to his office. And the third time 

he headed into the dining room, she said, “What on earth are you doing??” And as 

his head was searching under the dining room table he answered, “there has to be a 

sticky note here somewhere.” 

She ended by saying something quite profound and very Biblical. She said, “You 

may think I did this just for my husband… but not really. I had to come to a point 

where I TOOK OWNERSHIP OF MY SEXUALITY AND OUR SEXUAL CLOSENESS—

IT REALLY WASN’T ABOUT FULFILLING HIS AGENDA, IT WAS MUCH MORE 

ABOUT MAKING IT MINE. So lastly, 

5. TALK REGULARLY WITH YOUR SPOUSE ABOUT YOUR SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP

Do not slip into the trap of NOT talking about this area of your marriage. 

Michele Wiener Davis, The Sex-Starved Marriage: “I have had many high drive 

spouses tell me that the problem in their marriage was NOT the differences in their 

sex drives as much as it was the fact that their partners were dismissive of their 

feelings and unwilling to do anything at all to address the issue.”

DON’T STOP TALKING ABOUT YOUR SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR 

SPOUSE. Practice having regular huddles as you have learned in your RAM Series—
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and in those couple meetings be sure to talk about how you are doing in your 

sexual relationship. Because over the years, and through the different stages of your 

family, many things can change. And these changes will most likely impact your 

sex life. But God wants you to talk through those changes, continue to grow in your 

relationship, and mutually fulfill each other in creative and meaningful ways that 

will keep your sexual bond vibrant and strong. Sex is GOD’S DESIGN—so whether 

you are married or single, young or old, let’s HONOR and WORSHIP HIM IN OUR 

SPIRITS AND ALSO WITH OUR BODIES.

Conclusion

So this is why we spent six weeks looking at the MAJOR BONDS of our 

RELATIONSHIPS (make reference to the RAM chart) and how we cultivate and grow in 

knowing each other, trusting, relying, committing and affectionately interacting 

physically with each other. These bonds are what COMPRISE your relationships in 

dating and marriage, parenting and friendships, our own relationships here in our 

church family, and really EVERY relationship you are in. And they also describe your 

relationship with God and what God wants you to continue to take an ACTIVE PART 

in growing.

So I just want to wrap up by focusing back on our RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD and 

the five bonds of the RAM, especially this area of touch—I explained this in our first 

message but we now have come full circle.

Jesus actually sealed for ALL ETERNITY the placement of loving and affectionate 

touch in your relationships, including with God. There are two theological words 

that capture this Biblical reality: incarnation and resurrection. 

When Jesus came to this earth, he took on a physical body—just like yours and mine. 

We refer to Jesus as the “Incarnate Christ”—incarnation means that God, who was 

Spirit for all eternity past, took on human flesh and entered into the physical world 

of touch… so Jesus touched the eyes of the blind and gave them sight, and Jesus 

touched the ears of the deaf and gave them hearing—the power and Spirit of God 

became flesh.
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But get this, Jesus’ body died on the cross, but on the third day after His crucifixion, 

this human body of His was raised up in a resurrection. And when Thomas doubted 

it was real, Jesus reached out His resurrected hand and told Thomas to touch His 

wounds. Luke records, (Luke 24:37-47 NIV):

They were startled and frightened, thinking they saw a ghost. He said to them, “Why 

are you troubled, and why do doubts rise in your minds? Look at my hands and my 

feet. It is I myself! Touch me and see; a ghost does not have flesh and bones, as you 

see I have.”

When he had said this, he showed them his hands and feet. And while they still did 

not believe it because of joy and amazement, he asked them, “Do you have anything 

here to eat?” They gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their 

presence.

Jesus had a resurrected body—different than our present form, but still a physical 

body that can touch and be touched. And when we all are also resurrected, we too 

will have bodies fashioned after Christ’s resurrected body. You too, will be able to 

greet those you love with an embrace, and will one day be given a warm and loving 

hug from your Lord Jesus.

You could sum it up this way... The incarnation brought the God of eternity into 

the realm of human touch. And the resurrection took human touch into the 

realm of eternity. 

So, let me end with an invitation. If you have never come into a relationship with 

God, here is a roadmap… you must get to know who Jesus really is and what he did 

for you when he took your place and died for your sins on the cross. But just knowing 

that is not enough... you must place your faith and trust in Jesus and believe that he 

died to forgive your sins—this is a genuine faith and acceptance of his sacrifice for 

you! Now, you can take the steps of reliance and commitment, and give Him all of 

you—both your soul and your body. 

But this is JUST THE BEGINNING... God wants you to grow in a personal relationship 
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with Him in all five of these same areas. Listen, at the moment of Christ’s death, the 

curtain that separated the holy place from the holy of holies was torn in two, so you 

could have direct access into his presence. 

The initiation of your relationship begins with knowing, believing, and relying on 

Christ’s sacrifice for your forgiveness of sins. The greatest example of unconditional 

love for you and me was when Jesus spread his hands out to allow nails to be driven 

through His wrists and feet. As the crown of thorns was driven down onto his head, 

and he struggled to take each breath, He could have called 10,000 angels to rescue 

him. But at that moment, He chose to bear the pain because of His love for each of 

us, so that He could take the punishment WE all deserved. 

God wants ALL of us to enter into a relationship with Him. “Today if you hear His 

voice, do not harden your hearts…” Here is the simple gospel. Jesus died on the cross 

for your sins so that you could be forgiven, and He ROSE FROM THE DEAD ON THE 

THIRD DAY. And we who have believed and accepted this gift of salvation have the 

promise of the Holy Spirit NOW, and a NEW resurrected body in the FUTURE… a 

body fashioned after the Lord’s resurrected body. So know this, the resurrection 

sealed for all eternity the presence of affectionate touch in our relationships with 

each other and even with Christ! 

I know that many here are already in a relationship with Christ, but we ALL need 

to be reminded that there will be ups and downs, times of closeness and times of 

distance, hilltops and sometimes even those valleys of the shadow of death. So, we 

can never just coast in our relationship with the Lord… we must actively and daily 

grow in knowing Christ, renewing our trust the Lord (like the disciple who shouted, 

“I believe Lord... increase my faith!”); We all are challenged to take those steps of faith 

and reliance on the Lord, especially during those dark times of life. And, even though 

you placed your faith in Christ “once and for all time,” there will be life demands that 

pull on your priorities and you will need to frequently renew your commitment to 

the Lord. And, no matter how young or old you are, there are constant temptations 

and struggles in submitting your body to honor the Lord in all areas of life. But when 

you continue to grow in each and every one of these five areas described in the 

RAM, you will experience God’s greatest longing for you... which is to enter into and 

daily deepen an eternal relationship with the Creator of your life.
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So let’s grow in our relationships… with God, with our spouses, our children and 

grandchildren, and right here, in our church family. Relationships are the framework 

of God’s Law, and the fingerprint of God’s nature, and they are to be the BLUEPRINT 

of God’s will for your spiritual journey.
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prepared
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5: Preparing your church for a RAM Series

Helping your church become excited with anticipation about the RAM Series is 

vital and should involve teams within the church working together to create a clear 

understanding and expectation of this series. We are always looking for great ideas 

and helpful suggestions, so after you present this series please feel free to reach out 

to us and share what worked and now with hindsight, what you might have done 

differently. We will collect these ideas and periodically update our manual to include 

additional suggestions and tips. 

Describing the RAM Series to the congregation

Here is a brief description for this series:

“We are really excited to conduct a 6-week series on building and growing healthy 

and godly relationships. We will be using the RAM Series by therapist, professor 

and author Dr. John Van Epp. In this series, you will learn all about a terrific tool 

he developed called the RAM or the Relationship Attachment Model, and it will 

enable you to better understand your relationships, to evaluate their strengths and 

weaknesses, and to set goals for keeping them growing and strong. Our sermon 

messages will first address our relationship with God, and then, after that, in each 

message I will apply what we are learning to dating, marriage, parenting, and friends 

and church family relationships.”

“During these six weeks, there are two small group studies—one for couples 

about their marriage relationship; and the other for singles about healthy dating 

relationships and friendships. Now I know that some of our singles are not dating at 

this moment, and some others do not even have an interest in dating.”

“But this is what I would like: please attend the singles study for two reasons. First, 

it is really common to be caught off-guard by love. Therefore, learning this material 

when you are NOT in a relationship is really the BEST time to master it... just in 

case. Consider it fire insurance (smiles). And second, you need to learn this material 

in order to help others. I am sure that many of you know someone who is dating. 

And God calls us to come alongside others in supportive ways, like mentoring 
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relationships, providing helpful and informative suggestions or guidance, and 

simply being a good sounding board. This material will equip you for your own 

relationships as well as for supporting others in their relationships!”

“This RAM Series will help us in ALL our relationships, and the two small group 

studies will specifically strengthen our marriages and dating relationships. I am so 

excited to see what God is going to do in all of our lives and relationships!”

Several points are important to include in your announcements and descriptions. 

1. The RAM Series is a 6-week series developed by John Van Epp, Ph.D. 

2. This series is based on Van Epp’s evidenced-based Relationship Attachment 

Model (RAM) and programs that have been taught to more than a million 

participants over the last 20 years.

3. There is a sermon series that is accompanied by two small group studies that are 

facilitated during the same timeframe as the sermons. In addition, all elementary 

and youth groups are also going through six lessons applying the RAM to their 

relationship with God and others. 

4. All of content in the sermons, small group studies, and lessons are based on the 

RAM, so the content has continuity even though there are different Scriptures 

and areas of application. 

5. Everyone is encouraged to join one of the two studies. The two studies can be 

made to fit almost any group structure. They are designed to be fairly self-directed 

with just a small group host, and a study for couples and another for singles. 

However, groups with married individuals (without their spouses) could still go 

through the couple’s study (e.g. women’s group). It would be ideal (in this situation) 

that the spouses not in this group would be going through the study in their own 

respective group (men’s group). The Couple Huddle sections in the Discussion 

Guides give couples things to discuss and work on outside of group. So, in this 

case, both spouses could come together at home to share what they learned in 

their groups, and to engage in the Couple Huddles section.

Other groups might have both married and singles but they could create two 

sub-groups with each group going through their respective video study (singles 

and couples). 
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Engaged and highly committed couples can choose which study they believe 

would be best for their personal growth and relationship.

6. Special explanation should be given to any singles who are presently not dating 

or have no interest in ever dating. They can participate in the singles study 

because the discussion questions have the option of applying the content to 

either dating or another meaningful relationship (family or friends). It also needs 

to be explained that singles will learn a plan for relationships that will equip them 

to help those God brings into their lives that are dating or having relationship 

struggles. This is based on the Biblical principles that we learn God’s truth for our 

own growth, to be prepared for unforeseen future events, and to help build up 

others in supportive ways. This emphasis helps to set clear expectations of the 

singles study and offers a rationale for inclusiveness of all singles.

Creative ways to prepare a congregation

Many churches have individuals who are videographers, graphic designers, web 

designers, and some churches even have entire departments in these areas. There 

is a general short video sneak peek into the RAM Series by the father-daughter team, 

Dr. John Van Epp and Dr. Morgan Cutlip who host the video content of the two 

studies. This is found on the home page of the website, www.RAMseries.com, and 

can be used as a promo during announcements in anticipation of the series.

If you have the staff, you can create your own video promo. This can be done with 

singles and couples talking about what they will learn (maybe you have some in your 

congregation who have read one of the two books based on the two studies), telling 

stories, or answering general questions about relationships in dating and marriage. 

You could also have singles and couples act out some scenes that relate with 

common relationship situations. An example is an organization that was offering 

the PICK Program (aka How to Avoid Falling in Love with a Jerk or Jerkette) to their 

community. They made a video that had a couple on a first date in a restaurant. He 

was obviously the jerk, and when they finished ordering, he stuck her with the bill. 

It was a funny and well-done video and created a lot of buzz in the community.

You can also create posters on the various topics or relationships addressed in 
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the RAM Series, and if you contact info@lovethinks.com you can request artwork 

that you may want to use for your posters. Because the two studies are based on 

two programs that have been taught for years (PICK-for singles and LINKS-for 

couples), there are some poster samples that could be adapted and revised that other 

organizations have used and found quite effective. 

It is can be really beneficial to connect with local resources like Christian counselors 

and clinics. As a result of one church presenting the RAM Series 6-week series, the 

following letter was sent to them from a Christian counseling center:

Good Morning Gentlemen,

I just want to say THANK YOU! for putting our counseling center on your 

marriage counseling referral list.  As a team, we want to come alongside 

your church and to give God’s people good counsel in their time of need.  

Since you have started your RAM Series sermons, we have seen a marked 

increase in couples seeking counseling for their marriages.  We have also 

seen individuals, who aren’t married, seeking out how to evaluate with God 

their future relationships and current dating situations.  So, you know, I have 

encouraged our team to pray for your church and thank God for the increase. 

I have purchased a workbook for them to look through and linked to your 

sermons from your website in order to make sure we understand what you 

are encouraging God’s people to seek out and do. Again, thank you, thank 

you, thank you, for allowing us the privilege to do what God has ordained us 

as counselors to do on behalf of His Kingdom.  We are so excited about what 

God can do to seek and save the lost!

This is an example of the impact that is likely to happen as you take a month and 

a half to focus on what God would like from us in our relationships, the struggles 

and challenges so many individuals and couples are facing and have faced in their 

relationships, and the hope that can be actualized by learning new skills in practical 

applications of God’s Word for healing and growth. Any ways that you can network 

with resources in your area in anticipation of these needs will help you to be prepared 

for taking care of your congregation and making the most of the series.

Many churches have their own counseling services, including lay counseling (like 
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the Stephens Ministry), mentoring, and premarital programs. You can meet with 

those involved and their teams to brainstorm and strategize opportunities for the 

congregation to make easy connections and act on what they are learning.

Here are some key summary points for preparing to conduct the churchwide RAM 

Series.

1. Plan ahead with plenty of time: Do not try and rush this series. You need to review 

the materials, peruse the two books on dating and marriage, work on the sermon 

messages, brainstorm effective ways to create anticipation and interest, and work on 

the organizational structure that will best work for your church with the two studies. 

2. Give yourself time to integrate the RAM concepts into your own life, your ministry 

teams and other relationships in your life. This is helpful for preparing the six 

sermon messages, studying the Scriptural concepts and applications of the RAM, 

and especially essential for those hosting and facilitating the two studies. They need 

time and exposure to the material so that they can best lead discussions and help 

their groups to grow from this series in their own relationships. 

3. It is also helpful to be clear that the sermon series is to supplement both studies 

and not coincide perfectly with it. In the case of the singles study, the sermons will 

move through the RAM faster because the singles and High School Youth Groups 

have three sessions specifically on what to get to “know” (the first dynamic bond of 

the RAM) about dating partner and themselves. However, the married study and 

the elementary through Middle School does follow more closely with topics of each 

sermon message as long as the sermon series begins with applying the RAM to 

initiating and growing in a relationship with God. 

Frame the small group studies in a way to help both singles and couples in your 

church to see that the sermons and the two studies are designed to work together to 

provide greater learning and opportunities for life and relationship transformations. 

They will miss out if they only do one or the other. The sermons emphasize Scriptural 

principles and concepts in the specific relationship bonds described in the RAM, 

while each of the two studies have a greater emphasis on practical and personal 
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growth applications. 

4. When preparing the youth ministry, there are some specific points of consideration. 

Because the singles study has much about dating, you will want to have your High 

School youth group (9th-12th grade) use the Singles Videos/Discussion Guides. 

The majority of the discussion questions have the option of addressing a dating 

relationship or a friendship/significant person. There are also questions with the 

prompt: “choose the best question(s) that are fitting for your specific group,” and 

the choices include questions about friendships along with questions about dating. 

This allowed the small group studies of anyone that were not dating to engage in 

more discussions about friendships, while also having some practical applications 

to dating.

In public High Schools across the country, the community version of the PICK 

Program (How to Avoid Falling in Love with a Jerk or Jerkette) is taught, and most 

often it is included in the 9th grade classes. The single small group study covers 

much of the same content, so it clearly has been road-tested and resonated with 

many fourteen-year-olds. And there are activities that are described in the Singles 

Facilitator & Youth Notes/Video Tutorial that make the lessons fun, energetic and 

engaging. 

An option for you is to have a youth leader purchase the PICK Instructor Certification 

Course that has lesson plans and a DVD home certification course, in order to feel 

more confident with the material and learn many of the interactive group activities 

and projects that have been included in the trainer-certification version. 

5. There are additional lesson plans, videos and materials for K-8th grades. These 

sessions follow a similar outline as the sermons, with lesson one introducing the 

RAM and applying it to entering and growing in a relationship with God. Then each 

of the following five lessons apply one area of the RAM to family relationships and 

friendships. 

 

6. The Parent Discussion Guide is an essential part of helping parents to become 

“first teachers” throughout this series. It has a section for all parents about developing 
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healthy relationship skills in their children. It then briefly explains the elementary, 

Middle School and High School content for each lesson followed by discussion 

questions for parents and their kids to engage in rich conversations about this series 

when they are at home.

7. Begin early with brainstorming the resources that you would like to offer to 

your congregation as they go through this series. Making contact with Christian 

organizations and counseling centers, Christian schools, Christian bookstores, and 

other networks can help to have a net of support for your series. And conversations 

will often germinate additional ideas that you would not have thought about on your 

own. It is good to have your church well-connected in the community, and this 

series will provide opportunities for expanding your contacts.

8. Look for opportunities to provide “previews” of the RAM or concepts from the 

RAM Series. This can be done by quoting from the books, sharing what you are 

learning as a story in a sermon message, and by setting up some pre-series events 

that anticipate what they will gain from RAM. For instance, one church had an 

all-staff day retreat in which I presented the RAM and applied it to building and 

sustaining strong relationships within their ministry teams. This was months prior 

to the RAM Series, and really helped to build a greater understanding of the content. 

Another church had a family night in which I was invited to share with their couples 

about ways to keep marriages strong during the often-hectic years of raising 

children. They wanted me to also use the RAM to anticipate the RAM Series that 

was still a few months away. This helped to create more of a buzz about the series 

and an initial Biblical and practical understanding of the Relationship Attachment 

Model which is the framework for the sermons and two studies. 

9. Involve as many existing ministry teams as possible. This series applies clearly 

to your youth so be sure to bring into the planning your youth group leaders and 

support staff. There are Youth Group Facilitator Lesson Plans and a Video Tutorial on 

the Singles Video Platform that will help prepare youth and single-group leaders to 

know how to lead a 15-20 minute large group introduction and then break into small 

groups for watching the remaining video segments and discussing the small group 
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questions from the Singles Discussion Guide. There are also activities described in 

these Single Facilitator Notes/Tutorial that can be incorporated in their six sessions 

so that their lessons are more than just a discussion-oriented experience. There are 

also Facilitator Notes on the Couples Platform This takes some time for the team to 

consider, plan and feel confident in facilitating. So, once again, be sure to make a 

considerate amount of planning time available for your teams.

Other ministries would include divorce recovery, college and career (or young adult) 

groups, premarital couples, blended-family ministries, and marriage and family 

team ministries.

9. Be aware that there are differing levels of comfortability with sharing about 

relationships. You may want to even think about how comfortable you feel with 

being open, sitting in a small group with your spouse and talking with others about 

your relationship. In each session, the discussion questions are designed to begin 

general, move to more specific and personal questions, and then end with some 

general applications. They were also designed to be appropriate for small group 

ministry so that the questions are challenging but not intrusive. 

Addressing this out in the open in anticipation of the series can help mitigate some of 

these expectations and experiences. Be sure to present the positive side of growing 

in a small group study, building a sense of belonging and shared experiences, and 

taking some small steps out of our comfort zones. Assure your congregation that 

NO ONE will have to share anything they feel is private or not agreed upon between 

spouses. This is NOT a series to stir up conflict (smiles) but rather one to give all of 

us some great ways to strengthen our relationships. 

Include yourself and your marriage (if married) at times when you talk about the 

series. If you and your spouse read the book, Becoming Better Together, prior to the 

series, you could share a story now and then about how you have been blessed, had 

some great conversations, and grown in your marriage—the married study covers 

similar content as the book. 
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Creative ways to reach out to the community

The two studies of RAM Series have a long history of being taught in community 

settings by certified instructors in their Instructor Certification Versions, PICK 

(for singles) and LINKS (for couples). They have been researched and found to be 

effective in improving relationships in dating and in marriages. Therefore, the RAM 

Series that you are conducting on campus can also be used as an outreach to your 

community.

First, you can simply create invitations to the community to join your small groups 

or attend your church services for this series. Churches have distributed fliers, 

rented billboards, advertised on park benches, placed coasters in restaurants, and 

hung posters in libraries and other public locations. 

If you have home groups or organize home groups to host the two studies, then you 

will want to help your group members to know how to invite friends, neighbors and 

family members to join their groups for the next six weeks.

In the next section, Presenting the RAM Series within Your Church Structure, several 

options will be reviewed for conducting the two studies. If your church does not 

have a small group ministry, one option is to restructure any groups Sunday school 

times to offer the two studies and accommodate the extra time needed for a good 

group experience (usually around 1.5 hours rather than the typical 1 hour). In this 

case, you would invite community members to visit your church on a Sunday with 

a clear description of the content and timing of each study.

Second, you can create a parallel off-campus presentation of the two studies during 

a weeknight. For example, you might be able to rent a school facility for one night 

during each of the 6-weeks and invite both couples and singles from the community 

to attend. There would be two viewing rooms, one for each study. And after the 

20-minute video, you would have volunteers from your church lead small discussion 

groups of 12-16 people (6-8 couples) with the Discussion Guides. 

It would be important to have short training meetings with those who would be 
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hosting the small discussion groups, and to be assured of their understanding of the 

material, their facilitation skills, character, and commitment to this outreach. The 

sample Life Group Playbook in the first Appendix has many good ideas that can be 

incorporated into this type of training and preparation. 

There are two options for the series content in this community approach. One is 

to use the same Christian version of the two studies that are being hosted within 

your church. The second is to purchase and use the Community version of the two 

studies with Community version Discussion Guides. The program content is the 

same, but the faith and Scripture references have been removed in the community 

versions. 

PICK (singles) and LINKS (couples) have been taught to over 1 million, mostly in non-

faith settings. For instance, the PICK (How to Avoid Falling for a Jerk or Jerkette) has 

been taught in public High Schools to over 100K students (in 6 to 8-hour classes 

with workbooks). Both PICK and LINKS have been taught in community centers, 

rented facilities, retreat centers, and non-profits. Therefore, as you progress through 

this series, you will experience an igniting of excitement and desire to share the 

small group materials with others. One of the most common statements heard from 

small group participants is, “Oh I wish ________________ was here to go through 

this study!” 

During this series, your people will become primed to repeat their study with a new 

group. But it is up to you and your church leadership to mobilize their motivation, 

and to provide them with a simple set of optional structures to join in and help 

facilitate the singles and/or couples studies as community outreach. You may need 

to have some non-threatening, 2-hour evening events on a relationship topic (e.g. 

comedians, movies, speakers) that attract interest in your community. But from that 

you can help attenders to take another small step of involvement... and after several 

steps they may be willing to join a small group experience. 

Remember, outreach begins with building relationships with your community... and 

what better topic than close relationships within dating and marriage. Offering this 

series to your community can establish a stronger bond, broaden your community’s 
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understanding of the concern and helpfulness you have for some of their relationship 

needs, and create bridges for further conversations and to share Christ’s love with 

them. Fragmented marriage, dating and family relationships are definitely a mission 

field that we need to step into and show the relevancy of our faith through practical 

programs like the small group studies in the RAM Series.

By the way, the studies do not have to be 6 weeks, one for each session. You can divide 

the material between two Saturday mornings, and offer it on your campus in a large 

meeting room, or rent the local school cafeteria, and serve coffee and doughnuts. 

The untapped mission field of the local church is to help individuals, couples and 

families navigate their relationships with relevant and skill-based classes that are 

consistent with your Christian values—on your campus you can have these classes 

integrate God’s Word with relationship skills. But know that you can also take the 

non-faith versions into your community settings so that you weave Biblical values 

of relationships into the fabric of your culture.  
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6: Presenting the RAM Series within Your
Church Structure

Many churches have found the benefits of establishing a small group ministry that 

use small group studies to generate more personal and deeper spiritual growth 

experiences. Often these home groups are mixed, with both singles and married 

couples attending each group. Also, they do not always study the same curricula or 

follow a standard timeframe for their meetings. 

However, if there is a way to revise the existing home group structure to have 

singles and married groups for this 6-week series, then you will be able to maximize 

the involvement of those already in groups and perhaps the efficiency of your 

organizational work. Basically, any time you can use an existing structure in 

your church to facilitate this series, then it has the advantage of familiarity and 

involvement.

Here are some frequently used formats for adult small group studies that have fit into 

existing church structures. 

 

1. Organize small groups for couples and other small groups for singles.

If you are conducting this series around the time of year that you organize your 

small groups (e.g. Life Groups), then you can use this series as the first 6-week series 

and create groups for couples and groups for singles. An example is a church that 

had highly organized home groups used the RAM Series to begin their annual Life 

Groups kickoff. They also created 8-week rotations of curricula so that groups could 

either continue meeting with new curricula, or the members could leave a group and 

join another every 8-weeks. The nature of the topics in this RAM Series of marriage, 

dating and positive relationships resulted in record numbers of Life Groups. This 

church first collected logistic data on those interested in joining a group, like marital 

status, address, availability, and need for childcare. They then created groups by 

assigning people to homes and times that were most convenient for their schedules 

and location. This was a major task that took many staff and volunteers and weeks 
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of work, but they were able to engage almost 80% of all their adults into Life Groups, 

with little attrition.

If you do not have a small home group ministry in your church and want to establish 

one, then this series could be the perfect opportunity to create home groups. The 

Life Group Playbook included in the first Appendix is provided with permission from 

the Northview Church, Carmel Indiana and is an excellent guide for establishing 

and organizing your small group ministry and building a leadership team. You may 

want to survey your church to find out the initial interest in joining a group, and 

what might be the expectations or concerns so that you have helpful information as 

you begin the process of organizing the studies of the RAM  series.

2. Infuse the singles and couples small group studies into existing groups.

It is likely that your church has adult groups with married individuals (without their 

spouses). They could still go through the couple’s study (e.g. women’s group). It would 

be ideal (in this situation) that the spouses not in this group would also be going 

through the study in their own respective group (men’s group). There is a section 

in the Discussion Guides after each session titled, the Couple Huddle section and it 

give couples things to discuss and work on outside of group. So, in this case, both 

spouses could come together at home to share what they learned in their respective 

small groups, and then engage in conversations with the Couple Huddles section.

Other groups might have both married and singles. In most of these groups you 

could create two sub-groups with each group going through their respective video 

study (singles and couples). If there were not enough singles (or married individuals) 

in a particular group, you may need to organize some others to join the group and 

round out the numbers. Engaged and highly committed couples can choose which 

study they believe would be best for their personal growth and relationship.

3. Use a traditional Sunday School format.

If your church has a traditional Adult Sunday School format, then you can use that 
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timeframe to create two 6-week studies... one for singles and another for couples. 

Other classes could be offered for those not joining, but this approach consolidates 

the RAM Series to Sunday mornings. The challenge of this structure is that the videos 

are between 15-20 minutes (although the first Singles video is 30 minutes) and that 

only leaves 40-45 minutes of discussion with the questions in the Discussion Guides. 

It would be necessary for the teacher to choose which questions to eliminate from 

the Guides in order to fit in this 60-minute timeframe. 

Some churches have used Sunday School classes for their elementary and Middle 

School children to go through the six lessons of the RAM Series, while the youth 

groups and young adult groups go through it mid-week, and the adults attend 

other settings (Life Groups (#1); existing groups that stopped to use the small group 

RAM series curricula during this series (#2), and large meetings with small groups 

breakouts (#4).

 

4. Organize a large meeting with small group breakouts.

This is an optional format that can be used in place of small groups or in conjunction 

with small groups or the Sunday School format. For instance, if used in conjunction, 

then those who were unable to attend their Sunday School class or couldn’t get to 

their Life Group meeting, there could also be a mid-week presentation of the two 

studies that they could attend. Others could only be attending the mid-week large 

meeting with small group breakouts. And this approach can also be organized 

instead of a small group ministry or the restructuring of a Sunday School format.

One church organized a mid-week Tuesday evening 30-miute dinner followed by 

a 2-hour study (6:00-8:30 PM). They invited both singles and couples to attend the 

dinner, and then at 6:30 the singles went to another location in the building to have 

their study, and the couples sat at assigned tables for their study. It is advisable to 

assign people to a specific table group for the entire series. This build comradery 

and accountability week to week as they engage in the discussion questions.

There are both Singles and Couples Facilitator Notes that explain how to conduct 

a large group introduction. In this first large group format, the video was watched 
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in the large group in its entirety (not by segments). The “host” facilitated an initial 

discussion question with the large group prior to watching the video. Then after 

the viewing the video, couples worked through the discussion questions with their 

assigned small group at their tables. The host then took the last 5-10 minutes to wrap 

up and close the study. The singles study followed a similar format in their own 

setting. 

Another large meeting format is to alternate between video segments and small 

group discussions. In this format, the facilitator can often monitor the time for the 

small groups’ discussions more closely. For example, a facilitator would introduce a 

video segment, have the entire meeting watch that segment, then explain, “There 

are 3 questions that the small groups will discuss in the Discussion Guides over the 

next 30 minutes. This means that you should move on to the next question after 

about 10-minutes of discussion.” 

A final large meeting format is similar to what was just described but one in which 

the facilitator is more active. This is a common format for the singles series in 

youth groups and singles ministry groups. In this format, the entire group begins 

all together for the first 15-20 minutes, then they break out to small groups for the 

remaining hour. There is a Video Tutorial and Facilitator Notes explain how to this 

format. In the small groups, the video is watched in segments, with the first segment 

and the first few discussion questions from the Discussion Guide being facilitated in 

the large group, and then afterwards the remaining video segments and questions 

are discussed in the small groups. Each session concludes with all small group 

participants returning to their large group for a wrap-up
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Sample small
group guide
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2

Dear Life Group leader,

Nothing stirs my heart quite like 
seeing God change and transform 
people’s lives. Isn’t it amazing that God 
would use people like you and me to 
accomplish His awesome purposes? As a Life Group leader, you are 
in a pivotal leadership role to be used by God to see people’s lives 
transformed. 

You are immensely valuable to us and greatly appreciated. 
Undoubtedly, you will have some mountaintop experiences as a 
leader. Also, like any noble calling, I’m sure there will be challenging 
times for you as you lead your group. Let me encourage you to press 
on. The Life Group ministry team and all of us at Northview are 
here to serve you as you serve your group. 

Blessings, 
Derek Irvin, Life Groups Pastor 
derek.irvin@northviewchurch.us 
317.846.2884

Life Groups Pastor Derek Irvin
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3

NORTHVIEW CHURCH
Purpose of Life Group:
To proactively live out the three core values of:  
 • spiritual growth 
 • relationships  
 • reaching out

W+2
At Northview, it is our strong desire that every person connected with our 
church would attend worship services weekly, be active in a Life Group and 
make serving God a way of life by volunteering within and/or outside the 
walls of our church.

CORE VALUES
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4

WHAT DO THE THREE CORE VALUES LOOK LIKE 
IN THE CONTEXT OF A LIFE GROUP?

RELATIONSHIPS
How do you build relationships effectively in the context of a Life Group?

Learn each other’s story 
It is amazing how hearing where someone has come from can help you 
to understand and love a person in your Life Group. Sharing each other’s 
stories is a powerful means of connecting a group relationally.

Get together outside of your regular meeting 
time 
Groups that invest in each other’s lives outside of their regular meeting 
time are the groups that typically form a strong relational bond.

Get together with others of the same gender  
outside of your regular meeting time 
Meeting with just the guys or gals will often allow for greater freedom in 
personal sharing and accountability.

Here’s an idea: Take turns over multiple weeks having an 
individual or couple share their story in about 10 minutes. 
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5

SPIRITUAL GROWTH
How do you grow spiritually in the context of a Life Group?

Focus on where truth meets life 
It is possible for groups to focus exclusively on truth and not take time 
to share with each other how it applies practically to their life. It is also 
possible to spend so much time sharing the issues of life that the group 
neglects to seek God’s truth and how it applies to them personally. The 
goal is to see lives changed through the application of the truth of God’s 
Word.

Share your spiritual journey
Some think of spiritual growth as something that happens in the Life 
Group meeting itself. While this is possible, the bulk of a person’s 
spiritual growth is what happens in between the Life Group meetings. 
Life Group is a place to share what God has been doing in your life since 
you last met and to discuss how to apply new biblical truths to your 
circumstances. It is the sharing of your journey that often is a catalyst in 
someone else’s faith walk.

Take the next step
One of the ways God often grows us spiritually is by calling us out of 
our comfort zones. A Life Group is a great place to find the mutual 
encouragement and accountability to take the next step of faith in your 
walk with God.

Examples of stepping out of your comfort zone are:
• Go on a global  

Outreach trip
• Serve in children’s or 

student ministry
• Attend the Discipleship 

Walk
• Get involved in Hilltop 

Sports & Fitness

• Take the Alpha course
• Get baptized
• Attend the SHAPE class
• Go to Tuesday Night 

Prayer

Here’s an idea: Periodically substitute a God-sighting for prayer 
request time where group members share how they have seen 
God work in their lives in the past week. 
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Stepping out of your comfort zone certainly isn’t limited to ministries at 
Northview. God will begin to stretch you in all areas of your life. The key is 
to develop the practice of listening to God and obeying his prompting.

REACHING OUT
How can a group effectively reach out together within the context of a 
Life Group?

1. Make it a priority. All Life Groups should serve at Northview once 
per quarter. 

2. Identify a personal connection. Focus on serving someone who has a 
personal connection to someone in your group.

3. Keep the activity simple and contained. Some group members will 
immediately embrace the idea of serving and in their enthusiasm, may 
commit to more than they can manage. 

4. Keep a steady pace. Whether it is curriculum or serving, people have 
a tendency to be eager in the beginning and lose steam over time. 
Beware of this trend and avoid discouragement.  

5. Beware of the money trap. Avoid the temptation to just give money 
toward the problem or situation. 

6. Don’t let serving take over the group. It may become necessary to set a 
time limit on how long this topic is discussed in a Life Group meeting.

7. Nominate an Outreach representative (Reach Rep.). This person is a 
liaison to the Outreach Department and helps keep Outreach values 
a priority.  
 
 
 
  
 

8. It is our desire that we all be Good Neighbors. Use the Northview 
website to find serving opportunities for your group.

Keep in mind: Consider having the person who suggests a 
project be the Reach Rep. After all, they are the one with the 
personal connection. 

7

WHAT IS A REACH REP? 
A Reach Rep is a designated Outreach representative who keeps the 
core value of reaching out a priority in your group. There is huge value in 
having someone who owns this initiative in your group.

Who can be a Reach Rep? 
Anyone in your group can be a Reach Rep. Often the person in your 
group with a passion for service makes a great candidate.

How do I nominate a Reach Rep? 
The best way to nominate a Reach Rep for your group is by asking them 
personally. If you see someone in your group who would be good at this 
role, you can explain the role and why you think they would be great  
at it.

Why do I need a Reach Rep? 
A tremendous amount of spiritual growth can happen when someone 
decides to serve. The community is changed along with the members of 
your group. Having someone to champion that initiative allows them to 
have ownership and responsibility within the group.
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PREREQUISITES OF A LEADER
• Trusts in Christ
• Relates well with people
• Pursues Christ in daily life
• Is willing to partner with the church by becoming a  

member of Northview Church
• Able to facilitate/manage group dynamics
Sometimes it is quite possible for all of the above to be true, but there 
are personal life circumstances that make it best not to serve as a leader 
for a season. However, joining a group is still recommended.

Why does a group need a leader?
Having an identified leader is important because, at times, challenges will 
arise within the group. There is incredible value in having a person who 
has responsibility and permission to address the challenge presented.

When people object to the idea of a group having a leader, often times 
the underlying issue is not about whether the group needs a leader. The 
real issue is the kind of a leader the group needs.

What kind of leader does the group need?
1. A person who can lead collaboratively; a consensus-builder as 

opposed to an autocratic leader
2. A person who will lead by example and has these character traits:

• Teachability
• Integrity
• Transparency
• Self-awareness

3. A person who delights in seeing God work in people’s lives

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A LEADER

Keep in mind: The role of a Life Group leader is not intended 
to be that of a teacher. Oftentimes the Life Group leader will 
facilitate the group. However, this role can be shared. 
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POSITION/LEADERSHIP DESCRIPTION
Primary Responsibility
To encourage the group and individuals in the group to proactively live 
out the three core values of Northview Church.

Primary functions
• Liaison to the Life Group ministry

• Periodically connect with the Life Groups Pastor or  
another person on the Life Group ministry team

• Attend leader events
• Post attendance and keep Life Group Manager up to date. 

www.northviewchurch.us/lgmanager
• Create and sustain healthy environments

• Manage the physical and relational environment 
• Provide structure for the meeting
• Keep the group on track in implementation of the agreed- 

upon Life Group Ground Rules (i.e. safe, confidential, core 
values)

• Share roles within the group (i.e. facilitator, host, snacks,  
Reach Rep, prayer, worship)

• Handle conflict well
• Deal with relationship tensions proactively before they 

become major problems
• Praise publicly. Correct privately. 

Keep in mind: Communicate by phone or in person rather 
than email when addressing difficult situations. It is amazing 
how much conflict can be avoided by not using email to 
communicate emotion or to handle difficult situations. 
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A GREAT WAY TO START
A great way to start is to give people an opportunity to test drive a Life 
Group. The Life Group ministry team assists groups in putting people 
together for a six-week Life Group experience. 

Over the course of the six-week experience, the groups meet 
independently in someone’s home and are led by a Life Group HOST. At 
the end of the six weeks, each group decides whether or not they want 
to continue meeting.

The biggest Life Group kickoff event occurs during the fall church-wide 
spiritual growth campaign. This campaign ignites the Life Group season. 

HOW TO GATHER A GROUP
Any time throughout the year, you can connect with people in your 
sphere of influence – coworkers, neighbors, family and friends – and 
invite them to be part of a Life Group with you. The Life Group team 
at Northview will provide support, studies and training to help in this 
process. 

Take a look at the Circles of Life diagram below and write the names 
of two or three people you know in each section – especially people 
who do not know Christ. Commit to pray for God’s guidance and an 
opportunity to invite them. 

If your group starts with just a few people, that’s perfectly acceptable. 
Include the group in this process of inviting people. The ideal Life Group 
size is 10-14 adults, but it is fine to start smaller and grow.

FAMILY
(immediate or extended)

FUN
(gym, hobbies, hangouts)

FIRM
(work)

FAMILIAR
(neighbors, kids, sports

teams, school, etc.)

FRIENDS
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Below are instructions on how to set up your Life Group Manager. If you 
have any questions, please feel free to contact us.

1. Go directly to www.northviewchurch.us/lgmanager.

2. Type in your last name/group name to find your group in Browse 
Small Groups.

3. Click on your group name.

4. Enter your group password.  
 
 
 
 

5. Click on Group Information to make sure the group info is updated 
(i.e. group description, time group meets, size, frequency and address 
where group meets). 

• You determine your group size. You set this in Group 
Information. Once your group reaches its maximum size, it will 
not show up on the website. 

• This program will use your address to map distance and location 
for people looking to join a group.

6. Click on Group Profile to update your group stage of life, marital 
status, etc. 

7. At the bottom of the blue box, select Add Member(s).

8. Click on today’s date.

9. Select the members to add to your group, and then click Add 
Selected Members. If one of your members is not listed, please email 
contact information to the Life Group ministry team.

LIFE GROUP MANAGER INSTRUCTIONS

Helpful hint: The Life Group ministry team will typically set the 
password as the head of household’s six-digit birthday. 
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Notes on Posting Attendance 

1. After each meeting, you will receive an email reminding you to post 
attendance. Once you click on the link, it will take you directly to the 
attendance page. If you are not receiving this email, please notify the 
Life Group ministry team.  
 
You can indicate how often your group meets in Group Information. 
The email reminder will coordinate with your meeting frequency. 

2. If you forget to post attendance, you will receive a “2nd of 3 
reminders” and then a couple of days later, a “3rd of 3 reminders” 
email notification. If attendance is still not posted, we will follow up 
with you personally.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. The information that comes up on the attendance page is intended 
to create a meeting report for the people in your group. The default 
setting will send a copy of the meeting report to your group and the 
Life Group ministry team. 

4. If you did not meet on a given week, you can register that 
information by clicking on “Did not meet this week.”

5. If your group met socially, put that in the notes and check who was 
all there.

Helpful hint: If you’re not going to meet over the summer, 
change the start date in the group information section to your 
next meeting time. This way you will not receive emails to post 
attendance until your group meets next. 



171

171
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

13

The goal is to create environments that enable the group and 
its members to grow together relationally, spiritually and in their 
effectiveness to reach out to others.

There are two types of environments to manage:

Physical environment
Most of the components of the physical environment are directly related 
to where the meeting is being hosted. Hosting is a group role which is 
often shared by various members in the group. 

Create an environment that is welcoming and relaxed
• Have comfortable chairs arranged in a circle
• Make sure outside lights are turned on
• Give yourself 10 minutes to “decompress” and pray before  

 guests arrive
• Have snacks and drinks available

Limit distractions
• Have TV turned off
• Have pets in a separate part of the house
• Silence cell phones 
• Make sure the host home is reasonably clean
• Make sure the room temperature is comfortable
• Alcohol policy: We ask that alcohol not be served at home  

group functions
• Agree upon a plan for child care as a group

CREATING ENVIRONMENTS 

Helpful hint: Collect money multiple weeks in advance for 
childcare so the group has the funds available to pay the sitter 
even if some couples miss a meeting. 
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Relational environment
Create an environment that is collaborative, safe, authentic and feels like 
family.

Collaborative
• Share ownership of group roles

• Share communication

• Everyone is engaged; no one is dominating conversation

• Share commitment to the group; people call if they’ll be absent or 
late

Safe
• Confidentiality should be vigorously respected unless a person is 

engaged in illegal activity, or is a danger to themselves or others 
 
 
 
 
 

• Avoid quick answers, snap judgments, simple fixes or side 
conversations

• Maintain a sense of belonging; acceptance without judgment

• Help group members resolve conflicts when it arises

Authentic
• Model for and encourage members to go beneath the surface and 

be transparent in conversations

• Model for and challenge each other to grow spiritually with 
gentleness and respect

• Celebrate growth in the three core values periodically

Keep in mind: Seeking guidance from one of the pastors at 
Northview about a Life Group situation is not considered a 
violation of group confidentiality. 
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Feels like family
• Proactively care for one another 

• Get together outside of the meeting

• Create excitement and energy in the group. Use icebreakers to 
get to know one another and laugh with one another. Celebrate 
the growth and successes in each other’s lives. Note: Creating a 
collaborative and safe environment will increase the chances of 
group members becoming more authentic and, ultimately, in creating 
a sense of family. A familial environment can be encouraged and 
directed, but not forced. 

• Create an open environment that communicates: “This is our 
group (not my group) and it will be what we make it. So, if there is 
something we would like to see improve, let’s improve it.”

• Have periodic group “check-in.” A couple of times a year, create time 
in your group meeting to discuss how everyone feels the group is 
progressing.

• Use the Life Group Ground Rules to review what everyone   
hoped to achieve out of the Life Group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the Life Group Ground Rules
This a great tool to collaboratively establish expectations related to 
creating and sustaining a healthy environment. It can be used to gain 
mutual “buy-in” as to what the group is about, and it can be used to talk 
about what roles different people will play in the group.

Here’s an idea: Ask: “What is our group’s greatest strength and 
in what areas would you like to see the group grow?”  Then 
follow up with: “What practical steps can we take to move 
forward?” 
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LIFE GROUP GROUND RULES (SAMPLE)

Life Group Ground Rules

Clear Purpose: Northview Life Groups are all about living out the three core  
values: spiritual growth, relationships and reaching out. 

Go around the room, each person reading one rule. Agreeing to these rules will help everyone 
get the most out of the group experience. (Helpful hint: It is a good idea to review these ground 
rules when new people join the group and/or you begin a new study.)

We agree to the following ground rules and expectations:  

Show up:

Show respect:

Be self-aware:

Take ownership:

Face conflict:

Keep it confidential:

I’ll prioritize the scheduled Life Group meeting and call in 
advance if I’m going to miss the meeting. 

I’ll accept everyone without judgement. I’ll listen well and refrain 
from giving quick answers, simple fixes or engaging in side 
conversations. 

I’ll stretch myself to be as open and honest as I can with my 
perspectives and experiences. I understand that some of us are 
talkers and some are quieter, so I’ll be aware of not dominating 
the discussion or always leaving the weight of it to others. 

I’ll do my part to help create the group (translation: “I won’t stick 
the host/leader with all the work). The group will be as good 
as I make it. I’ll share roles within the group and help challenge 
everyone to grow. 

Community can be very messy, and conflicts may arise. I’ll offer 
grace to others and won’t leave the group over disagreements, 
realizing that God might use confict in my spiritual formation in 
some way I don’t currently understand. 

I’ll vigorously respect confidentiality.  What I hear and say in the 
group stays in the group (unless a person is a danger to them-
selves or others or engaged in illegal activity*). 

As a group, discuss how you would like to:
• Grow spiritually
• Connect relationally
• Serve intentionally

Also discuss:
• Where we will meet
• How we will handle childcare
• Meeting timeframe
• Day we will meet

*Seeking guidance from one of the pastors at Northivew about a Life Group  
situation is not considered a violation of group confidentiality. 
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How do I use the Life Group Ground Rules?
Use it as a living document and refer back to the Life Group Ground 
Rules on a periodic basis to evaluate how the group is doing and when a 
new member joins the group. 

How do I add people to my group?
Before adding anyone to your group, be sure to discuss and decide as a 
group how you would like to add people.  

The single most effective way to add people to your group is by personal 
invitation. Think about your neighbors, friends, and coworkers that may 
not be connected to a Life Group and would be a great fit for the group. 
Encourage the others in the group to do the same.

You can also contact the Life Group ministry team for referrals of people 
who are looking for a group.
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STRUCTURE
Structure provides freedom. Typically people are more at ease and willing 
to share when they know what to expect. However, keep in mind that 
the structure is a tool to serve the group, not the group to serve the 
structure. Strive to maintain a balance between keeping the meeting on 
schedule and responding to the unexpected.

How does Northview organize  
Life Groups?
Our primary organizing principle for Life Groups is stage-of-life. It’s easier 
for a group to make decisions on childcare when they are all in a similar 
life stage. Also, our experience has shown that when groups have stage-
of-life and shared experiences in common, they are more likely to stay 
together. 

Our group categories are:
• Singles
• Adults (couples) with no kids
• Parents of preschoolers
• Parents of elementary-aged children
• Parents of teens
• Prime of life (50+)
• Women
• Men

Although members of groups organized by stage-of-life tend to have 
more in common, anyone is welcome to join. For example, if a couple 
is 37 years old with no children, they may choose to join a group that is 
predominantly made up of parents of elementary-aged children because 
they view that as their peer group. The fact that they do not have 
children is not meant to exclude them from the group.

We also have a number of successful multi-generational men’s and 
women’s groups.

HOW TO STRUCTURE THE LIFE  
GROUP MEETING
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How do I structure a meeting?
The following is an example of how one group structures their meeting. 
Other groups will vary the structure to fit their group’s personality.

1. 7 - 7:20 p.m. - Welcome / Snacks: People will arrive at different 
times, and this allows everyone to meet each other informally and 
catch up with one another prior.

2. 7:20 - 7:30 p.m. - Icebreaker: An icebreaker is a question designed to 
get people talking and sharing. The question can be fun and random. 
For example: If you could see any singer (living or dead) in concert, 
who would it be and why? The icebreaker could also be a question 
related to the topic you’ll be discussing in your Life Group. The 
person in charge of the icebreaker question answers first and in so 
doing, sets an example for how much detail to give and time to take 
in answering the question.

3. 7:30 - 8:15 p.m. - Study: Most studies/curricula make this an easy role 
to share. A DVD study will prompt you through the video and study 
guide step-by-step.

4. 8:15 - 8:40 p.m. - Application: During your discussions, talk about 
how what you’ve learned is affecting and impacting your lives. Discuss 
how you are putting this knowledge into action in your lives. Use 
questions like the following: How has God been at work in your life? 
Where is God stretching you in your life? What is God teaching you 
as you read the Bible and pray throughout the week? 

5. 8:40 - 9 p.m. - Prayer: Group members will share prayer requests 
and the group prays together. For some people in the group, this will 
be the first time they have ever prayed out loud. Please remember 
to be patient with them and avoid putting them on the spot.
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How often should my group meet?
Some groups choose to meet every week. All Life Groups meet at least 
every other week. For groups that meet every other week, it is important 
to be intentional in keeping a strong relational connection because if a 
person misses one meeting, they will not connect with the group for a 
month.

Some groups have found it helpful to meet for 2 or 3 weeks in a row and 
then take one week off, finding it helps to keep the group connected but 
also gives a break. Discuss and decide as a group which option works 
best for you. 
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Curriculum
1. How do I know what options are available?

Northview Church has partnered with an online video library called 
RightNow Media, which offers more than 2,000 Christian Bible 
study, training and leadership videos from respected teachers and 
leaders. This streaming service, which is essentially the Netflix of Bible 
studies, is a great learning tool for Life Groups. Watch any RightNow 
Media video instantly from your computer, mobile device or TV. Visit 
northviewchurch.us/rightnow to gain access to these study options.

2. How do I choose a group study?

The Life Group ministry team will often make recommendations of 
a particular study for Life Groups and have extra copies available for 
purchase at Capstone. Unless it is part of a church-wide campaign, it 
isn’t necessary for your group to use the recommended study. Choose 
a study with input and collaboration from the group. Please keep the 
Life Group ministry team updated on which study you are using.

Keep in mind: The purpose of the group study is to serve your 
group in growing closer to God and to each other, not for your 
group to serve the study. In other words, if the study becomes 
the focus and purpose of your group, feel free to make 
appropriate changes.
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MANAGING THE LIFE GROUP SEASON 
Think of your Life Group as having a season (similar to the way a sports 
team has a season) that runs concurrent with the school year. The Life 
Group kicks off the season in September and plays the championship 
game around the end of May. Summer is a time to celebrate a successful 
season as most Life Groups will typically have some kind of alternative 
schedule (i.e. meet once a month for socials.) Note: There are some groups 
that choose to continue to hold a regular schedule during the summer.

As the new season approaches, individuals have the option to sign up for 
another season with their previous Life Group or try a new Life Group 
experience.

 
 
 
 
 

End well. When a Life Group decides to disband and stop meeting, have 
a dinner or a special time to celebrate the time the group has spent 
together. Avoid letting people know of the group’s end via email and 
allow several weeks for the group to process the change that is coming. 
Talking with the Life Group ministry team prior to ending the group is 
recommended and appreciated.

Helpful hint: The benefit of thinking of your Life Group as having 
a season is that it helps to sustain commitment and momentum 
over time and helps prevent people from feeling like they are 
“stuck” in a group.



181

181
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

23

1. Deals with conflict well

2. Shares responsibilities and roles in the group

3. Spends time outside of group together

4. Shares with one another how God is working in their lives

5. Serves together

6. Has clear goals and clear expectations (Life Group Ground Rules)

7. Periodically “checks in” to evaluate how the group is progressing

8. Has a defined structure for the group meetings

9. Has spiritual accountability

10. Cares for each other in hard times 

THE TOP 10 CHARACTERISTICS OF 
HIGHLY EFFECTIVE LIFE GROUPS
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1. Changed lives

2. A sense of belonging/family

3. Discovering and using spiritual gifts to serve God

4. Increased capacity to love others

5. Meaningful friendships

6. Increased desire to know and love God

7. People outside of the group are impacted for Christ

8. The group cares for each other

9. The group encourages and challenges each other to grow spiritually

10. A sense of accomplishment

TOP 10 RESULTS OF HIGHLY  
EFFECTIVE LIFE GROUPS
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FEELING STUCK OR DON’T KNOW 
WHAT TO DO?

As a Life Group leader, there will likely come a time when you feel stuck 
or at a loss as to what to do. Please contact us. The Life Group ministry 
team’s primary role is to be a resource for you. 

Examples Of Life Group challenges
1. Challenging life circumstances for someone in the group

• Someone in your group may share with you a difficult life 
situation that they are going through 

 
 

2. Challenging dynamics occurring in the meeting
• Someone is introducing strange philosophies or ideas about God
• Someone is dominating the conversation during the meeting
• Someone asks a question for which you don’t know how to answer 

 

 
 
 

3. Challenging relational dynamics 
• There is a relational friction between some people in the group
• The group feels like it has lost momentum
• The group seems bored with its current curriculum
• Some people in the group don’t seem to be committed

Helpful hint: Remember that it is much more important to be a 
good listener than it is to have a solution for their problem.

Here’s an idea: If you don’t know the answer to a question, 
challenge the group to research the answer on their own and 
come back to the next meeting with what they have found.

Keep in mind: Please don’t feel like it has to be a major issue to 
justify calling us. We are eager to help walk you through any 
situation and pray with you and for you as you lead your group.
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How big should my Life Group be?
Ten to 14 people is a good target range. If there are too many people or 
too few people in a group, it may become difficult to create and sustain a 
healthy environment.

What happens when we reach the maximum 
number of people in our group?
Some groups will choose to close once they have reached a 
predetermined, maximum number of people. Some groups will continue 
to add people. Sub-grouping is a strategy which helps in this process. 
With this strategy, a group may have eighteen people meet together 
for snacks and fellowship and then break into two groups of nine, for 
example, once the discussion starts. This strategy allows a group to ease 
into multiplying.

How do I become a leader?
If you are interested in becoming a leader, let someone on the Life Group 
ministry team know. A great way to try out the leadership role is to 
launch a group. Another effective way to try out the leadership role is to 
ask your Life Group leader if you can co-lead with them. This provides 
on-the-job training for leading a Life Group well.

What if our group is doing a study that requires 
homework and nobody is doing it?
If an upcoming study requires homework, talk up front about 
expectations. However, keep in mind that it is a common issue that a 
group will “bite off more than they can chew” when it comes to doing 
homework. Minimize a potentially frustrating situation by choosing 
curriculum where the homework is optional. Have different people 
responsible for leading discussion during the study. At least they will do 
the homework when it is their week to do the lesson. Err on the side of 
grace.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
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What do I do if people aren’t showing up 
consistently?
Define mutual expectations early on with the Life Group Ground Rules. 
If attendance becomes an issue with someone in the group, address it 
with them in person, not via email. Contact someone in the Life Group 
ministry prior to approaching the person to develop a plan and to have 
someone praying for you. Again, in this type of situation, err on the side 
of grace. Be in a place emotionally where you are more saddened that 
you didn’t get to see the person at group rather than you are frustrated 
that they didn’t show up.

We spend a huge amount of time on prayer 
requests. Do you have any suggestions?
Have people send their prayer requests via email prior to the meeting. 
Emphasize the idea of praying for each other during the week. Explain 
that in the interest of time, everyone will pray for the one or two most 
pressing things for each person, but a more comprehensive email will 
be sent out so that the group can pray more thoroughly throughout the 
week. Have people share requests and pray together in smaller groups.

When I ask people what God is doing in their 
lives, I am met with silence. How should I 
handle this?
It is common for people to miss how God is at work in their lives. 
Sometimes people think that if they cannot share a major event or story 
then it is not worth sharing. Modeling how God is working in your own 
life in simple, tangible ways will help to set the stage. Encourage the group 
to start praying that God would reveal Himself to them throughout the 
week. Pray for this together as a group.

Should we have dinner with our meeting?
Ultimately, this is a group decision. Be aware that having a dinner will 
typically add significantly to the meeting time. If you have a dinner 
together, decide beforehand as a group how the evening will flow (i.e. 
Have dinner from 5 p.m. to 6 p.m. and then have the normal meeting 
time from 6 p.m. to 8 p.m.). In general, we would recommend not having 
a dinner with every meeting. Instead, consider having a dinner periodically 
throughout the year. Some groups will have a special dinner together 
after they finish a particular curriculum.
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When should I call the Life Group ministry team 
for help?
Don’t feel like it has to be something big or really important to call us. 
We love to be a sound board for you. Call us early. Call us often.

If I lead a Life Group, do we have to meet in my 
home?
No. Many groups will share the role of having the group meet in their 
homes.

Is it OK to invite someone to our group that 
doesn’t go to our church?
If the person has a home church, ideally they would get connected in 
their own church. Joining a Life Group provides a way to get to know 
fellow church attendees on a deeper level. While this is the general 
principle, there are times when it may be appropriate to make an 
exception. If the person does not have a home church, Life Group can 
be a great ‘on-ramp’ to the Christian faith and to getting connected to a 
local church.

How often should we meet?
During the Spiritual Growth Campaign, Life Groups meet every week. 
After the campaign, some groups continue to meet every week, while 
others choose to meet every other week. One of the challenges of 
meeting every other week is that if someone misses group, it will be a 
month since you have met with them. Therefore, groups that meet every 
other week will need to be intentional about looking for additional ways 
to build a sense of community. A third meeting option that works for 
some groups is to meet three weeks in a row and then take the fourth 
week off. This works with busy schedules while also helping to maintain a 
sense of community. 
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HANDLING CONFLICT 
As people reconciled to God by the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, we believe that we are called to respond to conflict in a way that 
is remarkably different from the way the world deals with conflict.1 We 
also believe that conflict provides opportunities to glorify God, serve 
other people, and grow to be like Christ.2 Therefore, in response to 
God’s love and in reliance on his grace, we commit ourselves to respond 
to conflict according to the following principles:

Glorify God
Instead of focusing on our own desires or dwelling on what others may 
do, we will rejoice in the Lord and bring him praise by depending on his 
forgiveness, wisdom, power and love, as we seek to faithfully obey his 
commands and maintain a loving, merciful, and forgiving attitude.3

Get the log out of your eye
Instead of blaming others for a conflict or resisting correction, we will 
trust in God’s mercy and take responsibility for our own contribution to 
conflicts—confessing our sins to those we have wronged, asking God to 
help us change any attitudes and habits that lead to conflict, and seeking 
to repair any harm we have caused.4

Gently restore
Instead of pretending that conflict doesn’t exist or talking about others 
behind their backs, we will overlook minor offenses, or we will talk 
personally and graciously with those whose offenses seem too serious to 
overlook, seeking to restore them rather than condemn them. When a 
conflict with a Christian brother or sister cannot be resolved in private, 
we will ask others in the body of Christ to help us settle the matter in a 
biblical manner.5

APPENDIX
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Go and be reconciled
Instead of accepting premature compromise or allowing relationships 
to wither, we will actively pursue genuine peace and reconciliation—
forgiving others as God, for Christ’s sake, has forgiven us, and seeking just 
and mutually beneficial solutions to our differences.6

By God’s grace, we will apply these principles as a matter of stewardship, 
realizing that conflict is an assignment, not an accident. We will remember 
that success in God’s eyes is not a matter of specific results, but of faithful, 
dependent obedience. And we will pray that our service as peacemakers 
will bring praise to our Lord and lead others to know His infinite love.7

1Matthew 5:9; Luke 6:27-36; Galatians 5:19-26.

2Romans 8:28-29; 1 Corinthians 10:31-11:1; James 1:2-4.

3Psalm 37:1-6; Mark 11:25; John 14:15; Romans 12:17-21; 1 Corinthians 
10:31; Phillipians 4:2-9; Colossians 3:1-4; James 3:17-18; 4:1-3; 1 Peter 2:12.

4Proverbs 28:13; Matthew 7:3-5; Luke 19:8; Colossians 3:5-14; 1 John 1:8-9.

5Proverbs 19:11; Matthew 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 6:1-8; Galatians 6:1-2; 
Ephesians 4:29; 2 Timothy 2:24-26; James 5:9.

6 Matthew 5:23-24; 6:12; 7:12; Ephesians 4:1-3, 32; Phillipians 2:3-4.

7 Matthew 25:14-21; John 13:34-35; Romans 12:18; 1 Peter 2:19; 4:19.

Reprinted from The Peacemaker: A Biblical Guide to Resolving Personal 
Conflict, Ken Sande (Baker Books, 3d ed., 2003). Peacemaker® Ministries. 
www.peacemaker.net.
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Appendix 2: Announcement Examples

Announcement #1: Overview of entire RAM Series

“Next month we are really excited to begin a 6-week series on building and growing 

healthy and godly relationships. Our sermon messages will first address our 

relationship with God, and then, after that, in each message, I will apply what we are 

learning to dating, marriage, and our church family relationships. I am so thrilled to 

be able to talk to married couples AND singles in EVERY message.” 

We will be using the RAM series by therapist and author Dr. John Van Epp. You ask, 

what is the RAM—well, you will learn all about this Biblically-sound Relationship 

Attachment Model or the RAM (show a picture of the RAM). What I love about this 

tool is that it is both visual and so simple... it easy so understand that we will be 

teaching it to everyone, beginning  our five-year olds!”

“During these six weeks, there are two Life Group studies that will use this RAM—

one for couples about their marriage relationship; and the other for singles about 

healthy friendships and dating relationships.”

Now what is really exciting is that not only will ALL of our adults, but also our 

elementary kids, our Middle and High School youth, our young adults--EVERYONE 

will be learning how to live out God’s Word by building healthy relationships with 

their friends and families by using this same RAM tool. In other words, each one 

of you will learn the same language for talking about your relationships with God 

and each other!  I am so excited to see what God is going to do in all of our lives and 

relationships!”

Announcement #2: RAM Series with a focus on singles

“Next month we are really excited to begin a 6-week series on building and growing 

healthy and godly relationships.”
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“Let me just take a minute and preview what our youth and single adults will learn 

about how to build healthy friendships and dating relationships. First, it all begins 

with truly getting to know someone. So, there are FIVE areas you will learn to 

explore and get to know about new friends and especially a dating partner that are 

both Biblical and research-proven to be major predictors of a person’s character and 

relationship potential.” (show RAM and explain these five are like a drop-down box 

under “KNOW”).

“Second, you will learn how to keep your head and heart working together. There is 

a simple guideline... do not let any of these levels go higher than any to the left. This 

means don’t trust someone more than what you know them. And don’t form some 

emotional bond or reliance beyond your proven trust and what you know. And don’t 

become overly committed. And how about this... set clear boundaries for your touch 

so that it never exceeds the level of your commitment, or your proven reliance and 

trust, or how much you actually know someone. Doesn’t this help to make sense 

why God tells us that sexual intimacy belongs in marriage and not dating?!!

This RAM Series will help our singles of ALL ages have a tool and Biblical plan for 

building godly and healthy relationships with friends, families and dating partners! 

And this same RAM tool will be learned by married couples with some unique 

applications that I will share with you next week.

Announcement #3: RAM Series with a focus on married couples 

“Next month we are really excited to begin a 6-week series on building and growing 

healthy and godly relationships. Last week I shared some of the insights our youth 

and singles of all ages will learn from their small group track.”

“This morning let me just take a minute and preview what our married couples will 

learn about how to keep their relationships honoring to God and mutually fulfilling. 

Here is a quick bullet point list of some of the key skills they will learn and practice:

• Respectful and open communication, 

• Positive attitudes of trust and respect, 

• Apologizing and forgiving, 
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• Creating a top ten list of what you want and need from each other,

• Strengthen your commitment so that you can move past life challenges

• Grow to be more mutually fulfilling in your affection and sexual intimacy 

“Couples will also learn this interactive RAM tool that will help them talk about all 

these areas in clear and understandable ways. It will become your “relationship GPS” 

helping you to identify any areas that life has just weakened, and then agree upon 

some small goals to rebuild that area. The major take-away will be a simple plan to 

intentionally run your relationship TOGETHER... and not let those small leaks in your 

closeness continue and either flatten your relationship... or lead to a big blowout.

Announcement #4: RAM Series with a focus on parents and their kids

“Next month we are really excited to begin a 6-week series on building and growing 

healthy and godly relationships. Last two weeks I shared some of the insights our 

youth and singles of all ages will learn from their Life Group study and what our 

couples will learn from their married study.”

“This morning I want to share about our parents and kids. We want our sermon 

series, the two Life Group adult studies and all of the kids’ classes to continue in 

meaningful conversations at home! This is why we have a Parent Guide that explains 

all that your kids in either the elementary classes or in the youth groups are learning 

in each session of this series. And after each lesson are five or six great questions 

that you and your kids can talk about. In addition, there is an entire section on five 

key Biblical action-steps for helping your kids develop healthy relationships and 

friendships.”

“We believe you parents are to be the ‘first teachers’ of your kids, and we want to 

empower you to do that in this crucial area of helping you know how to develop 

in your kids the skills for building healthy and godly relationships. This series will 

have something for everyone... kids, youth, young adults, singles and marrieds—and 

especially our parents.”



193

193
All uses of the RAM and the RAM Series are strictly prohibited except by those licensed by Love Thinks, LLC.

Copyright  © 2017, 2019 by John Van Epp, Ph.D.  | It is illegal to copy, reproduce or share this material or adaptations of it in any form. 

Announcement #5: RAM Series with a focus on mentoring and outreach 

opportunities

“We have been working through a 6-week series on building and growing healthy 

and godly relationships. I want to take a moment to challenge you to give to others 

what you have been gaining in your own spirit and relationships.”

“Share what you have learned with others. You can do this in your conversations—

carry this little RAM chart around with you and use it as a talking point or a 

conversation starter.”

“This may lead you to offer to meet and pray with some individual or couple. We will 

keep the Life Group video platforms available for you so that you can even repeat 

the series with them and go through the Discussion Guide. You can do this in the 

privacy of your home or theirs, and believe me, you will gain so much more by 

sharing it with others.”

“For example, I am sure that many of you know someone who is dating—Get them 

some guides and invite them to go through the single study videos with you! And if 

you know any singles that are not dating at this moment, then encourage them that 

learning this material when you are NOT in a relationship is really the BEST time to 

master it... just in case. Consider it fire insurance. 

“And you parents with teens, go back through the singles study with your kids for 

even deeper and richer conversations. 

“And couples can go through the singles study with individuals or invite other 

couples to join them with going back through the married study videos. Just think, 

if half of us would reach out to some individual or couple not involved in church, 

and ask them to go through a video program in a home that you have already 

watched and enjoyed, how many people would we reach and help?? This series does 

not need to stop at the end of these six weeks. It can become a regular outreach to 
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our community. And isn’t that a huge need of the individuals and families in our 

community.” 

“God calls us to come alongside others in supportive ways, like mentoring 

relationships, providing helpful and informative suggestions or guidance, and 

simply being a good sounding board. This material will equip you for your own 

relationships as well as for supporting others in their relationships!“ 
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