
Relationships: Unhealthy Patterns 

Large portions of the New Testament were written because Christian people, in the 
church, were having trouble getting along, let alone loving each other.  People, even 
people who had walked with Jesus and seen His love in action, had trouble with the 
differing personalities and priorities of the other people in their group.

Some examples, just as a reminder (Gal. 5:19):
! The acts of the sinful nature are obvious:
... and we skip down to v. 20:
! “hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and 
! envy . . . I warn you, as I did before, that those who live like this will not inherit 
! the kingdom of God.”
!
Why does Paul issue this strong warning if no one is involved in these activities?  Why 
list off all these aspects of dysfunctional relationships if everyone is getting along well, 
loving each other and serving the Kingdom together?  Even more convincing is the 
reality that Paul has to address these kinds of issues over and over again.  

In Corinth, there were believers going to court to settle issues between themselves.  
And Paul writes:
! Why not rather be wronged?  Why not rather be cheated?  Instead, you 
! yourselves cheat and do wrong, and you do this to your brothers.  (1 Cor. 6:7b,8)

In his second letter to the Corinthian Christians, Paul expresses some of the fear he has 
for them (12:20):
! I fear that there may be quarreling, jealousy, outbursts of anger, factions, slander, 
! gossip, arrogance and disorder.

Does that sound like a community you would want to join in order to make new friends, 
or find healthy relationships?  

To the church in Philippi, Paul writes these words:
! I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the 
! Lord.  (4:2)

Paul warned the church in Rome to be on the lookout for people who came into the 
church in order to stir up controversies (16:17) and he warned Timothy in Ephesus to 
watch out for the person who teaches false doctrines:
! He has an unhealthy interest in controversies and quarrels about words that 
! result in envy, strife, malicious talk, evil suspicions and constant friction between 
! men of corrupt mind.  (1 Tim. 6:4,5)

What do all these passages tell us?  They tell us that relationships are hard to do well, 
that they challenge us in learning to love as Jesus has loved us, and that these things 
matter to God.  But, why are they hard to do well?



To answer that, let’s go back to a scene that we have visited before, the scene of the 
Last Supper, the Passover Meal that Jesus shared with His disciples on the night He 
was betrayed to His death.  I shared the basic elements of this scene a few years ago, 
but I think you may have forgotten and some of you weren’t here, - plus, it illustrates the 
problematic nature of relationships so well, that it’s worth repeating.  

The Passover was held in an upper room of a private home, a room most likely 
furnished with a kind of table called a Roman Triclinium.  These were large tables in 
three parts or with three long sides to them.  Jesus and His disciples would have 
reclined “on” or “at” the table.  So, when Leonardo da Vinci painted his “Last Supper” 
masterpiece, he had the wrong table.  He had Jesus and the 12 seated in chairs along 
one long table.  But the disciples weren’t seated; according to the gospel accounts, they 
were reclined at the table.  Here’s Luke 22:14:
! When the hour came, Jesus and His apostles reclined at the table.
In John 13:23 we read that John was reclining next to Jesus and that Peter had to 
signal to him to get his attention.  So, let’s put some pieces together.

Here’s the table.  With some Roman tricliniums, you could lay out on them and eat from 
a smallish table in the middle, but with a crowd this size, 13 men, and with the 
description that they were reclining at, instead of reclining on, the table, we need to 
visualize them with legs extended on blankets or mats, their left elbow supporting their 
heads and their right hand free to take the food.  The table was maybe 12 inches off the 
floor, so it would be awkward to sit on a chair and eat from it.  

The other factor of great importance is the order of seating.  The host would be placed 
at the head of the table with the two most important positions on either side of the host.  
Jesus was the host of this Passover meal and on his right, as we’ve seen already, was 
John, the beloved disciple.  On the other side was the guest of honor, and we find out 
who this person is in Matthew 26:23 where Jesus says that the one who has dipped his 
hand into the bowl with Jesus is the one who will betray Him.  The one Jesus would 
share a bowl with would be the guest of honor, the one reclining right behind Him; Judas 
Iscariot. 

From there, we don’t know what places each of the disciples occupied, except that we 
have a general idea where Peter might have been.  Again in John’s account, in chapter 
13, we come across an interesting detail right after Jesus tells the disciples that one of 
them would betray Him.
! His disciples stared at one another, at a loss to know which of them He meant.  
! One of them, the disciple whom Jesus loved, was reclining next to Him.  Simon 
! Peter motioned to this disciple and said, “Ask Him which one He means.”
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! (13:22-24)

We know from this that Peter wasn’t at the head table, or even that close to Jesus, 
because John would have been reclining with his head on his left hand, pretty much out 
of eye contact with the people closest to the head.  Peter is able to signal him and talk 



to him, likely because he was right across the tables from John.  He would be able to 
ask that question in a confidential way and have John answer it without drawing the 
attention of the whole group of disciples.  

Our family has been watching old episodes of Columbo since Christmas.  Like a 
Sherlock Holmes or any other detective series, the fun is in figuring out the clues and 
how to put them together to find a solution to whatever mystery has presented itself.  
When it comes to figuring out what is going on at the Last Supper, we are given a few 
very pertinent clues which give us a window into the experience of these men who 
walked with Jesus.

Now, what was the main subject of conversation for the disciples ... on a regular basis?  
Any time they were invited out to a meal, whether in a Pharisees’ home or in the home 
of a new follower of Jesus, they had to find their places - they had to seat themselves. 
And the custom of the day was that you took your place at the dinner table in the order 
of your importance, according to your rank, how personally close you were to the host.  
Notice what Jesus says about this custom on a couple of other occasions:
! (The Pharisees) love the place of honor at banquets and the most important 
! seats in the synagogue.  (Matt. 23:6)
! When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of honor, for 
! a person more distinguished than you may have been invited.  If so, the host who 
! invited both of you will come and say to you, “Give this man your seat.”  Then, 
! humiliated, you will have to take the least important place.  But when you are 
! invited, take the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he will say to you, 
! “Friend, move up to a better place.”  Then you will be honored in the presence of 
! all your fellow guests.  (Luke 14:8-10)

This second passage tells us a lot.  First off, there is clearly a ranking to the way people 
are seated.  Second, if you have to move down, there’s no moving one space and 
getting everyone else to move one space - you go to the bottom of the ranking.  Third, if 
you’re too low, the host invites you up with the greeting, “Friend”.  You are honored as 
the friend of the host, someone that he wants near him.

All that is to say that, whenever the disciples were invited to a dinner in a nicer home, 
they had to sit in some kind of order, they had to rank themselves.  So here we are, at 
the Passover Feast, and what happens?  Luke 22:24 tells us:
! Also a dispute arose among them as to which of them was considered to be 
! greatest.

Well, of course it did.  They were continually having to rank themselves in relation to all 
of the other disciples and here they had to do it again.  This is the thing they argued 
about more often than anything: who ranks higher than me; who ranks lower than me?  
Where do I fit?  And there is one person in this group of 12 disciples who was 
particularly uncomfortable on this particular night because he is one of Jesus’ inner 
circle, one of the important guys, and he is sitting in one of the lowest-ranking places at 
the table, maybe at the very bottom ... Peter.  



John 13:2 tells us that the evening meal was being served, so we know that the 
disciples would have taken their places at the table.  Now, verse 3:
! Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under His power, and that He had 
! come from God and was returning to God, so He got up from the meal, took off 
! His outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around His waist.  After that, He poured 
! water into a basin and began to wash His disciples’ feet. (vv. 3-5)

Notice that Jesus is completely secure in who He is, in where He’s come from and 
where He’s going and, in a place of security, He is able to serve, to take the job of the 
lowest ranking servant and to wash the feet of His disciples.  

Peter, however is not feeling secure, comfortable in who he is, in his place at the table 
and so, when Jesus comes to wash his feet, he reacts:
! “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?”
! Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will 
! understand.”
! “No” said Peter, “You shall never wash my feet”
! Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part of Me.”
! “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head 
! as well.”
! Jesus answered, “A person who has had a bath needs only to wash his feet; his 
! whole body is clean.”  (13:6-10)

Peter doesn’t come across as being confident at any part of this night.  Even later, when 
he boldly tells the Lord that he is willing to lay down his life, he doesn’t know his own 
heart, and Jesus has to tell him that he will deny his Lord three times before the rooster 
crows to signal the dawn.  It’s bravado that comes out of a deep insecurity and a desire 
to prove himself that leads Peter into these awkward declarations. “You’ll never wash 
my feet!”, “Not just my feet but my hands and head, too!”, “Why can’t I follow You now?  
I will lay down my life for You!”  No, Peter, you won’t, not now; you’re not ready for that 
yet.

Insecurity and pride, wanting to be somebody and not being sure how to prove 
ourselves, lead to all kinds of relational problems -- whether it’s in the church or in the 
world around us.  Being content with who we are, accepting our strengths - and our 
limitations - allows us to serve, to love freely, to bless others through the gifts God has 
given us, and to enjoy life.

I could get into why Peter was at the wrong end of the table and we could dramatize his 
feelings as the Passover was progressing, but I want us to take some time to look at the 
relational challenges that we might experience in the Christian church as a result of our 
own need to find our place.

I remember, years ago now, and Murray will also remember, we had an elder at New 
Life who seemed unable to speak without saying, “As an elder” first.  It wasn’t a bad 
thing, but just an awkward thing.  I thought he sounded insecure in saying it, as if he 



wanted people to take him more seriously because he was serving in a leadership role 
in the church.  That may seem harmless, but what was he saying to everyone who was 
not in that leadership role at that time?  He was saying that what he had to say was 
more important, should be taken more seriously, that it carried extra weight. That’s the 
kind of unintended consequence that is often produced when we act out of that two-
sided coin of pride and insecurity.

What are some others?  One of the things that happens in church life, especially in 
bigger churches with big budgets and all the issues around building, is that some people 
will have an agenda, an idea for what the church should be doing, and they will link their 
acceptance, their sense of well-being, to whether or not the church board goes along 
with their idea.  We get into trouble when we place conditions on other people’s love 
and acceptance. For example, when we say, whether in words or actions, “I’ll know that 
you love me or accept me IF you go along with my idea, IF you let me do what I want, or 
IF you give me some position or platform within the church.”  When we tell people how 
they have to prove their love or affirmation of us, then we’re not secure in who God has 
made us to be or in His leading in our lives.

Let me talk about some of the ways those insecurities can show themselves in 
relationships.  One of the most obvious and most destructive ways is that we may try to 
control people around us with our emotions, especially with our anger.  You may feel 
powerful as you blow off steam, but people around you will see it as weakness and as 
your problem.  It’s better to slow down, pull back on self-expression and wait until 
you’ve cooled down before you try to express what you’re thinking.

Another problem that comes out of personal insecurity is that you become too 
dependent on a few people in your life.  You find yourself saying, “But I really NEED you 
to do this for me, to be there for me, to help me through this.”  Sometimes we can even 
lay too many expectations, too many of our needs, on our husband or wife, expecting 
them to meet needs in our life that only God can meet.  What results from that is that we 
end up feeling less secure because people fail us, and we learn less about God’s call in 
our lives to trust Him with everything.  

Some other things to watch for:
- Insecure people will often try to manipulate you, to get you to do what they want 

through some kind of side door or back door approach.  Secure people will be more 
direct, more confident in their approach to personal relationships.

- Insecure people will tend to disrespect others, not valuing their opinions, their privacy, 
their right to choose their own course of action.

- They tend to be weak in the area of hearing others’ opinions and in compromising their 
own point of view.  They so need to be right and to be affirmed as right, that they’ll fail 
to see the damage they are doing to the relationship.

We all struggle at times with insecurities, with things we wish we felt better about 
concerning our lives.  But to have healthy relationships, we need to be aware of those 



things and to be working on them.  Here are some ways to become more secure and 
confident and less likely to undermine relationships in the ways we’ve looked at today.
1. Acknowledge, daily, that you are loved by God.  I remember an old, old Leadership 

Magazine cartoon in which a pastor is ending his message.  Seated behind him on 
the platform is one of his elders or deacons or something and he looks ready to bite 
someone’s head off.  The pastor’s closing remarks: “Remember that God loves you, I 
love you, and brother Al here is working on it.”  If we allow ourselves to believe that 
God’s love for us is conditional, or has changed to anger, or is based on our daily box 
score in our fight with temptation, then we will be insecure, and subject to all the 
follies of insecure people that we’ve looked at today.  We have to stand, secure in 
what God says His verdict about us is: that He sees us through His much loved Son.

2. Think and pray and act as if God loves you with an unchanging, unlimited love.  In 
other words, live out of faith in the God of love described to us in the pages of our 
New Testament, the God whose love is revealed in His Son and the sacrifice He 
made for us at Calvary.  If you live out of this conviction, this faith, you will test the 
reality of God’s love and you will experience its amazing reach over and over again.  
If, instead, you live out of a belief that God is always on edge, often angry, usually 
disappointed in you and you live in frustration at your own weakness, you will have 
trouble living in confidence and in the joy of your salvation.  

3. Don’t be sucked in to the relational dynamics that are produced by fear and insecurity 
in others.  Don’t let yourself be manipulated and controlled because someone else 
can’t accept God’s love and grace to them, or because they say they “need” things 
from you that you can’t and shouldn’t give them.  Always push for greater trust, more 
honesty, a willingness to accept limits, and unconditional acceptance.  Pursue 
healthy, fruitful, honest relationships and do what you can do to make them as good 
as they can be.


