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I. BIG PICTURE:  

Week 1: What is an emotion and why study it?  
Week 2: What does the bible say about emotion in God and in us? 
Week 3: How emotions communicate our deepest questions about God and life 
Week 4: How emotions communicate what we value most  
Week 5: How should we think and act in response to how we feel?  
Week 6: How should we think and act in response to how others feel?  

   (today’s big picture topic) 
 Week 7: Engaging fear and anger 
Week 8: Engaging guilt and shame 
Week 9: Engaging sadness and grief  
 

II. FOUNDATIONS 
a. Let’s read Galatians 5:26-6:5 
b. Tim Keller, Ph.D., M.Div., is a pastor, writer, and theologian. He 

summarizes in his commentary on the Apostle Paul’s letter to the 
Galatian church that Galatians 5:26-6:5 is about “gospel relationships.”1 

c. Dr. Keller explains, “The gospel creates a whole new self-image which 
is not based on comparisons with others. Only the gospel makes us 
neither self-confident nor self-disdaining, but both bold and humble.”1 

d. He goes on to say that, “Both the superior and the inferior person are self-
absorbed. In both cases, you are focusing heavily on how the other person 
makes you look and feel instead of how you make him or her look and 
feel.”1 

e. “Both the ‘superior’ (aka, provoking) and the ‘inferior’ (aka, envying) 
person are trying to gain worth through competition, at the expense of 
others. Both want to gain an identity by beating and surpassing others. 
Both want to be proud and superior.”1 (the parenthetical additions are my 
own) 

f. Dr. Keller distinguishes the provoking/superior stance from the 
envying/inferior stance by whether or not the person has won or lost at 
the competition on which they are preoccupied. People can also swing 
back and forth between these two stances! 

g. Do you know of any examples of these “works-based” identities? 

																																																													
1 Tim Keller, Galatians For You, Chapter 12. 
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h. Where do you tend to trend toward when out of sync with your gospel-
based identity:  Provoking/superiority or Envying/inferiority? 

 
III. ENGAGEMENT 

a. In general, what have you found works and doesn’t work when relating to 
others about strong emotions or topics that trigger emotions? 

b. Building off the previous section, “What difference does the gospel 
make to your relationships?”1 

c. “How will having a self-image based on the gospel change the way you see 
yourself and see others? When do you particularly need to preach the 
gospel to yourself?”1 

 
IV. TEACHINGS 

a. Alasdair Groves, M.Div., and Winston Smith, M.Div., address this topic of 
engaging relationships in their new book. 2 They suggest it is our emotions 
that often become the focus at the expense of the emotions of the other 
person in a situation. Groves and Smith use the example of a couple in a 
hurry to get somewhere on time and running late. Both partners are angry 
at the other for what they did wrong in the scenario. 

1) Can you think of any recent scenarios where you were focusing 
too much on the other persons’ faults rather than their feelings? 

2) Is it hard to stay empathic? Does anybody find this easy? (If so, 
what’s your secret?!?!) 

3) What helps you remember to consider the other persons’ feelings 
and perspectives when you are reacting to something they did? 

b. Groves and Smith suggest developing a script to follow for difficult 
conversations. They present this three-step process: 

1) “This is what it was like for me. What was it like for you?” 
• Groves and Smith explain that leading with vulnerability is 

like extending an olive branch of charity to the other person 
as an invitation to connect.  

• Groves and Smith elaborate, “It takes two to keep a war 
going; when you lead with vulnerability, you are retreating 
from the battle by acting in humility, putting the good of 
restored relationship ahead of your own comfort or being 
‘right.’” (p. 106). 

2) “So, this is what is was like for you [summary]? Am I hearing 
you right?” 

																																																													
2 J. Alasdair Groves and Winston T. Smith, Untangling Emotions, Chapter 10.	
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•  “You might say that empathy is an emotional expression of 
the incarnation…The best kind of love wants to walk around 
in the other’s world, to truly draw near even at the level of 
the heart.” (p. 107) 

3) “How can we do this differently?” (And possibly) “This must 
change.” 
• Transitioning to problem solving at some point is 

important. And, sometimes, it is necessary to calmly and 
directly express a need for change. This may need to be 
fueled by “good” anger, according to Groves and Smith. You 
could use David Powlison’s guidance on this one. Such as 
seeing our anger as an (often-distorted) image of God’s 
“constructive displeasure of mercy.” Anger is to be 
approached with serious caution, prayer, and discernment 
(James 1:19-20). But anger is not “all bad” either.3 

c. A quite similar three-part structure is offered by psychiatrist Jerold J. 
Kreisman, MD. This strategy is helpful and easy to memorize (SET) for 
having difficult conversations when emotional sensitivities are involved: 

1) Support  
• Make an initial statement regarding your support of the 

person and your commitment to your relationship with 
them, such as “I want you to know I care, I’m concerned, 
and I want to help.” 

2) Empathy 
• We often don’t spend enough time showing empathy. In my 

opinion, expressing our empathy is best when it is: 
a. In our own words, 
b. Relatively brief, 
c. Accurately summarizes the main themes or ideas 

(often including feeling words) of what the person 
has said, and 

d. Leads the other person to respond with something 
like: “yes,” or “exactly,” or “you got it,” or further 
elaboration on their feelings. 

• An example, “So it sounds like your upset that I _____ instead 
of _____.” 

• It’s okay to mess up here! It’s most important you are 
showing genuine effort, interest, and curiosity in coming to 

																																																													
3 David Powlison, Good and Angry: Redeeming Anger, Irritation, Complaining, and Bitterness. 
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understand the other persons’ feelings and thoughts from 
their perspective.  

3) Truth 
• This is supposed to be the last step because it is the hardest 

step to digest or tolerate when having a difficult 
conversation.  

• This step is much more effective when built on the 
foundations of Support and Empathy. 

• This step is crucial because it is starting the conversation 
about solutions and problem solving together.  

• The theme in this step is not, “How are you OR I going to fix 
this” but rather, “How are you AND I going to work to 
improve this.” 

• An example, “So, how can we work on making this better? 
Maybe we can both share ideas first before trying to figure 
out something that works for us both? Do you have any 
ideas to get us started?” 

• It’s important to make the problem an “it” or “this” rather 
than a “person.” When we or the other person feel blamed, 
it often leads to disengagement or defensiveness.  

• Lastly, when Truth conversations fall flat or lead to 
defensiveness, fall back on Support and Empathy statements 
because the other person may not yet feel understood by 
you. Somebody that feels supported and understood is often 
much better at cooperating in problem solving. 
 

V. TAKE HOMES 
a. Try to apply either of the three-step approaches above to engage in 

relationships where strong emotions are involved and difficult 
conversations are needed. Feel free to adapt either of these approaches to 
fit your personality or your relationship situation. Feel free to consult us 
(Daniel or Richard) if you have any questions or concerns about these 
approaches, or your situation. 

b. Read through Galatians with a mindset of how this letter speaks to 
engaging relationships from the foundation of the gospel.  

c. Continue to read and pray a Psalm a day. Notice how human relationships 
can both lead us to rejoicing or despairing. Notice how the psalmists 
engage God with their feelings about daily life.  


