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““We talk about community but not friendship.” Drew Hunter is right,
and in Made for Friendship he fills the church’s gap with deep theologi-
cal truths and helpful practical tools regarding friendship. I'm grateful
for this resource!”

Christine Hoover, author, Messy Beautiful Friendship and

Searching for Spring

“This is one of those books with that rare combination of beautiful theol-
ogy, painful conviction, soothing grace, practical wisdom, inspiring moti-
vation, and enjoyable writing. I hope it will bear much fruit in many lives,
starting with my own.”
David Murray, Professor of Old Testament and Practical Theology,
Puritan Reformed Theological Seminary

“Drew Hunter will capture you with his compelling vision of friendship.
Beautifully written, these pages are filled with fresh insight and practical
wisdom. Reading this book will ignite your desire to be a better friend and
to savor the joys of friendship.”

Colin S. Smith, Senior Pastor, The Orchard, Arlington Heights, Illinois

“Many contemporary realities work against our attempts to establish and
cultivate deep, lasting friendships. Add to that our sinful tendencies that
lead us to isolate ourselves, and it’s no wonder many of us are lonely and,
dare 1 say, friendless. In Made for Friendship, Drew Hunter reminds us of
the basic human need for true friendships. And through historical, bibli-
cal, and practical wisdom, he equips us to pursue and foster the kinds of
friendships that will half our sorrows and double our joys. 1, for one, am
thankful for this much-needed reminder!”

Juan R. Sanchez, Senior Pastor, High Pointe Baptist Church, Austin,

Texas; author, Seven Dangers Facing Your Church

“Meaningful friendships may be one of the most overlooked areas of
church health in our time. If we are going to make disciples, the task will
bring with it richness of relationships. This book calls us to relational depth
for the sake of our own souls, and for the sake of the gospel.”

Matt Boswell, hymnwriter; Pastor, The Trails Church, Celina, Texas
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To my friends,
for halving my sorrows and doubling my joys.
And Christina,
my beloved and my best friend (Song 5:16).
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FOREWORD

I love this book! Pastor Drew Hunter is saying things about
friendship that I believe in but have never been able to put into
words—and powerful words too. For example:

Friendship is the ultimate end of our existence.

Jesus was a man of friendship, because God is a God of
friendship.

Each one of us will eventually step into our final week.
Some of us will know when we do. If so, we will take a
thoughtful glance backward. And we won’t wish we put
in more hours at work. We won’t wish we took more ex-
travagant vacations. We won’t wish we spent more time
staring at a screen. But we will wish we spent more time
with our friends.

What if you could have a friend who knew you better than
anyone, better than you even know yourself? And what if,
knowing everything, he still loved you, and even liked you?
. .. And what if you could have a friend who, by his very
relationship with you, would transform you to become a
better friend to others? You can. His name is Jesus. He’s
called the friend of sinners.
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Foreword

Early in my own life, it was my dear dad who showed me
the glory of true friendship. I grew up watching my dad love his
friends with all his heart, for Jesus’s sake. Dad loved to quote
Shakespeare, who said,

Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,
Grapple them to thy soul with hoops of steel.

Now that’s how to love a friend—wholeheartedly and per-
manently! Who wants moderate friendships? Who wants dis-
posable friendships? We all long to be less lonely and more
intimate with true friends we can count on. I cannot think of a
more urgent need among us today—that we would be friends
together through thick and thin, to the glory of God. It’s a big
part of how people will know we really do belong to Jesus, the
friend of sinners (John 13:34-35).

I believe you will find in Pastor Drew Hunter a kindred soul
who understands the ups and downs of friendship that you have
experienced. He has done his research carefully and thoroughly.
He has written sensitively and honestly. He has pulled in writ-
ers and voices from many centuries, right up to our present day.
Above all, he is biblical and pastoral, showing you God’s way
into deeper friendships that can last. I joyfully commend to you
Made for Friendship: The Relationship That Halves Our Sor-
rows and Doubles Our Joys.

Let’s stop living on a starvation diet of friendship! Let the
feast begin!

Ray Ortlund Jr.
2017

Immanuel Church
Nashville, Tennessee
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INTRODUCTION

One of my worst memories is standing in the high school caf-
eteria, holding my tray and looking out at several dozen tables
encircled with smiling faces, and feeling lonely because I was
new and had no friends. One of my happiest memories is sitting
by a fire and relaxing with contented joy because I was with my
closest friends. Most of us have similar kinds of memories, but
we pass them by without any reflection.

You may think that friendship is great—Who isn’t for friend-
ship? But you wonder: Do we really need a book about it? Don’t
we know enough through experience? Or perhaps you think
that only lonely people need a book about this.

We don’t think much about this topic because we don’t think
we need to. And as a result, friendship is one of the most familiar
yet forgotten relationships in our day.

Most people have friends. But few of us know true friend-
ship. Many of us don’t know we’re missing two of the greatest
joys in life: walking with others in true friendship and knowing
Jesus as the great Friend.

J. C. Ryle captured the significance of friendship well: “This
world is full of sorrow because it is full of sin. It is a dark place.
It is a lonely place. It is a disappointing place. The brightest
sunbeam in it is a friend. Friendship halves our troubles and
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Introduction

doubles our joys.”!| If this is true, there is more to this kind of
relationship than many of us know. Most of us think we know
true friendship, but few of us do.

This book is about recovering the lost joys of real friendship,
and doing so out of the endless resources of knowing our tru-
est Friend. This is not merely a book of handy tips for happier
relationships, though you’ll find practical wisdom for friendship
here. This is also not a collection of quaint quotes for kitchen
calligraphy, though we’ll certainly uncover gems from church
history. Instead, this is about raising our esteem for real friend-
ship so highly that we cannot help but pursue it with enthusiasm
and joy.

We’ll see that true friendship is worth recovering because no
one can enjoy life—true life, life to the full—without it.

If we’re going to grab ahold of the meaning of true friend-
ship, we have to answer the most important questions about it:
Why do we need it? What is it? What is its ultimate significance?
Part 1 (chapters 1 and 2) makes the case that few relationships
today are more neglected and few are more needed than true
friendship. Part 2 (chapters 3 through 5) uncovers the unique
gift of this relationship: chapter 3, the heart of this book, shows
the unique joys of friendship—the relationship that C. S. Lewis
called “the greatest of worldly goods” and “the chief happiness
of life.” Then chapter 4 shows what real friendship really looks
like. And chapter 5, the most practical of the book, gives the
wisdom we need to cultivate it well.

The final part (chapters 6 and 7) uncovers friendship’s deep-
est meaning. First, chapter 6 traces the theme of friendship
through the Bible, showing that friendship—friendship with
one another and also with God—is at the center of Scripture,
the heart of history, and is the ultimate meaning of the universe.
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Introduction

Then chapter 7 leads us to Jesus, the great friend of sinners, the
one who lets us all the way in and loves us to the very end. In
a statement dense with more significance than many of us may
know, he said, “No longer do I call you servants. . . T have called
you friends” (John 15:15). Jesus is our Savior and he is our King.
He is also our truest Friend. And when we press into this, here’s
what we find: the greatest power for becoming a better friend is
being befriended by the best Friend.

I wrote this book in the hope that it would not only enrich
your life as you become captured by this vision of true friend-
ship, but that you would experience this book with others—that
the very process of reading this together would strengthen your
relationships. In light of this, each chapter concludes with sev-
eral questions to discuss with a friend or a group.

Finally, although T wrote this with Christians primarily in
view, I hope this book will serve as an entryway for some of you
to experience the joy of knowing Jesus. I also think you’ll be
surprised at how relevant the biblical perspective on friendship
is to your own life and relationships.

You and I were made for friendship and for fullness of joy.
These two purposes belong together. And God gave us the first
in order to experience the second, because friendship is a pri-
mary way that we tap into the true joy we’re all searching for.
Friendship is not something we made up; it’s something we were
made for. It’s a gift from above. So, let’s enjoy it together.
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FORGOTTEN FRIENDSHIP

To the Ancients, Friendship seemed the happiest and
most fully human of all loves; the crown of life and
the school of virtue. The modern world, in compari-
son, ignores it.

C. S. Lewis

If we remove friendship from the world, half of our joy goes
right out with it. This is because friendship is the ultimate end of
our existence and our highest source of happiness. Friendship—
with one another and with God—is the supreme pleasure of life,
both now and forever, and no one can fully enjoy life without it.

Am I overstating things here? If you think so, you’ll have
to take it up with someone else. I can’t claim much originality
for that paragraph. It is essentially derivative. It paraphrases
perspectives shared by diverse thinkers through the centuries,
from ancient philosophers to great theologians and from mod-
ern atheists to devoted Christians. All of these agree: friendship
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The Necessity of Friendship

is not only one of the greatest sources of happiness, but as essay-
ist Joseph Epstein put it, “without friendship, make no mistake
about it, we are all lost.”"

But we don’t often esteem friendship this highly. Every other
week my wife brings home from the library about twenty books
to read with our sons. The most common theme among the chil-
dren’s books is friendship. Yet very few adult books share this
focus. Why is that? Is it because the rest of us have friendship
figured out? Probably not. True, some groups of people value
friendship today; even so, high praise doesn’t always translate
into thick practice.

One of the central purposes of this book is to make that
translation happen—to help us value friendship more highly and
then enjoy it more fully.

IN PRAISE OF FRIENDSHIP

So that you know my word is good about that first paragraph,
let’s take a brief tour of some historical highlights of friend-
ship. We’ll start with Augustine, the great theologian and early
church father from North Africa. He preached in a sermon,
“Two things are essential in this world—life, and friendship.
Both must be prized highly, and not undervalued.”? I can’t think
of anyone who would disagree with the first necessity, yet the
second may be a surprise. But he means it.

The eighteenth-century American pastor Jonathan Edwards
also thought deeply about the most important realities in life.
He wrote that friendship “is the highest happiness of all moral
agents.”} That’s quite a claim, especially from someone who was
precise with words: friendship is our highest happiness.

Esther Edwards Burr, Jonathan Edwards’s daughter and the
mother of the third US vice president, Aaron Burr, reflects this
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Forgotten Friendship

truth more personally. She wrote to her friend, “Nothing is more
refreshing to the soul (except communication with God himself),
than the company and society of a friend.”} She added that it
is “a great mercy that we have any friends—What would this
world be with out them? . . . [Friendship] is the life of life.”?

John Newton, slave trader-turned-pastor and author of the
hymn “Amazing Grace” wrote, “I think to a feeling mind there
is no temporal pleasure equal to the pleasure of friendship.”] So
if we set up life’s pleasures at the starting line, Newton says that
friendship finishes first every time.

These and many others not only highly valued friendship;
they also deeply enjoyed it. Gregory of Nazianzus and Basil
the Great were early church fathers and well-known theolo-
gians. But they were also best friends. Their friendship endured
through distance and even significant relational challenges.
Gregory once wrote to Basil, “The greatest benefit which life
has brought me is your friendship.”’ He also wrote, “If anyone
were to ask me, “What is the best thing in life?’ I would answer,
‘Friends.””?

We know the Reformation-launching Martin Luther, but his
friends also knew him for his “table talk”—his lively doctrinal
discussions around the dinner table. His wife, Katharina, also
enjoyed her own close circle of companions.

We might think of John Calvin pondering great thoughts
at a lonely desk, but “a close study of Calvin’s career reveals
that friendships were the joy of his life.”f Addressing two of his
closest friends, he wrote, “I think that there has never been, in
ordinary life, a circle of friends so sincerely bound to each other
as we have been in our ministry.” '

Esther Burr enjoyed deep friendships, especially with her
friend Sarah Prince. She wrote to her, “It is a great comfort
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The Necessity of Friendship

to me when my friends are absent from me that I have [them]
somewhere in the world, and you my dear . . . I esteem you one
of the best, and in some respects nearer than any sister I have.
I have not one sister I can write so freely to as to you, the sister
of my heart.”!! True friends are soul siblings.

The Bible praises friendship with as much vigor as any
source, ancient or modern. The story of Scripture is carried
along by stories of friendships. Naomi had her Ruth, David his
Jonathan, and Paul his Timothy. Jesus too had his Peter, James,
and especially John. According to the Bible, friendship is an
essential ingredient of the good life. The Scottish pastor Hugh
Black said of the book of Proverbs, “There is no book, even in
classical literature, which so exalts the idea of friendship, and is
so anxious to have it truly valued, and carefully kept.”!

We’ve seen this praise of friendship span centuries, genders,
and ethnicities; it also spans worldviews. Aristotle, like other
ancient Greek philosophers, considered friendship indispensible
for life. A. C. Grayling, a modern atheist philosopher, claims,
“The highest and finest of all human relationships is, arguably,
friendship.”!3 One doesn’t need to acknowledge the friend of
sinners to recognize friendship as one of the deepest pleasures
of life.

Yet Christians have a deeper warrant for this kind of praise:
friendship is the meaning of the universe. We aren’t just made
for friendship with each other; we are made for friendship with
God. Jesus, the great friend of sinners, came to befriend us. He
said to his disciples, “No longer do I call you servants. . .. T have
called you friends” (John 15:15). These familiar words are more
profound than we may realize. On the eve of his death, Jesus
wanted his disciples to know that the cross was not only the
greatest demonstration of love but also a cosmic act of friend-
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Forgotten Friendship

ship. He said, “Greater love has no one than this, that someone
lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). The cross was
history’s most heroic act of friendship.

History, it turns out, is nothing less than the story of how
the triune God welcomes us into eternal friendship with him-
self. To be a Christian is to know Jesus—and to be known by
him—as a dear friend. As the great nineteenth-century pastor
Charles Spurgeon preached, “He who would be happy here
must have friends; and he who would be happy hereafter, must,

above all things, find a friend in the world to come, in the per-
son of God.”!

RECOVERING FRIENDSHIP

For most of my life, I never would have made statements like
these. I’ve enjoyed many friendships but not always with great
intention. I experienced friendship but never stopped to think
directly about it.

This changed when I encountered a few statements about
friendship, first in the ancient book of Proverbs, and then from
Jesus. Proverbs struck me with its insights and direct statements
about it."3 T eventually came to see the truth in Hugh Black’s
assessment: “The Book of Proverbs might almost be called a
treatise on friendship.”!'4 I soon realized this was the first time
I had devoted even a few minutes to thinking directly about
friendship as a topic. Perhaps, like me, you have never spent a
full two minutes thinking explicitly about it either. Friendship
is, for many of us, one of the most important but least thought
about aspects of life.

I also considered Jesus’s statements to his disciples about
friendship in John 15:12-17. He taught that friendship is the
greatest expression of love. It is the meaning of the cross. It is
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The Necessity of Friendship

one way in which he wants us to view our relationship with
him. It is how he wants us to relate to one another. According
to Jesus, the topic of friendship should take us to the heart of
the meaning of the cross, history, and love.

This topic is a deep well, and once I started lowering my
bucket, it never touched bottom.

Then I wondered: Why can’t I remember hearing anyone talk
this way about friendship¢ So I turned to church history. It turns
out that many have praised and prized friendship above nearly
every other earthly good. We’ve just forgotten our heritage.

A few things have resulted from discovering the biblical and
historical riches of friendship. First, the ancients convinced me
that they got it right. Aelred of Rievaulx, a twelfth-century au-
thor on friendship, wrote, “Absolutely no life can be pleasing

17

without friends.”!” That’s a strong claim. But is it true? 1 won-
dered. So I looked back and reimagined my life without close
friends. What came to mind was a life void of all my happiest
memories. If I removed friendship from my past, half of my joy
would disappear right with it. Now I simply cannot fathom
leading a fulfilling life without friends.

If you ask me what’s best in life, I’'m going to give you names.

Second, these elevated thoughts about friendship carried
me to a depressing conclusion: ’'m not as good of a friend as
I thought. I’'ve since found that this is a typical first response
to thinking more deeply about the nature of true friendship.
After sharing some observations about this topic with my friend
Joe, I asked him for his thoughts. He responded, “I’'m a really
bad friend.” I disagreed, but I also understood—thinking about
friendship exposes our own shortcomings. Once we move be-
yond clichés to consider #rue friendship, we sense we may not
be great friends after all. But there’s good news: this is only #i-
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Forgotten Friendship

tially disheartening, because discontent pushes us to take steps
forward. Awareness is progress.

Finally, I began to approach my relationships much more
deliberately. In some seasons of life before this, I didn’t think I
had the time to cultivate friendship. It was never entirely absent,
but I didn’t make it central. But we always make time for what
we value. So when this new conviction strengthened, it started
messing with my schedule. I found myself thinking about my
friends, wishing I had more time with them, and connecting with
them to make that happen.

That’s what I hope happens to you as you read this book: you
become a better friend simply as a result of treasuring friendship
more highly.

JUST FRIENDS?

What happened to friendship that we must now make such efforts
to recover it? For one thing, we’ve hollowed out and trivialized
friend and friendship. These words now rest lightly on our imagi-
nations. When we honor our closest relationships, we’re quicker
to grab familial language like brother and sister than friend. 1
heard someone say to a tight-knit group of Christians, “We’re
not just friends; we’re family.” That’s true, and the Bible does
reference family more than friends; but why the just? Friendship
didn’t seem strong enough to uphold the weight of the moment.

Friendship often feels light, frothy, and sentimental. Friend-
ship quotes sound cliché: “Old friends warm the heart;” “With
a little help from my friends;” “Friends are flowers in the garden
of life.” Charming (perhaps), but not compelling.

We’ve also connected it to other trivial words: Chum, pal,
buddy. Band of brothers carries much more gravitas than
band of besties.
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The Necessity of Friendship

Here’s a test: What comes into your mind when you think
about friendship with Jesus? His kingly authority calls us to
attention, but friendship with Jesus carries little weight. If his
kingship connotes strength like a mountain, his friendship re-
minds us of a light mist. For many, it sounds no different than
calling Jesus a little buddy. Some may wonder if the Bible even
allows us to call our relationship with God a friendship. It may
sound irreverent to you. I’'m eager to consider this significant—
and significantly misunderstood—topic in the final chapter, but
here we can at least note this: The thought of friendship with
God rings hollow today because we’ve already hollowed out the
idea of friendship in general. How highly (or lowly) we esteem
friendship with God will correlate with how highly (or lowly)
we esteem friendship in general—and that is currently at a low
point.

We’ve also stretched out the word friend, making it a broad
but shallow term. Like a rubber band stretched too far, too long,
friend is no longer strong enough to hold our closest compan-
ions. Friendship should be more like a submarine, holding few
and going deep. But we’ve made it more like a cruise ship, filled
with lots of nice people whom we don’t know well at all.

We think of friendship more like the word drink (a word
covering a whole range of liquids) and less like coffee (which
is specific, and with its own features). We overextend friend to
the point of ambiguity, applying it to almost everyone we know.
Our large number of Facebook friends may be delightful people.
But we don’t really know. We do know all of them are more like
contacts and acquaintances than true friends. Friendship now
refers to so much that it no longer means much.

Friend has become our title for nice people: if she is kind to
me, and if she is not my sworn enemy, then she is my friend. We
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Forgotten Friendship

mean well, of course—we want to honor people with the title,
and we want to be friendly to everyone. But if friend means
everyone, then friend means nothing.

FRIENDS TO MANY AND FRIENDS TO NONE

It may be that we have made the word friendship broad and
shallow, but perhaps most of us still have close friendships. The
stats aren’t reassuring on this one, though: we live increasingly
isolated lives.

One study shows that in 1985 the average American had
about three friends, defined as people whom we can confide in,
people with whom we share the most important things in life.
But by 2004, just nineteen years later, the average American
only had two close friends, and one in four had no one this
close at all.'$ In other words, we experience fewer and fewer
deep relationships, and one in four of us have no one (170 one!)
to confide in. Some of us may not wish to open up often, but
that’s not what this study refers to—this refers to a quarter of us
who couldn’t do so even if we wanted to. The average American
has fewer and fewer real friends. We are increasingly lonely, and
very often this lasts for long stretches of life.'

And this isn’t just an American problem. The UK has now ap-
pointed a minister for loneliness to address the growing problem
of social isolation.”! “Rent a friend” companies, first popular in
Japan, are now booming in other countries as well. Many people
across the globe now pay for a companion to keep them com-
pany. Why? Because, as whole societies, we’ve failed to forge deep
relationships.

For some of us, this life looks and feels quite lonely. One
past coworker described her daily schedule to me this way:
“I work, I go home, and then I watch TV until I fall asleep.”
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The Necessity of Friendship

Same lonely rhythm every day. And as we drive through our
quiet neighborhoods in the evenings, windows flicker with the
familiar blue glow. Many of us know what it’s like to sit on
our lonely couch, scrolling through endless social media posts.
We’re connected to many yet connecting with no one. As we see
pictures of friends with friends, we wonder if we even have any
real friends. “It’s a lonely business, wandering the labyrinths of
our friends’ and pseudo-friends’ projected identities, trying to
figure out what part of ourselves we ought to project, who will
listen, and what they will hear.”?!

On the other hand, many of us don’t consider ourselves
friendless. We don’t think we feel particularly lonely. Even now,
you may name a handful of people you would call your friends.
But how deep are those relationships? How often do you spend
time together and talk meaningfully with each other?

One man named Greg told me about a turning point in his
life. His wife threw him a surprise party for his fiftieth birthday.
Many people came to celebrate since he was well known and
well liked. In the days that followed, as he thought back on all
the people who came, a sobering insight settled on him: He real-
ized the only person who really knew him was his wife. The men
who knew him best didn’t really know him at all. They didn’t
know his deepest thoughts, hopes, or uncertainties; they didn’t
really know him—mnot deeply. And he didn’t really know them
either. After this, Greg took deliberate steps to go deeper. He
started meeting regularly with a group of men from his church,
and now he’s enjoying truer friendship.

Like Greg’s experience, many of us live as a friend to many
and yet a friend to no one.

Most of what we call friendship is little more than acquain-
tanceship. But acquaintanceship is to friendship what snorkeling
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Forgotten Friendship

is to deep-sea diving. Snorkeling is fine, but skimming along the
surface isn’t exploring the deep. We often float on the surface of
our conversations, sharing little more than the most general de-
tails of our lives. We note our plans for the day, share a few inter-
esting (or uninteresting) details about our week, offer a few sports
or political opinions. But we don’t share the climate of our souls.
We don’t share our struggles with sin. We don’t share our experi-
ences of spiritual renewal or admit that we’re sitting in a season
of darkness. No one knows when our soul feels spiritually chilly.
Nor are most of us adept at drawing out others in these ways.

When this becomes the norm, the pattern becomes increas-
ingly difficult to break. To share something disappointing or per-
sonally shameful would jar the conversation. And so we acquire
the art of acquaintanceship but fail to forge real friendship. We
settle for snorkeling and leave the depths unexplored.

Even among those we consider close friends, it’s often sur-
prising to consider just how little time we actually spend with
them. We sense that our relationships are strong, but we base
that sense on time logged in the distant past. Perhaps we went
deep years ago, but we’ve really only snorkeled from time to
time since then. Sadly, many of our friends can be considered
“longtime friends” because it’s been quite a long time since
we’ve experienced true friendship together. Many people have
shared with me that although they thought they had friends,
they realized they hadn’t experienced true friendship in years.
One of the saddest sentences I've heard people say is, “I don’t
really have any friends.”

A CORD OF THREE STRANDS . ..

What happened? What makes deep relationships so uncommon
and challenging today? Why do we so rarely walk out the front
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door, enter another human being’s home, and enjoy a real, per-
sonal, in-the-flesh conversation?

Of course, our own sin affects everything. Sin is antisocial.
It curves us inward and it drives us to isolation. The West’s
hyperindividualistic cultures exacerbate this. Some of us also
face unique challenges where we live: cities have their own chal-
lenges with transience, smaller communities with set ways, sub-
urbs with isolation. Yet across all locations, three aspects of
modern culture create unique barriers to deep relationships:
busyness, technology, and mobility.

As we are reminded in Ecclesiastes 4:12, three strands can
weave together to form a very strong cord. This triple cord is a
powerful image for the value of relationships. Using this meta-
phor in a different way, these unique modern barriers can weave
together in a very isolating way for us. They encircle us like a
rope barrier and keep true friendship out of reach. We may
overpower one or two of these strands, but as the saying goes,
a cord of three strands is not quickly broken.

How about Next Month?

The first strand is busyness. It crowds out friendship from our
lives. When I asked a fellow church member if he had any close
relationships, he said, “I’'m too busy for friends.” Between work
and family, he didn’t think he had any space left. We can com-
mend him for those good commitments, but isn’t this like saying
we’re too busy for water because we’re committed to air and
food?

Each life stage carries its unique challenges: teenagers with
school and sports, young professionals with demanding work
hours, parents with competing responsibilities. Where can we
find time for friendship if we don’t have time for sleep?
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Of course, sometimes we’re occupied with less redeeming
priorities: evening shows, repetitive news cycles, social media,
and other potential time wasters. Sometimes we’re more lazy-
busy than crazy-busy. Either way, we feel strapped. We’re time-
broke with nothing left for deep relationships.

Even the perception of busyness hinders us from forming
strong relationships. One friend said that he never asked me
to get together because he assumed I was too busy. When I
gave off a perception of busyness, I communicated that I didn’t
have time for him. Every time you or I tell a would-be deep
friend that life is busy, we’re really saying that we’re too full
for friendship.

Nothing says “no chance we’ll be friends” like “Let’s get
together! How about next month?”

Deep Communion vs. Digital Communication

Technology is the second strand. Modern technology is a great
tool for keeping up certain aspects of our relationships. Writ-
ing emails, sending texts, scanning posts—all of these helpfully
complement true companionship. But they cannot fully replace
it. These are the shallow ends of relationships. We find these
tools convenient, but then we’re tempted to neglect the deeper
waters of shared experiences and face-to-face conversation. Very
often the way we use technology leads away from, rather than
in to, stronger friendships. We often trade deep communion for
digital communication.

Technology can hinder friendship in four ways. First, it
often depersonalizes communication. We use it to connect,
but over time, we feel less, not more, connected. We use it to
move closer, but we end up farther away. We trade conversa-
tions and experiences for details and updates. We’re more
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connected to more people more often than ever before, but
many of our relationships become more superficial and less
satisfying.

Second, technology can disengage us from real communion.
Sometimes when we connect with people through technol-
ogy, we disconnect from those who are sitting right around us.
Friends sit across the table at a coffee shop and enjoy friendship,
but not with each other—with the friends on the other end of
their phones. Once when I visited a workplace, I stepped into a
break room and saw six coworkers sitting around a lunch table.
The room was silent. Five of them stared at their phones while
the sixth looked at her food. She sat at the table with them, but
she ate her lunch alone. Surrounded by peers, she had no one
to talk to.

Third, technology disembodies conversation. When we en-
gage in person, we experience our friends in unrepeatable and
holistic ways. We notice her expressions, intuit her moods, and
learn her quirks. Embodied friendship is full of dynamic, real-
time, give-and-take interaction. In contrast, digital communi-
cation doesn’t demand much more than fingers to flit around
a keyboard. This has a place of course, but it doesn’t match
experiencing a person’s real presence. For me to see Dane’s head
roll back and hear his laugh, to talk through personal challenges
across the table with Taylor, to see the romance in Christina’s
eyes, to sense the sincerity in Bill’s encouragement, or to pick
up the witty humor in Trent’s tone—there is simply no digital
equivalent.

Finally, technology creates dependence on less personal
ways of addressing personal issues. Confessing sin and ad-
mitting failure, or on the other hand, addressing sin and
confronting failure—each of these is challenging, and digital
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communication seems easier. We take time to craft a statement,
and we don’t need to worry about immediate reactions. But
then we soon prefer to replace a personal meeting with a phone
call; a phone call with a voicemail; a voicemail with an email;
and an email with a text. Each step smooths the path for the
next. Soon we can hardly muster the courage to say anything
difficult in person. And without the reassuring eye contact,
gentle tone, and responsive clarifications, we often end up add-
ing complications rather than clearing things up.

Friendship in the Rearview Mirror

Increased mobility weaves in as the third strand of this cord.
Friendship often requires lots of time together. But we now find
it easier than ever to move from one place to another. Education
takes us to another town, work transfers families to another
state, and retirement draws seniors to sunnier skies.

I moved when I was eleven years old, again when I was four-
teen, and four more times since then. Looking back, I would
never trade the relationships I formed as a result of those relo-
cations. Still, as moving trucks pulled away, some of my friend-
ships faded in those rearview mirrors. Even the friendships that
stuck were altered and more difficult to maintain. I sometimes
look back with the “if only” wistfulness about what could have
been with some of those friends.

Friendships take time because roots don’t go down quickly.
And repeated moves can create a “why bother?” mind-set:
Why bother to form new friendships here when I already have
friendships there? Why sink my roots in when they may soon
get pulled up again? Keeping our roots on the surface makes it
easier to transplant with the next move. But without deep roots,
our relationships cannot grow strong.
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So, as busyness, technology, and mobility have increased,
friendship has faltered.

FRIENDSHIP IN THE SHADOWS

Churches can serve relational feasts in the midst of this friend-
ship famine. For many, becoming a Christian brings us into
a network of new relationships. Churches are often friendly
places. But friendliness is not the same as friendship.

Many sit each Sunday on the same sad pew, alone and un-
known in a crowd of nice strangers. Many treat Sunday church
services more like a drive-through than a restaurant, and still
less like a family gathering. Some look for connection through
programs and service projects, but nothing can replace the rich-
ness of everyday friendship.

Churches often talk about community, which is good. But
they don’t often talk about friendship, which is not good. We
encourage community in general, but we forget friendship in
particular. But while we can be “in community” with hundreds,
we can only experience true friendship with a few. In truth, a
church with deep community is most likely a place in which
each person goes deep with a handful of others. These are not
isolated cliques (us four and no more) but overlapping networks
of relationships.

But why is it that many churches fail to encourage these
close relationships? To answer this question, we need to examine
an assumption that keeps friendship in the background. Many
modern Christians inherited a way of thinking that buries it
underneath Christian love. I used to think we should sharply
distinguish Christian love and friendship. I heard there were two
kinds of love, represented by the Greek words agape and philia.
Agape love, I heard, is the highest love. Philia love—the love of
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friendship—is far inferior. Agape is unconditional and inclusive,
limited to none and extended to all. Philia is preferential, lim-
ited, exclusive, reserved for only a few.

This contrast leads some to see friendship not merely below
agape love but even at odds with it. Philosopher Alexander Ne-
hamas wrote, “Friendship and Christian love seem profoundly
incompatible with each other.”?? Joseph Epstein quotes Jesus’s
words from John 15:12—*This is my commandment, that you
love one another as I have loved you”—noting that this “may
be, at least obliquely, anti-friendship.”?} Why? Because friend-
ship is exclusive, particular, and preferential, while the call to
Christian love is all-inclusive. Aren’t Christians called to love
everyone, not just a few?

Whether or not you’ve heard it put quite like that, this as-
sumption often keeps friendship in the shadows of Christian
love.

The essential question is this: Is friendship really a lesser love?
It turns out that it’s not. The distinction between Christian love
and friendship is far too sharp. For one thing, the Bible often
uses agape and philia interchangeably. Both can refer to the love
of God or the love of friends.?d Most importantly, when Jesus
explains the great love command—the very command that some
used to promote agape love over friendship love—he does so in
terms of friendship. As we just read, Jesus’s famous love com-
mand is, “This is my commandment, that you love one another
as I have loved you” (John 15:12). But his next words explain
this very command in terms of nothing other than friendship:
“Greater love [agape] has no one than this, that someone lay
down his life for his friends” (v. 13)! According to Jesus, no love
exceeds friendship love. He says, essentially, “Love one another
as friends, just as I’ve loved you as friends.”
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Friendship love is, therefore, an essential part of Christian
love. Far from being at odds with Christian love, friendship is
a central way in which we live it out. Christian love and true
friendship belong together; they are not enemies but friends.
We should feel no ultimate tension between the two: Chris-
tian love expresses friendliness to all and enjoys friendship
with a few.

WHEN EVERYONE MISSES THEIR FRIENDS

Bronnie Ware served as an Australian nurse for several years.
As she assisted patients in their final weeks of life, she re-
corded their dying epiphanies and eventually wrote her ob-
servations in the book, The Top Five Regrets of the Dying.
Ware noticed people’s phenomenal clarity of vision at the end
of their lives.

She asked her patients—people just like you and me, except
that they knew they only had a few weeks left—if they would
do anything differently if they could go back. She heard several
recurring answers.

One of the greatest regrets of the dying? “I wish I had stayed
in touch with my friends.” She explains:

Often they would not truly [realize] the full benefits of
old friends until their dying weeks and it was not al-
ways possible to track them down. Many had become
so caught up in their own lives that they had let golden
friendships slip by over the years. There were many deep
regrets about not giving friendships the time and effort
that they deserved. ?*

In our final weeks, a lot of what we now care so much about
will quickly evaporate. But relationships will remain an immov-
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able priority. Because, in the end, “everyone misses their friends
when they are dying.”?¢

In his final days, the apostle Paul wrote to his longtime friend
Timothy. We have, as far as we know, his final letter. And with
his last words, he wrote, “Do your best to come to me soon”
(2 Tim. 4:9). And, again: “Do your best to come before winter”
(v. 21).

Each one of us will eventually step into our final week. Some
of us will know when we do. If so, we will take a thoughtful
glance backward. And we won’t wish we had put in more hours
at work. We won’t wish we had taken more extravagant vaca-
tions. We won’t wish we had spent more time staring at a screen.
But we will wish we had spent more time with our friends.

Because, as we’ll see next, friends are among life’s match-
less necessities.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Which quotation from the first section stood out to you the
most? Why?

2. Why is it particularly challenging for us to go deeper than
superficialities in conversation?
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3. Which of the problematic “three strands” (busyness, technol-
ogy, mobility) is the biggest obstruction to friendship for you?
Why? Can you think of other obstructions?

4. If this were your final week, which three friends would you
miss most? What is one concrete step you can take this week to
strengthen each friendship?
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Two things are essential in this world—life, and
friendship. Both must be prized highly, and not un-
dervalued. They are nature’s gifts. We were created
by God that we might live; but if we are not to live
solitarily, we must have friendship.

Augustine

Human life requires few necessities: water, food, and oxygen.
Other things like coffee, furniture, and even the Internet are
nice, but ultimately optional. But what about friendship? We
often think of it as a social luxury—important, surely—but nec-
essary? But what if friendship is more like oil to a car’s engine
than leather on its seats? What if life without friendship only
takes us so far down the road until we start breaking down?
What if it’s not just an optional theme in life but part of what it
means to be human? Charles Spurgeon preached,
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Friendship seems as necessary an element of a comfortable
existence in this world as fire or water, or even air itself. A
man may drag along a miserable existence in proud soli-
tary dignity, but his life is scarce life, it is nothing but an
existence.

If you want to call friendship a luxury, that’s fine. But then
make sure you also call air a luxury. There are few true necessi-
ties in life. Friendship is one of them.

PRESCRIPTION: FRIENDSHIP

How do we test this claim? If friendship were necessary, how
would we know? For starters, we could consider what happens
when we don’t have it. When we imagine such a scenario, we
find that friendlessness isn’t just depressing; it’s actually quite
dangerous. When we come unglued from others socially, we
come unraveled emotionally, psychologically, and even physi-
cally. This is because we’re embodied beings. Our mind and
emotions are mysteriously interconnected with our bodies. So
when we experience loneliness, it affects every part of us.

This is true for everyone—men and women, extroverts and
introverts. The former US Surgeon General Vivek Murthy said
that when he saw patients, the most common illness was not
cancer or heart disease but loneliness.? Loneliness is a hazard
to our health, and increasingly so with age. Loneliness “poses
a particular threat to the very old, quickening the rate at which
their faculties decline and cutting their lives shorter.”?

Thankfully, what loneliness removes, friendship restores. My
wife’s grandmother went through a several-month stretch of lone-
liness. As she stayed home every day, her health and happiness
slowly declined. Then she moved into an assisted-living home.
She made fast friends with her neighbors, quickly regained her
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appetite, and started feeling well again. Here’s what this shows us:
when loneliness unravels us, relationships put us back together.

Friendship is the missing medicine for many of our afflictions.

The ancient wisdom of Proverbs cautioned against isolation
long ago: “Whoever isolates himself seeks his own desire; he
breaks out against all sound judgment” (Prov. 18:1). People may
have their reasons for seclusion, but they have not followed the
path of wisdom. I used to imagine a sage as a lonely graybeard
who lived somewhere up on a great mountain. I clearly didn’t
get that image from the Bible. The wise life looks like a journey
with and for others, not by and for oneself.

On the other hand, we may fill our lives with people and yet
never experience true friendship. According to Proverbs 18:24,
“A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a
friend who sticks closer than a brother.” Proverbs tells us not to
measure relational health by how many people we know but by
how deeply we go with them.

The wise person journeys through life neither alone nor in an
impersonal crowd, but side by side with friends.

The great assumption behind Proverbs’ vision of the good life
is this: God made the world, and he made it to work a certain
way. Therefore, the wise embrace his design. They know how to
live well in God’s world. They see reality clearly, and they adjust
to it. And if Proverbs emphasizes friendship to the point that it
“might almost be called a treatise on friendship,” then this topic
deserves our closest attention. Friendship is essential for the good
life because God wove it into the fabric of the world.

THE ACHE FOR FRIENDSHIP

The Bible’s first pages show our inescapable need for relation-
ships. Several times the creation story in Genesis 1 repeats the
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phrase “and God saw that it was good” (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21,
25). It climaxes with the seventh occurrence: “It was very good”
(v. 31). Then in chapter 2, we read of one thing that is not good:
“It is not good that the man should be alone” (2:18). Adam, the
first human, lives, but he lives in isolation. And that’s a problem.
As Martin Luther put it, “God created man for society and not
for solitude.”f Thus we can each make this statement our own:
it is not good that [your name] should be alone.

God announces Adam’s problem and then parades the ani-
mals before him. Why this, and why now? So that Adam might
feel his need for community. The animal parade made a point:
apparently pets alone won’t do. Even “man’s best friend” passed
by without special notice. This was because Adam didn’t need a
pet; he needed another person. Animals are special, but human
friendship is of a higher order.

This takes place before sin enters the world. That’s significant.
Satan has not yet slithered in, the forbidden fruit has no finger-
prints, and Adam’s conscience remains clear. The first problem
in human history, the first problem on the pages of Scripture, the
first problem in any human life, was not sin—it was solitude.

This means that the not-goodness of Adam’s aloneness was
not a result of his fallenness. Adam stood there in Eden with-
out fault, yet he also stood alone and therefore incomplete. He
was missing something essential enough to warrant the divine
declaration of “not good.” Adam, untouched by sin, needed a
friend. Tim Keller notes,

Adam was not lonely because he was imperfect, but because
he was perfect. The ache for friends is the one ache that is
not the result of sin. . . . This is one ache that is part of his
perfection. . . . God made us in such a way that we cannot
enjoy paradise without friends. God made us in such a way
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that we cannot enjoy our joy without human friends. Adam
had a perfect quiet time every day, 24 hours. He never had
a dry one, and yet he needed [friends].f

Every soul reverberates with the echoes of this Edenic ache for
friendship. It’s an ancient and primal longing. We are inescap-
ably communal.

The opening chapters of Genesis cast a vision of the good
life, full of shalom—a Hebrew concept referring in its fullest
sense to flourishing, joy, and harmony. And this shalom exists
between God, humanity, and creation. Each sphere of the physi-
cal world—land, sea, and sky—teems with life. Yet Adam stands
in the middle of this exuberant wonder world—alone. Adam has
life, and that’s a start. But he also needs community.

Since Adam doesn’t linger in isolation for long, we can’t be
sure how this “not good” state would play out over time. But we
do know what happens when this trajectory is followed, when
we force someone away from human contact for months. It’s not
good. Prison officials call solitary confinement, “the prison within
the prison.”] A central feature of solitary confinement is social
isolation. It results in increased anxiety, depression, and mental
illness. Isolation isn’t negative attention; it’s 770 attention, which is
often worse. Solitary confinement unravels our humanity.

These dynamics compelled the main character in the movie
Castaway to forge a friendship with Wilson—a volleyball. True,
befriending a ball already betrays a bit of insanity, but this little
companion brought some normalcy to Chuck Noland’s increas-
ingly crazy mind. How do you answer the “what five things
would you take to a desert island” question? If we want to keep
our minds, at least one answer must be someone’s name. God
made us in such a way that solitude and sanity cannot coexist
for long. We will eventually only keep one or the other.
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Of course complete isolation, whether in a prison or on an
island, is not likely your future or mine. But our experiences of
loneliness lean in that direction. Its trajectory is misery. Its end
is dehumanization.

THE DIVINE AFFIRMATION OF FRIENDSHIP

So, on the sixth day God made Adam and he made Eve—the first
friendship—and behold, it was very good.

It was Eve’s presence that finally made the creation “very
good.” Consider when she arrives in the story. The creation
account has two parts: part one overviews the entire seven-day
creation week (Gen. 1:3-2:4). On the sixth day of that week,
God made humanity—both Adam and Eve. Only after the com-
pletion of the sixth day, with Adam and Eve both created, do we
hear the climactic “very good” (1:31).

After this, part two of the creation account rewinds back
into the midst of that sixth day and zooms into God’s creation
of Adam and then Eve. There, in the middle of the sixth day,
God creates Adam first and then, before he creates Eve, he an-
nounces, “It is not good that the man should be alone” (2:18).

In other words, the order of events is: (1) God creates Adam,
(2) God announces that it is “not good,” (3) God creates Eve, and
(4) now, with Adam and Eve together, everything is “very good.”
Here’s the point: as the creation week moves along, the whole
creation is not pronounced “very good” until God addresses the
one thing that is not good—Adam’s isolation. This shows us that
a world without friendship is not complete; it’s not yet very good.

You may be asking one or two questions at this point.

First, isn’t marriage God’s answer to Adam’s aloneness prob-
lem? In other words, aren’t marriages (in particular) and not
human relationships (in general) God’s provision for Adam’s soli-
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tude? We do learn that Eve’s role as a spouse is an essential provi-
sion for Adam. After God created Adam and Eve, he commissioned
them to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue
it” (1:28). Adam could not fulfill this task on his own, and God
provided marriage in order to fulfill this mission of multiplication.

However, when God said, “It is not good that the man should
be alone,” he didn’t just highlight Adam’s need for a wife but also
the general problem of man’s aloneness. Eve’s presence solved this
problem in two ways: First, she met Adam’s need for companion-
ship. Yes, as a wife, but also as a friend. Marriages are ideally the
deepest of friendships. The bride in Song of Solomon declares,
“This is my beloved and this is my friend” (Song 5:16). Second, Eve
solved the problem of humanity’s isolation by multiplying society
with Adam. Eve became the bridge between one isolated man and a
populated globe. Through Eve, humanity would fill the earth with
community. So, Eve met Adam’s need for companionship, and she
also provided the means of creating a world of friendship.

The other question you may be asking is this: Why did Adam
need someone else when he already had God? The first question
was essentially: Isn’t marriage enough? And now the second
is like it: Isn’t God enough? Does this not turn friendship into
idolatry, as though we need something else besides God to be
satisfied or complete?

This is an important question. From one perspective, God
is enough. Take everything away but Christ, and we still have
everything.

Whom have I in heaven but you?
And there is nothing on earth I desire besides you. . . .
God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.
(Ps. 73:25-26)
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“Foes may hate and friends disown me, Show Thy face and
all is bright.”? And yet there stood Adam, with the great Friend
and every noble pleasure, and it was not good.

Why? Because God made us to fully enjoy him as creatures.’
In other words, we experience God in a way that fits with how
he made us. He made us as humans, and we experience pleasure
in human, creaturely ways. We enjoy God, then, in the way that
humans enjoy God. And one way in which we enjoy him as hu-
mans is through his gifts—and chief among them is friendship.
We honor God when we receive this with gratitude.

We thank God for friendship, we treasure God above friend-
ship, and we enjoy God through friendship.

TRUE SPIRITUALITY

Our very creaturely pleasures are, in fact, spiritually significant.
For much of my life I didn’t connect friendship with spirituality.
Spirituality was for worship services, Bible reading, and prayer.
Friendship, with its conversations and laughter and fun, didn’t
seem particularly spiritual. But this was misguided. We can’t
divorce the spiritual from the creational. Instead, we should
measure spiritual maturity by seeing how we become more, not
less, enchanted with God’s glory in his gifts.

In other words, when Paul requested (twice) that his close
friend visit him at the end of his life, that wasn’t spiritually weak
of him. No, his request rose out of his deep maturity. Paul was
utterly content with Christ as his great Friend. Yet he also asked
for another friend. John Stott commented,

One sometimes meets super-spiritual people who claim that
they never feel lonely and have no need of human friends,
for the companionship of Christ satisfies all their needs.
But human friendship is the loving provision of God for
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mankind. . . . Wonderful as are both the presence of the
Lord Jesus every day and the prospect of his coming on the
last day, they are not intended to be a substitute for human
friendships. . . . When our spirit is lonely, we need friends.
.. . To admit this is not unspiritual; it is human.

Is this not a central point on the Bible’s very first page? Cre-
ation’s abundance teaches that God takes pleasure in pleasing
us. “Everything created by God”—things like raspberries and
sunsets and music and friendship—“is good, and nothing is
to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving” (1 Tim. 4:4).
When we thank God for friendship, we aren’t praising friends;
we’re praising God for friends.

As God shows his goodness through his generosity, we give
him glory through our gratitude.!

MADE FOR “WITH-NESS”

It’s one thing to affirm that friendship is beneficial, important,
and so forth. But Genesis shows us more. It shows us that
friendship is indispensible. Why? Because we are made in the
image of the God who eternally exists as a triune fellowship
of love.

“God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our like-
ness’” (Gen. 1:26). This plural surprises us: our image. Why not
my image? This implies that God is communal.'? Looking back
from the vantage point of the New Testament, we see that God
is triune: the one God eternally exists as three persons—Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. This God is utterly unique as the Creator
of all things, yet he also made humanity in his image. We are
made in the image of the God who exists in communal love.
This is the deepest reason for friendship. Our nature as God’s
image bearers, as those he created to represent him and rule
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over creation, entails friendship. Because of this, God embedded
friendship in our DNA. “We are made for ‘withness.”” 3

This highlights the uniqueness of the true God. If Allah cre-
ated Adam, then Genesis could just as well have read, “Adam
was alone, and Allah saw that it was very good.” Why? Be-
cause Allah is solitary. A solitary Adam could reflect that image
perfectly well. Selfless love could never be one of Allah’s es-
sential qualities, for there has not always been another person
to love.

But “God is love” because God is triune. There was never a
time when love was not, because there was never a time when
the Trinity was not. To be made in God’s image—the God who
is love—means that we, at the creaturely level, are wired for
relationships. God made us to enjoy him and reflect him, and
a beautiful implication is that we were made to enjoy a life of
communal love.

Adam cannot, then, reflect God’s beauty alone—not because
it’s difficult without a helper but because it’s impossible without
an other.

“So God created man in his own image . . . male and fe-
male he created them” (1:27). Another curious plural: not, “Let
me make man in my image . . . so God . . . created him,” but
“Let us make man in our image . . . so God . . . created them”
(vv. 26-27). One person alone could not reflect the fullness of
God’s communal image.

What does this mean for us today? We long for friendship
because we’re made like God. “The less you want friends,” Tim
Keller has observed, “the less like God you are.”!4 Therefore,
one way that we reflect God is by entering and enjoying friend-
ship’s pleasures. God’s image is less reflected in a hermit’s home
than it is around a meal with laughter and love.
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YOU ARE NOT A ROCK

To shift the posture of your life away from others—whether
through purposeful withdrawal or passive isolation—is to turn
away from your very design.

This is why friendlessness is dehumanizing. Without rela-
tionships of love, we eventually become more like animals. In
his classic book on friendship, Aelred of Rievaulx wrote,

Those who claim that their lives should be such as to console
no one and to be a burden or the occasion of grief to no one,
who derive no joy from others’ success and inflict no bitter-
ness on others with their own [sin], I would call not human
beings but beasts. They have only one goal: neither to love
nor to be loved by anyone.'

Paul Simon compared deliberate isolation to being like a rock.
In his song “I Am a Rock,” he wrote,

I have no need of friendship
Friendship causes pain.{S

But, then, a rock isn’t quite human. Rocks don’t feel pain,
true, but they also don’t know pleasure. C. S. Lewis observed:

Love anything, and your heart will certainly be wrung and
possibly broken. If you want to make sure of keeping it
intact, you must give your heart to no one, not even to an
animal. Wrap it carefully round with hobbies and little luxu-
ries; avoid all entanglements; lock it up safe in the casket
or coffin of your selfishness. But in that casket—safe, dark,
motionless, airless—it will change. It will not be broken; it
will be unbreakable, impenetrable, irredeemable. . . . The
only place outside Heaven where you can be perfectly safe
from all the dangers and perturbations of love is Hell.!”
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Hell is the opposite of life, so it contains no trace of love. Life,
on the other hand—abundant life—only opens up and shares
its deepest pleasures when we’re in community. Flourishing re-
quires friendship.

We all know something of unmet longings for close relation-
ships. Some of us have known friendship but lost it, perhaps
through betrayal, perhaps through our own mistakes. Maybe
we’ve drifted away from certain friends so slowly that we are
only now noticing just how far apart we are.

Each one of us feels the pain of the Edenic ache, some of us
more acutely than others. But we should not salt the wound
by calling this a sign of weakness. If you desire true friend-
ship, it is not because you are weak; it is because you’re not
a rock. You are made in the image of the God of exuberant
love. You are most like God, and you are most truly human
when you want friendship. Your unmet longings for friend-
ship are not evidence of a deficiency; they are signs of your
dignity.

God made you for friendship.

FRIENDS ... WHO NEEDS 'EM?

Everyone, apparently, needs friends. Since relationality is es-
sential to our humanity, there is no gender or personality type
or marital status or age group or life stage that can forgo
friendship—not without harm. No one with a fully flourishing
life treats true community as a mere luxury. Still, friendship will
look different for different life stages, personality types, and so
forth. And each life situation comes with its own set of strengths
and challenges.

If you’re an extrovert, for example, you probably make fast
friends with many people. However, a vision of true friendship
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pushes you to go deeper. Without that intentionality, you may
gain many companions but have no close friends. I’'m more in-
troverted, so I enjoy relational depth more than breadth. I find
that I need to make sure I don’t neglect other people as I enjoy
my smaller circle of closest friends. Introverts also like to be
alone in order to recharge, but some batteries, if perpetually
plugged into the wall, lose their capacity. The refreshment I
receive from being alone partly exists for the sake of reengaging
with and encouraging others.

Young people often build their lives around relationships.
But over time, as people approach middle age, many find them-
selves without deep friendships. When older people cross the
vocational finish line into retirement, some look around and
realize they weren’t running alongside anyone else; all their
companions split off and took different routes. Of course, this
isn’t always the case—many seniors at my church have lively
networks of everyday relationships. But for too many of us,
our best years of friendship remain in the past. When many
think of their best years of friendship, they think of their child-
hood. Friendship is more of a past memory than a present
reality.

Marriage also adds new challenges. I remember one man tell-
ing me that he didn’t think he needed friends once he got mar-
ried. He thought of his wife as the only companion he needed.
Like him, very often one’s spouse becomes not just one’s best
friend but also one’s only friend. But when he began to meet
regularly with a group of men, he soon realized that he didn’t
know what he was missing until he had it.

This is why my wife and I committed to freeing one an-
other up for friendships. This comes at a cost, of course. Be-
cause we have younger children, I need to be home when she’s

51



The Necessity of Friendship

out with friends, and she needs to be home when I’m out with
friends. We also lose that time together. But our marriage
is ultimately better for it because relationships enrich our
lives. We return encouraged from time with others and with
stories to share. When we strengthen the bonds of our other
relationships, we find our bond of marriage strengthened as
well. Friends make us happier and whole, and that enriches
every part of life.

Single men and women often have more flexibility and time
for relationships. Yet if you’re single, perhaps you’ve also felt
unable to connect with those who are married. Even when
married men and women forge friendships outside of their own
marriage, they often gravitate toward other married couples.
Additionally, many churches have so highly valued marriage
over singleness that the unmarried feel left on the outside of
relationships. This should change. Churches have a unique
opportunity to affirm the goodness and challenges of single-
ness, and to promote friendships among those with or without
a spouse.

But married and single people will often need to sort through
their different expectations. If you’re single, you may have more
time and flexibility. You may expect your married friend to get
together as much as she did when she was single. Friendship
across different life stages requires adjusting expectations and
extending grace.

Men and women also experience friendship differently.
Generally speaking, women major on face-to-face conversa-
tions, while men emphasize side-by-side experiences. But full
friendships include a rounded mix of both. If you’re a side-by-
side type, linger after the activity and ask your friends what
recently encouraged or discouraged them. If you default to
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face-to-face interactions, plan some activities to build memo-
ries together.

Friendship will look different for each of life’s stages, but it
remains essential for all.

CONCLUSION

Adam was made for friendship. The second Adam, sharing
fully in our humanity, needed friendship no less than the first.
Jesus did not live alone. He and his disciples walked dusty
roads together, engaged in lengthy conversations, and feasted
in homes. Jesus grieved over the death of Lazarus, his friend
(John 11:11). In the most distressing moment of Jesus’s life
before the cross—his anguish in the garden of Gethsemane—
he wanted his closest friends near, and he was disappointed
when they weren’t. This world has never known a person
more deeply spiritual than Jesus, and he was a man of deep
relationships.

Jesus was a man of friendship, because God is a God of
friendship.

The very existence of friendship in the world portrays
something profound: at the center of the universe is a love so
great that it must be shared. Through friendship—friendship
with God and with one another—God shares with us some-
thing of his own eternal and effusive joy. Our enjoyment of
relationships—even our most ordinary moment with our most
ordinary companion—is more profound than we often realize:
it is a reflection of God’s own infinitely joyous fellowship as
Father, Son, and Spirit.

Many of us carry disappointments from our relationships. But
we feel this discouragement because God planted this glory deep
in our hearts. We long for more because God made us for more.
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It’s time, then, to consider just what it is that makes friend-
ship one of life’s greatest gifts.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. When in your life have you felt most isolated or alone? Did you
experience other mental or emotional difficulties at this time?

2. What are two or three aspects of friendship that you are most
thankful to God for?

3. Have you experienced disappointments in friendship that
led you to become a bit more hard, more closed off, to the
vulnerability of friendship? What is the danger to letting this
hardness set?

4. Circle the words that describe your personality and life situation:

single married

male female

younger middle-age older
introvert extrovert
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Note one particular challenge that each of these brings to your
pursuit of friendship. For each of these challenges, note one step
you can take to add depth to your friendships.

. Do you tend to value side-by-side experiences or face-to-face
conversations? What is one way you can try to add a bit more
balance to your default way of experiencing friendship?
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THE GREATEST OF
WORLDLY GOODS

This world is full of sorrow because it is full of sin.
It is a dark place. It is a lonely place. It is a dis-
appointing place. The brightest sunbeam in it is a
friend. Friendship halves our troubles and doubles
our joys.

J. C. Ryle

The laughter subsided for a moment. I leaned in to stir the em-
bers and shift the pine logs. Then the flames rose again to il-
lumine the faces of thirteen other men sitting around the fire.
We were sharing our favorite memories from our past years of
adventures and camping trips.

A few of us recounted the year of the flies. We had back-
packed three miles to camp along Lake Superior’s shoreline.
We reached the site and began setting up our tents. But dozens,
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then hundreds, then thousands of flies steadily gathered to us.
They were biting flies and they won, so we abandoned our site
and hiked three miles out in the midday heat. But the flies stayed
with us. A few hundred of them swarmed around and frequently
bit us.

We also remembered Brian’s walk across a log over the ra-
vine with a thirty-foot drop. We remembered how three of us
had lost our wedding rings in rivers. We remembered capsizing
canoes, swinging from vines, pushing over dead trees, and leap-
ing over small waterfalls.

The smoke rose as we continued to share and laugh. That
night we were camping on the edge of Bowen Lake in the Colo-
rado mountains. Most of us have done this together nearly every
year, some of us for about fifteen years. We call it MEWALO—
Men’s Extended Weekend Adventure Liberation Organization
(in celebration of awkward acronyms). Every year we choose
a new place for a new adventure. Each trip is one of our high
points of the year, and we enjoy it for one primary reason: be-
cause we’re together. Most of us keep in touch or connect in
different ways through the year, and then we all meet for this
extended weekend in the summer.

One of my friends, Tim, says that MEWALO is like a sea
anchor to the soul. Most of us are aware of only one kind of an-
chor—a weight that tethers us to the seabed. But another kind,
a sea anchor, steadies a boat in stormy weather. It helps a boat
slow down and keeps it from drifting and thrashing around in
the waves. Because of the way we structure these trips—days in
the wilderness, minimal technology, no distractions, life-on-life
with soul-on-soul conversations—we inevitably reflect on our
lives. We find ourselves steadied, reminded of what we believe
is true, good, and beautiful in life, even when it’s hard. It’s also

60



The Greatest of Worldly Goods

refreshing. We laugh more across those few days than we might
in any other given month.

C. S. Lewis wrote to his lifelong friend, Arthur Greeves:
“Friendship is the greatest of worldly goods. Certainly to me it
is the chief happiness of life.”! Those are remarkable statements,
but few would make them today. Did Lewis know something
about friendship that we don’t? Did he experience it in a way
that many of us haven’t?

If we’re going to recover real friendship, we need to know what
could make someone praise it like that. How do good friends give

us the good life? Here are six unique joys of real friendship.

[. DOUBLING OUR JOYS

First, good friends double our joys. They make life better be-
cause they make us happier. We just read that C. S. Lewis called
friendship the chief happiness in life. He also claimed, more
universally, that friendship causes “perhaps half of all the hap-
piness in the world.”? Maybe that’s hyperbole. But even so, it
gestures toward the truth.

Arthur Brooks studied the key contributors to people’s hap-
piness in America (the nation that etched “the pursuit of hap-
piness” onto its foundation). Other than our own genes and
circumstances, Brooks found four factors that correlate most
closely with happiness: faith, family, meaningful work, and
friends.f A couple of those may not surprise you. But what
about friends? T would have expected a six-digit income, a
mansion on the beach, international fame, or even the plea-
sures of hobbies and recreation. But they didn’t make the list.
Friendship did.

Think back on your life for a few moments. Consider it as a
trek across a mountain range with all of its peaks and valleys.
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What do you see at those highest and happiest points? When I
look at mine, I see the faces of my closest relationships.

AsIzoom in to those high points, I also see various activities:
romping through the woods with Brett and riding through pud-
dled streets with Derek in childhood; late-night conversations in
college with Taylor and Jonny; long walks after graduate school
classes with Scott; MEWALO trips each year with Ricky, Jeff,
Aaron, and the rest of the group. ’'m sure I would still enjoy
each of these activities alone or with acquaintances. But without
friends, I wouldn’t remember any one of them as a high point.
My life’s most nostalgic moments, the ones I most wish I could
relive, always involve close relationships.

A few evenings each year I meet up with my friends Dane,
Don, and Joe. Since I don’t live near them anymore, sometimes
I drive three hours each way in order to spend a few hours
with them. But I’ve never questioned the tradeoff. Bratwursts
sizzle on the grill, logs crackle in the fire, and a certain kind of
palpable, contented joy calmly settles on us, shaped by our long
history and strong affection.

We sometimes refer to our meeting as an experience of inau-
gurated eschatology. That is, when part of the inexpressible joy
of the age to come breaks into today. According to the Bible,
the eternal future of God’s people will not consist in floating on
clouds with harps. Yes, we go to heaven when we die. But when
Jesus returns, our bodies will be raised from the dead, and we’ll
live on a new earth to enjoy physical, communal life to the full.
Our friendships today foreshadow the joy of that coming new
creation.

The best description I can give to explain these moments
comes from C. S. Lewis. He described gathering with close
friends as being enfolded in an “Affection” (capital A). He wrote,
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Those are the golden sessions . . . when our slippers are on,
our feet spread out towards the blaze and our drinks at our
elbows; when the whole world, and something beyond the
world, opens itself to our minds as we talk . . . at the same
time an Affection mellowed by the years enfolds us. Life—

natural life—has no better gift to give.

One of life’s greatest pleasures is the inexplicable atmosphere of
joy, or gratefulness, or shalom—I’m not sure we have a word for
it in English—that settles over a gathering of longtime friends.

My brother Trent recently moved away from Albuquerque,
New Mexico. He had forged deep and rich relationships there.
After his last few days packing up with friends, he sent me this
note: “Friendship. Tasting heaven in the here and now. Pulling out
of Albuquerque for the last time in a long time, and this captures
it for me.” True friendship gives a taste of heaven on earth—even
when you’re doing something as mundane as loading a truck.

So far I’'ve focused on how friendship adds happiness to our
lives. It slides in right along other joys and makes life better. But
friendship also multiplies our happiness, because it consum-
mates our other joys. When we experience something exciting,
we spontaneously share it with others. The four-year-old version
sounds like, “Daddy, watch this!” The twenty- and forty- and
sixty-year-old version sounds more like, “Did you watch the
game last night?” “Did you see the sky this morning?” “Look
at this picture of what I did yesterday.” Why do we do this?
Because telling a friend about what brings us joy increases our
joy. It carries that happiness to its completion.

A joy unshared is a joy unfulfilled. And a joy shared is a joy
doubled.

This is why, when our friends die, the pain cuts deep. It hurts
mainly because we lose their presence, but it also hurts because
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we can no longer share our joys with them. We finally reach a
milestone, and the person who would most appreciate it can’t.
So our joy rises, but it remains unfulfilled.

Without friendship, our happiest moments hit a ceiling.

I think of Michael Jordan in the first moments after he and
the Bulls won their championship game in 1996. The clock ran
down, the stadium erupted with cheers, and the team lit up with
celebration. But Jordan grabbed the ball and then laid facedown
on the court. After a few moments, he slowly stood up, walked
off the court into the locker room, and laid on the ground again,
clutching the ball and crying. It was Father’s Day, and it was the

b

first championship he had won since “Pops,” whom he called
his best friend, had died. In an interview several minutes later,
he explained his emotion: “This is for Daddy.” Of all his ac-
complishments in basketball, Michael Jordan affirmed that this
was the accomplishment, because it represented his father. It
was a wonderful moment, but his happiness hit a ceiling. His

joy surged, but it was not full because he couldn’t share it with

his father, his best friend.

2. HALVING OUR SORROWS

Second, good friends cut our sorrows in half. You may feel like
the rainy days in your soul far outnumber the sunnier ones. We
all walk through seasons of darkness. And when we do, a close
friend is like a sun’s ray that pierces through the clouds to give a
shaft of warm light. Friends ease our sorrows in two ways: they
give us their presence, and they give us their words.

First, friends encourage us with their presence. Martin Lu-
ther, no stranger to sadness, often encouraged friends in their
own discouragement. He repeatedly exhorted people to flee
isolation. He wrote, “Solitude produces melancholy. When we
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are alone the worst and saddest things come to mind. . .. We
interpret everything in the worst light.”? Maybe you can relate
to Chester Bennington, Linkin Park’s former lead singer, who
said in an interview, “When I’'m in my own head, this place right
here, this skull between my ears—that is a bad neighborhood.
And I should not be in there alone. . . . I don’t say nice things to
myself. There is another Chester in there that wants to take me
down.”] He said that when he was not with family and friends,
when he was not getting outside of himself, he spiraled down-
ward. But he was happier when he was with the people he loved.

As I write this, my wife, Christina, is out with some of her
friends. A few hours ago she told me that they invited her out to
dinner. She was in a discouraged mood, so she planned to stay
home. Against that inclination, we decided this was the reason
she should go. We’ve learned that friends, magnet-like, pull us
out of ourselves. So when one of us feels like our downcast
mood disqualifies us and should keep us away from friends, we
remember that friendship is actually what we most need.

When we’re left to ourselves, we quickly descend into the
dark places of our souls. This is why we need good companions
who stay with us and who empathize with us. When they join
with us in our downcast moments, they may not feel like they’re
doing much, but they’re holding a candle in our darkness. Their
presence says that they know us and that they love us. They help
us turn outward, away from our own gloomy thoughts.

Many Christians know William Cowper’s hymn “There Is
a Fountain Filled with Blood.” But most don’t know how he
endured depression throughout his life. John Newton became
his pastor, counselor, and friend. Newton saw his inclina-
tions toward depression, so he invited Cowper to take long
walks with him as he visited homes. Newton stayed close to
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Cowper when he dropped into deeper despair. Newton once
sacrificed his vacation to make sure he didn’t leave him alone.
He also invited Cowper to live with him for over a year until
he steadied.

We never get the sense that Cowper felt like a project.
Newton wrote,

The Lord who had brought us together had so knit our
hearts and affections that for nearly twelve years . . . we
were seldom separated for twelve hours at a time when
we were awake and at home. The first six I passed in daily
admiring and trying to imitate him; during the second six

I walked pensively with him in the valley of the shadow
of death.f

When Newton moved to London for another pastoral role, they
often wrote to one another. Cowper called Newton “the friend
of my heart” and wrote, “There is no day in which you are
excluded from my thoughts.”] Neither of them viewed their re-
lationship primarily through the lens of pastor and parishioner.
They were friends. And friends encourage one another through
their faithful presence.

Second, friends ease our sorrows through encouraging
words. The book of Proverbs says, “A man’s spirit will endure
sickness, but a crushed spirit who can bear?” (Prov. 18:14). In
other words, if you know the oppressive, downward pull of de-
pression, you’d trade it for the flu, and you’d do it with a smile.

What can we offer to a depressed friend? “Anxiety in a
man’s heart weighs him down,” Proverbs observes, “but a good
word makes him glad” (12:25). A central purpose of friendship
is the ministry of encouragement, the service of giving these
“good words” that make the soul glad. We come to one another
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bearing words of hopeful truth, words of comfort, words that
bring joy. Our speech can change the climate of our friend’s
soul.

God’s encouragement comes to us through the words of
Scripture, and those words often come to us through friends.
When we’re discouraged, we need an outside word. And we
need to hear it in the familiar voice of a friend.

I remember when my friend Ryan called me when he was
discouraged. He said the reason he called was for me to remind
him of the gospel. He knew it well, but he also knew he needed
it to come to him from the outside. He needed to hear again
what he already knew. So I shared what had encouraged me
that morning from the Bible. I read God’s gracious words for his
rebellious people: “You are precious in my eyes, and honored,
and I'love you” (Isa. 43:4). We considered God’s love in Christ’s
cross and resurrection, and then we prayed. We both ended the
conversation feeling renewed.

So friends lift us in our sadness in these two ways: by being
with us and by encouraging us with hope. John Bunyan illus-
trated how these work together in his book Pilgrim’s Progress.
Christian faces many trials as he journeys toward the Celestial
City. Along the way, he and his friend Hopeful are captured by
Giant Despair, who locks them in his dungeon. When Christian
sinks into despair, Hopeful gently exhorts him, gives him hope,
and prays with him. Because of this, Christian’s heart strength-
ens with confidence. He remembers the Key of Promise in his
coat. It unlocks every door. With Hopeful’s encouragement,
Christian turns the locks and both friends burst into freedom.?

When we feel locked in a dungeon of depression, the keys
of God’s promises lead us out. In all our sorrows we remember,
“For those who love God all things work together for good”
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(Rom. 8:28). We “do not lose heart” because “though our outer
self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by
day” (2 Cor. 4:16). We remember, as Cowper wrote, “Behind a
frowning providence, [God] hides a smiling face.”!

But here is Bunyan’s great insight: sometimes we need a
friend to help us turn the key. Why? Because God brings us hope
through his Word, and his Word is external to us. We need to
hear God’s promises. The ideas swirling in our minds often seem
hopeless. Even when we recall God’s promises in our minds, we
often do little more than weakly slip the key into the keyhole.
We don’t yet have the strength to turn it. But when a friend
speaks these promises, when a friend brings this external Word
to our ears, we gain strength to turn the key. It is as though our
friend grabs the key with us and helps us to turn it.

Christian endured to the end, but only with the help of a
friend.

My wife, Christina, just walked in from her night out, with
a smile. Their conversation as friends covered the spectrum of
heavy- to light-hearted. They shared their joys as well as their
sorrows. Christina said, “It felt like true Christian fellowship—
a lot of seriousness and a lot of laughter.” She returned renewed
by the presence and words of her friends.

3. COUNSEL FROM THE HEART

Third, friends help us figure out life in ways that no one else can.
We all need wisdom. We get it from the Bible, from books, from
professional counselors. We also get it from friends. Proverbs
27:9 says, “Oil and perfume make the heart glad, and the sweet-
ness of a friend comes from his earnest counsel.” This claims
that one of the greatest joys of friendship is “earnest” coun-
sel—literally, “counsel of soul,” counsel from the heart. What
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fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies are to our sense of smell, a
friend’s counsel is to our soul. Close friends offer one another
unique guidance because it comes from two things: personal
knowledge and proven love.

First, close friends know us better than anyone else. In some
ways, they may even know us better than we know ourselves.
They see things about us that we don’t see. They watch us rise
and fall through joys and sorrows over the course of many years.
They know how we think and what we value. They see how we
respond to conflict and how we handle suffering. Their long his-
tory with us gives insight that a professional counselor cannot
have. If each man and woman had a couple of true companions,
friends who listened and loved well, then our world would need
far fewer professional therapists.

Second, close friends love us more than any author or pro-
fessional ever will. This is because they are personally invested
in our decisions. What happens to us happens to them. Our
problems are their problems. Our future is their future. They are
bound to us in a way that others are not. So, while we rightly
esteem the noble and necessary role of professional counselors,
they should complement, not replace, the unique counsel of
friends.

Several years ago I considered changing to a new job in a new
place. So I brought my closest friends into the decision. In the
end, of course, I bear responsibility for the choice. But it wasn’t
just my decision; it was our decision. Christina and I prayed for
wisdom and looked for God to answer, in part, through our
friends. We wanted the people closest to us to help us discern
the wisest path forward. When we asked, “What do you think?”
we weren’t just looking for an opinion; we were asking them
to help us make the decision. If nearly all of your wise friends
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agree about what you should do, you can make even the hardest
decisions with settled confidence.

Sometimes we need friends to help us think a decision
through. But other times we just need one to affirm that the
decision we’re making is reasonable. Sometimes we just need a

friend to let us know we aren’t crazy.

4. CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH FRIENDSHIP

Fourth, friends strengthen our good resolves. Friendship is pow-
erful. It is one of the greatest forces in the world. You may have
an idea or a plan, and you may sense how you could accomplish
it. But it may also sit in your mind like kindling that remains
unlit. It often takes a friend to strike the match and then fan the
flame with encouragement. Without friends, many of our resolu-
tions would either never light up or quickly flicker out.

J. R. R. Tolkien emphasized this theme in The Lord of the
Rings. Someone needs to carry the ring to the fires of Mordor.
Frodo carries the ring, but he only accomplishes the mission be-
cause of his friends. In the middle of the journey, when one com-
panion tries to steal the ring, Frodo abandons the fellowship. He
no longer feels safe. But his closest friend, Sam, will not let him
get away. As Frodo slips off across the river, Sam goes in after
him. Frodo rejects his efforts at first: “I’'m going to Mordor.” But
Sam replies, “Of course you are. And ’'m coming with you.”!!

At that moment Sam knows better than Frodo what Frodo
really needs. Frodo thanks him soon enough: “So all my plan is
spoilt! . . . It is no good trying to escape you. . . . But 'm glad,
Sam. I cannot tell you how glad. Come along!”!3 The two even-
tually finish the mission and save Middle Earth.

Without friendship, the ring never would have made it, and
Middle Earth would have been destroyed. Actually, we never
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would have imagined Middle Earth in the first place because,
without friendship, Tolkien never would have finished writing
the story. He said that it was only C. S. Lewis’s steady encour-
agement that kept him writing. Perhaps this is why the theme
of friendship stands out so prominently in the story. In Tolkien’s
day, authors only produced “fairy stories” (as they were called)
for children, not adults. But Tolkien wrote for adults too. He
eventually wrote The Lord of the Rings, but it was only be-
cause of his relationship with Lewis. Two years after Lewis died,
Tolkien reflected on Lewis’s role in his life:

The unpayable debt that I owe to him was not “influence”
as it is ordinarily understood, but sheer encouragement.
He was for long my only audience. Only from him did I
ever get the idea that my “stuff” could be more than a
private hobby. But for his interest and unceasing eagerness
for more I should never have brought the L. of the R. to

a conclusion.!3

Lewis and Tolkien experienced true friendship. They knew
that their experience was both wonderful and rare in their cul-
ture. This is why both men wrote to promote the joys of true
friendship in their own day—Tolkien in The Lord of the Rings,
and Lewis in The Four Loves.

One of the greatest gifts we can offer our friends is sheer
encouragement. As we listen and light up to their ideas, we stir
their souls into action. We lift their hearts and spur them on.
Much of what is truly good in the world is the fruit of friendship.

9. WE MAKE FRIENDS AND THEN OUR FRIENDS MAKE US

Fifth, friends shape our character. We choose our friends, and
then our friends shape who we become. In other words, at first
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we make our friends. From that point on, our friends make us.
We can see this influence in three ways.

First, our friends shape us. They take the raw materials of
our personality and influence the form they take. They shape us
by drawing out parts of ourselves that would otherwise remain
dormant. In this sense, our friends don’t change us to become
something else; they help us become who we truly are.

Yet each friend draws out only certain parts of our person-
ality. Different friends water different seeds of our character.
My friend Taylor waters different patches of my personality;
Rick, Don, and Jeff water others. Friends cultivate the best or
the worst in us, but either way, they bring out what is already
there.

In other words, friendship reveals who we truly are. You
cannot know yourself—not truly—without close relationships.
If you don’t have friends, much of who you are will remain hid-
den even to your own sight.

This explains why losing a friend feels like losing part of
yourself. When one of your friends dies, part of you dies with
him. That unique part will never come out in the same way
again. When you bury a friend, you bury that part of your per-
sonality that only he brought out.

Second, our friends influence the moral direction of our
lives. The ancient wisdom of Proverbs shows how this hap-
pens. Proverbs 13:20 says, “Whoever walks with the wise be-
comes wise, but the companion of fools will suffer harm.”
Similarly,

Make no friendship with a man given to anger,
nor go with a wrathful man,
lest you learn his ways
and entangle yourself in a snare. (Prov. 22:24-25)
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Our friends show us our future selves. Friendship “makes
good men better and bad men worse.”!4 It also sometimes makes
bad men better and good men worse. And the closer the friend,
the stronger the influence.

This all happens much more subtly than we think. Accord-
ing to Proverbs, we don’t just gain wisdom from listening to the
instruction of the wise but by enjoying their friendship (13:20).
The danger of spending time with an angry person is that we
might “learn his ways” (22:24-25). This is not classroom, note-
taking learning. It’s far more subtle and far less intentional. Like
a chameleon that changes colors when it lands on a branch, we
become like those we spend time with.

How does this happen? Through the power of affections.
We become like what we love. Since we love our friends, we in-
creasingly love what they love. And then we inevitably live how
they live. Character is contagious. This is why we must choose
our friends wisely. Because we will inevitably become like them.

Third, friends also make it easier to live a life of love. We
sacrifice for our friends, and we do it with ease. Friendship-love
often feels effortless. We selflessly serve friends with a sense of
of-course-ness. “It’s nothing,” we say. Even self-denial in friend-
ship often doesn’t feel much like self-denial. As Bertie Wooster
put it, “When there is a chance of helping a pal we Woosters
have no thought of self.”!3

Maybe you would like an example from an authority on this
topic: Cookie Monster. With his friend standing beside him,
he opened the jar and turned it upside down. One chocolate-
chip cookie dropped onto the counter. He grabbed it and raised
it toward his mouth. But then he glanced at his friend’s pin-
ing eyes. So he paused to sing a song: “Sometimes me think,
what is friend?” He explored this question in his song and then
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answered it most clearly at the end. Here’s his profound con-
clusion: “Maybe friend somebody you give up last cookie for.”
Then, in a great moment of self-denial, he handed the cookie
to his surprised companion. And when she offered to share
the cookie with him, he insisted, “No, no, no, no, no. Friend
eat cookie.” He then looked to the camera and said, “Me feel
strangely okay about this.”!¢

This is perhaps Cookie Monster’s most heroic act of self-
sacrifice. But it doesn’t feel like it to him. He shared his very last
cookie, and yet he did it with a happy heart. That’s the power of
friendship. Friendship is a school of virtue, forming the habits
of a life of love. That’s what Cookie Monster shows us (though
he may not put it quite like that).

As friendship transforms us in each of these ways, it also in-
fluences the rest of society around us. As we cultivate character
in one another, we become not only better friends but better citi-
zens. Personal relationships have public implications. Who we
become in private always expresses itself in public. If we grow
in empathy and kindness and selflessness among friends, we will
demonstrate that in all our relationships. This is why one of the
best ways to strengthen society is by filling it with overlapping
networks of virtue-cultivating friendships.

6. FRIENDS MAKE FRIENDS LESS WEIRD

I end with one of friendship’s most unsung benefits: friends make
friends less weird. Without them, our world would be a much
stranger place. This is because they iron out the more obnoxious
wrinkles in our personality. A. C. Grayling put it best:

If you think of someone who has no friends you see what
can happen: a human being, like a neglected garden, may be-
come rather overgrown—quite literally dirty and unkempt,
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unsocial, introverted; after a bit, eccentric or half mad. So-
cial intercourse keeps people—quite literally—clean and
reasonably polite, sane and functional.|”

Sometimes it takes a direct comment from a friend to change
our behavior. But more often than not, it happens subtly and
naturally. It happens without trying, or even thinking about it.
Like stones in a river, the waters of friendship smooth us out
over time. As we submerge ourselves into the lives of our friends,
they each polish us and smooth over our jagged edges.

But even if oddities don’t get ironed out, true friends still
embrace and delight in them. Many of our friends’ idiosyncra-
sies endear them to us. A friend’s dramatic eyebrow raise, his
occasional sense of obliviousness, her jarring laugh, his odd
sense of humor. We should leave nearly every part of our friends
untouched; it is no virtue to make every friend our twin. True
friends embrace and learn to celebrate the uniqueness of their
companions. They delight in one another’s oddities.

And for those quirks of the less endearing type, Henry Ward
Beecher’s advice is best: “Every man should keep a fair-sized
cemetery in which to bury the faults of his friends.”

CONCLUSION

True friendship—not just relationships or community in general,
but real and deep friendship—is one of life’s greatest treasures.
The six lost joys of real friendship unfolded above show us why
friendship is worth all the effort we can muster. When we re-
member our highest highs and lowest lows in life, they often
correspond with the presence or absence of our closest friends.
Friends decrease every trouble and multiply every joy. Simply
put, they make life better. Much better.
What, then, is true friendship?
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Think back and identify the highest points of your life’s journey.
How often do you see friends present in your happiest memo-
ries? Would those moments be as happily remembered if friends
weren’t present?

2. Which friends of yours may be going through a difficult season
of life? What are a few specific ways you can encourage them
with your presence or words?

3. How have certain friends influenced your character for better?
How have certain friends negatively influenced you?

4. Think about a few of your closest friends’ interests and ambi-
tions. Then think of one way you can encourage each friend to
fulfill his or her good resolves.
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A FRIEND WHO IS AS
YOUR OWN SOUL

When thou hast found such a man, and proved the
sincerity of his friendship; when he has been faithful
.. . to thee, grapple him to thyself with hooks of steel

and never let him go.

Charles Spurgeon

“A great thing is friendship,” John Chrysostom preached, “and
how great, no one can learn, and no discourse represent, but
experience itself.”! Our experiences of friendship shape our un-
derstanding of friendship. The friends we have influence what
we think friendship means. This is why we might summarize
our definition of friendship with the name of our closest friend.
What is friendship? Dan. Joe. Jon.

But what if our experience falls short of true friendship and
we don’t even know it? What if we’re missing something? How
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would we know? We may be like someone who thinks fast food
is an ideal dinner only because he has never tasted steak. Many
of us only know fast-food friendship. We have yet to experience
filet mignon friendship.

This chapter describes ideal friendship so we know what to
look for.

BOUND TOGETHER

Like love and beauty, friendship is hard to define. Proverbs
distinguishes between “many companions” and “a friend who
sticks closer than a brother” (Prov. 18:24). The difference here
is not the kind of relationship but the degree of closeness.

We can place each of our relationships in concentric circles.
Think of four rings, each one closer to the core (see Figure 1).
These circles progress inward from impersonal relationships to
acquaintances, to casual friends, to close friends. We’ll see fewer
people as we move to the center. Our closest friends cluster to-
gether in the tightest circle around us.

Relationships have also been described as lanes on a high-
way. Impersonal relationships drive along in the far right lane,
the middle two lanes contain acquaintances and casual friends,
and our closest friends travel with us in the left lane. A best
friend or two may also ride in the car with us. The right lanes
are full, and the left lanes have fewer people. Of course, blinkers
flash and cars change lanes over time. A longtime acquaintance
might later become a close friend. Or once-close friends may
become little more than acquaintances. Perhaps a left-lane friend
may swerve right to take the exit, later to re-enter and merge left
again farther down the road.

Proverbs contrasts our many right-lane “companions” with
a left-lane friend who “is closer than a brother.” In this proverb’s

78



A Friend Who Is as Your Own Soul

ancient context, family relationships were much closer than how
we view them today. Family was seen as the tightest relational
circle. Yet here a friend breaks inside that family circle and then
moves even closer. Of course, a brother or sister could also be-
come a close friend. This is true with my brother and me. Most
siblings drive in the middle lanes, but Trent has become a left-
lane friend to me. My brother became closer than a brother.
We can say the same for marriage, which should be the closest
friendship.? Christina knows me better than anyone else. She is
my best friend. When couples recite their wedding vows, they
are essentially promising lifelong, faithful friendship.

Figure 1

Impersonal
relationships

Aquaintances

Casual friends

Close friends

The Old Testament describes friendship with a striking
phrase. Deuteronomy 13:6 refers to a close friend as one
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“who is as your own soul.”] This suggests a deep oneness at
the core of friendship. We see this at the beginning of David
and Jonathan’s relationship. Jonathan heard about David’s
faith through his courageous victory over Goliath. Very soon
“the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David” (1 Sam.
18:1). Like metals welded together, friendship is a binding
of souls.! Two become bound up with and devoted to one
another. This mysterious oneness lies at the heart of all true
friendship.

We don’t understand how this connection forms. It happened
instantaneously with David and Jonathan. For others it develops
over time. I experienced this instant bond with a few friends, but
with others it took several years. I didn’t think T would be close
to some of them since we didn’t connect well at first. But then,
over time, we formed a lasting bond.

What is the essence of friendship? How do we define it?
Friendship is an affectionate bond forged between two people
as they journey through life with openness and trust.

THE MARKS OF TRUE FRIENDSHIP

What essential ingredients do we mix together to make true
friendship? You won’t find personality types on the list. Our
extroversion or introversion will influence the flavor of our
friendships, but neither personality type is better or worse.
We don’t need humor either, though I wouldn’t want any of
my friendships without a good dose of it. Also missing is any-
thing to do with similarities in age, ethnicity, or social status.
Whatever our differences, none of these necessarily keeps this
deep bond from forming. Here are six essential ingredients
of true friendship.
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1. He Loved Him as His Own Soul

First, affection. One of the most common Hebrew words for
friendship is abeb. It means “one who loves.” Close friends hold
each other in the highest esteem. They love each other.

We often experience the love of friendship as sheer enjoyment
of one another. J. R. R. Tolkien underscores this in The Lord of
the Rings. “Throughout their adventure the main benefit of their
friendship is simply that they get to enjoy each other’s company,
to laugh and sing together, and to comfort and encourage each
other.”} In the previous chapter we read of C. S. Lewis’s descrip-
tion of gathering with his friends. He most likely had Tolkien in
mind as he wrote about those “golden sessions” when he and
his friends gathered around a fire, “when the whole world, and
something beyond the world, opens itself to our minds as we
talk . .. at the same time an Affection mellowed by the years en-
folds us.”f True friends find themselves enfolded in an affection.

We also express our affection by renaming the people clos-
est to us. Nicknames take a level of comfort for two people to
give and receive. They convey a sense of belonging. The unique
names we give demonstrate our affection. Of course, bullies give
names to express belonging too, but they do it from a posture of
superiority and ownership. True friends do it out of respectful
and often playful endearment.

Among our closest relationships, this affection is sincere
and heartfelt. We see this kind of love in Jonathan and David’s
friendship in the Old Testament. “Jonathan loved him as his
own soul” (1 Sam. 18:1; see also v. 3)./l He “delighted much in
David” (19:1). At a crucial moment of testing in their relation-
ship, “Jonathan made David swear again by his love for him, for
he loved him as he loved his own soul” (20:17). When circum-
stances forced David away, they cried and kissed on the cheek
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(20:41). And David was crushed in spirit when he heard about
Jonathan’s death, saying,

I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan;
very pleasant have you been to me;
your love to me was extraordinary,

surpassing the love of women. (2 Sam. 1:26)

Family and friends have expressed affection this way
throughout history. From the patriarch Joseph with his broth-
ers to the apostle Paul with his companions, friends wept,
embraced, and kissed as they parted (Gen. 45:14-15; Acts
20:37). These deep expressions of affection feel uncomfort-
able to us today. But C. S. Lewis observed, “On a broad
historical view it is, of course, not the demonstrative gestures
of friendship among our ancestors but the absence of such
gestures in our own society that calls for some special expla-
nation.”]} Jonathan and David model how to express strong
affection and admiration between friends. Our generation
needs to recapture something of this deeply felt and sincerely

expressed bond of love.

2. Covenantal Friendship vs. Consumer Friendship

The second ingredient of true friendship is constancy. A real
friend will never give you up or let you down. He will never
turn away or desert you. Constant friends make the hard times
easier and the easy times better. “A friend loves at all times,”
Proverbs says, “and a brother is born for adversity” (Prov.
17:17). And to paraphrase Proverbs 18:24, a man of many
Facebook friends may come to ruin, but a true friend sticks

closer than family.

82



A Friend Who Is as Your Own Soul

Sometimes we view friendship as the one relationship with-
out any commitment. We enter or exit at will. That’s the beauty
of it, right? Unlike marriage and family, we feel no obligation
to stick it out. We freely give our loyalty as an ongoing choice.

It’s true that we enter friendship voluntarily. But once we
enter it, is it also true that we don’t have any responsibilities
to our friends? No. Everyone expects loyalty from friends. The
Bible even commands it: when disaster strikes, “Do not forsake
your friend or your father’s friend” (Prov. 27:10).

All true friendship is, in a sense, covenantal. Jonathan and
David explicitly made a covenant of friendship (1 Sam. 18:3).
That covenant was not a mere legal contract. It made their com-
mitments to one another explicit and permanent. It expressed
and gave structure to their love./ David and Jonathan shared a
deep commitment toward each other, and their covenant made
that formal.

David drew on this covenant when his life was at risk. He
said to Jonathan, “Deal kindly with your servant, for you have
brought your servant into a covenant of the LorD with you”
(20:8). “Deal kindly” translates the famous Hebrew word
hesed. This is strong, covenantal language. Hesed means stead-
fast love. It takes our first two marks of friendship—affection
and constancy—and packages them together in one word. God
used it in Exodus 34:6 to declare his own constant love for his
inconstant people. Hesed expresses God’s deepest heart. David
expected this from Jonathan.

Not every relationship needs a covenant. But even if we don’t
formalize our commitment, we still must make it felt. No friend-
ship can last without loyalty.

If there is a code of friendship, it is surely this: “Never let

a pal down.” !¢
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This covenantal friendship contrasts with consumer friend-
ship. The consumer friend stays only as long as benefits remain.
As soon as they disappear, so does the friend. Why? Because the
consumer friend doesn’t really want you; he only wants what
you give. A consumer friend remains loyal only as long as his
friend remains generous. As Proverbs says, “Wealth brings many
new friends, but a poor man is deserted by his friend” (Prov.
19:4; cf. v. 6).

In contrast, a covenantal friend doesn’t use you. He enjoys you.

Aelred of Rievaulx gives us wisdom here: once a friend proves
faithful, “that friend is to be so tolerated, so treated, and so en-
couraged that as long as he does not depart irrevocably from the
foundation you have built, he should be so much yours and you
so much his . . . that there should exist no separation of spirits,
affection, will, or opinion.”!"! In other words, a constant friend
deserves a constant friend in return.

Suffering is the great relationship revealer. We often learn
how strong a friendship is when we don’t have anything to give.
We also find out what kind of friends we are when a friend can’t
give anything to #s. When someone cannot share anything but
a burden, only covenantal friends stick around to carry it. I
think of my grandfather’s friendships formed through serving
in World War II. The trials they shared in battle forged deep
bonds between them. Every one of them would have given his
life for the others, and every one of them knew it. This is why
a few of the men he served with in his twenties remained close
friends through his seventies. They stayed together because they
suffered together.

We see this same resolve in the biblical story of Ruth. Naomi
grieved the death of her husband and two sons. She came to
Moab full, and she left empty. Yet not entirely, because she
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gained a friend. Ruth, her daughter-in-law, stuck with her:
“Where you go I will go, and where you lodge T will lodge.
Your people shall be my people, and your God my God. Where
you die I will die, and there will I be buried. May the Lorp do
so to me and more also if anything but death parts me from
you” (Ruth 1:16-17). Strong statements. We hear a covenantal
ring in them, which is why people often quote them in marriage
ceremonies. There was no use trying to escape Ruth’s tenacity.
And Naomi wouldn’t want to. She had nothing to offer Ruth,
but Ruth clung to her for two reasons: Naomi’s God was her
God. And Naomi was her friend.

Of course, constancy is hard. Time passes, and we realize
six months have passed since we last contacted our friend. We
know delaying will only make it worse, and yet, inexplicably,
we still don’t call! We feel guilty and sheepish, especially when
we’ve also forgotten to return our friend’s calls. But that’s okay.
Sometimes constancy sounds like a sincere apology for 7ot being
constant. When we apologize, a true friend will receive that. We
will both move forward from there, picking up where we left off,
happy to reconnect. The friendship grows stronger, not weaker,
for these times of reconciliation. Constant friendships weather
inconstancies with grace.

What does it look like when someone plods through decades
with this kind of constancy? It reminds me of one of my favor-
ite pictures of my grandfather, Fred. He and his best friend,
Paul, were in their seventies at the time. They have their arms
open and their faces are lit up as they greet each other with
a hug. They had been friends since childhood, and they re-
mained close to each other for their entire lives. And it was a
functional friendship too—they didn’t just stay in touch, they
often spent time together.
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3. Giving a Clear View

The third mark is transparency. We know friendship requires
honesty. But we also know how to be honest without being
open. Real friends don’t just know the truth about each other;
they know the whole truth. They sometimes see us more clearly
than we even see ourselves.

As light shines through transparent objects, real friends can
see into our souls. Over time, our friends learn our greatest joys
and deepest sorrows. They learn our strongest beliefs, opinions,
and fears. They know our most challenging temptations and our
most shameful failures. We crack open the doors of our souls to
our friends. And when we don’t, our friends gently knock because
they care enough to see how we’re really doing inside. Every one
of us needs at least one person who knows us as well as we know
ourselves, perhaps even better than we know ourselves.

True friends walk in the light together. The apostle John
writes, “If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have
fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son
cleanses us from all sin” (1 John 1:7). What does it mean to walk
in the light? T used to think it only referred to obedience. But
notice: the light is the place of cleansing. This means that dark-
ness isn’t just the place where we disobeys; it’s the place were we
hide. And the light isn’t just where we obey, but where we come
out of hiding, where we open up about how we’ve disobeyed.

Walking in the light, then, isn’t about being perfect; it’s about
admitting we’re not.

As we confess our sins to God and others, we find real for-
giveness and true fellowship (1:6-7). This is because God’s
grace doesn’t just cleanse us but creates an atmosphere of safety
among fellow sinners. If God loved us while we were still sin-
ners, and if he still loves us while we are still sinners, then we can
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be honest about who we really are. When we open up to trusted
friends, and they don’t shrink back but move closer, that’s when
friendship gets traction.

Honesty + Acceptance = Real Friendship

4. The Rarest Jewel in Friendship

Fourth, candor. True friends speak with straightforward hon-
esty. The English Puritan Thomas Goodwin wrote, “Simplic-
ity and plain-heartedness . . . is the truest and rarest jewel in
friendship.” "

We speak clearly but also gently. Because we’re speaking
with our friend.

Sometimes, and only when necessary, this means delivering
hard words. We all need correction from time to time. The best

people to give it are our closest friends. Proverbs 27:5-6 says,

Better is open rebuke
than hidden love.

Faithful are the wounds of a friend;
profuse are the kisses of an enemy.

A good friend loves enough to give these faithful wounds, and
also loves enough to do it kindly.

When you rebuke others, you are telling them that they
have a problem. But what is rebuke, more deeply? If it con-
trasts with “hidden love,” then it must be public love. Here’s
what that means: If someone I love is heading into foolishness,
and I refuse to tell him, I'm hiding love. P'm holding it back.
Why would T do that? Perhaps I care more about what my
friend thinks about me than I care about what he needs from
me. Yet when we withhold a necessary rebuke, it’s like hiding
critical medicine from a sick friend.
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When we administer this medicine of rebuke, we should use
caution. Rebuke is potent medication, but too much proves le-
thal. If you give a lot of criticism, you probably give too much.

We honor our friends when we make affirmation the norm,
not critique. Wisely placed criticism lands softly on the padding
of several dozen encouragements laid down in previous months.
A friendship filled with affirmation helps it to absorb occasional
correction. This is one reason why friendship is an ideal context
for correction. The broader context of our relationship together
minimizes the confrontational element of rebuke. We help our
friends with helpful correction in the context of ordinary life.

Rebuke is risky. We wonder how our friend will respond. Do
we risk beginning a hard conversation by speaking directly, or
do we stay silent to maintain peace? If we speak, we create a mo-
ment of testing: Will our friend understand that we’re rebuking
out of love, or will he think we’re attacking him? One friend of
mine told me that she addressed a serious sin in her friend’s life,
but her friend was unwilling to repent. Her friend resented her
for bringing it up, and their friendship ended. Rebuke is risky
because someone may respond to our correction by swerving
across a couple of lanes to take the nearest exit. On the other
hand, our friend may thank us and move even closer.

Of course, when it’s our time to receive the wound, let’s
receive it well. Our friends feel as much pain by giving the
rebuke as we do in receiving it, like a mother wincing as she
removes the sliver from her toddler’s foot. They also do it with
the anxious uncertainty of wondering how we will respond.
We need to remember, therefore, that when friends tell us
our faults, they are as Charles Spurgeon put it “performing
on [our| behalf the most heroic act of pure charity.”!d Who
wouldn’t want a friend like that?
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So, in these turbulent moments, we need to remember
above all else that our friend is . . . our friend. She works as
a soul doctor, hurting only to help. She deserves the honor of
our gratitude.

5. Seeing through Their Eyes

Empathy, the fifth mark of friendship, is the ability to under-
stand and adjust to someone’s emotional state. It is the capacity
to enter his mind, to peer out at the world through his eyes.
Empathetic friends weep with friends who weep and rejoice with
friends who rejoice. We understand how they feel and why they
feel it. And we also feel it with them.

Empathy shapes the whole tone of a relationship. Without
it, we trade honoring friends for one-upping them. We trade af-
firmation for sarcasm. We trade talking with for talking at. We
trade listening to sorrows for changing the subject.

Over time we learn our friends’ temperaments, their moods,
and their buttons. We know what makes them tick and what
ticks them off. This all informs how we relate to them. We pick
up on our friend’s emotional state and we adapt to it. As we do
this, consideration serves as a primary way that we bear our
friend’s burdens. An empathetic presence lightens our friend’s
load. Troubles drop down like Tetris blocks. Some of them pile
up on our friend’s back. But one well-placed, empathetic word
can slide in and clear half the load.

Sometimes this means, quite literally, weeping with those
who weep. My wife and I lost our first child, Hope, in preg-
nancy. We stayed home for several days to talk, read, pray, and
cry. Many people comforted us. But a few comments stand out.
Some people made well-meaning but strikingly inconsiderate
remarks. “What do you think you did wrong?” “I’'m sure you’ll
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have another one soon.” But two friends stand out because of
how their comments reduced the burden that pressed down on
my back. First, when I told my brother about our baby’s passing,
he just cried. And then he prayed for us. This still moves me to
tears today. Second, when I told another friend what happened,
he paused, looked across the table at me, and asked if anyone
had made any insensitive comments. He wisely understood that
part of the burden my wife and I carried was the loneliness of
not being understood. My friends’ empathy slid into place and
cleared a big part of our load that difficult week.

6. The Foundation of Friendship

The sixth mark of friendship is trust. True friends keep confidences.

We learn the importance of trust when it’s not there. One of
the characters in the book of Proverbs is “the whisperer.” Prov-
erbs 16:28 says, “A dishonest man spreads strife, and a whisperer
separates close friends.” Proverbs 17:9 says, “Whoever covers an
offense seeks love, but he who repeats a matter separates close
friends.” The whisperer shares information, whether true or false,
that should stay hidden. He wraps it up, labels it as a “concern”
or a “prayer request,” and delivers it to whomever will hear.

Proverbs says beware! because this severs even the closest re-
lationships. Gossip erodes trust, and distrust erodes friendship.
It is the opposite of safety. If you suspect that someone may talk
about your issues behind your back, you won’t share them any-
more. You won’t open up. Suspicion will tint your lenses when
you look at your friend. It will shade how you see every aspect
of the relationship. When distrust enters your relationship, you
may remain friendly, but you can’t remain real friends.

I know what it’s like to have false rumors spread about me. I
didn’t know who started them. I didn’t know who heard them.
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And worse, I didn’t know who believed them. The rumors mis-
represented my actions, and more deeply, they struck at my
character. Very quickly, I wasn’t sure who to trust.

But that situation taught me the nature of real trust. Trust
shone forth in friends who didn’t even have to ask me if the
rumors they heard were true. They dismissed them out of hand.

Maybe you’ve heard about someone “whispering” things
about you too. When a friend breaks confidence with you, the
relationship becomes like a house with a cracked foundation. A
big enough gap compromises the integrity of the whole struc-
ture. We can’t live in a trustless relationship any longer than we
can live in a shifting house. A suspicious friendship isn’t sustain-
able because it isn’t safe. If a foundation has enough problems,
we either fix it or move out.

NOT GUARANTEES

These six ingredients of friendship are not guarantees. We may
embody them all yet still lack even one real friend.

This is because friends need to reciprocate these marks. We
may want someone to be our friend. We may show them affec-
tion, constancy, empathy, and so forth. But if this friend does
not share the desire for friendship, it won’t happen. If I flick on
my left blinker to shift into someone’s lane, they may not slow
down to make space for me. I may even think I’'m cruising along
in someone’s casual-friend middle lane, but he may think of me
as driving out on the service road. Friendship requires mutual-
ity—mutual affection, mutual constancy, and so forth.

Yet even with reciprocation, we still can’t force the bond
to forge. Even if I experience all of these marks with someone,
this does not guarantee that our relationship will be particu-
larly close. We can create the best conditions for friendship by
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pursuing these marks, but we cannot force it. We can’t manipu-
late the binding of souls.

These marks also don’t guarantee that our friendships will
be healthy or beneficial. None of the marks alone, nor all of
them together, mean that our friendships will help us become
better people. These characterize deep friendship but not nec-
essarily good friendship. Bullies have their friends too, but that
doesn’t make the playground any safer.

A DEEPER BOND AND A DISTANT HORIZON

In addition to the six marks, C. S. Lewis observed that friend-
ships are always “about something.”'4 Some friends unite in
their enthusiasm for basketball. Some share an interest in litera-
ture or poetry. Some share a commitment to running or biking
or weight lifting.

Christians share common interests with friends as well, but
they also unite around the most important thing about them.
Friendships are always “about something,” and Christian
friendship is, at its core, about Jesus Christ. When we become
Christians, we’re not just about something but someone. This
is true Christian friendship—what others in times past referred
to as spiritual friendship. Spiritual friendship places Christ
at the center and pursues Christlikeness as the goal. In other
words, in spiritual friendship, we always include Jesus as our
third Friend.

As Thomas Brooks encourages us, “Let those be your choic-
est companions who have made Christ their chief companion.”!’

When Christ serves as the glue of our relationships, we find
that we bond together with people who are otherwise very dif-
ferent from us. As individuals and as churches, we should eagerly
celebrate diversity—diversity of races, ages, and backgrounds.
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Every friendship also has a horizon—a shared direction
toward which it moves. Friends unite together in a “common
quest or vision” in life.'Y We’re all on a journey somewhere,
and our friends are those who travel with us. We walk along
life’s path toward a shared horizon, and Christians look out to
a horizon that extends even farther ahead. We’re on a journey
together, and the horizon stretches onward forever.

The New Testament calls Christians to lift their eyes to “the
Day,” the day of Jesus’s return (Heb. 10:25). This is the horizon
above and beyond all horizons. This shapes the focus of Chris-
tian relationships. We “exhort one another every day” (Heb.
3:12) and “consider how to stir up one another to love and good
works . . . encouraging one another, and all the more as you see
the Day drawing near” (10:24-25). In context, these are direc-
tions for an entire church community. But how does this get
worked out in practice? It gets worked out in friendship. We can’t
experience this everyday encouragement with every person in our
church. This command gets traction as we carry it out in smaller
networks of relationships—in friendships. In other words, perse-
verance in the faith requires the practice of friendship.

This means that we should view discipleship as a form of
friendship. Real discipleship—helping others follow Jesus—hap-
pens in the rhythms of everyday life. Discipleship works best
when we pursue it in life-on-life relationships. As we ride in
the car together, we ask our friend how his relationship with
God is going. When we grab a meal together, we hear about a
struggle we can pray about together. When we do an activity,
we ask what she’s encouraged about from God’s Word. In these
ordinary ways we help one another follow Jesus.

We mature as Christians as we enjoy biblical friendship with
discipleship intentionality.
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CONCLUSION

These essential marks, with this deeper bond and horizon in
Christ, create relationships that are less like fast food and more
like filet mignon. Friendship is an affectionate bond that deepens
between two people as they travel toward the day of Christ with
openness and trust.

But how do we get there? As we think about these marks, we
may realize just how little we really experience true friendship.
This chapter shows us the target out there in the distance, and
now we see all our arrows scattered on the ground, depress-
ingly close to where we launched them. That’s how I often feel.
Some of us have many rich friendships. Some of us have none.
Maybe you thought you had deep friendships, but now you see
that you’ve only known casual companionship. So, how do we
launch our arrows so that they lodge in the target?

We need practical wisdom. That’s where we’ll turn next.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Which ingredient of friendship is most rare in friendships today?
Why do you think that is the case?

2. Which essential mark do you lack most in your friendships?
What has kept you from growing in this?
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3. Who in your life most closely fits this chapter’s description of
true friendship? What characteristics make him or her a good
friend?

4. Take a few minutes to thoughtfully identify in which lane the
people closest to you drive. Who would you identify as your
closest friends? Who are your casual friends? Who are a few
of the people more accurately identified as acquaintances than
friends?

5. What are your closest friendships “about”? What are two things
you can do to encourage one another in growing as disciples of
Jesus as you look to the horizon of his return?
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CULTIVATING FRIENDSHIP

We have few friendships, because we are not will-
ing to pay the price of friendship. . . . The secret of
friendship is just the secret of all spiritual blessing.
The way to get is to give.

Hugh Black

Here’s a myth about friendship: it just happens. I used to be-
lieve that. I didn’t think it required skill, effort, or careful
work. But I’ve learned that friendships—good friendships—
require cultivation.

We can think of cultivating friendships like cultivating the
ground. When my family and I moved to Indiana a few years
ago, we found many people who planted gardens in their yards.
So we tried it too. The first year we planted too much, too close
together, and with too little understanding of how to maintain it.
Since I neglected the cucumbers (which were my only responsi-
bility), they sprawled out like a wild vine over the whole garden
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bed. We tried again the next year but made the garden one-third
smaller. This time weeds took over and nearly choked everything
else out. This past spring we considered filling it all in with grass.
But we decided to try again. And it’s working out this time.

Why? We’re learning to cultivate. Specifically, we now have
wisdom, we put in the work, and we uproot weeds. Because
we lacked these three things before, our garden turned into a
wasteland and we almost gave up. But now we watch our kids
happily gather up raspberries, tomatoes, and cucumbers.

Similarly, without cultivation, friendships either wither or
become unruly. Sometimes we may even feel like giving up. If
you’re like me, the last chapter made you realize that you’re
not as good a friend as you thought. Or maybe you’ve enjoyed
friendships, but you want to be a better friend. Where do we go
from here? How do we cultivate better friendships?

True friendships take wisdom, they take work, and, in a
fallen world, they take weeding. They are also worth every bit
of the effort we put into them.

PRACTICING WISDOM

Wisdom is about living well in the world. We grow in wisdom
as we see how God designed life to work, and then we adjust to
fit with that design. God made different relationships to work
in different ways. Marriage, parenting, and work relationships
each require different approaches. Like these relationships,
friendships flourish when we approach them with certain prin-
ciples in mind. Let’s consider four of them.

Give Your Friends a Promotion

When friendships fail, we can usually trace it back to imbal-
anced priorities. We rightly value things such as work, family,
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and rest. But if we let any or all of those fill our lives, we won’t
have any room left for friends.

One myth that keeps us from enjoying friendship is that
we’re too busy for it. It may be true that you are too busy for
friends. But that doesn’t mean you should be. We always make
time for what we treasure. Consider how much time you spend
each week on personal entertainment such as watching sports
and shows or clicking through social media. Could you trade
some of those hours for time with a friend? Our lives may seem
busy, but if we promote our friends in our priorities, we will find
space for them in our schedules. This will often involve sacrifice.
We will have to say no to other good things in order to say yes
to our friends.

What do we do if we have to move away from friends? First,
keep strengthening your longtime friendships. We don’t need to
end our relationships when we move away. We can stay in touch
through calls and letters and messages, and we can plan to travel
to meet up together.

Second, invest in forming new relationships where you live.
We may not proactively make friends in a new area because
we fear that we won’t find any. Or we may resist making new
friends because we aren’t certain how long we’ll stay here. But
consider what my friends Scott and Katie did. They were mov-
ing from California to Illinois for Scott to start graduate school.
They cried on the way because they were leaving their closest
friends. They would only be in Illinois for two years, but on that
drive they made a decision: they committed to make sure that
it would hurt just as much to move away from Illinois as it did
to move to Illinois.

Third, maybe you don’t have to move. C. S. Lewis wrote to
his friend, “If T had to give a piece of advice to a young man
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about a place to live, I think I should say, ‘sacrifice almost ev-
erything to live where you can be near your friends.” I know I
am very fortunate in that respect.”! That may not sound realistic
for most of us most of the time. We’re often forced to move due
to family needs or work changes. But if friendship really is as
great as Lewis and others say it is, then shouldn’t it at least fac-
tor into the decision? Maybe we should sometimes turn down
a bigger paycheck if it means we have to move away from the
people who contribute so much joy to our lives and in whom
we’ve invested so much time and effort.

Take a Dose of Realism

Here’s another myth about friendship: we can have a lot of very
close friends. If friendship takes time, and we only have so much
of it, then we won’t have enough to share with everyone. This
shouldn’t discourage us; it just means that good friends are like
the best meals. A Thanksgiving spread looks great, but you can
only fit so much on one plate.

If we try to collect too many close friends, we’ll end up with
no close friends at all. When I planted too much too close to-
gether, my whole garden turned into an unruly wasteland. In
a similar way, we can’t be too close to too many people—not
because it’s wrong, but because it’s unrealistic. As the English
proverb puts it, “A friend to all is a friend to none.”

Many people whom we call friends, or whom we “friend”
on Facebook, are more accurately called acquaintances or con-
nections. We shouldn’t feel bad about having a limited number
of deep relationships. One way for us to recover true friendship
in our day is to simultaneously recover the value of acquain-
tanceship.? Certain people we know and spend time with are
our acquaintances, and that’s a good thing. We shouldn’t feel
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bad for being unable to draw everyone into our closest circle of
relationships. We can appreciate everyone in our lives, yet the
sacred bonds of friendship will only form with a small percent-
age of them.

You Don’t Make Vows, But . . .

Does friendship come with responsibility? We may not have
thought much about friendship entailing commitments, but we
all know that it does. We imply it when we say, “I thought we
were friends.” Or when we think, I could never do that to my
friend. We sense it in David’s lament in the Psalms,

For it is not an enemy who taunts me—

then I could bear it;
it is not an adversary who deals insolently with me . . .
But it is you, a man, my equal,

my companion, my familiar friend. (Ps. 55:12-13)

Esther Edwards Burr expressed her commitment to friendship
in a journal entry from 1756: “I look on the ties of friendship
as sacred . . . it ought to be a matter of solemn prayer to God;
where there is a friendship [begun] that it may be preserved.”f
We don’t slide friendship rings onto our fingers. Obligations
don’t bind us in the same way as marriage vows. Nevertheless,
as Burr said, the bonds of friendship are sacred. A friend must
be “treated as a friend deserves.”’!

Think about your closest friends. How should you treat them
if it’s true that you really are tied together with a sacred knot?

Realign Your Expectations

Friendship also requires flexibility. In the last chapter I used the
illustration of “relationship lanes” on a highway to describe the
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relative closeness of the people in our lives. You may consider
Dave a close friend who travels with you in your left lane. But
then you realize that he doesn’t see it this way. You’re the one
initiating all of the conversations. You expect him to spend a
lot of time with you, but he expects much less. He’s your close
friend, but you’re not his. What do you do? His view of you
may change over time, but you have to adjust your expectations
for now. If he pictures you in his middle lane, you may need to
start picturing yourself that way too. Otherwise, if you force
your friends to adjust to your expectations, they may take the
next exit.

Or what if you don’t think you’re very close to Dave, but
you learn that you’re one of his closest friends? You don’t
have to adjust to him. But you can. I did this with someone
a few years ago. When I realized he viewed me as one of his
closest friends, I felt bad for him at first because it wasn’t
mutual. But then, after a few moments of thinking about it,
I felt honored. I was grateful that he considered me so close
to him. So I adjusted my opinions about our friendship, and
we’re now close friends.

Many friendships also change over time. Sometimes friends
change lanes. People move from the left lane to a middle lane, or
from a right lane to an exit. This doesn’t contradict the previous
principle—that friendship entails commitment. It means that we
don’t require every friendship to last a lifetime. If friendships
weren’t fluid, we would each stay locked into the three closest
friends we made on the fourth-grade playground.

PUTTING IN THE WORK

It’s true that friendships often begin without effort. But that’s
not how friendships endure. Starting a marathon doesn’t take

102



Cultivating Friendship

work, but finishing it does. After thinking about friendship
through his life, my dad said, “I know one thing—for two
people to be true friends, it takes work and sacrifice.” Rela-
tionships thrive when we’re intentional about friendships in
four simple ways.

Talking Face to Face

First, friendships flourish when we talk together, especially face
to face. One of the best gifts life offers us is unhurried conversa-
tion with close friends. Thomas Goodwin put it this way: “Mu-
tual communion is the soul of all true friendship; and familiar
conversation with a friend has the greatest sweetness in it.”’

Some ways of communicating strengthen friendship better
than others. When we send digital messages, we’re most often
sustaining, rather than deepening, our friendships. Phone calls
move us a bit closer because they allow more of our personal-
ity, more of who we are, to come through. Best, of course, are
face-to-face and eye-to-eye conversations.

When the apostle John wrote to his friends, he wished that
he didn’t have to. “Though I have much to write to you,” he
wrote, “I would rather not use paper and ink. Instead I hope
to come to you and talk face to face, so that our joy may be
complete” (2 John 12; see 3 John 13-14). He wrote, but he
preferred to look them in the eyes. John Calvin said about his
friend, “If only he lived close by. A three-hour talk would exceed
a hundred letters.”}

Nothing replaces the value of embodied conversation, yet
messages, letters, and phone calls keep us in touch with distant
friends. My brother Trent and I live in different states, and we
only see one another a couple of times every year. We mainly
keep up through talking on the phone a couple of times each
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week. If something really big happens to one of us, we pick up
the phone. If one of us has a particularly hard couple of days, we
pick up the phone. He would be dumbfounded if he first heard
about a big life change from someone else instead of from me.

But talking openly is even more important than talking
often.

Every one of us should have a few trusted confidants to
whom we’ve granted full access to the full truth about us. Here’s
what I mean: Each of us is like a lake, with both shallow areas
and hidden depths. We can open the shallows to public fishing.
But we should also have a few trusted friends who can access the
deeper parts. We explain to them the terrain, and we give them
a license to fish there.

The best conversations happen when both friends ask
thoughtful and personal questions. Conversations drain us when
one person is either too dominant (always talking but never lis-
tening) or too passive (always listening but never contributing).
Both approaches—yammering on or never engaging—reveal a
lack of love. If you’re always active in conversation, but you
only share interesting (or uninteresting) details about your life,
you won’t have deep friendships. If you’re always passive, and
you never ask about anyone else’s life, you won’t have deep
friendships. Conversation thrives with the give and take of two
practices: engaged listening and measured speaking.

Of course, true friendship isn’t entirely or even most often
serious. In my closest friendships we pour in a good dose of lev-
ity with the gravity. If no one would laugh when they overheard
some of my conversations with friends, I figure we’re not doing
it right.

How can each of us deepen our conversations in friendship?
Here are a few practical ideas:
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Getting Practical

e Think about what to ask people when you’re on your
way to meet with them. What do you want to find out
about? How can you encourage them?

¢ Grab a meal or coffee with someone. Schedule this time
together monthly or every other week. Consider discuss-
ing the Bible or a book together when you meet.

e Talk about spiritually significant topics. Ask what your
friend is reading in the Bible or in a good book recently.
Ask how they are encouraged or discouraged in their
life of faith right now. (If you aren’t in the habit of hav-
ing these types of conversations, it might feel awkward
at first. Do it anyway, perhaps acknowledging to your
friend that it may feel awkward.)

e Let a couple of close friends know they can correct you
when they think it best, and then you promise to receive
it well.

e Use your drive home from school or work or the store
to catch up with a distant friend. Even if you only have
three minutes. And if you don’t reach them, leave an
encouraging voicemail.

* Add four or five friends to your phone’s speed dial list so
that you can call them more easily more often.

¢ Think about someone to whom you often write mes-
sages, emails, or letters. Instead of writing, ask them to
get together or, if they’re far away, call them.

Doing Things Side by Side

Second, friendships feed on shared experience—life on life and
side by side. Near the end of his life, the author John Stott was
asked, “When do you feel most alive?” How would you answer
that? Here are the three things that made him feel most alive:
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public worship, enjoying nature, and human friendships. “I'm
grateful to have many friends,” he said, “and very grateful to
have the opportunity to enjoy their friendship, and to do things
with them.”/| T love how he expressed it so plainly: “and to do
things with them.” A large part of friendship consists of simply
doing things together.

Of course, in order to “do things” together, we have to be
together. But how do we make space in our full schedules?
Sometimes we don’t have to. We can invite friends into what we
already do. I usually tune into NBA games once playoff season
comes around. Rather than watching alone, I invite friends over
to watch the game together. What shows do you watch? Do you
go for walks? When do you go to the store? Invite a friend into
these activities.

The best way to create space for closer relationships is to
establish rhythms. Much of the time I spend with friends hap-
pens as part of a rhythm in my schedule. Taylor and I grab cof-
fee every other Tuesday after work. My wife and I invite people
over for dinner or dessert on Wednesdays. Each July I take an
extended weekend to go on an outdoor adventure with long-
time friends. Every three or four months I get together for an
evening with three friends who live a few hours away.

Find your own friendship rhythms. Establish rails for your
relationships to ride along over the long haul.

What about when it’s too hard to establish a rhythm of get-
ting together? In these cases, friendship also grows from sponta-
neity mixed with sacrifice. That’s what my friend Jonny showed
me a few years ago. He had Labor Day weekend open, and the
thought flitted into his mind to visit me. But he lives in Maryland
and I live in Indiana so, after looking up the distance, he said
to his dad, “I was going to visit my buddy, but then I saw he
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was eleven hours away.” His dad replied, “And why aren’t you
going?” Jonny thought for a few seconds. “I’'m not really sure.
...Iguess I'll go.”

Friends do things together. It’s not complicated. And the best
part of friendship is not the doing but the being. When you’re
with good friends, just being together is more important than
whatever it is you’re doing.

Getting Practical

¢ If you plan to watch a movie or sports, invite a friend
over to join you. Save a certain show for watching with
a friend or in a group.

e With the next book you plan to read, invite one or more
people to read it and to meet a few times along the way
for discussion.

¢ If you’re a parent with young children at home, invite
someone to join you on a walk or a visit to a park.

¢ Ask a friend to help you with a home-improvement proj-
ect, or offer to help your friends with theirs.

¢ Regularly exercise, work out, or play a sport with someone.

¢ Ask a friend to go on a walk together. Make it a weekly
or every-other-week rhythm.

¢ Develop your own annual traditions of camping, head-
ing to a city with friends, or enjoying a concert.

¢ If you’re married, make a plan with your spouse for
how to help each other cultivate friendships. Cre-
ate space for one another to do this. Encourage one
another in it.

Eating around the Table

Friendships thrive when we eat together. Throughout history
and the world, wherever we find strong community, we also find
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shared meals at the center of it. Why? Because one of the main
reasons meals exist is to enrich relationships.

A central theme in the Bible is that of a joyful feast in God’s
presence. God’s first command to Adam was to eat from all
of Eden’s trees (Gen. 2:17). In the Old Testament, people also
typically ate together when making a covenant. After Israel’s
exodus from Egypt, their leaders climbed Mount Sinai and “they
beheld God, and ate and drank” (Ex. 24:11). Then God brought
Israel into their land and commanded them to rejoice (com-
manded to rejoice!) over meals in his presence (Deut. 12:18;
14:26; 27:7). Then Jesus “came eating and drinking” (Matt.
11:19), and he enlivened a wedding feast with wine as the first
sign of the breaking in of the new creation (John 2:1-11). Then
on the night before he died, he left his disciples with a meal of
remembrance (Luke 22:15-16). And when he returns, he will
bring this age to its conclusion with the joyful laughter of a wed-
ding feast (Rev. 19:7-9).

What’s with all the food?

Friendship.

Food changes things. The first year I led a small group of
college students, we met in the library of our church’s building.
Everyone typically showed up late and left early. They said they
had too much homework to do. But then we started meeting
in my home, and we ate dinner together as the first part of our
meeting. People started to come early and stay late, even with
the same amount of homework. What changed? A meal around
a table. Instead of rushing into our discussion, we first enjoyed
talking around the table (or on the couch or the floor or wher-
ever people found a place to sit).

Every one of us eats about twenty-one meals each week.
Why not share a few of these with friends? Make this one of
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your relational rhythms. One man I know meets with friends
for breakfast every three or four weeks, and they’ve been at it
for forty-eight years.

Getting Practical

 Pick one breakfast slot each week and invite a different
friend to join you each time.

® As you leave your church’s Sunday service, invite some-
one out or over to your home for lunch. Talk about what
convicted or encouraged you from the sermon.

* Keep one evening open each week to invite someone over
for dinner.

¢ If you have younger children, invite someone over for
dessert after your children go to bed. Or invite a friend
to join the dinnertime fun and to stick around for family
Bible reading and prayer.

e If you’re part of a small group or study group, add a
pitch-in dinner to your meetings.

Encouraging from the Heart

Encouragement is relational oxygen. If you’ve ever hiked at a
high altitude, you know that it gets hard to breathe. When the
air thins out, a little effort takes a lot out of you. You feel more
sluggish more quickly. That’s how every relationship feels in the
absence of much affirmation and encouragement. But when we
encourage one another, it’s like thickening the air with oxygen.

As oxygen is to our lungs, encouragement is to our souls.

Oxygen gives life. Remove it, and we die. Proverbs says,
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue” (Prov. 18:21).
When the atmosphere is thick with affirmation, friendships
thrive. But when it’s thin (or when it’s thick with criticism),
they wither.

109



The Gift of Friendship

My friend Dane often calls to talk for just a few minutes. He
rarely calls with any reason other than to check in. And before
the conversation ends, he often shares a couple of reasons why
he thanks God for me. My friend Bill does this too. He sent me a
note one Saturday night because he knew I would be teaching the
next morning. He wrote, “You are all prayed up for the service
and your teaching. So proud of you, you ol’ booger.” Sincerity
with levity. He sent these messages at other times: “You and
Christina are treasured friends.” “We love and appreciate both of
you.” “I continue to be so thankful for our friendship.” Oxygen.

These friends remind me of the apostle Paul. I often think of
Paul as an evangelist or a theologian. But he also lived as a man
of friendship, and he filled the atmosphere of his relationships
with affirmation. Sometimes he adds a final section of greetings
at the end of his letters. He often adds personal side comments
to the names he lists. For example, at the end of Romans, Paul
greets twenty-eight people by name. He thanks Prisca and Ag-
uila, who “risked their necks for my life” (16:3); he calls Phoebe
a servant (v. 1), Mary and Persis hard workers (vv. 6, 12), and
Apelles approved in Christ (v. 10); he calls four of them “be-
loved.” What’s with all the public affirmation? Oxygen.

Maybe it doesn’t feel normal to look your friend in the eye
and say why you respect him or her. But it should. Whenever
something feels upside down, we might ask: Is #his upside down,
or am I? Affirmation will feel out of place in a relational culture
where sarcasm, competition, and comparison are the norm.

But what does it feel like when encouraging words replace
those? It feels like a church I visited a few years ago. Affirma-
tion was a palpable part of the culture. Romans 12:10 marked
their relational tone: “Love one another with brotherly affec-
tion. Outdo one another in showing honor.” T asked one of the
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men there what he thought about this. He told me that when
he first showed up, it felt awkward. He never had men look
him in the eye and tell him why they appreciated him, why they
respected him. But he said that over the course of a few months
he changed; he said it was as if he was being rewired. He realized
that he had been upside down, and that he was made for this
kind of culture. We all were.

Affirming others will initially feel uncomfortable if you aren’t
used to it. But the more you encourage, the less strange it will
feel. Over time, it may sufficiently change the relational culture
around you so that it won’t feel awkward anymore.

One of the best ways we can encourage friends is through
written notes. I have several notes saved in a drawer that I’ve
pulled out to re-read for encouragement. I have a file on my
computer for particularly thoughtful and kind notes. I know
others who do this as well, and they find ongoing encourage-
ment from re-reading them over time.

Getting Practical

e Here’s a principle to live by: whenever the thought
crosses your mind to affirm something about someone,
do it, and do it without hesitation.

* Sometimes, before you say goodbye to friends, say why
you’re thankful for them. Let them know you love them
and that you thank God for them.

e When you mention people’s names in conversation, cre-
ate the habit of adding a comment about why you re-
spect them.

¢ On a friend’s birthday, write a thoughtful and encour-
aging letter to them to let them know why you respect
and admire them.
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Each of these practices—talking, doing, eating, and encourag-
ing—takes work. The two best ways to integrate these into our
lives is with rhythms and creativity.

First, with rhythms, we turn these ideas into practice. We lay
down rails in our schedules for our friendships to ride along.
When we set patterns in our lives, we no longer rely on our
whims; we build them into our schedules because they’re im-
portant. And even with these rhythms, we still need to stay flex-
ible. When life changes, our rhythms also need to change. If the
season of your life changes, change your friendship rhythms to
fit the new season.

Second, creativity keeps things personal and fresh. Perhaps
many of the practical suggestions above don’t work for you.
Maybe some don’t fit with your personality. That’s fine. Think
of creative approaches that work for you.

PULLING WEEDS

I spent a couple of summers working with a landscaping crew.
We planted bushes, spread mulch, and mowed lawns. We also
pulled a lot of weeds. I often thought about Genesis 3:17-18:
“Cursed is the ground because of you; . . . thorns and thistles
it shall bring forth for you.” Just as prickly weeds cover the
ground, relational weeds infest our friendships. Cultivating true
friendship entails pulling these weeds up by the roots. The sages
who wrote Proverbs warn us to look out for three of them.

1. When Your Blessing Sounds Like Cursing

First, beware of inconsiderateness. Proverbs compares singing
songs to a heavy heart with taking someone’s coat when it’s cold
(Prov. 25:20). When someone weeps with sorrow, our cheery
smiles do not relieve but add to their burden. Proverbs also warns,
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Whoever blesses his neighbor with a loud voice,
rising early in the morning,
will be counted as cursing. (27:14)

Friendly greetings are nice. But too much too loud, and before
our friend has coffee, is rude. In each of these cases, these aren’t
the actions of a bully; they are the thoughtless missteps of an
inconsiderate friend. These are fine gestures, but they have bad
timing. We think we’re handing our friend a flower, but it’s a
thistle.

We should also avoid causing friendship fatigue. Proverbs
says, “Let your foot be seldom in your neighbor’s house, lest he
have his fill of you and hate you” (25:17). This isn’t saying that
we shouldn’t spend significant time with our friends. It is saying
we shouldn’t smother them.

2. How Not to Sharpen Your Friends

Proverbs also promotes gentleness by warning about strife.
“Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another” (Prov.
27:17). Many have understood this to mean that two people
help each other become wiser—we knock off rough edges
through thoughtful dialogue. That kind of mental sharpening
is certainly good. But that’s probably not what this particular
verse means.

The sharpening here is not a good thing. This pictures re-
lational strife, not character sculpting. As the footnote in the
ESV says, the Hebrew of this verse reads more literally, “Iron
sharpens iron, and one man sharpens the face of another.” In
Proverbs, when parts of a face sharpen, watch out. Sharp eyes
glare like a dagger. A sharp tongue speaks words like sword
thrusts. Facial features sharpen like weapons. And think about
the image here: to sharpen iron, one piece of iron was put in
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the furnace to soften, then another iron hammer beat it until
it became sharp. This is a negative image, and we find it in the
context of a number of negative relationship images. In light of
this, Ron Giese summarizes the verse this way: “Just as a hard
iron hammer pounds soft iron into something sharp, ready for
battle, in the same way a man causes his neighbor to go on the
attack.” The implication? Don’t provoke people to anger.

Do people put up their defenses around you? Perhaps it’s
because you speak offensively around them. Maybe you like
to “speak your mind,” make fun of friends, or you’re easily
agitated. If so, you may prepare people’s faces for battle rather
than friendship.

Proverbs 12:18 says that our “rash words are like sword
thrusts.” Rash words are thoughtless critiques, passive-
aggressive responses, and sarcastic remarks. A pattern of sar-
castic speech doesn’t feel like sword thrusts to people, but more
like incessant paper cuts. In some friendship groups, it functions
as an expected form of friendly joking. Sarcasm used to be the
way I expressed affection to people. But sometimes my remarks
hit too close to home. And I wasn’t sensitive enough to notice
when someone felt ganged up on. I’'m thankful for one person
who let me know how I came across to some people. My sar-
casm didn’t fit the standard of “only such as is good for build-
ing up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who
hear” (Eph. 4:29).

When we remember how God speaks to all who are in
Christ—with sheer, undeserved kindness, encouraging us with
the strength of his love and the hope of his promises—how then
should we speak to one another? As we receive God’s kind-
hearted speech to us, we’ll begin replacing friendly fire with
something truly friendly.
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3. Destroying Friendship with a Whisper

Finally, avoid gossip. Like a strong tower, a friendship can
take years to build. And Proverbs says that it can collapse with
words—with a mere whisper.

“A whisperer separates close friends,” and “he who repeats a
matter separates close friends” (Prov. 16:28; 17:9). The Hebrew
word for “close friends” is alluph, the strongest word for friend-
ship. Think of your closest relationships right now—it just takes
a whisper to break them apart.

What kind of whisper? Spreading secrets. Gossip destroys
friendship because it destroys trust, and trust is the foundation
of friendship. If T can’t trust a friend, I’'m not going to open
up anymore. I’'m going to shut the door of transparency and
turn the deadbolt. If T know that anything I tell someone may
make its way to everyone else, ’'m not going to share it. We
see this kind of sacred trust embodied in Esther Burr’s journal
entry about her friend: “Mrs. Smith and I were talking . . . and
determined that whatever had been spoken in confidence while
there was supposed to be friendship ought to be kept a secret.
Although the friendship was at an end, yet the obligation was
strong as ever.”]

The Soil of Self

All of these weeds find nourishment in the soil of self-focus.
We speak and act inconsiderately when we don’t pay attention
to the emotions of others. We cause strife when we care more
about self-expression than a peaceful relationship. We spread a
bad report about someone because we care more about advanc-
ing our own reputation than damaging our friend’s.

Our hearts default to a posture of self-focus. I instinctively
place myself at the center of my relationships. I tend to think
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about how others have wronged me—how they have been in-
considerate, have expressed anger, or have gossiped about me.
In truth, though, the roots of these weeds find fertile soil in my
own soul as well.

If we mainly think about the weeds that others need to up-
root, and not our own, our relationships won’t flourish. Because
this very impulse—this tendency to think about how they have
failed us, rather than how we have failed them—is self-centered,
and it will produce weeds. In order to cultivate true friendship,
then, we must cultivate a posture of repentance.

And as we do this, we’ll also give our friends grace. Because
if we need our friends to be perfect friends, we will become ter-

rible friends.

CONCLUSION

In the end, the best advice for cultivating friendship is not to find
a better friend but to become one. And we do it by embracing
this wisdom, putting in the work, and uprooting our weeds.

But we also need more than this. We need to know the deep-
est meaning and ultimate significance of friendship. What if
every great friendship tapped into some greater reality of friend-
ship? What if we found out that friendship is the meaning of
the universe, and that God, as a great Friend, is restoring true
friendship to the world? What if we could view all our feeble
attempts at cultivating friendships as little echoes of a more
glorious reality?

That would change everything.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. If someone looked at how you spent your time last week (where
you were, what you did, who you spent time with), what five
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things would they conclude are most important to you? How
highly do family and friendship rank?

. What is one practical way that you will pursue more face-to-
face time with friends? What is one rhythm that you want to
establish in order to get more side-by-side time with friends?

. From the suggestions about finding friendship around the table,
what is one friendship rhythm you can plan to add to your life
right now?

. Who in your life has modeled oxygen-giving affirmation and
encouragement? What are a few ways they encourage people
that you want to imitate?

. Which of the three relational weeds do you see as most preva-
lent in your own life? What is one way you can uproot it?
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A BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
OF FRIENDSHIP

The entire history of redemption—in a sense—is a

giant, cosmic act of friendship.

Timothy Keller

One of the most famous lines in English literature is the climac-
tic sentence in Charles Dickens’s novel A Tale of Two Cities: “It
is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a
far, far better rest that I go to than I have ever known.” These
were Sydney Carton’s last words. Another man, Charles Dar-
nay, was expecting to be executed. But Sydney, out of love for
his friend, managed to take his place. It is one of the only good
things Sydney had ever done, and it is the noblest thing he ever
could do. He gave his life for his friend.

Stories of courageous sacrifice like this one pervade Western
literature and movies. Why do they resonate so deeply with us?
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Because the stories that we love echo the story in which we live,
the center of which blazes with the greatest act of friendship
history has ever known: Jesus’s sacrifice for his friends.

According to the Bible, history travels along a plotline. Its
narrative arc develops through a series of covenants, and the
theme of friendship appears with almost every one of them.
Scripture tells a story of reconciliation, and the main character
is God, who, at great cost to himself, turns his enemies into
his dear friends. Thus, there is a biblical theology of friend-
ship—that is, friendship is a whole-Bible theme, and it helps us
understand the Bible’s unfolding storyline and unified message.

And this cosmic story of friendship actually gives us the mo-
tivation we need to carry out the vision of the last three chap-
ters. How we view God, and how we understand our place in
the world, inevitably shapes how we live. As we learn to see
ourselves in this story—the true story of the world—we find our-
selves transformed to become better friends. What is the story?

In short: God walked with us in friendship. We walked away.
And now he’s befriending us again.

GOD'S SPREADING GOODNESS

What comes to mind when you think of eternity past, before the
world began? Those endless ages were not empty; they surged
with the holy love of the triune God. The Father, Son, and Spirit
were eternally engaged in joyful communion. Jesus said, “Fa-
ther, . . . you loved me before the foundation of the world” (John
17:24). He prayed this on the night before he died. He asked
that his followers would be one, “even as we are one” and “just
as you, Father, are in me, and I in you” (17:11, 21). This prayer
presses human language to its limits as it shows the triune God’s
inner life of love. The Father, Son, and Spirit are one in essence

122



A Biblical Theology of Friendship

and thus deeply united in fellowship. God is utterly unique as
our Creator, so our fellowship is not exactly like his. Yet he
made us in his image, so the friendship we experience reflects
something of his own trinitarian life of love.

Some may view the Trinity as a theological difficulty. But
the Trinity is not a math problem to be solved; it is a marvel to
behold. Here’s why: the Trinity shows us that ultimate reality
is not eternal nothingness. It is not eternal matter. It is not an
eternal force. Ultimate reality is personal, relational, and exu-
berantly joyful. Before there was anything, there was love. There
was, in a sense, friendship.

Jesus’s prayer also shows his deepest heart for his people.
He wants them to know this relational joy, to enter into it, and
to share in it. Jesus’s great burden was (and is) that we might
experience something of the love that is found in God himself:
“That the love with which you have loved me may be in them,
and I in them” (17:26; see 14:17, 21, 23). Why was this so
strongly on his heart that night before he died? Because it was
always on his heart. This is an everlasting desire. As Charles
Spurgeon put it, “In the heart of our Lord Jesus there burns
such friendship towards us that all other forms of it are as dim
candles to the sun.”!

This is, in fact, why creation exists. God is like a bubbling
spring, a fountain overflowing with the refreshing waters of
life. Like a rushing waterfall, the joy of God’s triune fellowship
overflowed, creating a world that would share in his love. God
has a “spreading goodness.”? One of the central reasons why
God made us was to befriend us.

God didn’t need to create anything. He was fully happy and
satisfied in himself. Yet he did create. Not to fill a deficiency but
to overflow from his fullness. Kevin Vanhoozer explains, “The
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God of the Christian gospel is the Father, Son, and Spirit work-
ing in perfect communion for an even greater communion.”’
This is why history is what it is: a story of friendship. What
else would we expect, given the God who wrote it? Communal
love marks God’s very nature, which shows itself in true friend-
ship. And so history begins, flowing from the heart of God.

WALKING WITH GOD IN PARADISE

God designed our world for true fellowship—with God and
with one another. Adam was alone at first and, as we saw in
chapter 2, that was “not good” (Gen. 2:18). He could not
fully reflect God’s relational love—not in isolation. Therefore,
God created Eve so that both of them would enjoy the gift of
friendship through marriage. And God commissioned them to
multiply so that future generations would fill the world with
society. Their marriage was not just the first friendship; it filled
the world with friendships.

Eden was also the place of friendship with God. Adam and
Eve did not just enjoy fellowship horizontally (with one an-
other), but also vertically (with God). God made us to enjoy his
presence. In Eden, heaven and earth were joined together. God
dwelt with his people. And he walked with them in friendship.

According to Genesis 3:8, Adam and Eve “heard the sound
of the LorD God walking in the garden in the cool of the day.”
This is most likely a relational image. The description of God
“walking” in Eden is one of a number of parallels between Eden
and Israel’s later tabernacle and temple.| God instituted those
future sanctuaries as symbolic reminders of his once-intimate
relationship with humanity. They were each a mini-Eden, re-
verberating with echoes of this first paradise. And the center of
these sanctuaries reflected the very heart of Eden: the presence
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of God. Echoing God’s “walking” in Genesis 3:8, God later
referred to his presence in the tabernacle, saying, “I will walk
among you and will be your God” (Lev. 26:12).7 Thus, Israel’s
later sanctuaries pointed backward to the ideal relationship of
Eden, where God walked among his people.

This gives us a glimpse into the ideal relationship between
God and humanity. In paradise, God walked with his people in
friendship.

But it didn’t last.

THE FIRST BROKEN FRIENDSHIPS

Proverbs warns against the “whisperer” who separates close
friends (Prov. 16:28). Satan was the first one. He slipped into
the garden to sever the first friendships, and he did it by subtly
slandering God’s friendly heart: If God were truly your friend,
would he keep you from that tree? What is he hiding? Listen,
friends, can you really trust him?

The whispers worked. Before Adam and Eve disobeyed
God’s law, they already doubted his love. Satan offered them a
cup of distrust—which is always the poison of friendship—and
they each drank it down. They ate the fruit because they already
drank this cup. The essence of sin is not merely breaking rules; it
is breaking trust. Every sin is rebellion against God’s authority,
but it is also a rejection of his friendship.

Under every sin lies a failure to trust God’s heart.

Sin, because it is inherently antisocial, always ruins relation-
ships. This story shows us three ways in which sin damages
friendship. First, sin separates. Adam and Eve quickly covered
themselves with leaves. As they hid, transparency and emo-
tional safety fled. Second, affection cools. Adam quickly shifted
the blame to Eve, then they both turned adversarial. Finally,
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friendships end. Sin produced death—first spiritual, then physi-
cal—and death now separates even the closest friends.

Sin also broke Adam and Eve’s friendship with God. They hid
when they heard his approach (Gen. 3:8). Adam even blamed
God for giving Eve to him as a companion: “The woman whom
you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree.” (3:12). God
originally answered Adam’s isolation with this wife and friend.
Yet Adam insinuated that this was where the problem began.

So God sent them out of Eden. Now every one of us enters
the world oriented away from true friendship. But God will
bring us back. Sin separated these friends, but the whisperer will
not have the last word. God will. And so he clothed Adam and
Eve with a promise—a token of his friendship: the whispering
Serpent will be crushed by a Warrior Son (3:15).

THE BEFRIENDING GOD

From here, the Bible tells the story of reconciliation. One of our
first glimpses of restored friendship appears in a quite unlikely
place: a genealogy. The list of names in Genesis 5 repeats the
phrase “and he died.” Every death, in every generation, confirms
that sin remained and friendships ended. Yet one man broke
the pattern: Enoch, who didn’t die but “walked with God, and
he was not, for God took him” (v. 24). Genesis 5 singles out
Enoch from the rest of humanity and summarizes this man’s life
with this one remarkable phrase: he “walked with God.” Later,
Noabh also “walked with God” (6:9). Throughout the Old Testa-
ment, we read of people walking before God or walking in his
commands; but only Enoch and Noah walked with God. This
metaphor uniquely refers to the intimacy of friendship.?

This also reminds us of Eden. Enoch and Noah, like Adam
and Eve before them, walked with God. And what did they find
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as a result of friendship with God? Enoch found unending life
instead of death, and Noah found deliverance instead of destruc-
tion. Here, even on the first pages of the Bible, we find God as
the great friend of sinners.

And he has a plan. God will reconcile people to himself from
every generation and every nation. But God’s plan to befriend
many comes through his relationship with one. God called Abra-
ham “my friend” (Isa. 41:8; also 2 Chron. 20:7). James later
wrote that Abraham “was called a friend of God” (James 2:23).

In Genesis 18, God treated Abraham as a friend when he was
about to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. He didn’t need to tell
Abraham these plans. Yet he said, “Shall T hide from Abraham
what I am about to do?” (Gen. 18:17). He added, “For I have
known him”—a deeply relational idea (v. 19 ESV alternate read-
ing). Thomas Goodwin observed here that God “could not do
a great thing, but he must tell his friend of it. He speaks as one
shackled and restrained by the laws of friendship.”/ Abraham
then interceded for Sodom, and he did so quite boldly, as only
a friend would dare. This conversation was full of transparency
and candor.

There in Genesis 18, God treated Abraham as a friend, but
then in Genesis 22, Abraham treats God as a friend. God tested
him by asking him to sacrifice his son, and Abraham showed
unwavering faith. He trusted that God could even raise his son
from the dead. This is why James called Abraham God’s friend
(James 2:21-23). His loyalty proved his friendship—this is
James’s point. Abraham’s obedience to God demonstrated his
faith in God, which proved his friendship with God.

God chose Abraham to be the one through whom he would
restore Eden’s lost blessings (Gen. 12:1-3). Through Abraham,
God will restore true friendship for us—vertical friendship (with
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God) and horizontal friendships (with one another). God’s mis-
sion is to create a community of friends who know him as the
greatest Friend.

Centuries later we meet another friend of God. Abraham’s
line multiplied, they became the people of Israel, and they suf-
fered under Egyptian oppression. So God appointed Moses to
deliver them. In the tent of meeting, outside Israel’s camp, Moses
regularly met with God. There, “the LorD used to speak to
Moses face to face, as a man speaks to his friend” (Ex. 33:11).
God brought Moses close, not just to speak as a king to his ser-
vant but as one friend to another. They talked together as friends.
This intimacy would later become one of the primary ways in
which Israel remembered Moses: He was the one “whom the
LorD knew face to face” (Deut. 34:10). He was one who knew
God as a Friend.

BROKEN FRIENDSHIPS AND A BETTER PROMISE

To this point, we’ve seen Scripture describe Enoch, Noah, Abra-
ham, and Moses as friends of God. They knew God personally
and intimately. Yet Israel as a whole didn’t experience this. They
didn’t recover the lost fellowship of Eden. The rest of the Old
Testament story shows this in several ways.

First, God’s people, as a whole, remained distant from him.
God delivered Israel in order to dwell with them, but he kept
them at a distance. God invited Moses to climb Mount Sinai, but
the people trembled at its base (Ex. 19:16-20). God walked in
the tabernacle as he did in Eden, but the people could not enter
(Lev. 26:12). God invited Moses to speak as a friend, but Israel
only watched (Ex. 33:7-11). God knew Moses face to face, but
even later prophets did not experience this level of intimacy
again (Deut. 34:10).
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Second, God’s people did not prove to be his faithful friends.
They rebelled from the beginning. They distrusted God, and this
led to disordered loves and disobedient lives. God offered them
friendship, but they rejected it.

Third, they were also unfaithful to each other. Some enjoyed
true friendship: Ruth and Naomi, and David and Jonathan, for
instance. But Israel’s relationships disintegrated and society de-
clined. As Israel moved toward exile, Jeremiah told them they
could no longer trust even a brother or a friend (Jer. 9:4-5). Mala-
chi rebuked each man for breaking covenant with his wife, whom
he called “your companion”—your dear friend (Mal. 2:14).
Micah said, “Put no trust in a neighbor; have no confidence in a
friend” (Mic. 7:5). Here’s what this shows us: as Israel rejected
God’s offer of divine friendship, they lost the capacity to enjoy
human friendship. So Israel went into exile just like Adam and
Eve before; God sent them away from his presence (Jer. 52:3).

Yet the story still moves toward restoration. God’s covenants
with his people carry the Bible’s storyline forward. Each major
covenant successively builds on the others, moving toward the
restoration of the friendship we lost in Eden.

God made the first four major covenants in this story with
Adam, Noah, Abraham, and Moses, and the theme of divine
friendship appeared with each of them. In fact, apart from its
connection to Enoch (who was unique in that he never died),
friendship with God only explicitly appeared at these covenantal
high points of the story. The people whom the Old Testament
most clearly identified as God’s friends—Adam, Noah, Abra-
ham, and Moses—were the mediators of Scripture’s first four
major covenants.f

Scripture points its finger to these covenant mediators as
friends of God. But it does not do this for everyone within these
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covenants. Those whom the Old Testament explicitly highlights
as God’s friends are not all the people within the covenants, but
especially the mediators of the covenants. Of course, other men
and women who truly trusted God throughout the Old Testa-
ment knew something of his friendship—they knew his affec-
tion, his counsel, and so forth./ Yet Scripture primarily defines
their relationship with God in terms of servanthood; God is the
Lord, and Israel is his servant.

So several questions arise: Will God make a covenant in
which he gives friendship to everyone within it? Could God
make a covenant that restores the level of friendship that we lost
in Eden? Might this covenant not only restore divine friendship
but also bring us into flourishing relationships with each other?
The prophets did not understand all that God intended when he
promised a new covenant, but he was answering these questions.

NO LONGER CALLED SERVANTS

After several centuries, the friend of sinners arrived. Jesus came
to befriend sinners and bring them into a new covenant.

On the night before his crucifixion, Jesus presided over the
meal that inaugurated this covenant. Jesus announced that a
great transition was taking place. The hinge of redemptive his-
tory was turning, and the way God related to his people was
changing. Jesus announced to his disciples: “No longer do I call
you servants . . . | have called you friends” (John 15:15). This
“no longer . . . but now” moment “signals a new era in salva-
tion history.” [\

In the old covenant, God honored his people by calling them
his servants. We still have this privilege today. But we are now
also more than servants; we are his friends. And Jesus gives
his friendship to all who trust him. Unlike the old covenant,
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every member in the new covenant enjoys personal friendship
with God. Jesus came to finally and forever recover friendship.
As Jonathan Edwards wrote, “There is a covenant of mutual
friendship and love that Christ offers to all that will accept of
his friendship.”}"

How does Jesus secure this relationship? Through his death
and resurrection. When he called his disciples his friends, he
also said, “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay
down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Jesus wanted them
to grasp the meaning of what he was about to do for them. He
wanted them to understand the very purpose for which he came.
He wanted them to discern the deep things of the gospel: that
the cross is a cosmic act of friendship. He came to die, and to
die for his friends.

THE FRIENDLY RADIANCE OF GOD’S GLORY

God’s glory is a major theme in the Gospel of John. John shows
us that God reveals his glory most clearly in Jesus’s life and,
surprisingly, also in his death (John 17:1).

How does God reveal his glory through the life of Christ?
Through love and, according to John, specifically through the
love of friendship. New Testament scholar Richard Bauckham
notes that Jesus’s love for his friends “is probably the most
theologically important way in which [John’s] Gospel depicts
Jesus as God incarnate in humanity.”!? He writes, “It is in this
thoroughly human love of Jesus for his friends that the divine
love for the world takes human form.”!3 The radiant glory
of God’s love takes human expression in Jesus’s love for his
friends.

John also shows us that God reveals his glory most clearly
(and counterintuitively) through Jesus’s death. The Romans
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reserved the spectacle of crucifixion for their worst criminals.
But John says that Jesus’s crucifixion displayed glory. How? As
the greatest conceivable act of love. Nothing reveals God’s glory
more than the dying love of Christ. That is #he place where his
glory shone most radiantly in all of world history. John shows
us that we will not behold its full luster unless we understand it
as an act of friendship. God displays his glory through Christ’s
love, and Jesus says there is no greater love than laying down
one’s life for friends (John 15:13).

Some people think of God’s glory mainly as his greatness.
They think of God’s glory in terms of his power, his vastness.
They think of God’s glory reflected in the sunsets and stars.
That’s right, but when John shows us the blazing center of God’s
glory, he doesn’t point to the sky. He points to the cross, where
the Son of God laid his life down for his friends. This is love.
This is beauty. This is his greatest glory.

If you want to know God’s glory, look at Christ’s love. And
if you want to look at Christ’s love, look at the cross, where he
died for his friends. Jesus’s sacrifice—for you and me, if we’ll
have him—is the resplendent radiance of God’s glory.

How, then, do we see the greatness of God’s heart? We see it
in the great length he goes to befriend us.

HE SAVES US TO BEFRIEND US

The cross is a heroic act of friendship because it is the greatest
act of sacrifice. Jesus received the opposite of what he deserved
to save us from exactly what we deserve. And what is that?
The hellish experience of abject loneliness. He cried out, “My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46; Mark
15:34). Jesus is the only one who didn’t deserve this cosmic
isolation. Yet he took our hell and judgment so that we could
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receive his hand in friendship. Jesus was locked out so we could
be let in.

Jesus was profoundly separated so that we could be perma-
nently befriended.

Here’s how the apostle Paul put it: “In Christ God was recon-
ciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against
them” (2 Cor. 5:19). This verse brings three key ideas together.
First, reconciliation, which means, “to restore a relationship,
to renew a friendship.” God created the world in friendship,
but we became his enemies. God could have disregarded us and
started over, but he didn’t—Dbecause his love is too great for that.
Second, justification. God restores friendship by not counting
our sins against us. He forgives us and declares us righteous.
Third, substitution. God accepts us as righteous because Jesus
died on the cross, in our place, for our sins. He took the pun-
ishment we deserve so that we could get the blessing only he
deserves. “For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no
sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God”
(5:21). This is the great cost of our salvation. The cross shows
us how bad we are (we deserve that!), but it also shows us just
how much God loves us. This is the truth at the center of the
universe: God wanted us to become his friends more than he
wanted his Son to avoid hell.

The central message of the New Testament is reconciliation
through justification because of substitution. God made us his
friends (reconciliation) by not counting our sins against us (jus-
tification) because Jesus died for us (substitution).

God saves us to befriend us.

Christians love the truth of our justification in Christ.
But we treasure this because it brings us to God. And it’s not
that God has justified us, so now he’s stuck with us—our
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friendship is his idea. He decisively justifies us because he
decidedly wants us. As Puritan Walter Marshall put it, “Jus-

tification is God’s way of taking you into friendship with
himself.”!3

THE NEW COMMUNITY OF FRIENDS

The cross is also God’s way of bringing us into deep friendship
with others. Eden was originally the place of divine and human
friendship. And the treacherous sin in Eden didn’t just result in
broken friendship with God; it also unleashed the dynamics that
make friendship so challenging in our own lives. But now, as we
find ourselves reconciled to God, we also receive our welcome
Into a new community.

Jesus taught us to live and love as a community of friends. He
gave us a new-covenant “new commandment” (John 13:34). He
said, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as
I have loved you” (15:12). At first glance, this doesn’t sound
very new—the Old Testament commanded Israel to love their
neighbors, as themselves. So what is actually new here? This:
the standard is ratcheted up and defined in terms of friendship.
We must now love one another as Jesus loved us. And how
did he love us? He clarifies this with his very next statement:
“Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down
his life for his friends” (v. 13). Jesus makes the great love
command even greater—by clothing it with sacrificial friend-
ship. We are not just to “love our neighbor as ourselves”; we
are to love one another sacrificially as friends. We are to love
one another with the same kind of befriending love that Jesus
showed us at the cross.

The newness of the new commandment is all about friendship.
Jesus loved us as friends; now we love his friends as our own.
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The New Testament repeatedly portrays the church as a
community of friends. For example, Acts 4:32 says, “The full
number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and
no one said that any of the things that belonged to him was his
own, but they had everything in common.” This reflects the
Roman ideals of friendship in which two people share “one
soul” and “have all things in common.”!'§ What the Romans
held out as an ideal, the early church practiced as normal, even
across ethnic and socio-economic divides.

Where did Peter and John go after being released from prison?
“They went to their friends” (4:23). John later referred to a local
church as, simply, “the friends” (3 John 15). He longed to see
them “face to face,” as one friend speaks to another (2 John 12;
3 John 14). He wanted them to “have fellowship with us; and
indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus
Christ” (1 John 1:3).

New Testament scholar Gordon Fee has called Paul’s letter
to the Philippians a letter of friendship.!” He notes, “Friendship
in particular is radically transformed from a two-way to a three-
way bond—between [Paul], the Philippians, and Christ.”!§ So it
is with all Christian friendship.

While a local church is a community of friends, each one of
us will still only experience the marks of true friendship with a
few people. The “one anothers” of the New Testament—forgive
one another, bear one another’s burdens, and so forth—these
are marks of friendship, and we only fulfill them in close rela-
tionships. Each local church is a true “community of friends”
when it is filled with many smaller, overlapping networks of
deep friendships.

According to the New Testament, true friendship is not
optional. Hebrews 3:13-14 urges Christians to “exhort one
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another every day . . . that none of you may be hardened by
the deceitfulness of sin. For we have come to share in Christ,
if indeed we hold our original confidence firm to the end.”
We will only be saved in the end if we hold fast to Christ,
and this requires friendship. This assumes Christians know
each other deeply, contact one another frequently, and speak
to one another frankly. Perseverance in the faith is the fruit
of friendship.

The church is also a befriending community, inviting oth-
ers into friendship with Jesus and his people. Christians are
not only reconciled to God; they are also entrusted with the
ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18-20). In other words,
the church, as a community of Jesus’s friends, welcomes others
into this great friendship.

The missional church is a befriending church.

FRIENDSHIP FOREVER

Jesus said there will be no marriage in the new creation (Matt.
22:30). In this sense, we will all end up single. But single does
not mean solitary. Christian marriages will give way to the
greater marriage between Christ and the church, but the best
part of every marriage will remain, which is friendship.

This means that for all who know Christ, whether single
or married, the joys of friendship begin in this age and will
never end. Apart from Christ, every relationship will end. But in
Christ, every friendship only gets better and continues forever.

Scripture concludes with a symbolic vision of the new cre-
ation. The final chapters of Revelation highlight two aspects
of our future. First, the new creation will be a happy world of
human friendship. Revelation describes it as a city, filled with
God’s people. Friendship is not a temporary luxury for this age
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alone; it is also a permanent fixture of our eternal home. In other
words, it never was, nor will it ever be, good for us to be alone.

Second, God will be our great Friend. Revelation describes
the city as a perfect cube, which is a symbolic reminder of the
other cube in Scripture: the temple’s Most Holy Place, which
symbolized God’s presence back in Eden. God’s presence will
fill every corner of the new creation. Revelation 22 portrays the
new creation as a new and better Eden where we will walk in
friendship with God again.

All of God’s people will “see his face, and his name will be
on their foreheads” (Rev. 22:4). Moses spoke with God “face to
face,” but he never actually saw God (Ex. 33:20). Israel’s high
priest had God’s name written on his forehead, allowing him
alone to enter the Most Holy Place. These were each symbols,
pointing backward to the lost fellowship in Eden and looking
forward to the restored fellowship to come. In the new creation
every believer will enter God’s presence and see his face.

Many people think that eternal life will be boring. But think
about your most joyful moments with friends. Now take that
joy, multiply it by ten thousand, and project it into your eternal
future. The whole of that happiness merely gestures in the direc-
tion of the joys to come. History ends with neither a bang nor a
whimper, but with the laughter of friends.

History tells the drama of friendship created, lost, and then
restored.

God loves his people with an everlasting and befriending
love. He has loved us from eternity past and every moment of
our lives. And so it will be forever, for all who trust him. God is
our everlasting Friend, and our future is a world of friendship.

What if we could know this great Friend, personally, even
now—this very moment?
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QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. What is your favorite example of self-sacrifice from literature,
a movie, or life experience? Why do you think these kinds of
stories affect us so strongly?

2. What is the most sacrificial thing a friend has ever done for you?
What is the most sacrificial thing you have done for a friend?

3. What are two things Christians can do to experience true friend-
ship in the context of the local church? What is one next step
you will take to model this in your own life?

4. Our eternal home is a world of friendship, and it’s only for those
who are reconciled to God in this life. How should this motivate
Christians to share the gospel—the good news of reconciliation
through justification because of substitution—with others?
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God’s friendship is more precious than that of the
whole world.

Martin Luther

As you’ve read to this point in the book, maybe you’ve become
convinced that true friendship is hard to find. Perhaps you won-
der if you’ll ever find it, or find it again. Or maybe you’re uncer-
tain if you will be able to give friendship the time, transparency,
and commitment it requires. Maybe you’re discouraged because
you realize you have often failed to be a true friend—you’ve bro-
ken a friendship, you’ve distanced yourself from people, you’ve
made a mess of relationships. The more I consider the nature of
true friendship, the more I see my own feeble attempts at friend-
ship for what they are.

But what if you could have a friend who knew you better
than anyone, better than you even know yourself? And what
if, knowing everything, he still loved you, and even liked you?
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And what if you could have a friend who, by his very relation-
ship with you, would transform you to become a better friend
to others?

You can. His name is Jesus. He’s called the friend of sinners.

SHOULD WE—DARE WE, EVEN—CALL HIM FRIEND?

The idea of friendship with Jesus may sit uneasily with you. It
sounds to some people like Christianity-lite—frothy, sentimen-
tal, maybe even irreverent. If you dismiss the notion of friendship
with Jesus because you think it means superficial chumminess,
I understand. But that’s not what Jesus means. When he calls
us friends, he means true friendship—the kind that we’ve been
thinking about in this book.

But even if we acknowledge that real friendship isn’t senti-
mental, friendship with Jesus may still seem unfitting to you. If
Jesus is holy—the divine King who calms storms with a word,
who upholds the universe by the word of his power, who re-
ceives glory and honor and praise—then doesn’t it demean him
to treat him as a friend? Does this not make Jesus seem less
glorious, less lordly?

Just the opposite is true: friendship with Jesus is pure grace,
and grace is the apex of his glory.

When we see Jesus as the Holy One, radiant in splendor,
we behold glory. But when this same exalted King offers him-
self to us in friendship, we don’t see less glory; we see more.
Because we behold not just regal power but riches of grace
(Eph. 1:7). Christ’s glory shone in the humility of his incarna-
tion and his cross, where he became one of us and died for
us. And he died not just to pardon us as enemies—allowing
us into his kingdom, but nudging us into the corner—but to
welcome us as dear friends.
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This sounds even more surprising when we consider just how
holy bhe is and just how sinful we are. The Pharisees watched
with narrowed eyes as Jesus sought out even the worst of sin-
ners for friendship. They didn’t think that sharing meals with
sinners befit a holy messiah. So, when they called him a friend
of sinners, they meant it as an insult (Luke 7:34). They didn’t
know that this actually demonstrated his true greatness. I won-
der if any name gave him more pleasure, “for it expressed with
perfect accuracy the true end and aim of His life.” According
to the Pharisees, befriending sinners was a great expression of
evil. According to Jesus, it was the highest expression of love.

Yet you still may wonder: How can we enjoy Jesus as our
Friend if we’re also called to obey him as our King? Some people
view these two roles as incompatible. But kingship and compan-
ionship don’t conflict. When Jesus calls us his friends, he still
requires us to obey him: “You are my friends if you do what
I command you,” he said (John 15:14). Why does he tell his
friends to obey him? Because even though he calls us friends, he
remains the King. He is not a king or a companion; he is both.
He tells us to obey him; we never tell him to obey us.

When we see Jesus as both of these at the same time—not
awkwardly alternating between them at different moments but
trusting Jesus as both exalted King and intimate Friend—it kin-
dles worship in our hearts. If we only consider Jesus as one
of these, it’s like trying to keep the fire of our hearts lit with
only one isolated log. But when we bring both of these together,
placing one flaming log on another, the fire burns hotter and
brighter. Charles Spurgeon brings them together, and you can
sense the light and heat it produced in his soul:

It is a mark of wonderful condescension on His part that He
should call us His friends and it confers upon us the highest
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conceivable honor that such a Lord as He is, so infinitely
superior to us, should condescend to enter into terms of
friendship with us. . . . That I should be Your friend—noth-
ing but Your loving, condescending tenderness could ever
have conceived of this!?

This is what happens when we draw near to the real Jesus,
who is both our worthy Lord and beloved Friend.

THE FRIEND OF SINNERS

No one is born into fellowship with Jesus. We have all acted
like faithless—worse than faithless, treacherous—friends. James
says, “Whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself
an enemy of God” (James 4:4). We each lean away from, not
toward, God’s friendship. Yet the Father sent his Son to welcome
sinners. He sent him not to condemn but to befriend anyone
who will have him (John 3:17). And when we open ourselves up
to him with trust, he ties us to himself in an irrevocable bond, a
covenant of friendship.

What does this mean? Jesus is the truest, the best, the ulti-
mate Friend. Here are five glimpses of the surpassing greatness
of the greatest Friend.

He Loves Us with the Deepest Affection

Jesus befriends us with affection. He makes us his friends, and
he has no reservations whatsoever. And he never will. If you are
his friend, then he has set his heart on you, and it will never be
moved. He loves you with an everlasting love (Jer. 31:3). He
loves you with all his heart, and he always will.

That Jesus is our Friend means that he doesn’t just love us but
that he’s glad to love us. We do not enter into a mere contract or
partnership or a vaguely defined relationship with him. We enter
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into real friendship, with all of the affection and enjoyment that
comes with it. Friends enjoy each other. They like each other.

They also miss and long to see each other. Think about the
future return of Christ. Do you look forward to seeing him? Not
as much as he looks forward to seeing you. He left to prepare
a place for us, and he asked his Father that we would live with
him forever (John 14:3; 17:24; 2 Tim. 4:18). He sits on the edge
of his throne, so to speak, waiting for the Father’s word. And
when he returns, he will judge the world. Does that frighten you?
Consider this: If he is your Friend now, then he will not cease to
be your Friend in that great moment of judgment. He will gladly
count all your sins as forgiven, and he will even find things to
affirm and commend in you (Matt. 25:21; 1 Cor. 4:5; 1 Pet. 1:7).

One of the most pressing questions of our lives, often buried
deep in the subconscious, is this: What does God think of me?
In all my failings, in all my weakness—how does he feel about
me? If you trust Christ, you can answer that question: He loves
you as his dear friend.

But what about when we’ve sinned against him? What then?
Yes, he is rightly disappointed. But how does someone feel when
a son or daughter or dear friend makes a sinful mess of their life?
Grieved, yes. But also stirred with compassion. A true friend
draws near in times of need, even when the suffering is self-
inflicted. God says to his rebellious people in Isaiah 43:4, “You
are precious in my eyes, and honored, and I love you.” Though
we have forfeited any claim to his esteem, he gives it to us any-
way. And he’s happy to do it. He loves us from his deepest heart.

He Loves Us to the Very End

Jesus’s love is constant and covenantal. He counts you as his
friend, and he always will. We know this for three reasons.
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First, Jesus will love us to the end because he already did—
he loved us to death. On the night before he died, he took his
disciples into an upper room to share a meal with them. Here’s
how the apostle John introduced that evening: “Having loved
his own, . . . he loved them to the end” (John 13:1). The “end”
refers to the cross, where Jesus bore the weight of our sins and
the judgment of hell. And when he did it, he thought of “his
own”—you and me, every one of us by name—and he thought
of us as his dear friends: “Greater love has no one than this, that
someone lay down his life for his friends” (15:13). Now, if he
would do that for us, will he ever leave us? If he held fast to us
in friendship then, will he ever let go?

You may think that you don’t qualify for this, but on the very
night when Jesus called the disciples friends, he knew they would
soon desert him. He told them as much in that very conversation
(13:37-38; 16:32). It was on the very night when he knew they
would prove fickle that he decided to call them friends. And in
the very moments when they deserted him, what did he do? He
suffered for them—in a cosmic act of friendship. He befriends
us knowing that we don’t deserve a moment of it.

You may sometimes fail and forget him. But he will never
fail or forget you.

Second, we know Jesus will love us to the end because he has
already proven his constancy. You may have been abandoned
by companions. The apostle Paul was. He said, “At my first de-
fense no one came to stand by me, but all deserted me” (2 Tim.
4:16). In one of the most difficult moments of his life, when Paul
needed his friends the most, they all abandoned him. “But,” he
said, “the Lord stood by me and strengthened me” (4:17). Paul
used friendship language there. He needed someone to stay and
strengthen him, so Jesus stepped in when everyone else stepped
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out. He does that for all who trust him. Charles Spurgeon wrote,
“Christ is ‘a friend that sticks closer than a brother.” . . . You
have often left him; has he ever left you? You have had many
trials and troubles; has he ever deserted you? Has he ever turned
away his heart, and shut up his compassion? No, children of
God, it is your solemn duty to say ‘No,” and bear witness to
his faithfulness.”?

Third, he will love us to the end because he loved us before
the beginning. “I have called you friends. . . . You did not choose
me, but I chose you” (John 15:15-16). Friendship, by definition,
requires choice. Jesus chose his friends, and he did it from eter-
nity past. If the doctrine of election seems stale or cold to you,
notice how Jesus clothes it in the warmth of friendship.

These are deep waters, and Thomas Goodwin helps us peer
into them: “God has been your ancient friend, even from ever-
lasting. . . . He has loved you ever since he loved himself. . . .
There is not a moment in which he has not loved us, and had
his thoughts upon us.”

If you are Jesus’s friend, how do you know that he will al-
ways love you?

Because he always has.

A significant part of the Christian life is simply getting used
to the fact that God actually loves us, freely and from his heart.
And he always has, from eternity past.

He Lets Us All the Way In

Jesus is a transparent Friend. He opens his heart and shares his
plans. He called the disciples his friends with this explanation:
“For all that I have heard from my Father I have made known
to you” (John 15:15). Friends speak with unguarded openness,
and that’s what Jesus gives us.
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Jesus demonstrated this as he said it. John 13-17 records his
conversation with his disciples on this final evening before he died.
Through that conversation, he didn’t just talk about friendship;
he demonstrated it. He opened the window to his soul, and he
shared his secrets. And he preserved it for us to read even today.

On that night, he explained his plans to sacrifice his life for
us; to go to prepare a place for us; to send the Spirit to comfort
and help us; to answer our prayers and fill us with joy; to re-
turn again to bring us to himself; to give us peace and turn our
sorrows to joy. And then he prayed for us, for all his friends
through all generations: “I do not ask for these only, but also
for those who will believe in me through their word” (17:20).

These promises and prayers that Jesus shared with his first
disciples remain his promises and prayers for all disciples. As we
read the words he spoke to those friends then, we read the words
he still speaks to his friends zoday. The Bible reveals Jesus’s heart
and his plans. It is, among other things, a letter of friendship.

He Stirs with Compassion

Jesus is an empathetic Friend. You may think he feels distant.
You may think, He is exalted up there; how could bhe care about
me down bere?

But think back to Jesus’s earthly ministry. When he stood at
the tomb of his friend, Lazarus, he cried (John 11:35). Why?
Because his friend died. And because he felt the distress of Laza-
rus’s sisters, whom he also loved as friends.} Jesus wept with
them. He felt what they felt. And if Jesus wept with them in their
great sorrow, will he not weep with us in ours?

He did not only feel empathy in those few years of his earthy
ministry. He continues to feel it this very moment. Those occasions
we read about in Scripture don’t just show us who he was for a
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limited time, but who he is forever. God the Son became incarnate
in order to experience our human weakness and the full range of
human emotions. He became human so that he could serve as our
sympathetic High Priest, so that he could be our empathetic great
Friend. If you are his disciple, he doesn’t just know what you feel,
he knows how it feels. And he feels it with you even now.

Maybe you sit sad and lonely, under ominous clouds in this
season of life. Jesus knows. And he knows how it feels, because
he has felt it before (Mark 14:32-36). He is, in this very moment,
interceding for you (Heb. 7:25). Christ sympathizes with us with
all his heart. And he is also able to help us with all his might.
Christ is both willing and able to help us in our deepest needs.

If you are his, then you are his friend. He never has, and he
never will, shut his heart to you.

He Speaks with Candor and Kindness

Jesus is a Friend who speaks with straightforward honesty. He
speaks to us from his heart and for our good, always. This in-
cludes speech that may not at first sound friendly. Proverbs says
that a true friend loves us enough to give us “faithful wounds”
(Prov. 27:5-6). As a true friend, Jesus tells us what we need to
hear even if it isn’t always what we want to hear. He speaks the
truth in love, delivering hard but necessary words.

This is, in fact, how our friendship with Jesus begins. The
gospel is a message that stings before it makes us sing. The gos-
pel wounds us in order to heal us. Jesus tells us that we are far
more sinful than we had ever thought, and yet at the same time,
he loves us so much that he died to make us his friends. When
the gospel was first proclaimed after Jesus’s resurrection, those
who heard “were cut to the heart” (Acts 2:37). Jesus gave them
“a heart wound” of conviction.f This is how the Christian life
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begins. And then as we follow Christ, he continues to deliver
these faithful wounds as a faithful Friend.

Christ’s affection, constancy, transparency, empathy, and
candor show us the greatness of this great Friend. Jonathan
Edwards wrote, “Whatsoever there is, or can be, that is desir-
able to be in a friend, is in Christ, and that to the highest degree
that can be desired.” No one could possibly imagine a greater
Friend than Jesus.

CULTIVATING FRIENDSHIP WITH CHRIST

If friendship is an affectionate bond forged between two people
as they journey through life with openness and trust, what does
this look like with Christ? How do we cultivate companionship
with him moment by moment? We relate to Jesus as our Prophet
by hearing his word. We relate to him as our Priest by receiving
his sacrifice. We relate to him as our King by submitting to his
authority. But how do we uniquely relate to him as our Friend?
Here are six key ways to cultivate friendship with Christ.

1. The Privilege of Friendship

First, we receive the privilege of this relationship. When Jesus
called his disciples friends, he contrasted it with the relationship
of a servant to a master. In light of this, we should ask ourselves:
Do we think of our relationship with him only in terms of ser-
vanthood or also in terms of friendship?

Consider these differences between a servant and a friend:
The servant is only told what to do, but the friend is also told
why. The servant merely obeys because he’s told to, but the
friend obeys because he wants to. The servant does things out
of obligation, but the friend out of joy. The servant only comes
when summoned, but the friend is welcome anytime. The ser-
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vant brings food to the master, but the friend eats it with him.
The servant only feels obligation in the relationship, but the
friend feels privilege.

Do you enjoy the honor of this kind of relationship with
Jesus yet? If you think you’re not worthy of it, good. That means
you understand. This is supposed to shock us, because we don’t
deserve it. The King of creation seeks out lowly rebels, not just
to extend pardon but to welcome them into the closest compan-
ionship. Any humbled rebel would feel surprised and unworthy
in the moment of this King’s approach.

But don’t refuse him because you feel unworthy. And don’t
work to earn his favor, either; that violates the very nature of
friendship. Just receive it—on terms of grace, because of the
cross—and happily offer to him all the grateful worship your
heart can muster.

J. I. Packer wrote in his classic book Knowing God that we
have “great incentive to worship and love God in the thought
that, for some unfathomable reason, he wants me as his friend,
and desires to be my friend, and has given his Son to die for me
in order to realize this purpose.”’

2. Union for Communion

Second, we enjoy communion with God. Jesus said to the church
of Laodicea, “Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone
hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and
eat with him, and he with me” (Rev. 3:20). Many have thought
that Jesus here offers salvation to those who don’t yet have it.
But Jesus directs these words to a church; he speaks to profess-
ing believers. And what does he offer? A meal. The first-century
readers would know what this means: Jesus offers intimate fel-
lowship, and he extends it to each of us today.
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This is the great goal of our union with Christ. The Spirit
pulls us into Christ by faith, that we might enjoy fellowship with
the triune God. This is why God pursues us: that he might bring
us to himself—to know him, to enjoy him, to commune with
him forever. Our union is for communion.

Friendship is the goal of salvation and the ultimate end of
our existence.

What does it look like, practically, to experience this? How
do we enter into the personal reality of knowing Christ? One
way is through the Lord’s Supper, when the church gathers for
bread and wine to remember our Redeemer. We rightly call this
communion. Local churches eat the Lord’s Supper as an expres-
sion of friendship with Christ and also with one another.

Most often, we enjoy friendship with God through conversa-
tion. Friends talk to one another. In our friendship with God, he
speaks to us through Scripture, and we speak to him in prayer.
Jonathan Edwards wrote, “By conversation, not only is friend-
ship maintained and nourished, but the felicity [contented joy]
of friendship is tasted and enjoyed. . . . Conversation between
God and mankind in this world, is maintained by God’s word
on his part, and by prayer on ours.”] God shares his heart with
us through the Bible, and we share ours through prayer.

This means that we approach Scripture not just to learn in-
formation but to hear God’s voice. Through it, he speaks to us
as friends. He opens his heart to us.

And prayer is our personal response to him. Perhaps your
prayer life sometimes looks more like calling 911—only in emer-
gencies, quick with the details, and no sense of a personal rela-
tionship. But God invites us to treat him more like our closest
companions—to talk often, to enjoy his presence, and to drop
in just to thank him throughout the day.
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Prayer is also an opportunity for us to gain perspective in his
presence. When we have a patient listener, it provides space for
us to articulate our thoughts and gain clarity about our lives.
Prayer is the space for thinking about God’s Word in his pres-
ence, and it is space to articulate our appropriate response to it.
As we express our own hopes and desires to this patient Friend
in response to his Word, we gain clarity about our own lives.

Time spent in the Bible and prayer is a central means of com-
muning with God. As we immerse ourselves in Scripture, we
hear God address us personally. And we pray not only to make
requests but also to commune with him.

We do not use Bible reading and prayer as tools to get God
to bless us. We use them to enjoy the fellowship we already have
with him.

3. Covenantal Faithfulness

Third, we demonstrate our friendship through unwavering obe-
dience. Friendship is not just a privilege to enjoy but also a
responsibility to fulfill. If we claim to be friends of Jesus, we
have to be friends to Jesus. Our posture toward him should look
like Jonathan’s toward David, who was his king and his friend:
“Whatever you say, I will do for you” (1 Sam. 20:4). That is
covenantal friendship.

This is what Jesus meant when he said, “You are my friends,
if you do what I command you” (John 15:14). If¢ That may at
first sound like a condition we must meet in order to become
Jesus’s friends. Is our obedience a prerequisite to entering into
fellowship with Jesus? Thankfully, no. First, Jesus didn’t say
that we become his friends if we obey him, but that we already
are. Even as he says this, he already considers his disciples his
friends (15:15; see also v. 3), and he will soon lay his life down
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for them (15:13). And the very reason why he must lay his life
down for them is due to their disobedience. So, Jesus is not tell-
ing his disciples how they can become his friends; he is telling
them how they must demonstrate the reality of their friendship
with him. Our obedience doesn’t earn this relationship with
Jesus; it confirms it. Obedience 7o Jesus demonstrates the reality
of friendship with Jesus.

Second, true friendship always entails responsibility. Jesus
said that if we are his friends, then we will show it. We will
respond to his affection with affection, to his transparency with
transparency, to his faithfulness with faithfulness. Friendship
always answers to friendship.

The apostle James makes this point with the example of
Abraham. First, he proves Abraham’s friendship with God by
showing that Abraham trusted God with an authentic and ac-
tive faith, a faith that he demonstrated through his obedience.
Abraham’s great act of obedience, his willingness to offer his
beloved son to God, showed that he truly believed, and therefore

(1Y

it was counted to him as righteousness’—and he was called
a friend of God” (James 2:23). In other words, Abraham was
called a friend of God because he demonstrated friendship to
God. Second, James holds Abraham up as a pattern for every
Christian. All who possess the active faith of Abraham are not
only counted righteous but are also called friends.

God has shown his faithfulness to us, so how should we
respond in return? Jesus gave his life for us; now we give ours
to him.

Jesus’s cosmic act of friendship at the cross transforms our
whole outlook on disobedience. It changes our very emotional
disposition toward sin. Because when we see the cross as an act
of friendship, we also see what caused it—our own treacherous

152



The Great Friend

sin against him. “If Christ has died for me,” Spurgeon said,
“I cannot trifle with the evil that killed my best Friend.”!¢ If
our sins caused our great Friend such agony, how can we enjoy
them anymore? And if we know that our best Friend is now in
heaven, with his great heart of love grieved by every one of our
sins, we cannot treat disobedience flippantly. We may never get
caught, but our best Friend knows. He died for that sin. And his
heart grieves even now.

The more we know Jesus as our Friend, the more emotion-
ally disagreeable it becomes to sin against him. Or, to look at
this from a different angle: If we find it easy to sin against Jesus,
then it’s because we’ve tuned out his faithful wounds of rebuke.
In other words, the more easily we are able to sin against Jesus,
the less we truly know him as our Friend.

4. Never Alone, Never Unknown

Fourth, Jesus’s friendship means that we are never truly alone,
and we are never fully unknown. No matter how lonely you
feel, you belong—that’s what it means to know Jesus as a
Friend. You may feel like an outsider to everyone everywhere,
but if you belong to Jesus, then you belong. He made you his
own (John 13:1; Phil. 3:12). Everyone else may forsake you,
but one will always remain. As J. C. Ryle said, “No one need
ever say I have no ‘friend’ to turn to, so long as Christ is in
heaven.”[!

John Paton, a Scottish missionary in the South Pacific islands
in the 1800s, knew what it meant to be, as he put it, “alone, all
alone,” and with his life at risk. With gunshots all around, he
climbed a tree for safety. In his autobiography, he describes the
event as it unfolded around him, and then he turns to us, the
readers, and asks this question: “If thus thrown back upon your
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own soul, alone, all alone, in the midnight, in the bush, in the
very embrace of death itself, have you a Friend that will not fail
you then?”!3 Paton did, and he asks each one of us to consider
if we do too.

Jesus’s companionship means that we are never truly un-
known. Maybe you feel misunderstood, even by those who
know you best. Maybe you’ve been wrongly accused. Maybe
you’ve been disoriented with the rumors swirling around you.
Maybe someday you will feel like you don’t have any comrades,
any allies, anyone with you or for you at all. Or perhaps you
will feel the pain of betrayal by a close friend. But if you are in
Christ, then you have Christ, and he knows you, the real you,
the you that others may miss or misunderstand. And because he
knows you, you are Known—capital K, through and through—
and you are accepted. Jesus “gets” you, and he stands with you
through the mistreatment of being misunderstood.

3. Vertical Friendship Transforms Horizontal Friendship

Fifth, friendship with Jesus makes us better friends with others.
Vertical friendship empowers horizontal friendship. The greatest
power for becoming a better friend is being befriended by the
best Friend.

We see this in two ways. First, we always become like our
friends; they influence the moral direction of our lives, and the
closer the bond, the stronger the influence.

What happens, then, as we grow closer to Christ? We be-
come like him. Which means that we not only experience his
constancy, empathy, and so forth—all the things that make him
the true and ultimate Friend—but we also begin to reflect these
qualities to others. Which means that as we get to know Christ
more personally, we become better friends.
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As the great Friend, Jesus models true friendship; as our great
Friend, he empowers it.

Second, experiencing fellowship with Jesus frees us to enjoy
other friends. Jesus fulfills our deepest longings for community
so that we don’t need to use other people to meet those needs.
With Christ as our Friend, we won’t turn others into idols. We
won’t place on them relational expectations that they cannot
meet. We won’t unload on them relational burdens that they
cannot bear. Francis Schaeffer wrote that if someone tries to find
everything he needs in a friend, “he destroys the very thing he
wants and destroys the one he loves. He sucks them dry, he eats
them up, and they, as well as the relationship, are destroyed.”!

But Christ will never run dry. He is a Niagara of love and
grace. Rather than expecting others to fill our cup, we let Christ
fill it until it overflows, and then we have something to give
everyone else.

6. Missional Friendship

Finally, Jesus invites us to expand his circle of fellowship. He
sends us out to welcome others in. In the last chapter, we saw
that reconciliation is at the heart of personal salvation. It is also
at the heart of the church’s mission.

We now even love our enemies with the twofold hope that they
would become friends with us and also with Christ. This is a minis-
try of love. As Martin Luther King Jr. put it, “Love is the only force
capable of transforming an enemy into a friend.” ' As those who
have received this befriending love, we now extend this to others.

The apostle Paul said that God entrusts us—his enemies
turned friends, his reconciled ones—with “the ministry of rec-
onciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18-21). Here’s what this means: we not
only become friends with God, we get to make friends for God.
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He entrusts us with the ministry of making friends for him. This
involves extending God’s offer of fellowship through Christ to
our neighbors and the nations.

This also means personally befriending those who do not yet
know Christ. If you know Jesus, then he commissions you with
this ministry of making friends. We befriend others personally,
and then we introduce them to the greatest Friend.

And if you don’t yet know him in this way, then he opens the
invitation to you this very moment.

CONCLUSION

Here’s what we’ve seen: Jesus offers his friendship as a privilege
to embrace, a relationship to experience, a covenant to keep,
a comfort to receive, a power to tap, and a message to spread.

It’s also our only hope in life and death. Friendship with
Jesus endures forever—and not because he’s “stuck” with us
forever but because he wants us forever. Jesus earnestly prayed,
“Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may
be with me where I am” (John 17:24). Christian, would Jesus
miss you if you never joined him in the endless ages to come?
The truth is, yes, he would miss you forever. You are his dear
friend, closer to his heart than anyone has ever been to yours.

You may lose many friends through the years. But even if
every one of them abandons you, Jesus remains. He remains
your truest and best Friend. And even as you age and your com-
panions pass away, remember this: “Death may deprive of dear
friends, but it can’t deprive us of this, our best friend.”!*

And he remains our great Friend even as we approach the
end of our own earthly journey. Our great companion will re-
main with us, at our side, walking with us through death’s cor-
ridor. In our life, we walk with Jesus one step after another. In
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our death, we take just one more step with him—a hard step,
but one we don’t have to take alone.

With that kind of hope for our eternal tomorrow, how then
should we live today?

Thomas Goodwin put it best: “You [have] entered into a
covenant of friendship with God, make something of it.”'q In
other words, as you look to the journey ahead, enjoy the privi-
lege of walking every step, every day, onward into the eternal
world of friendship to come.

And now may the triune God of communal love
lead us to walk in covenantal friendship with him,
that we might befriend others as he has befriended us.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. To which side of the spectrum do you drift when you think of
friendship with Jesus? Do you regard him as so holy that friend-
ship feels unfitting, or do you approach him so casually that
friendship seems sentimental? How does the biblical perspective
on his friendship balance your understanding?

2. Think about what you know of Jesus’s character from the Bible.
How does he embody the marks of true friendship? Which char-
acteristic most stands out to you?
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3. Charles Spurgeon wrote that it is the solemn duty of Christians
to bear witness to the faithfulness of God’s friendship. How has
God shown himself to be a faithful Friend to you over the past
few months or years?

4. Atthe heart of friendship is conversation. Write down a plan for
how you will set aside time each day to listen to God through
the Bible and talk to him through prayer. Since the Christian life
is walking with the Lord in friendship, how should God’s Word
and prayer also integrate into the rest of your day?

5. Write down the names of three people in your life who don’t
know God as their truest Friend. How will you pursue deeper
friendship with them? How will you plan to introduce them to
your great Friend?
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