God’s Way in Association
Who We Should Associate With

“Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright: for

the end of that man is peace.” Psalm 37:37.

I was twelve years old when a family with two children near my age invited my parents and me to go on a backpacking trip with them. I had never been backpacking before, and therefore I knew little of what it entailed. Nevertheless, I was excited! Being easily influence by my associates, as all children are, I thought that my backpack had to weigh as much as that of the friend my age. Therefore, I decided to take a few items that were not absolutely necessary.

After canoeing 6.3 miles, we began the long five and a half mile hike. The trail was narrow and seemed to be constantly ascending, yet not uninterrupted by muddy marshes and difficult places. As the day grew warmer and the miles passed slowly by, I became very weary. My backpack was heavier than it should have been! But my friends didn’t seem to be getting nearly as tired as me. They just continued pressing forward with unfaltering steps, keeping just ahead of the parents. 

Now, let me ask you a question: Do you think I was more inclined to cheerfully press forward or to lag behind and complain? Well of course! I was encouraged to press forward, surmounting the difficulties that lay in my pathway. Why? Because my friends were!

So it is in our Christian walk. “Individually the youth should seek for association with those who are toiling upward with unfaltering steps.” Messages to Young People, page 423. How simple the definition of who we should associate with! But at this time, the questioning of my heart was, Where are such associates to be found? The associations of my earlier life has become dissatisfied in the narrow way and were choosing the associations and pleasures in the broad way. 

The Lord didn’t leave me without an answer. In His providence He led to the acquaintance of my family with the family that took us on this backpacking trip. In their two children I found friends who were stiving onward and upward, not perfect, but striving with earnestness of purpose. Truly, I know that the promises of the Lord are sure! He has ways and means, of which we know nothing, to provide for our need of association with those who “will have a right influence upon” our characters. Testimonies of the Church, Volume 7, page 66. 

An object lesson which I have observed in nature has also helped me understand the question of who we should associate with. We have a flock of sheep, and, one year, the 21st of January found us in the middle of lambing season. During the night, three ewes had lambed, and five lambs were trying to find the right mother. Another ewe was now in labor. Soon after her lamb was born, another ewe began to go into labor and another and another. And so it went on throughout that day, the night, and the next day until thirteen ewes had given birth to twenty lambs. As I have come to learn more about sheep through my experience with them, I see that the reason why so many ewes lambed at once is this: They, being physically prepared and in close association with one another, were influenced to want a lamb by seeing another ewe have her lamb. 

But, are you wondering how this teaches us who we should associate with? As I was laying in bed one night contemplating this very thing, the Lord seemed to bring it clearly to my mind. These ewes illustrate the experience that our intimate associates should have,—an earnest striving to be moment by moment born again. Like the ewes lifting their heads toward heaven when giving birth to a newborn lamb, so this born again experience in our lives and the lives of our associates takes place through the lifting of the soul to heaven in prayer, in the study of God’s Word, and in constant communion with God throughout the day.

How can we know by outward evidence if those we are thinking of choosing for our associates are in earnest of attaining this experience? It is true that we are not to judge others, but we can be fruit inspectors. We can observe their lives, watch their actions, scrutinize their manners, and compare this with God’s standard of who should be our friends. The Bible says, “. . . By their fruits ye shall know them.” Matthew 7:20.

What, then, are the fruits that should be seen in the lives of our companions? The Lord must have foreseen these questions of ours, for He has told us, “The only safeguard for children and youth, is the love and fear of God. Let them choose for their companions those who give evidence that they will encourage good purposes, orderly habits, and uprightness of character. Let them choose for companions those who practice the Bible truth, and walk according to the light that shines upon their pathway. If you would have broad views, noble thoughts and aspirations, choose associates that will strengthen right principles. Let every thought and the purpose of every action bend to the securing of the future life, with eternal happiness.” Sons and Daughters of God, page 162. See also Counsels to Parents, Teachers, and Students, page 222.

Did you pick out the six special fruits we should find in the lives of our associates? What are they? Are these kind of friends the many coasting down the wide road or the few trodding the narrow path? As I have studied this, I have had to ask myself the personal question: Are my friends like this? Think about it! What do your friends encourage you in by conversation, activities, or deportment? The Lord has also asked of me another question, but of no less importance: Am I striving to follow Jesus’ example in being this kind of a friend to my associates? I have not only had to closely examine my associates, but also my own life, and I still do. Are there areas where I am not fully surrendered to following the light that Jesus graciously shines upon my pathway?

It is vitally important for us to be in harmony with Christ if we expect to choose the right kind of companions and also for these companions to see in us an uplifting friend. My friend, do not be perplexed over how you’re going to be sure to choose the right companions. Our foremost concern should be that we are in harmony with Christ, for “the youth who are in harmony with Christ will choose companions who will help them in right doing, and will shun society that gives no aid in the development of right principles and noble purposes.” Messages to Young People, page 422:2. 

This morning I was reading from my Bible on the life of Samuel when he was a youth. He was so accustomed to obeying the divine will, his life was in such harmony with the Lord, that his immediate response to the Lord’s call was, “Hear am I. . . . Speak; for Thy servant heareth.” 1 Samuel 3:4,11.  Such harmony with Christ, learned in early life, was a great help to him in choosing who he should associate with. “Though Samuel’s youth was passed at the tabernacle devoted to the worship of God, he was not free from evil influences or sinful example. The sons of Eli feared not God, nor honored their father; but Samuel did not seek their company nor follow their evil ways. His early training led him to choose to maintain his Christian integrity.” Bible Commentary, Volume 2, page 1008:6.

As we carefully study the life of Jesus as a youth, we may also gain direction on who we should associate with from His example.  “When Christ accompanied His parents to one of the yearly feasts at Jerusalem, He did not keep company with the light and trifling children and youth who were to be found among the people.  He was thinking—seeking to understand the real reason of things,—just as any youth may seek to understand the significance of the Words and works of God.”  The Youth’s Instructor, August 30,1894.

Sometimes I find it is easy to think that the young people at church are those who we can always safely associate with.  Yet even here Jesus found that He had to be careful.  The light and trifling youth—those whose words or actions were with levity, foolishness, and without seriousness or being in earnest—would not be a help to Him as He earnestly sought the unfolding of His Father’s will for His life, and in solemnity studied the scrolls of the prophets.  

I was about 10 years old and in the children’s primary division at church.  I had the wonderful privilege of having my parents for leaders!  But, now, I was at the age to go into junior’s.  Who would be my associates?  What kind of character qualities would these companions strengthen in my life?  I observed the young people from the junior class standing around in the hallway after church on Sabbath.  In little groups they were laughing and carrying on conversations that would have never entered my mind.  The dress and deportment of the girls was not modest and reserved.  I wondered, Why don’t they ever include me?  Why does it seem like they avoid me, and I am not welcomed to join in?  In my imagination it almost seemed like maybe they were laughing and talking about me.  Perhaps it was a similar situation that Jesus found Himself in.  In my heart I knew that such companions would not be a help to me in entering in through the straight gate, but I also wanted friends.  What should I do?  Who then should I associate with?  
I found wonderful peace and comfort in entrusting this decision to my parents.  I knew the Lord would give them His wisdom.  And He certainly did!  My parents, (as only parents can!), knew the weaknesses in my character.  It wasn’t that I was better than the other young people in junior’s.  It was that I was not ready to stand up for principle amid such peer pressure.  Instead of sending me into junior’s, they decided to just have me stay in primary’s as their helper.  In homeschool for my Bible Nature class, I wrote little studies on the parables of Jesus.  Then for part of Sabbath School, I led out in sharing these studies with the other children.  It was really fun!

A couple of years past, and now my parents were transferred to leading out in the adult Sabbath School program.  They had me help them with this, too!  We actually did the programs as a family.  I would play the piano, have the special music, or share an experience.  Studying the adult Sabbath School lesson and participating in the discussions—asking questions and leading the people to texts of Scripture for the answers—was also a blessing to me, and I enjoyed it.

What was it that Jesus did in place of association with the light and trifling youth who were present at the place of worship?  Silent and absorbed, He sought to understand the meaning of the Scriptures for His life, just as we may do.  Unfolding their meaning to Him, the Heavenly Father also gave Jesus the opportunity to share this light.  Jesus led the rabbis “to speak about different verses in the Bible that told about the Messiah whom they expected to come. . . .  He repeated the Scripture in such a way as gave them clear light in regard to the Lamb of God that taketh away the sins of the world.

“What a lesson there is in this for all the youth of our day.   They may be like Christ, and by studying the Word of God, by receiving the light that the Holy Spirit can give them, will be able to bring light to others.  As they teach others of the grace of God, God will give them new grace from heaven.  The more they try to teach others about the riches of Christ, the better understanding will they have of the plan of salvation, and the more richly will the grace of God abide in their own hearts.”  Christ Our Saviour, pages 12,13:2,1.

As I look back at how the Lord led through my parents in this situation of who would be my friends, I am so grateful.  Indeed the Heavenly Father directed His Son in a similar way!  I cannot bless my parents enough for their strict care and faithful watchfulness over me through these years of my inexperience!  When I look now at where those young people are who would have been my companions—most of whom are not in the church, not even making a profession, but rather in the world seeking to fill the soul’s need with its amusements and enticements—I am led to praise the Lord for the wisdom of His counsel on  “Who We Should Associate With.”
Studying this subject of “Who We Should Associate With,” still left me with one question that has at times perplexed my mind.  Maybe these thoughts have occurred to you, as well.  Yes, I agree that I should associate with those who are striving upward with unfaltering steps and those who will strengthen right principles.  However, if these are the only kind of associates I have, how are those in darkness and sin to be uplifted?  My loving heavenly Father didn’t leave me without a clear answer.  Here is what He led me to:  “We should ever feel a deep interest in the salvation of the impenitent, and should manifest toward them a spirit of kindness and courtesy; but we can safely choose for our friends only those who are the friends of God.”  Sons and Daughters of God, page 165:4.  I love God’s simple answer to such a complex question, don’t you?  In the chapter, “Association in Service,” we will discover the principles in seeking to uplift others.

Violet was the name of my bummer lamb.  She was just the kind of little lamb that a child dreams of having—one that loves to follow you wherever you go, bouncing along while you take a walk, or nibbling nearby on the grass while you rest in the warm, spring sunshine.  Unlike most of the other bummer lambs I have raised, Violet still loved to follow me, even when she grew up.  As my mother and I took a walk through our pasture to the woods behind, Violet, as an adult sheep, still came bouncing along.  It was quite an amusing sight!  When we crossed the fence, Violet had to stay behind, but when we returned, she was still there waiting for us.  She joyfully joined us on our walk back towards the barn, once in a while trying to snatch a delicious bite out of my bouquet of flowers.  But there is still the most interesting part of the story to tell you. Looking up from their grazing, the other sheep saw Violet excitedly following us to the back of the pasture.  Soon they were all running to catch up!  The lambs made the most of the opportunity to leap and jump!  They joined Violet in waiting for us to return from the woods. Then, trying to imitate Violet’s enthusiasm, they accompany us back to the barn.  Having a pet sheep like Violet is a cherished blessing to the shepherd.  The pet sheep (the friend of God) follows the shepherd (God), and all the other sheep follow the pet sheep.  Thus, even in nature, Jesus has repeated this lesson to us—the lesson that those whom we would have for our friends, must be those who are the friends of the Shepherd!  We will be able to know who they are, too!  Are they following in the Shepherd’s footsteps?
You may be wondering, But aren’t there times when you are lonely?  Are you always able to find this high ideal for your friends—young people who are the friends of God?  Are there these kind of friends my own age?  You are not alone with these questions.  In the next chapter, “Are You Lonely?,” I will share how the Lord has led me to His unfolding answers.

Let us, my dear friends, “keep company with the soundest Christians” that our experience may be expressed in the words of the Psalmist, “I am a companion of all them that fear Thee, and of them that keep Thy precepts.” Selected Messages, Volume 2, page 314, and Psalm 119:63.

