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Introduction
UNDERSTANDING APPROVAL ADDICTION
There is an epidemic of insecurity in our society today. Many people are insecure and feel bad about themselves, which steals their joy and causes major problems in all their relationships.
I know the effect insecurity can have on lives because I experienced it myself. I know what it does to a person. Those who have been hurt badly through abuse or severe rejection, as I have, often seek the approval of others to try to overcome their feelings of rejection and low selfesteem. They suffer from those feelings and use the addiction of approval to try to remove the pain. They are miserable if anyone seems to not approve of them in any way or for any reason and they are anxious about the disapproval until they feel they are once again accepted. They may do almost anything to gain the approval they feel they have lost—even things their conscience tells them are wrong. For example, if a person is met with disapproval when she declines an invitation, she might change her plans and accept the invitation just to gain approval. She compromises herself for the sake of feeling approved.
An addiction is something that controls people— something they feel they cannot do without or something they do to alleviate pain or pressure. It is what people run to when they are hurting or feel lonely. It comes in many varieties, such as drugs, alcohol, gambling, sex, shopping, eating, work—and yes, even approval. Like any addict, insecure people look for a “fix” when they get shaky. They need someone to reaffirm them and assure them everything is all right and they are acceptable. When a person has an addiction the things they are addicted to are on their mind most of the time. Therefore, if a person is an approval addict, he or she will have an abnormal concern and an abundance of thoughts about what people think of them.
The good news is that none of us has to suffer with insecurity; there is a cure for the approval addiction. The Word of God says we can be secure through Jesus Christ (See Ephesians 3:17). That means we are free to be ourselves and become all we can be in Him.
THE FOUNDATION FOR SECURITY
A sense of security is something everyone needs and desires. Security enables us to enjoy healthy thinking and living. It means we feel safe, accepted, and approved of. When we are secure we approve of ourselves, we have confidence, we accept and love ourselves in a balanced way. We don’t necessarily need approval from others to feel confident. Security enables us to reach our potential and fulfill our God-given destiny.
I believe it is God’s will for each one of us to be secure, because lack of self-confidence torments us and keeps us from the blessings He intends for us to enjoy. Over the years I have learned that the foundation for security is knowing who we are in Christ, accepting God’s unconditional love, and accepting ourselves even though we realize we have weaknesses and are not perfect.
I come from an abusive background that left me suffering from insecurities even after I became a Christian because
I wasn’t seeing myself through the eyes of Scripture. I rejected myself, and I didn’t like myself because I didn’t see myself as God saw me. I didn’t know who I was in Christ (See 2 Corinthians 5:21); I wasn’t rooted and grounded in His love and I didn’t know I could find my approval in Him. Even though according to Scripture I had been recreated in Christ (See Ephesians 2:10) and had been made a new creature and given a fresh start and a great future, I still saw myself as a failure and someone unlovable and unacceptable.
My life was very hard during that time. I was continually frustrated and had no real peace or joy because I had a poor self-image and felt nobody liked me. Those feelings caused me to act as though I didn’t need anyone—as if I didn’t care how they felt about me. Yet down deep inside,
I really did care and tried very hard to be what I thought others expected of me.
But as I studied the Word of God, I learned I was valuable in who I am in Christ, not in what I do or in other people’s opinions of me. I realized I didn’t have to stay insecure because when God looked at me, He saw the righteousness of His Son Jesus (See 2 Corinthians 5:21), not everything that was wrong with me or that I had done wrong. And the truth set me free. For the first time in my life I felt secure.
Part of our inheritance as believers is to be secure (See Isaiah 54:17)—to know who we are in Christ, to have a feeling of righteousness or rightness with God. God declares we have worth and value by the fact that He sent His Son Jesus to die for us. We are not supposed to go around all the time feeling wrong about ourselves, as so many people do. Usually people who feel that way think,
“There’s something wrong with me. I’m not what I need to be. I’m not where I need to be. I don’t look the way I should look. I’m not talented. I don’t this. I don’t that. I don’t something else.”
The devil likes to remind us of what we are not, but God delights in affirming us and reminding us of who we are and what we can do through Jesus. Philippians 3:3 tells us to “put no confidence or dependence [on what we are] in the flesh and on . . . external appearances,” but to “glory and pride ourselves in Jesus Christ.” We are to look at Jesus, not ourselves.
Insecurity stems from looking at our weaknesses, our flaws, and inabilities. Freedom from insecurity comes when we do what Hebrews 12:2 instructs us do to: look away from all that distracts us to Jesus, Who is the Author and Finisher of our faith. Our flaws will certainly distract us if we pay too much attention to them. We should confess our faults to God and trust Him to change us in His own way and timing.
KNOWLEDGE LEADS TO DELIVERANCE
Do you live under a burden of guilt and condemnation, feeling unrighteous, unworthy, and insecure? Are you a people-pleaser, always looking for the approval of others?
If the answer is yes, then I hope by the grace and the mercy of God to help you get over those feelings because they affect not only your personal relationships, but also your prayer life and your ability to be promoted in life. They certainly steal your joy and your peace—and that is not God’s will for you or anyone else.
God’s will is that you enjoy your life—and you can do that, if you know how. That “how” is what I want to share with you in Approval Addiction. In the following pages are some tremendous insights I learned from God that helped me overcome the insecurities in my life and live in the righteousness, peace, and joy that are ours as children of God (See Romans 14:17). I have divided this book into three sections. Part I deals with accepting who we are in Christ—understanding we aren’t perfect and that it is okay. Part II addresses some specific addictions that hinder our walk with God and with others and what we need to do to overcome them. Finally, in Part III I talk about some general truths regarding our wholeness in God and where we need to be headed in our lives if we’re truly going to beat our addiction to approval. Throughout this book I will walk you through the steps and show you relevant Scriptures and personal stories that help you see you’re not alone, and that there is ultimate triumph.
I pray that as you read this book, you will begin to experience healing and freedom. The pathway to freedom is not necessarily an easy one. But pressing forward toward that goal is definitely easier than remaining in bondage. Knowledge of your right standing with God and the truth about your righteousness leads to deliverance from such feelings as condemnation, defeat, inadequacy, insecurity, and the need for approval from people. You will be lifted to new levels of freedom and become a confident, mature person—one who can walk in the security of who you are in Christ. His approval will be all you need.
So take that first step now to overcome the Approval Addiction by taking an honest look at who you are and how you feel about yourself.
Chapter 1
Facing Fear And Finding Freedom
The first step in understanding an out-of-balance need for approval is to understand fear. The variety of fears people deal with is endless, but an important one I discovered in my own life—and one you may be dealing with yourself— is the fear of not being pleasing to God. If you have been hurt and wounded by people who were difficult or even impossible to please, you may think God is the same way. He isn’t! It is not as difficult to please God as we may think it is. Simple, childlike faith pleases Him. He already knows we will not behave perfectly all the time. That is why He sent Jesus to pay for our failures and mistakes.
As I said in the Introduction, I struggled and suffered in frustration many years trying to please God with good, or even perfect, behavior. At the same time I was always fearful I was failing. It seemed no matter what I did right,
I always saw something I was doing wrong. I never felt good enough; no matter what I did, I always felt as if I needed to do more. I felt God was displeased with me, and even though that was not accurate, it was true for me because I believed it. I was deceived!
There is a possibility you, too, have been deceived. To be deceived means to believe a lie. Many people are trapped in bondage that makes them miserable simply because they have wrong belief systems. It is very possible you believe some things with all your heart, yet those things are not true at all. I once believed my future would always be affected by my past, but then I learned through God’s Word that what I believed was not true at all.
We can let go of what lies behind, be totally forgiven for all our wrongdoing, and enjoy the awesome future God had planned for us since before the beginning of time.
“WHAT MUST I DO TO PLEASE GOD?”
There are two main things I believe we must do to please God. Number one is to have faith in Jesus, and number two is to desire to please Him with all our heart. It is important to understand that we cannot have one without the other. The Bible says without faith it is impossible to please God (See Hebrews 11:6).
In John 6:28-29 we read about some people who asked Jesus:
What are we to do, that we may [habitually] be working the works of God? [What are we to do to carry out what God requires?]
Jesus replied, This is the work (service) that God asks of you; that you believe in the One Whom He has sent.
So you see God is pleased when we believe in His Son Jesus, and He is not pleased when we don’t. We might do numerous good and benevolent works, yet if we have no faith in Jesus, God is still not pleased with us. But if we believe and trust in God, we enter His rest according to Hebrews 4; we feel at ease and comfortable rather than fearful and anxious about life.
We believe, and God works. Our work—the work of the believer—is simply to believe. Remember, we are accepted because of our faith, not our good works. Christians are referred to as believers. If our job were to achieve, we would be called achievers, not believers. We often want to place an emphasis on what we do, but our focus should be on what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. We can concentrate on our sin and be miserable, or we can concentrate on God’s forgiveness and mercy and be happy.
If our job were to achieve, we would be called achievers, not believers.
Once we see this truth, we can enjoy our relationship with God. We don’t have to live under the pressure of acceptance by performance, followed by a fear of failure each time our performance is less than perfect. We do not have to be addicted to approval and ready to obtain it by any means. If we want to please God with all our hearts, all we need to do is believe in His Son Jesus Christ and believe what He says in His Word.
I lived in the performance-acceptance trap for many years. I was addicted to approval. I felt if I performed well, then I would be approved of and accepted by God and people. I did not feel good about nor accept myself unless I performed well. When I did not perform well, I automatically assumed God rejected me because that was what I was accustomed to with people. Once again truth was distorted for me through a wrong belief system.
God does not reject us when we make mistakes, but if we think He does, if we fear He does, the lie we have believed becomes truth to us. I once had an employee who had experienced a lot of rejection from her father when she did not do well in school or perform perfectly in other areas. The rejection she experienced early in her life caused her to develop some behavior patterns that were difficult to understand. When her job performance was anything less than perfect, I sensed her withdrawing from me and felt rejected by her. Not only did she withdraw, she also went into a work frenzy trying to get more done.
This behavior really bothered me and made it difficult for me to have a comfortable relationship with her. As her employer I dreaded giving her direction or correction about anything because I knew from experience how she would behave. As a matter of fact, I dreaded even asking her how various projects were coming along because if she could not give me a perfect report she became upset even if I remained calm. If I asked the status of her work, the only time she seemed settled and happy was if she could tell me everything was done, and done perfectly right.
I did not understand her actions at the time, but through prayer and sharing openly we finally discovered she was extremely afraid of being rejected if she did not perform perfectly. Even though I was not rejecting her, her fear of being rejected caused her to withdraw from me. To make matters worse, her withdrawal and silence then made me feel she was rejecting me, or that I had done something wrong. Her belief system was wrong, but it nonetheless created an uncomfortable atmosphere in which Satan could easily work.
I did not expect her to be perfect, but she expected it of herself. I was not pressuring her; she was pressuring herself. Even though I was not upset with her progress, she assumed I was and reacted to me accordingly. Her behavior really confused me and made me not want to work with her. Thankfully, she eventually learned to believe I loved and accepted her even though her performance was not always perfect. This enabled us to work together in joy for many years.
Just as I had learned before in my own life, my employee had to learn to believe what I said rather than what she felt. We must choose to do the same thing in our relationship with God. We must learn to trust God’s Word more than our own feelings. We often bow down to our feelings without realizing how fickle and changeable they are. Our feelings are not a reliable source of information. God loves us and accepts us unconditionally. His love is not based on our performance. The Bible says in Ephesians 1:6 KJV that we are made acceptable in the Beloved. As I said earlier, it is our faith in Jesus that makes us acceptable to God and pleases Him, not our performance.
We must learn to trust God’s Word more than our own feelings.
We are not living by faith if we believe how we feel more than we believe what God’s Word says. Do you believe the God of the Bible or the god of your feelings?
DESIRING TO PLEASE HIM IN ALL THINGS
Anyone who loves God wants to please Him. The fact that we have a desire to please Him pleases Him. To please someone means to be well thought of or approved by that person. We want God’s approval, and there is nothing wrong with that. As a matter of fact, a desire to please God is necessary; it motivates us to seek His will in all things.
People who have a deep desire to please God may not perform perfectly all the time, but they keep pressing forward and always have the attitude of wanting to improve.
In 2 Chronicles 16:9 we see God is searching to and fro for someone in whom He can show Himself strong, someone whose heart is perfect toward Him. The Scripture does not say He is looking for someone with a perfect performance, but rather someone with a perfect heart—a heart that desires to please Him, a heart that is grieved over sin and evil, a heart that believes in Him and His willingness and ability to forgive and restore. God knows we cannot manifest perfection. If we could be perfect in our performance, we would not need a Savior, and Jesus would have come in vain. Jesus came for those who were sick in spirit, body, and soul, not those who had no need (See Luke 5:31-32). It is acceptable to be needy!
God is a God of hearts. He sees and cares about our attitude of heart even more than our performance. I have said many times that I believe God would rather have a believer who has a good heart and a less than perfect performance than one who has a perfect performance but an impure heart.
For example, Jesus had much to say to the Pharisees of His day. They had a polished performance, they kept the laws, they followed all the rules and regulations, and they were proud of it. They also had a judgmental attitude toward others, they did not walk in love, and they showed no mercy. Jesus called them whitewashed tombs full of dead men’s bones:
Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, pretenders (hypocrites)! For you are like tombs that have been whitewashed, which look beautiful on the outside but inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything impure. (Matthew 23:27)
These Pharisees were very religious people—they kept all the rules—but their hearts were not right.
Truth pleases God. According to John 4:23-24 He is seeking worshipers who will worship Him in spirit and in truth (reality). He hates pretense! This is why I said earlier that two of the most important things to God are faith in Jesus and a pure heart that desires to please Him in all things.
A man once said to me, “I’m not mean; I’m just stupid.”
His description of himself was correct. He is a person whom everyone likes, and he wants to do right, yet he seems to consistently make wrong decisions that get him into trouble. It is difficult to remain angry with him because he really does not intend to cause trouble even though he frequently does.
I am sure you have met people like the man I am describing—people who are very frustrating, yet you really like them. I think God must see us that way at times. We do things that cause trouble in our own lives and then run to God to help us. The good news is that He does help us again and again because He knows our frame and remembers that we are but dust (See Psalm 103:14). As human beings, we look at the performance of others, but God sees the heart:
But the Lord said to Samuel, Look not on his appearance or at the height of his stature, for I have rejected him. For the Lord sees not as man sees; for man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart. (1 Samuel 16:7)
“THE THING I FEAR COMES UPON ME”
For the thing which I greatly fear comes upon me, and that of which I am afraid befalls me. (Job 3:25)
As I said earlier, fear is a terrible emotion—a self-fulfilling one. Job had fears concerning his children and finally reached a place in his life where he saw his fears coming to pass. The Bible says it will be unto us as we believe (See Matthew 9:29). That principle works in the negative as well as the positive. We can receive by fear as well as by faith.
My husband and I once hired a handyman to do some work for us. He kept saying he was afraid he would set off the security alarm. We went over the instructions with him several times but could tell that he still lacked confidence. The first day he came to do some work, he set the alarm when he left and everything seemed to be fine. But that evening we had some bad storms, and something set the alarm off at 3:00 A.M. The police called and said a door was ajar and they had secured it. We had to call the man we hired and ask him to go check. The news that the alarm went off really unsettled him. He said, “I was afraid that would happen.”
Fear is simply faith in what Satan says.
Fear is simply faith in what Satan says. We must remember that not only does God speak to us but Satan also speaks. He is a liar (See John 8:44), and when we believe his lies, we are deceived and the door is open for him to work in our lives. We open the door for God to work by placing faith in His Word, and we open the door for Satan to work by placing faith in his word. He places thoughts in our minds that are not true, but can become true for us if they are believed. If we are afraid we are not pleasing to God or people, we will manifest behavior that will actually make us displeasing. The same principle works with rejection. If we fear being rejected, we will often behave in a way that will cause people to reject us. We produce what we believe!
Because I am seen as a strong authority figure, I sometimes encounter people who are afraid of me or very nervous in my presence. I don’t do anything to make them afraid; they have a problem from something in their past that has left them insecure and fearful in the presence of authority. I don’t like it when people are afraid of me. Just as in the case of my employee whose past issues strained our work relationship, it makes me uncomfortable and can actually cause me not to want to be around them. Their fear of me produces the very thing they are afraid of.
I know what I’m talking about, because I dealt with the same issue from the other side. I was raised in a very dysfunctional home—a home filled with violence, abuse, and fear. Because I was mistreated, I developed the feeling that I was flawed and unacceptable. I was ashamed of myself. I was afraid to meet new people because I felt they would not like me, and sure enough most of them did not. Even the ones I did become friends with often told me later they did not like me when they first met me. I got exactly what I believed!
GOD LOVES US!
As children of God we can renew our minds through studying God’s Word and begin to think differently (See Romans 12:2). As we think differently, we will behave differently, because where the mind goes the man follows (See Proverbs 23:7). When I saw in the Word of God that He actually was pleased with me and accepted me even though I did not behave perfectly, it changed my thinking. I started expecting people to like me. And sure enough, they did. I even began to confess out loud that God gave me favor and that people liked me. I learned to say what God said about me instead of what the devil wanted me to believe.1
Ask yourself what you have been expecting out of life, and you may discover the reason behind some of your disappointments. God wants us to aggressively expect good things, not bad ones. He wants us to expect acceptance as His gift to us. God will give us favor and approval if we expect it. Satan will give us rejection and disapproval if we expect it. Living in God’s supernatural favor is certainly better than attempting to earn acceptance through people-pleasing and a perfect performance.
In Matthew 3:13-17 we read an account of Jesus’ baptism. When He came up out of the water, the Holy Spirit descended from heaven like a dove and landed on Him, and a voice from heaven said, “This is My Son, My Beloved, in Whom I delight!” Then, in Matthew 17:5 on the Mount of Transfiguration, a shining cloud overshadowed Jesus and His disciples, and a voice from the cloud said, “This is My Son, My Beloved, with Whom I am [and have always been] delighted.” One day as I was studying, I realized that if Jesus needed to hear and receive this encouragement twice, how much more do we need to hear that we are pleasing to God? More important, what if Jesus had rejected His Father’s words? How would it have affected His life and ministry?
God tries to tell us in His Word how much He loves us, that He accepts us, and that even though He already knew every mistake we would ever make, He actually chose us for Himself:
Even as [in His love] He chose us [actually picked us out for Himself as His own] in Christ before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy (consecrated and set apart for Him) and blameless in His sight, even above reproach, before Him in love. (Ephesians 1:4)
We read it, but we have a difficult time receiving it. We let our feelings steal the blessing of God’s acceptance and approval. We let people’s opinions determine our worth and value rather than relying on God’s Word.
I encourage you to say out loud several times a day, “God loves me unconditionally, and He is pleased with me.” The mind rejects such statements; after all, how could God, Who is perfect, be pleased with us in our imperfections? The point is that God separates who we are from what we do. My children are Meyers. They don’t always act right, but they never stop being Meyers; they never stop being my children. Knowing they have a right heart goes a long way with me. They make mistakes, but as long as they admit it, and their heart is right, I am always willing to work with them.
God loves me unconditionally, and He is pleased with me.
God feels the same about us. As believers in Jesus Christ, we are God’s children. We may not always act the way He wants us to, but we never stop being His children.
YOU ARE NO SURPRISE TO GOD
We act as if God is shocked to discover we make mistakes. He is not in heaven wringing His hands saying, “Oh no! I had no idea you would act like this when I chose you.”
God has a big eraser, and He uses it to keep our record clean and clear. He knows the end from the beginning of all things (See Isaiah 46:10). He already knows what our thoughts are and every word in our mouth that is still unuttered. He is acquainted with all of our ways (See Psalm 139:1-4). Even with all His foreknowledge of our weaknesses and the mistakes we would make, He still chose us on purpose and brought us into relationship with Himself through Christ.
If we never make mistakes, then we are probably not making any decisions either. F. Scott Fitzgerald said, “Never confuse a single mistake with a final mistake.” Our mistakes have value; we can learn from them. I like what author and speaker John C. Maxwell had to say about them. He said mistakes are:
M essages that give us feedback about life.
I nterruptions that should cause us to reflect and think.
S ignposts that direct us to the right path.
T ests that push us toward greater maturity.
A wakenings that keep us in the game mentally.
K eys that we can use to unlock the next door of opportunity.
E xplorations that let us journey where we’ve never been before.
S tatements about our development and progress.
I’m reminded of an anecdote I’ve read and heard several times over the years. A well-known speaker started off his seminar by holding up a fifty-dollar bill. In the room of two hundred, he asked, “Who would like this fifty-dollar bill?” Hands started going up. He said, “I am going to give it to one of you, but first let me do this.”
He proceeded to crumple the bill up. He then asked, “Who still wants it?”
Still the hands were up in the air.
“Well,” he replied, “what if I do this?” And he dropped it on the ground and started to grind it into the floor with his shoe. He picked it up, now all crumpled and dirty.
“Now who still wants it?” Still the hands went into the air.
“My friends, you have all learned a very valuable lesson. No matter what I did to the money, you still wanted it because it did not decrease in value. It was still worth fifty dollars.
Many times in our lives, we are dropped, crumpled, and ground into the dirt by the decisions we make and the circumstances that come our way. We feel as though we are worthless. But no matter what has happened or what will happen, we will never lose our value in God’s eyes. Dirty or clean, crumpled or finely creased, we are still priceless to Him.
Our desire for approval can only truly be met by receiving God’s acceptance and approval of us. God told Jeremiah that before He formed him in the womb of his mother, He knew him and approved of him as His chosen instrument (See Jeremiah 1:5). When God says He knows us, He means He really knows us. This is a knowing that leaves nothing out.
We will never lose our value in God’s eyes.
It is amazing to me that God chose me. I don’t think I would have chosen me. But God’s tool chest has some interesting things in it. He works with what the world would reject as useless and would throw away as trash:
God selected (deliberately chose) what in the world is foolish to put the wise to shame, and what the world calls weak to put the strong to shame.
And God also selected (deliberately chose) what in the world is lowborn and insignificant and branded and treated with contempt, even the things that are nothing, that He might depose and bring to nothing the things that are. (1 Corinthians 1:27-28)
Yes, God chooses and uses what the world would reject and throw away! Was Jeremiah perfect? Absolutely not! God had to correct him about fear, especially fear of people. Jeremiah was afraid of being rejected and disapproved of. God corrected him about speaking negatively and encouraged him to go forward and not give up. God actually told Jeremiah not to look at people’s faces. We pay too much attention to how people respond to us. We often watch their faces to see if they approve or disapprove of what we are wearing, our hair, our performance, et cetera.
Yes, Jeremiah had problems just like we do. When God saw Jeremiah, He did not see perfection, but He obviously did see someone with a right heart who believed in Him. He saw those two main ingredients in pleasing God: (1) faith in Jesus and (2) a deep desire to please Him.
Although Jeremiah was not perfect, he did submit to the call of God on his life. Jeremiah, despite criticism, unpopularity, and attacks against him, faithfully delivered God’s message to the nation of Judah.
Elijah was another great prophet. God used him mightily, and his fame was widespread, yet he also had imperfections. He experienced seasons of fear, depression, self-pity, and a desire to give up (See 1 Kings 19:3-4).
James wrote while encouraging the church to pray and believe their prayers would be answered:
Elijah was a human being with a nature such as we have [with feelings, affections, and a constitution like ours]; and he prayed earnestly for it not to rain, and no rain fell on the earth for three years and six months. And [then] he prayed again and the heavens supplied rain and the land produced its crops [as usual]. (James 5:17-18)
James wanted to make the point that even imperfect people can pray, and God will hear. Why does God do that? Because He is pleased with faith and a heart that is right.
God is not surprised by our human behavior; actually He tries to tell us what to expect of ourselves:
What is the nature of your life? You are [really] but a wisp of vapor (a puff of smoke, a mist) that is visible for a little while and then disappears [into thin air]. (James 4:14)
A voice says, Cry [prophesy]! And I said, What shall I cry? [The voice answered, Proclaim:] All flesh is as frail as grass, and all that makes it attractive [its kindness, its goodwill, . . . its glory and comeliness, however good] is transitory, like the flower of the field.
The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely [all] the people are like grass. (Isaiah 40:6-7)
The flesh (man) is like a puff of smoke or a blade of grass —here for a very short period of time and not very stable. God knows it and has no problem with it, because He is willing to work through us and show Himself strong in our weakness. Actually the Bible states that God’s strength shows itself most effectively in our weaknesses (See 2 Corinthians 12:9). God has no problem with the knowledge of what we lack; we are the ones who have problems with it. We have a difficult time admitting to ourselves or anyone else that we are anything less than perfect. It is important for us to know what we can do, but even more important for us to know what we cannot do. We need to face our weaknesses, not feel bad about them.
Get up every day, love God, and do your best. He will do the rest!
Get up every day, love God, and do your best. He will do the rest! Remember, God is not surprised by your inabilities, your imperfections, or your faults. He has always known everything about you that you are just now finding out, and He chose you on purpose for Himself. Jesus will present you blameless and faultless to God, if you place your trust in Him (See 1 Corinthians 1:7-8).
When we face our fears, we can find our freedom. In John 8:32 Jesus said, “The truth will set you free.” The word fear means to run away from. We don’t have to run from anything; we can confront all things in the power of the Holy Spirit. It is time to stop running, to “stand still, and see the salvation of the LORD” (Exodus 14:13).
We’ve talked about fear in this chapter. Now let’s take a further look at what it means to be truly sure of ourselves in God, and how that helps us overcome our need for approval.
Chapter 2
Knowing Who You Are
One of the greatest cures for approval addiction is the knowledge of who we are in Christ. According to 2 Corinthians 5:21 (KJV), we have been made the righteousness of God in Christ. The phrase “in Christ” (v. 19) is one that must be understood if we are to walk in victory. What we are in Christ is very different from what we are in ourselves. In and of ourselves we are absolutely nothing of any value, but “in Christ” we partake of everything He deserved and earned. The Bible says we are “joint-heirs” with Christ (See Romans 8:17 KJV). In Him we share His inheritance, His righteousness, and His holiness.
Learn to identify with Christ; see yourself as “in Him.” The Bible teaches us in Romans chapter 6 that when He died, we died, and when He was raised to a new life, we were raised with Him. If we were to place two pennies in a jar, seal the jar, and submerge it in water, the pennies would be in the water just as much as the jar is. Actually, though, the pennies would be better off, because they would be in the same place as the jar but they wouldn’t get wet.
We may use this analogy to better understand what it means to say we are “in Christ.” Jesus is the jar and we are the pennies. All those who are believers in Jesus Christ are considered to be “in Him.” What Jesus went through in His experience, we share. Even though we have not had the actual experience of going through it, it becomes ours through faith in Him.
Ephesians 1:17-23 and 2:5-6 teach us that we are seated with Him in heavenly places at the right hand of God. How can we be two places at once? How can we be here on earth and be seated with Him in heaven at the same time? It is possible because we live in two realms at the same time. We have a fleshly life and a spiritual one. We are spirits who have a soul and live in a body. Our feet can be touching earth, and our heart can be touching heaven.
Once we understand how God sees us through Christ, we can refrain from caring what people think about us, and feeling bad about ourselves. We don’t have to be addicted to their approval, because we already have God’s. We can stop living under condemnation or constantly looking for the approval of others. We can accept ourselves; and when we do so, others will begin to accept us also.
If a person is addicted to a substance, he only feels pain when he cannot get the substance. If he has a steady flow of it into his system, he will never feel pain. If we are addicted to people’s approval, we will always experience pain when that approval is withdrawn—as it always is, at one time or another. However, if we look to God for our approval, we will never experience the pain of withdrawal because we have a constant, steady flow of His love and acceptance. It is always available for the taking. It is free and abundant. We suffer much agony because we try to get from people what only God can give us, which is a sense of worth and value. Look to God for what you need, not to people.
Look to God for what you need, not to people.
RIGHT WITH GOD
For our sake He made Christ [virtually] to be sin Who knew no sin, so that in and through Him we might become [endued with, viewed as being in, and examples of] the righteousness of God [what we ought to be, approved and acceptable and in right relationship with Him, by His goodness]. (2 Corinthians 5:21)
Notice that this Scripture says we are viewed by God as being righteous. That means He decides to look at us a certain way. In Ephesians 1:5 the Bible says He loved us and through Jesus Christ adopted us as His own children, and that He did it because it pleased Him and was His kind intent. In other words, God loves us because He wants to, not because of anything we do to earn or merit His love. Since He is God, He can do anything He wants to do, and He needs no one’s permission to do it.
It may seem unreasonable to us that God would love us, because we look at ourselves and can find no reason for Him to do so. God does not have to be reasonable, because He is God! Just because we cannot understand what God does, does not stop Him from doing it. We understand God with our hearts, not with our heads. We may not know in our head why God loves us, but we can know in our heart that He does. People usually need a reason to love and accept us but God does not.
We need to understand that being righteous does not mean we are so totally perfect we have no weaknesses or flaws. It means we believe Jesus became sin through His death on the cross, and by becoming sin for us, made us righteous. He actually took our sin upon Himself and paid the penalty for it. Being righteous is a state that God, by His grace, places us into through our faith in the truth of what Jesus did for us.
Righteousness—or the right way of being what God wishes or desires—is not the result of what we do, but rather what Jesus has done for us (See 2 Corinthians 5:1721). Righteousness is imputed to us by the grace and mercy of God. God made Jesus to be sin in order to make us righteous; therefore, if we believe that truth, then we are righteous, and out of that knowledge and belief we can act right.
On the other hand, if we never believe Jesus became sin for us and made us righteous, then we will never begin to do what is right in our life. We first need to know we have been made right. We cannot produce something we do not have. God would never expect us to produce something He did not first give us. He gives us His love and then expects us to love others. He showers us with His mercy and kindness and then expects us to be kind and merciful to others. In the same way He gives us His own righteousness and expects us to behave right.
We need a “righteousness consciousness,” not a “sin consciousness.”
If we were an apple tree, it would not be difficult for us to produce apples. We would not have to struggle to produce fruit, because it would be the natural order of things. In the same way, if we know we are right with God, the automatic response is to do right. But if we believe we are “an old, rotten sinner,” then we will just keep sinning and sinning because what we do comes out of our “who”—out of who we believe we are. We need a “righteousness consciousness,” not a “sin consciousness.”
Under the Old Covenant people’s sins could be covered by the sacrifice of the blood of bulls and goats. But the consciousness of sin could never be erased. Their sin was covered, but not removed. Under the New Covenant our sins are completely removed by the blood of Jesus, and even the consciousness of sin can be removed, because our consciences are cleansed:
He went once for all into the [Holy of] Holies [of heaven], not by virtue of the blood of goats and calves [by which to make reconciliation between God and man], but His own blood, having found and secured a complete redemption (an everlasting release for us).
For if [the mere] sprinkling of unholy and defiled persons with blood of goats and bulls and with the ashes of a burnt heifer is sufficient for the purification of the body,
How much more surely shall the blood of Christ, Who by virtue of [His] eternal Spirit [His own pre-existent divine personality] has offered Himself as an unblemished sacrifice to God, purify our consciences from dead works and lifeless observances to serve the [ever] living God? (Hebrews 9:12-14)
BE RELAXED IN SPIRIT
Who is the man who reverently fears and worships the Lord? Him shall He teach in the way that he should choose.
He himself shall dwell at ease. (Psalm 25:12-13)
To overcome an addiction to approval, we need to be comfortable spiritually. That statement may sound strange to you, but let me explain what I mean.
At my church in St. Louis in 1980, I had a job as the pastor’s secretary. After one day I got fired. Do you know why? Because I was not a secretary; therefore I could not do what a secretary does. I could type, and I was a decent businesswoman, but that was not what God wanted me to do. It was not part of His plan for my life. I wanted that job to work out because it was my plan, but God would not allow it because He had other plans for me.
If you want to be unhappy, uncomfortable, and insecure, just spend your life trying to do something that is not right for you. It is just like trying to wear shoes that don’t fit.
One time I was out shopping with a friend and I tried on a pair of shoes I really liked. They were so pretty that I wanted to buy them, but they were just a little tight.
My friend said a wise thing to me. She asked me, “Are they comfortable?”
“Oh, they’re okay,” I answered.
“But are they really comfortable?” she asked. “Because if they’re not really comfortable, they’re going to hurt your feet.”
“You’re right,” I said. “I’m not going to buy them because I want to be really comfortable.”
I thought about that incident later in my personal time with God, and I said to Him, “You know, Lord, I want to be comfortable spiritually, like being comfortable in the shoes I wear. I just want to be relaxed in spirit. I want my inner life to be at ease.”
Think for a moment of any army movie you may have seen. There always comes a time when the sergeant tells all the men to stand at attention. They immediately become rigid and stiff in their stance. They don’t move, and they certainly don’t look relaxed. After a while the officer in charge says, “At ease,” and immediately all the men relax. I believe God is speaking to His people and saying “At ease.” That does not mean all of life is going to be easy, but it does mean we can do what we need to do in life with an attitude of ease.
I came to a point in my life where I wanted to be relaxed about my relationship with God and my walk with Him. I wanted to be relaxed around people and not afraid of their disapproval. I wanted to be relaxed about my gifts and calling in life. I wanted to be relaxed about everything that concerned me. I wanted to enjoy God and not spend most of my time with Him afraid He was angry because of my flaws.
I didn’t want to be tied up in knots anymore. I didn’t want to be tormented by fears and insecurities. I didn’t want to have an ungodly need for approval—one that was so severe I would do almost anything just to feel people approved of me. I didn’t want to feel condemned because of my imperfections.
I wanted to like myself and believe I had worth and value.
I wanted to know who I was in Christ and Who He could be through me if I would let Him. I wanted the reality of righteousness, peace, and joy that the Bible said I could have (See Romans 14:17).
We can do what we need to do in life with an attitude of ease.
How about you? Have you had enough tension, discomfort, and insecurity in your life? Are you tired of being tied up in knots? Tired of being afraid of what people think of you and what they may be saying about you? Do you want to be “at ease”? Well, you can relax, knowing God loves you. He accepts you in Christ, and He approves of you as His beloved child.
FIND SIMPLICITY IN CHRIST
But I fear, lest somehow, as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, so your minds may be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ. (2 Corinthians 11:3 NKJV)
Believing God really is simple, yet we make it very complicated. The Bible says we must become as little children or we will not enter the kingdom of God (See Matthew 18:3). Little children are simple. They usually believe what adults whom they trust tell them. They don’t try to figure everything out; they simply believe. Hebrews 4 teaches us that we can enter the rest of God through believing (See v. 3). It says we should be zealous and exert ourselves and strive diligently to enter the rest of God. We should have knowledge of it and experience it for ourselves (See v. 11). Those who have entered the rest of God have ceased from the weariness and pain of human labors (See v. 10). They are not tied up in knots; they are relaxed, secure, and free to be themselves.
We can even enter the rest of God concerning what people think of us and whether they approve of us. We can become so secure in Christ that as long as we know our heart is right, we know whatever people think of us is between them and God and not our concern.
Whatever people think of us is between them and God and not our concern.
The apostle Paul had this kind of confidence in Christ. In 1 Corinthians 4 we see a situation in which Paul was being judged regarding his faithfulness. He made it very clear he was not the least bit concerned about what people thought of him, because he knew who he was in Christ:
But [as for me personally] it matters very little to me that I should be put on trial by you [on this point], and that you or any other human tribunal should investigate and question and cross-question me. I do not even put myself on trial and judge myself. (1 Corinthians 4:3)
GOD IS ON OUR SIDE
What then shall we say to [all] this? If God is for us, who [can be] against us? [Who can be our foe, if God is on our side?] (Romans 8:31)
According to Paul’s letter to the Romans, God is for us. We also know that Satan is against us. The question we must ask is are we going to get into agreement with God or with the devil? You know the answer. Stop being against yourself just because Satan is against you!
Sad to say, sometimes we discover people are also against us. Satan works through people as well as independently. He attacks our confidence through the things people say or don’t say. How important are people’s opinions of us? Are we thinking for ourselves, or are we always taking everyone else’s opinion? If people’s opinions, judgments, and attitudes toward us are sometimes inspired by the devil, instead of agreeing with what they think and say, we must resist it.
If we know God is for us, then it shouldn’t matter how we feel, or what other people think of us. As the Bible says, if God is for us, then who can be against us? If He is on our side, then what can others do to us:
So we take comfort and are encouraged and confidently and boldly say, The Lord is my Helper; I will not be seized with alarm [I will not fear or dread or be terrified]. What can man do to me? (Hebrews 13:6)
Most of us, to some extent, need to be delivered from the fear of man. We need to be completely delivered from caring what people think. People who always need the approval of others desperately want everybody to look at them from head to toe and say, “Perfect.” When they do any kind of a job, they want everybody to look at it and say, “Perfect.” In everything they do—the way they look, the things they say, every action they take—they want people to say, “Perfect.”
If we are trying to be perfect, we are going to be disappointed—it won’t work, because you and I are imperfect human beings. Even if we could manifest perfection, some people still would not be satisfied simply because they are unhappy individuals who will never be content with anything until they change their own attitudes. We need to give God our reputation and let Him be in charge of it from now on.
DON’T FEAR BEING NEEDY
I don’t know about you, but I am a very needy person. Every day I tell the Lord, “Father, You are looking at a desperate woman. I need You, Lord. Without You I can do nothing.”
In 1 John 1:9 the Bible teaches us that if we admit our sins and confess them, He will forgive us and cleanse us from all unrighteousness. Start by freely admitting all your faults. Hold nothing back. Admit them to God and to people. Don’t make excuses or place blame elsewhere. As you do this, you will experience a new freedom, and your relationship with Jesus and with people will improve greatly. I have found that if I tell people my faults before they find them on their own, neither one of us is as bothered by them. Be open with people. Most people respect and admire honesty and openness. It is what we try to hide that comes back to haunt us.
Invite Jesus into every area of your life. Don’t feel you must hide your faults from Him. He knows all about them anyway. Actually, the Lord knows more about us than we can remember or will ever discover and He loves us anyway. Give God not only what you are but especially give Him what you are not. It is easy to offer Him our strengths, but we should also offer Him our weaknesses because His strength, is made perfect in our weaknesses. Don’t hold anything back; give God everything! The Lord doesn’t see only what we are right now, He sees what we can become if He is patient with us. He knows the plans
He has for us, and they are plans for progress and success, not defeat and failure (See Jeremiah 29:11).
If I tell people my faults before they find them on their own, neither one of us is as bothered by them.
A thorough and complete confession of our sins gives us a good, clean, fresh feeling. It might be compared to a closet that has been closed up for a long time and is full of junk and dirt. Once it has been cleaned completely, the junk thrown away, the dirt removed, and fresh air introduced, it becomes a pleasant place. We can enjoy ourselves and feel fresh and clean once we have completely confessed our sins and received God’s forgiveness of them.
A NEW AND LIVING WAY
Therefore, brethren . . . we have full freedom and confidence to enter into the [Holy of] Holies [by the power and virtue] in the blood of Jesus,
By this fresh (new) and living way which He initiated and dedicated and opened for us through the separating curtain (veil of the Holy of Holies), that is, through His flesh. (Hebrews 10:19-20)
Believing we are made right with God through our faith in Jesus Christ is a new and living way, one that gives us freedom, boldness, and confidence. Trying to follow the law (trying to do everything right) in order to earn acceptance ministers death (every kind of misery) to us; but Jesus offers us His grace, which produces life. Grace is God’s power coming to us free of charge to help us do with ease what we could never accomplish on our own. With man many things are impossible, but with God all things are possible (See Matthew 19:26). Grace is freeing! It puts the burden to perform on God, rather than on the believer. As believers in Jesus Christ, our work is to believe while God works on our behalf.
I cannot make myself acceptable to all people, and neither can you, but we can believe God will give us favor with the people He wants us involved with. Sometimes we try to have relationships with people God does not even want us to be associated with. Some of the people I really worked hard to be friends with in the past, often compromising my own conscience in order to gain their acceptance, were the very ones who rejected me the first time I didn’t do exactly as they wanted me to. I realize now I wanted their friendship for wrong reasons. I was insecure and wanted to be friends with the “popular” people, thinking my association with important people would make me important.
Knowing who we are in Christ sets us free from the need to impress others. As long as we know who we are, we don’t have to be overly concerned about what others think of us. Once we know who we are and accept ourselves, we no longer have anything to prove. When we have nothing to prove we can relax and be at ease in every situation.
Knowing who we are in Christ sets us free from the need to impress others.
You will notice in Scripture that Jesus never tried to defend Himself, no matter what He was accused of. Why? Because He knew the truth about Himself, and that was the important thing to Him. He was not addicted to approval from people; therefore, He was free from the tyranny of what they might think of Him or say about Him. He was satisfied by the knowledge He possessed of Himself. He did not need anyone else’s approval except His heavenly Father’s, and He knew He had that.
True friends don’t try to control you. They help you be what God wants you to be. Put your faith in God, and ask Him to give you friends who are truly right for you. Perhaps you never thought of using your faith for right friends, but God offers us a new way to live. He invites us to live by faith. There is no part of your life God is not concerned about, and He wants to be involved in everything you want, need, or do. So let Him in.
Romans 14:23 (KJV) actually states that “whatsoever is not of faith is sin.” That is a strong statement, and I encourage you to meditate on it in order to gain its full meaning. Everything we do must be done in faith to be acceptable to God. Why? Because He knows faith is the doorway to enjoying life, and that is exactly what He wants for you and me (See John 10:10). Jesus said we can do nothing apart from Him (See John 15:5). We should put our faith in the Lord to help us choose right friends, as well as everything else that concerns us.
PEOPLE CAN BE SUPERNATURALLY DRAWN TO YOU
Knowing who you are in Christ will help you be confident, and as a result others will be drawn to you. People feel confident when they are with other confident people.
As an employer, I have noticed that when I ask people to do a job, and they respond with confidence, my own level of confidence in them also increases. However, if they respond insecurely or fearfully, I immediately begin to lose confidence and start wondering if they are right for the job I need done. I am strengthened by the confidence of others and weakened by their lack of confidence. We affect one another.
People look for things in other people that will make them feel better, safe, and secure. If I stepped into the pulpit to teach God’s Word and appeared to lack confidence, immediately the people in my audience would lose confidence in me. They might wonder if I knew what I was doing or how I could help them if I seemed insecure myself. Satan has often tried to steal my confidence while I am teaching, but God has taught me to stand firm in this area. He has shown me that if I let Satan steal my confidence, he will gain control of the conference I am leading. When there is a disturbance in the meeting, I always strive to remain calm and confident. I know the people will follow my response. Once a water pipe burst during a conference, and water began to spray all over the people in a certain section of the building. I could see the disturbance immediately frightened everyone, because they did not understand what was going on. I remained calm and confident while I gathered information about what was happening. I assured the people they would be safe. My confidence kept them confident. If I had become frantic and fearful, there could have been a mass exodus from the building, and people might have even been hurt.
We can lead people in fear or we can lead them in confidence. We are to be confident but we are not to place our confidence in anything other than Christ Himself. Knowing our position in Him gives us confidence, and as a result people will desire friendship with us. Confident people never lack for friends. Why? Because they have what everyone wants. They have assurance and confidence, they have worth and value, and they are secure.
Confident people never lack for friends.
In this chapter we have discussed being confident in who we are and in how God sees us. In the next chapter, I would like you to take a deeper look at how important it is to understand our righteousness in God—only in believing in and living that righteousness can we begin to enjoy freedom from the misery of an addiction to approval.
Chapter 3
Conforming To Righteousness
When we accept by faith the truth that we are the righteousness of God (See 2 Corinthians 5:21) and receive it personally, we begin to conform to what we believe we are. The burden of insecurity is lifted from us; we are no longer ruled by what other people say or think about us. But a lack of understanding about righteousness can result in an approval addiction and other bondages that leave us miserable and without freedom.
The Amplified Bible describes righteousness as being made right with God and then consistently conforming to His will in thought, word, and deed (See Romans 10:3). In other words, when we are made right with God, we begin to think right, we begin to talk right, and we begin to act right. It is a process in which we are continually making progress. The Holy Spirit works in us, helping us become the fullness of what the Father wants us to be in Christ. The outworking of righteousness—which is ultimately seen in right thoughts, words, and actions—cannot begin until we accept our right standing with God through Jesus Christ. The starting point is the moment when we believe we are the righteousness of God in Christ according to 2 Corinthians 5:21. Once again I encourage you to say out loud what God says about you in His holy word. Say daily, “I am the righteousness of God in Christ, and therefore I can produce right behavior.”
Let’s take a look at what it means to think, talk, and act right with God.
THINK RIGHT
Ask yourself what you believe about yourself. Do you believe you must have approval from people in order to be happy? If so, you will never be happy when anyone disapproves of you. Do you believe you are all wrong? If you do, you will continue to produce wrong behavior. The fruit of your life will be what you believe you are. God wants us to behave right, so He gives us what we need in order to do it. God will never require us to do something without giving us what we need to do it. God gives us the gift of righteousness so we can become righteous in what we think, say, and do! Although we have sinned, God’s free gift of righteousness cannot even be compared to our sin. Our sin is great, but His free gift of righteousness is greater. Our sin is swallowed up in His righteousness. Our righteousness is not found in what people think of us, it is found in Christ. He is our righteousness from God.
For if because of one man’s trespass (lapse, offense) death reigned through that one, much more surely will those who receive [God’s] overflowing grace (unmerited favor) and the free gift of righteousness [putting them into right standing with Himself] reign as kings in life through the one Man Jesus Christ (the Messiah, the Anointed One). (Romans 5:17)
We must learn to think about and believe in our righteousness.
TALK RIGHT
Words are powerful; take them seriously. Words can be your salvation. Words can also be your damnation. (Matthew 12:37 MESSAGE)
One of the ways we learn to talk right is by being careful what we say about ourselves.
For several years I have known a young lady whom I’ll call Susan. Susan loves the Lord, but she comes from an abusive background. She is very insecure and a real people-pleaser. I would definitely say she is an approval addict. Susan lets people rule her much of the time. Her decisions are influenced by what other people want her to do rather than by what the Holy Spirit wants her to do.
She says what she thinks people want to hear. She does not follow her own heart. Susan goes to church, but she doesn’t really hear much teaching on the biblical principles I am discussing in this chapter. She hears a lot of teaching about laws, rules, and regulations and church doctrines, but not nearly enough about how to live her life in victory. So she doesn’t understand the importance of words, especially her own words. She does not realize she is being defeated in life by her own words.
We need to learn to speak victoriously.
So many of us do the same thing. We need to learn to speak victoriously. We need to learn by faith to say about ourselves what God says about us in His Word.
ACT RIGHT
There are many churches that teach doctrine, and that is good. We all need a strong foundation of good solid doctrine. But along with that doctrine, we also need to know how to live our lives. If we are going to represent Jesus properly, we need to walk victoriously. The Bible states we are more than conquerors (See Romans 8:37) and we are to reign as kings in life through Jesus Christ (See Romans 5:17). If we are defeated and lack victory, no one will want what we have. But when we are victorious, others see it and want the same victories in their lives. To put it plainly, if we want other people to accept Jesus, we must show them that having a relationship with Him makes a real difference in our lives. When we call ourselves Christians and go to church but repeatedly behave badly, people think we are hypocrites and phonies. God has given us the power to make right choices and manifest right behavior. How we act is important!
God has given us the power to make right choices and manifest right behavior.
The realization that I was a Christian with very little victory is what urged me to seek a deeper relationship with God. That took place in 1976. As a Christian I knew I was saved by grace and that I would go to heaven when I died, but I was not enjoying the journey. I was miserable, and I had a negative attitude and life. Whatever effect I was having on others was probably not a positive one. I needed a big change. I was going to church but I did not truly know God’s Word. I trusted Him to go to heaven but not for everything that concerned me. I called on Him in emergencies but did not let Him into my everyday life. God had a much better life for me than I ever dreamed of, and He has the same thing for you.
Don’t settle for anything less than the best God has to offer you. You can have a deep, intimate, personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ. You can enjoy daily fellowship with Him and walk in victory as you travel through this life. The Lord desires to teach us how to live, how to think, how to talk, and how to act for our own good and happiness as well as to glorify Him. These principles are clearly taught in the Bible. When we diligently study the Word and allow the Lord to bless our life with truth, there is no end to what He can show us.
We are His personal representatives in the earth and we need to represent Him well (See 2 Corinthians 5:20).
Don’t settle for anything less than the best God has to offer you.
DOCTRINE VERSUS LIBERTY
But [as for] you, teach what is fitting and becoming to sound (wholesome) doctrine [the character and right living that identify true Christians]. (Titus 2:1)
I went to church for years and years and never heard a message about the power my words had on my life. I may have heard something about my thoughts, but if so, it wasn’t enough to make any impact on my life because it did not change my thinking. I heard about grace and salvation and other good things. But it wasn’t everything I needed to know in order to live in the righteousness, peace, and joy God offers to all who believe (See Romans 14:17).
There are many wonderful churches that teach God’s Word in its entirety and I encourage you to make sure that wherever you choose to go to church, it is a place where you are learning and growing spiritually. We should not go to church just to fulfill an obligation we may think we have to God. We should go to church to fellowship with other believers in Jesus Christ, to worship God, and to learn how to live the life Jesus died for us to have and enjoy. We are called salt and light in the Bible (See Matthew 5:13-16). That means our lives should make people thirsty for what we have and bring a bright spot into their darkness.
Sometimes religious teaching doesn’t take us far enough.
It just stays in the realm of doctrine. Sometimes we get so tied up in church doctrine and rules and regulations that we never really get over into the power, victory, and freedom Jesus died to give us. For example, I was taught to pray but never told I could come “boldly” to the throne of grace. I wasn’t taught about righteousness through Christ; therefore James 5:16, which states that tremendous power is made available when a righteous man prays, had no effect on my life. I tried to pray while I was filled with guilt and condemnation. I tried to pray while feeling insecure and fearful that God was not pleased with me. As a result my prayers were weak and not very effective. I learned about the principal of prayer but not the power of prayer available to the believer who understands righteousness.
Even more, I was given the impression that it was spiritual to feel unworthy and to see myself as a poor, miserable sinner. Although we have all sinned, it is not spiritual to feel bad about ourselves and be insecure—to feel as if we are no good, terrible, awful people who can never do anything right. I felt that way without Jesus, and I ended up feeling the same way after accepting Him as my Savior and Lord. That was wrong.
It is God’s will—and therefore spiritual and pleasing to Him—to see ourselves in Christ. We should believe that if we have repented of our sins and accepted Jesus as our Savior, He has given us His righteousness. We are to walk in this life with our head held high because we are children of God and He loves us.
RELIGION AND RIGHTEOUSNESS
Some people within the religious community become upset with hearing someone like me talk about righteousness. I have received more judgment and criticism from some religious people over the one issue of righteousness than over anything else I teach. I have been accused of saying I am without sin, which I have never said. I know I do wrong things; I sin, but I don’t concentrate on and continually fellowship with my sin.
My fellowship is with the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (See 1 John 1:3 KJV). Since God has made provision for our sins, I ask Him to forgive all my sins. I receive His gift of forgiveness, and then continue fellowshipping with and serving Him. I don’t believe I have to add my guilt to His sacrifice. His sacrifice was complete and perfect, and no work of my flesh can improve on what He has done:
My little children, I write you these things so that you may not violate God’s law and sin. But if anyone should sin, we have an Advocate (One Who will intercede for us) with the Father—[it is] Jesus Christ [the all] righteous [upright, just, Who conforms to the Father’s will in every purpose, thought and action]. (1 John 2:1)
Obviously our goal should be not to sin. But if we do sin, God has already provided Jesus, Who has been perfect in our place. He has conformed to righteousness in every area. Succumbing to a lifetime of guilt is just another form of approval addiction. We feel we are earning God’s forgiveness by feeling guilty. It is our fleshly way of “paying” for our mistake. The good news is that Jesus has
already paid and we can look to and identify with Him when we need forgiveness. Jesus did not die for us so we could have a religion. He died for us so we could have an intimate relationship with God through Him. He died so our sins could be forgiven and we could have a right standing with God. He died so we could come boldly to the throne of grace in prayer and have our needs met.
Succumbing to a lifetime of guilt is just another form of approval addiction.
ARE YOU FELLOWSHIPPING WITH GOD OR WITH YOUR SIN?
The devil delights in reminding us daily of all our mistakes from the past. On Monday he reminds us of Saturday and Sunday’s failures; on Tuesday he reminds us of sins committed on Monday, and so on. One morning I was spending my time with the Lord, thinking about my problems and all the areas in which I had failed, when suddenly the Lord spoke to my heart: “Joyce, are you going to fellowship with Me or with your problems?” It is our fellowship with God that helps and strengthens us to overcome our problems. We are strengthened through our union with Him. If we spend our time with God fellowshipping with our mistakes from yesterday, we never receive strength to overcome them today. Meditating on all of our faults and failures weakens us, but meditating on God’s grace and willingness to forgive strengthens us:
For by the death He died, He died to sin [ending His relation to it] once for all; and the life that He lives, He is living to God [in unbroken fellowship with Him].
Even so consider yourselves also dead to sin and your relation to it broken, but alive to God [living in unbroken fellowship with Him] in Christ Jesus. (Romans 6:10-11, emphasis mine)
Our relationship and fellowship is to be with God, not with our sins.
How much do you fellowship with your sins, failures, mistakes, and weaknesses? Whatever time it is, it is wasted. When you sin, admit it, ask for forgiveness, and then continue your fellowship with God. The Scripture above says we are alive to God, living in unbroken fellowship with Him. Don’t let your sins come between you and the Lord. Even when you sin, God still wants to spend time with you, hear and answer your prayers, and help you with all of your needs. He wants you to run to Him, not away from Him!
ACCIDENTAL SIN
No one born (begotten) of God [deliberately, knowingly, and habitually] practices sin, for God’s nature abides in him [His principle of life, the divine sperm, remains permanently within him]; and he cannot practice sinning because he is born (begotten) of God. (1 John 3:9)
I like to put it this way: I used to be a full-time sinner, and once in a while I accidentally slipped up and did something right. But now that I have spent many years developing a deep, personal relationship with God and His Word, I concentrate on being a full-time obedient child of God. I still make mistakes, but not nearly as many as I once did. I am not where I need to be, but thank God I am not where I used to be. There are times when I
accidentally make mistakes, but it is not the desire of my heart to do wrong. I do not deliberately, knowingly commit sin. I do not habitually sin. So I don’t allow those occasions to make me feel insecure. I don’t do everything right, but I do know that the attitude of my heart is right.
I can be having an absolutely wonderful day, feeling very close to the Lord and quite spiritual. Then my husband, Dave, comes home and says he does not care for the outfit I am wearing, and I suddenly become angry and defensive, telling him everything I don’t like about him either.
I don’t intend for that to happen; in fact, I plan to be very sweet and submissive when he comes home. But, as Paul said in Romans 7, the things I want to do, I don’t do, and the things I don’t want to do, I end up doing.
I am not where I need to be, but thank God I am not where I used to be.
I am so glad God sees our hearts and not our sins!
I am like the man who lay in bed praying: “Dear Lord, so far today I have not done anything wrong. I have not been grouchy, selfish, or impatient. But in a few moments I am going to get up, and after that I will need a lot of help.” Or, as I like to put it, I have no difficulty getting along with people when no one is at home but me!
We plan for right behavior because our hearts are right, but like Paul our plans don’t always work. Thank God for His mercy that is new every day (See Lamentations 3:2223).
COMPETITION
Just because you are a Christian does not mean you are going to do everything right all the time. But because you have been made right with God, you can stop comparing yourself to and competing with everyone else. Our acceptance is not found in being like someone else, but in being who we are through faith in Christ. Be the best “you” that you can be! Don’t find some other person in the church you think is “Sister Super Christian” or “Brother Saint,” someone who seems to have it all together, and then try your best to be like them. That is just the side of their nature they show at church. There may be a totally different side they show at home.
We all have our baggage we try to hide in public. Despite how wonderful we may appear to others, we all make mistakes. You are no worse than anyone else. You have strengths and weaknesses, and you do things right and you do things wrong. You sin, just as everyone else does. And sin is sin, despite its nature or magnitude. Regardless of how hard we try, none of us will ever be completely perfect in this life, but not being perfect at everything we do does not mean we have no worth or value.
You are special—unique—and that means there is only one like you, imperfections and all. My husband has a space between his front teeth. Some time ago we talked about having it fixed. After thinking about it, I told him that I would rather he leave the space there because it is part of him, and I like him the way he is. The world may consider it a flaw, but to me it is just Dave. Our children feel the same way.
Regardless of how hard we try, none of us will ever be completely perfect in this life.
Competing and comparing ourselves with others can cause only two things. It can cause an attitude of pride because we deem ourselves to be better than others, or an attitude of insecurity because we deem others to be better than we are. Both of these attitudes are ungodly and should be avoided.
According to Scripture, Jesus broke down the dividing wall between people (See Ephesians 2:14). None of us has any value except what we have in Christ. Our strengths come from Him as gifts, and we cannot take credit for them. Our weaknesses are covered by His grace, and we can only thank Him for it. Since our strengths are gifts from God, it is pointless to judge our worth or value by comparing ourselves to others. If God gives the gifts, we certainly should not feel inferior just because He did not give us the same gifts He gave someone else. We all have gifts, but they differ from one another (See Romans 12:38).
In Scripture we see an instance in which the disciples of John the Baptist felt threatened by the popularity of Jesus’ ministry. They went to John and said, “Everybody is flocking to Him.” John’s reply should be seriously considered by all those who feel the need to compare themselves or their gifts and abilities with others:
John answered, A man can receive nothing [he can claim nothing, he can take unto himself nothing] except as it has been granted to him from heaven. [A man must be content to receive the gift which is given him from heaven; there is no other source.] (John 3:27)
John knew what he was sent to do, and he was doing it. He was not threatened by anyone who looked greater or better than he did. He knew that he was only responsible to be the best he could be. He was not responsible to be anyone else or even to be like anyone else.
Sometimes we seek to be like others, hoping to gain their approval. We must remember that God’s approval is what we truly need, and we have it, as long as we pursue His will for our lives. God will never help us be anyone other than ourselves. I believe the Holy Spirit is grieved when we compete with others and compare ourselves with them. He wants us to be ourselves and to like who we are.
Please remember that you don’t have to be like someone else to be acceptable. The world’s standards are not God’s. The world may say you need to be like this person or that person, but God’s will is that you be yourself.
I spent many years trying to be like someone else: my husband, my neighbor, my pastor’s wife, et cetera. I became so confused that I lost sight of myself. It was a great day of victory for me when I finally realized that God only wanted me to be me, that He had created me with His own hand in my mother’s womb, that I was not a mistake, and that I could stand before Him as an individual without needing to compare myself with others.
The world’s standards are not God’s.
Jesus is our standard, not any other person. If you are going to seek to be like anyone, let it be Jesus Himself. He is our righteousness. So embrace that righteousness, which produces feelings of being right rather than wrong, and begin to live free of insecurity.
Now let’s take a look at how important having a sense of worth is to overcoming approval addiction.
Chapter 4
Changing Your Self-Image
For as he thinks in his heart, so is he. (Proverbs 23:7)
God wants to help you change your self-image. Your selfimage is the picture you carry of yourself on the inside of you. You may carry pictures of your spouse, your children, your grandchildren, or someone else in your purse or wallet. If somebody says, “Let me see a picture of your family,” you open it up and show them. But what if I said to you, “Let me see the picture that you carry of yourself in your heart”? What would I see?
It is interesting to me that a lot of people don’t even know they don’t like themselves until I call it to their attention. I have been convinced for years that a large percentage of people’s problems comes from how they feel about themselves. I think that insecurity is why some people struggle for position and power. They derive their sense of worth and value from what they do rather than from who they are. That is why some people become approval addicts, always needing the approval of others to be happy and secure. That is why some people are so competitive they can’t even enjoy playing simple games. Their attitude is, “I have to win.” To feel valuable, they have to be first or the best.
Many people struggle to be first. Yet Jesus said that the last will be first, and the first will be last (See Matthew 19:30). He was referring to the believing Gentiles who would be received by Him before the unbelieving Jews, but I think that Scripture can be applied to those who try to succeed without His help. Psalm 75:6,7 says that true promotion comes from God. We may manipulate circumstances and people to get a promotion, but we will never be truly happy with it. I have learned by experience that if I have to be phony and pretend and manipulate to get something, I will have to do the same thing to keep it. Eventually we become tired of living that way but find ourselves in a trap we don’t know how to break free from.
THE POWER OF POSITION
Sometimes we think having a certain position will give us power, when in reality the position may end up having power over us.
I can well remember the time that I wanted a position in a church I was attending. I knew that in order to get the position I would have to be liked and accepted by a certain group of people who had the power to vote me in or out. I made all the right compliments, sent gifts, and gave invitations to dinner. I did and said all the right things again and again until I finally got what I thought I wanted. After getting the position, I soon discovered that if I did not let those people control me, they could be very vindictive. There existed a “silent” message: “We got you this position, and if you want to keep it, you had better keep us happy.”
I wanted the position because at that time I needed it to feel valuable and important, yet it ended up making me feel miserable and manipulated. Whatever we gain by the works of our own flesh, we will have to maintain the same way we gained it. As soon as I did a few things these people did not like, they all rejected me. Our entire relationship was phony; they did not really like or care about me, and I really did not like or care about them.
That position was not going to make me feel permanently secure and approved of, because my real problem was “inside” me not in my circumstances. I did not need a position; I needed a revelation of God’s unconditional love. I needed to seek God’s approval, not man’s approval.
Until we accept and approve of ourselves, no amount of approval from others will keep us permanently secure.
Until we accept and approve of ourselves, no amount of approval from others will keep us permanently secure. The outside approval we seek becomes an addiction. We work to get approval or a compliment and it feels good for a short while, and then we find that we need another and another and another. True freedom never comes until we fully realize that we don’t need to struggle to get from man what God freely gives us: love, acceptance, approval, security, worth, and value.
The world is full of pretense, and sad to say the church is not immune to it. People play some of the same silly games in church that they play in the world. They vie for position and power for all the wrong reasons.
I had a poor self-image, so I tried to enhance my image through position. What I really needed was to know that I was valuable to God as a person totally apart from my position in life. I am the president of Joyce Meyer Ministries, which is a worldwide ministry with eight foreign offices in addition to the one in the United States. My position sounds important, but I have learned from past experience not to let my sense of worth and value become attached to what I do. Should the time ever come when I can no longer do what I am doing, I want the assurance and confidence that I am still equally as valuable to God apart from my work.
I encourage you not to let your value become attached to a position. Positions can come and go in life, but God and His love for you remains. God is not impressed with the positions that people hold (See Galatians 2:6). The bottom line is, if we know who we are in Christ, then we can have a healthy self-image apart from our position or job title.
I also held a position at a different church in St. Louis, Missouri, for many years. When God told me it was time to lay it down and start my own ministry, I had a difficult time being obedient. Actually I was not obedient for quite some time, and the longer I remained in disobedience, the more miserable I became. I liked my position. I had a title, a parking place with my name on it, a guaranteed seat on the front row of the church, and everyone’s admiration. I was on the “inside.” I always knew what was going on. I actually did not realize how dependent I was on the position to give me feelings of security until God told me to walk away from it.
I finally did obey God, but I was shaken to the core by the feelings I experienced after I left the position. I still attended church there, but I felt really out of place each time I went to a service. My seat and my parking place had been given away, all kinds of things were going on that I knew nothing about, and I didn’t know where I belonged anymore. God had to teach me that my place is in Him, and that as long as I know that fact, I don’t have to be uncomfortable anywhere with anyone.
Have you ever felt like all the props in life have been kicked out from under you? If so, consider that God may be doing you a huge favor. Sometimes we are “propped up” by people or positions, and the only way we realize it is to have those things removed. A prop is something that holds something else in place, something that makes it secure. God wants our security to be in Him, not in things. He is the only thing in life that is not shaky, the only thing that is certain and sure. God allows some “props” in life while we are getting rooted in Him, but eventually He removes all those other things we have depended on excessively. It frightens us initially, but it ends up being the best thing that ever happened to us. When we don’t have anyone else, we develop a deep relationship with God that will carry us through anything life brings our way.
The only thing or person in life we absolutely cannot do without is God.
If you feel right now that you have lost something or someone that you just cannot do without, you are wrong. The only thing or person in life we absolutely cannot do without is God. He is our Strength, our Stronghold in times of trouble, our High Tower, our Hiding Place, and our Refuge (See Psalm 9:9; 31:4; 32:7; 37:39; 46:11).
When I lost my friends, and again when I lost my position at church, I hurt so much emotionally I thought I would not survive. These events eventually helped me realize that I depended entirely too much on people and their opinion of me. I depended on my position. I thought if I held a high position then people would think well of me and accept me. God removed it all and taught me the things I hope to teach you in this book. Our worth and value, our acceptance and approval, come from Him. As long as we have that, we have the most valuable thing in the world.
When we need what the world offers in order to feel good about ourselves, God often withholds it. Once we no longer need those things, He can give them to us, because they will not control us. Now I have friends, influence, position, authority, acceptance, et cetera, but the key to keeping them is knowing beyond a shadow of doubt that I don’t have to have them to be happy and fulfilled.
I am convinced that as long as we keep God first in our life, He will give us everything else. However, if we allow anything else to take His place, He will become jealous and remove it.
FACE THE TRUTH, AND BE FREE
And you will know the Truth, and the Truth will set you free. (John 8:32)
It is interesting to me that there is only one thing that will set us free, and that is the truth. Yet that is the one thing we have a hard time dealing with. We don’t mind facing the truth about everyone else so much, but when it comes to facing the truth about ourselves, it is quite a different matter.
It was difficult for me to face the fact that my security was tied up in the position I held. It was hard for me to say at that time, “I am insecure, I don’t like myself, and I need God’s help and healing in this area of my life.” But as I always say, there are two kinds of pain in the world: the pain of never changing, and the pain of changing. If I had refused to face the truth, I would still be in bondage. I would still be trying to please people, addicted to approval in order to keep a position that I probably would not even like. As it is, I am free. I know who I am in Christ apart from what I do. I want to please people, but I am not devastated if they are not pleased with me. As long as I know my heart is right, that is sufficient. If I am doing the best I can and people don’t approve, what they think will have to be between them and God.
I want approval—nobody wants to be disapproved of—but I am not addicted to it. I enjoy it, but if I have to live without it, I can. I went through the pain of facing truth and change, and it brought me freedom. The only way out of bondage is to go through what we need to go through.
I strongly encourage you to be careful not to let anything become more important to you than it should be. Keep God first so He can bless you with other things you desire. As Matthew 6:33 (NKJV) says, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.”
FAILING DOES NOT MAKE YOU A FAILURE
Don’t see yourself as a failure just because you have failed at certain things in the past. Nobody is good at everything. Don’t let the picture you carry of yourself, your selfimage, be marred by past mistakes. Sometimes the only way we can find out what we are meant to be doing in life is to step out and try some things. The process of elimination is often helpful, but we may make some mistakes in the process.
When I was seeking God’s will for my life in ministry, I tried working in the nursery. It didn’t even take two weeks of time to know that was not my ministry. I knew it, and so did the children. I also tried street ministry, and although I did it, I was very uncomfortable and actually disliked it very much. At first I felt guilty that I didn’t want to go out on the streets and tell people about Jesus, but later I realized that if God had intended that type of ministry for me, He would have given me a gift and a desire in that area. I mentioned earlier that my first church job was as secretary to my pastor, and I got fired the first day. Just because I failed at that job does not mean I am a failure; I have gone on to be quite successful.
Sometimes the only way we can find out what we are meant to be doing in life is to step out and try some things.
GETTING PAST YOUR PAST
A lot of people let the past dictate their future. Don’t do that! Get past your past. We all have a past, but we all have a future. The Bible teaches us in Ephesians 2:10 that we are recreated in Christ Jesus so we might do the good works He planned beforehand for us and live the good life He prearranged and made ready for us. The word recreated indicates we were created, messed up, and in need of repair. In Jeremiah 18:1-4 we read of the potter who had to remake his vessel because it had been marred. That is a picture of us in the hands of the Lord, the Master Potter.
We are said to be new creatures when we enter into a relationship with Christ. Old things pass away. We have an opportunity for a new beginning. We become new spiritual clay for the Holy Spirit to work with. God makes arrangements for each of us to have a fresh start, but we must be willing to let go of the past and go on. We make a way for the new by believing what God says about it:
For I know the thoughts and plans that I have for you, says the Lord, thoughts and plans for welfare and peace and not for evil, to give you hope in your final outcome. (Jeremiah 29:11)
Satan wants us to have a negative attitude and to feel hopeless, but God’s Word says we should be “prisoners of hope”:
Return to the stronghold [of security and prosperity], you prisoners of hope; even today do I declare that I will restore double your former prosperity to you. (Zechariah 9:12, emphasis mine)
Don’t ever stop hoping. Romans 4 teaches us that Abraham had no human reason to hope that God’s promise would be fulfilled, but he hoped on in faith. It says that no doubt or unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong as he gave praise and glory to God. Abraham remained positive and hopeful, and we know from the Bible that he received his promised blessing of a child. Don’t let your past failures leave you hopeless about your future success. Your future has no room in it for the failures of the past. As I have stated, just because you have failed at some things does not make you a failure.
Don’t let your past failures leave you hopeless about your future success.
Whatever Satan has stolen through deception, God will restore doubled, if you are willing to press forward, forgetting the past. You have to let go in order to go on!
PEOPLE WITH A PAST
Mary Magdalene was a woman with a past. She had sold her love by the hour; she was a prostitute. She was called “an especially wicked sinner” by the Pharisees (See Luke 7:37). She was called Magdalene because she was from Magdala, which was an unremarkable town. Of Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth, the people said: “Can any good thing come out of Nazareth?” (John 1:46). I mention these two examples to show you God does not always choose people from popular places with a lot of skills and a lovely past.
In Luke 7:36-50 we see the account of Mary anointing Jesus’ feet with a bottle of very expensive perfume, washing them with her tears, and drying them with her hair. Since she was a prostitute, the perfume was probably either a gift from one of her clients or was purchased with money she had earned from her profession. At one time Jesus cast seven demons out of her (See Luke 8:2). Her act of love was seen by other people as being erotic because of her past, but Jesus knew it was an act of pure love.
When we have an unpleasant past, people often misjudge our actions, and we find ourselves caught up in the approval game, trying to convince others that we are acceptable. People don’t forget our past as easily as God does. The Pharisees could not understand Jesus’ allowing Mary to even touch Him. Jesus said that those who have been forgiven much will love much (See Luke 7:47). Mary knew her past well; she loved Jesus greatly because He had forgiven her for her great sins. She wanted to give Him the most expensive thing she owned; she wanted to serve Him. He saw her heart, not her past.
Mary showed humility by the fact that she was at Jesus’ feet. Some want to be at His head, but not many are seeking to kneel at His feet. Many want to know what He knows, to be in on the planning, and to sit in positions of leadership. Our position does not impress God, but our posture does. Where are you postured?
Mary traveled with Jesus in His ministry and supported Him out of her property and personal belongings (See Luke 8:2-3). It is possible that her wealth came from her past. You may have useable things from your past—some experience, some wisdom gained, or even some material goods—that can now be used in the kingdom.
Mary was at the crucifixion of Jesus (See John 19:25). She did not disappear when the going got rough. She stayed with Him until the end. Mary was at the tomb and found it empty (See John 20:1-13). The first words spoken at the empty tomb were to a woman. The angel said, “Go quickly and tell His disciples, He has risen from the dead” (Matthew 28:7). Jesus met Mary as she went, and when she recognized Him she clasped His feet and worshiped Him. He told her, “Go and tell My brethren to go into Galilee, and there they will see Me” (vv. 9-10).
My main points are these: Mary was a woman with a past, Jesus forgave her, and she certainly had a great future.
She has been talked about in every generation since Christ, and the stories from her life give us many rich examples that can be applied to our own lives. She could have succumbed to approval addiction and spent her life being miserable, but she put her trust in Jesus and embraced her new life in Him.
Will God use us if we have a past? I am not sure He can use us if we don’t have some kind of past. We gain experience by the things we go through. Much of my teaching comes from my past. I have a past, I have applied the Word of God to it, and I am enjoying the future God promised me.
Let’s look at a few more people who had questionable pasts—and that God still used mightily.
PETER
Peter was a man with a past. He was no one special; he was just a fisherman, and a rather rough, crude one at that. Peter was bold and not afraid of change, but he also had many faults. In Matthew 16:22-23 we see Peter trying to correct Jesus. In Matthew 26:31-35 we see that Peter thought more highly of himself than he should have. He had a pride problem and saw himself as better than other men. In Matthew 26:69-75 it is recorded that Peter denied even knowing Jesus.
Once Peter realized the depth of his sin, he wept bitterly, which showed that he had a repentant heart (v. 75). God is merciful and understands our weaknesses. In Mark 16:1-7 we learn that when Jesus sent a message to His disciples that He was risen from the dead, His messenger, the angel, especially mentioned Peter by name saying, “Tell the disciples and Peter, He goes before you into Galilee” (v. 7). I can just imagine the joy Peter felt when he was told that Jesus had sent him a personal message. Peter had been included in God’s plans for the future even though he had a past record of foolishness and failure. Peter had denied Christ, and yet he became one of the best-known apostles. Peter could have spent his entire life feeling bad about his denial of Jesus, but he pressed past that failure and became valuable to God’s kingdom. He had so much Holy Ghost power that when his shadow fell on people, they were healed (See Acts 5:15)!
God promises to forget our past mistakes.
God is willing to forgive those who make mistakes, but they must be willing to receive His forgiveness. They must also forgive themselves. God promises to forget our past mistakes (See Jeremiah 31:34). Stop remembering what God has forgotten!
JACOB
Jacob was a man with a past. He had been a schemer, a trickster, and a swindler. He was a liar. He was also selfish and sometimes downright cruel to others. He took advantage of people in order to get what he wanted. Jacob took advantage of his brother Esau’s weak state and stole his birthright. He lied to his father, pretending to be Esau in order to receive the prayer of blessing that belonged to the firstborn.
The Bible teaches that we reap what we sow (See Galatians 6:7), and sure enough the time came in Jacob’s life when he received treatment from his uncle Laban similar to what he had given others. Laban cheated Jacob, who wanted to marry Laban’s daughter Rachel, promising him he could do so if he worked seven years as payment for her. After his seven years of labor were completed, Jacob expected to receive Rachel but was given her sister Leah instead. He was then told he would have to work another seven years for Rachel. I am sure Jacob felt deceived, cheated, and unfairly treated. He probably failed to remember that he had treated people the same way on several occasions. Yes, we reap what we sow. What goes around, comes around.
Eventually, Jacob experienced a change of heart. He became tired of running and hiding from Esau. Jacob finally left everything he had and returned toward his homeland. On the way, he began to wrestle with God. He was determined to receive a blessing from God no matter what it cost him. God changed Jacob’s name, which meant trickster, schemer, and swindler, to Israel, which meant contender with God (See Genesis 32:27-28). Jacob went on to become a great leader and man of God. He had a past that could have easily labeled him a failure, but once he faced it and repented of it, he also had a future (Read about Jacob in Genesis 25-32).
RUTH
Ruth was a Moabitess. She worshiped idols, and yet she decided to serve the one true God and as a result ended up in the direct bloodline of David and Jesus. (See the book of Ruth and Matthew 1:5).
RAHAB
Rahab was a harlot, and yet she helped God’s people and, like Ruth, ended up in the bloodline of David and Jesus (See Joshua 2 and 6 and Matthew 1:5).
PAUL
Paul had a past. He persecuted Christians and yet became the apostle who received two-thirds of the New Testament by direct revelation and was taken into the third heaven where he saw glories he could not even describe (See 2 Corinthians 12:1-4). When handkerchiefs and aprons were taken from his body and placed on the sick, the sick were healed (See Acts 19:11-12). That is a powerful anointing! It certainly does not seem that Paul’s past affected his future.
MATTHEW
Matthew had a past; he was a despised tax collector who became one of the twelve disciples (See Mark 2:14).
The past you are dealing with could be the past of ten years ago or the past of yesterday, but the past is the past! Paul said in Philippians 3:10-15 that letting go of the past was one thing he worked diligently to do. Feeling condemned about the past is failing to accept God’s forgiveness of it. Feeling that your past can adversely affect your future is refusing to let go of it. God is still God, and He can work good out of anything, if we give Him an opportunity to do so by believing! All things work out for good to those who pray, love God, and want His will in their lives (See Romans 8:28 KJV).
YOU WILL SUCCEED IF YOU REFUSE TO STOP TRYING
Did you know Abraham Lincoln—who was probably one of our greatest presidents, if not the greatest—lost several elections before he was elected president of the United States? As a matter of fact, he tried to get elected to public office so many times and failed so often that it’s hard to understand how he could ever have the nerve to run for president. Yet, he did—and won.
Did you know Thomas Edison once said: “I failed my way to success”? He refused to quit trying, and he finally invented the light bulb, but he had two thousand failed experiments trying to invent it before he succeeded. A person like Edison who will not give up is an individual of strong character.
Did you know the material used to manufacture Kleenex tissues was originally invented as a gas mask filter during World War I, but it failed? Since it didn’t work, the inventors tried making a cold cream out of it to use in taking off makeup, and it failed again. They finally hit upon a success when it was repackaged as a disposable handkerchief, and now Americans buy two hundred billion Kleenexes a year. It started out as two failures, but somebody said, “I refuse to give up!”1
Failure is part of every real success because failing our way to success humbles us.
I personally believe failure is part of every real success because failing our way to success humbles us. It is a vital part of God’s being able to use us effectively.
Charles Darrow set a goal when he was in his twenties; he determined that he was going to be a millionaire. This isn’t all that unusual today, but back then, it was extremely unusual. Charles lived during the Roaring Twenties, a time when a million dollars was an enormous sum. He married a woman named Esther, promising her that one day they would be millionaires. Then tragedy struck in 1929—the Great Depression. Both Charles and Esther lost their jobs. They mortgaged their house, gave up their car, and used all their life savings. Charles was absolutely crushed. He sat around the house depressed until one day he told his wife she could leave him if she wanted to. “After all,” he said, “it’s clear that we’re never going to reach our goal.” Esther wasn’t about to leave. She told Charles they were going to reach their goal, but they would need to do something every day to keep the dream alive.
What she was trying to tell Charles was this: Don’t let your dreams die just because you made a few mistakes in the past. Don’t give up just because you tried something a few times, and it didn’t seem to work. God wants you to press on past mistakes. The devil wants you to give up. Progress requires paying a price, and sometimes the price you pay for progress is just to “keep on keeping on” and saying: “I’m not going to quit until I have some kind of victory.” Don’t be the kind of person whose way of dealing with everything hard is: “I quit!”
Esther Darrow told her husband: “Keep your dream alive.” Charles responded: “It’s dead. We failed. Nothing’s going to work.” But she wouldn’t listen to that kind of talk; she refused to believe it. She suggested that every night they take some time to discuss what they would do toward reaching their dream. They began doing this night after night, and soon Charles came up with an idea of creating play money. His idea was something quite appealing since money was so scarce in those days. Since they were both out of work, he and Esther had lots of time, and now they had lots of easy money to play with. So they pretended to buy things like houses, property, and buildings. Soon they turned the fantasy into a full-fledged game with board, dice, cards, little houses, hotels . . .
You guessed it. It was the beginning of a game you probably have in your closet right now; it’s called Monopoly.
Charles’s family and friends enjoyed the game, and in 1935 they persuaded him to approach a game company called Parker Brothers to see if they would buy it. The executives played the game and said: “It’s dull, slow, complex, and boring; we don’t want to buy it.”
Well, Charles persevered. Perseverance is vital to success. We must persevere, be steadfast, keep on keeping on, and refuse to give up. When we do that, we will eventually succeed.
Charles’s wife kept encouraging him. Thank God for the people in our lives who encourage us! He approached Wanamaker’s toy store and told an executive that if they would stock the game, he would get a five-thousand-dollar loan and make several of the games because he believed they would sell. The game took off, and suddenly Parker Brothers became interested. The company executives now replayed the game, and this time found it imaginative, fast-paced, and surprisingly easy to master. The game was copyrighted in 1935, and Parker Brothers bought it from Charles Darrow for one million dollars. Charles and Esther’s dream came true.2
We love to read success stories like this one, but let us remember that God wants to do the same type of thing through each of us. He is “no respecter of persons” (Acts 10:34). That means He does not have a few favorite people, and all the rest are left out. God’s principles will work for anyone who is willing to work them. His Word says all things are possible to the one who believes (See Mark 9:23). If we stay positive, keep on believing, and refuse to give up, God will do something great through all of us.
You are not a failure just because you have failed.
Don’t get so caught up in the number of failed attempts in your life that you refuse even to believe you have a future. Remember, you are not a failure just because you have failed. God sees your worth no matter what; there’s no need for any approval but His, and if He can overlook your past, so can you.
In the next chapter I am going to ask you to take a closer look at what it means not only to understand your worth, but to love and approve of yourself.
Chapter 5
Loving Yourself
The Bible teaches us we are to love our neighbor as we love ourselves (See Matthew 22:39). What if we don’t love ourselves? It renders us incapable of loving others, which is a big problem. The distinguishing mark of Christians is their love walk:
I give you a new commandment: that you should love one another. Just as I have loved you, so you too should love one another.
By this shall all [men] know that you are My disciples, if you love one another [if you keep on showing love among yourselves]. (John 13:34-35)
People who cannot love and approve of themselves live in tremendous emotional pain. If they don’t approve of themselves, they may end up with an addiction to approval from others. God has not created us for rejection, but acceptance. He accepts us by virtue of our faith in Christ, and we must receive His acceptance by accepting ourselves. People who reject and even hate themselves are doomed to a life of misery and failure.
How do you feel about yourself? Many people don’t know how they feel about themselves because they have never taken time to think about it. You should. You do have a relationship with yourself. Actually, you have to be with yourself all the time. You are the one person you never get away from. If you don’t like yourself, if you don’t get along with yourself, you are doomed to misery.
If you don’t believe that is so, all you need do is remember a time when you had to spend a day or longer with someone you absolutely did not like or perhaps even really despised. It was likely a miserable time, one that you would avoid repeating. You need to realize that not liking yourself is essentially fostering those same feelings! As a Christian, you were not made to hate yourself, but to love yourself and to enjoy the good life God has given you. Since God loved us so much that He sacrificed His only Son for us, it is rather disrespectful and insulting to Him for us to despise ourselves.
ENJOYING LIFE
Enjoying life is impossible if we don’t enjoy ourselves. You might ask, “Joyce, how can I enjoy myself? I do too many dumb things and make too many mistakes to enjoy myself.” Perhaps you don’t like the way you look, or your personality, or even one particular feature of your body.
If that is the case, I understand how you feel. For many years I disliked my voice so much I was almost paranoid about it. I actually dreaded opening my mouth and letting someone hear me speak for the first time because I felt my voice was not one a woman should have. If you have ever heard me speak, you know my voice is very deep for a female. Quite often when I make phone calls, people who don’t know me think I am a male. They call me Mr. Meyer. There were times when that made me angry, embarrassed me, and added to my feelings of insecurity.
The interesting thing is that my voice is what God is using most. He has chosen to use me in a media ministry where my voice is heard in most of the world daily. God can take what we think is a flaw and do great things with it. As a matter of fact, He delights in doing just that. As we have seen, His strength is made perfect in our weaknesses; He shows Himself strong through what we would discard as having zero value.
Make a decision today to develop a new and more positive attitude toward yourself.
What don’t you like about yourself? Be specific; take an inventory and make a decision today to develop a new and more positive attitude toward yourself.
Jesus died so we could have life and enjoy it (See John 10:10). Living with daily self-rejection, or even self-hatred, is a horrible way to live. We project to others what we feel about ourselves. If we want other people to have a good opinion of us, we must begin by having a good opinion of ourselves. Most of the time people don’t love and approve of themselves; therefore, they seek from others what they should be getting from God, which is a sense of being valuable and lovable. When they don’t get from other people what they seek, they feel rejected, and the negative feelings they have about themselves increase. This type of negative self-attitude is an open door for Satan. According to the Bible, he looks for those whom he may devour (See 1 Peter 5:8). People who don’t know how to love themselves in a balanced way are a gourmet meal for the enemy.
A BALANCED ATTITUDE
A fear of being prideful may keep a person trapped in an attitude of self-abasement. The Bible does teach us not to have an exaggerated opinion of our own importance (See
Romans 12:3). We are to estimate ourselves according to the grace of God, knowing that our strengths come from Him and make us no better than others. We all have strengths and weaknesses! The Word of God says He gives gifts unto men, and He chooses who will receive what gifts (See 1 Corinthians 12:4-11). We cannot simply select what we want to be good at.
Knowing our gifts come from God, we are not to critically appraise or look down on someone who is unable to excel at the same things we do. We definitely need to avoid pride: “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18). Pride is very dangerous. Many great men and women of God have fallen into sin due to pride.
Don’t fall into the trap of pride, but don’t go to the other extreme and think that self-rejection, self-hatred, and selfabasement is the answer. Instead, seek to be what I call an “everything-nothing” person—everything in Christ and nothing without Him. Jesus Himself said, “Apart from Me . . . you can do nothing” (John 15:5). Be confident, but remember the strength that comes from confidence can quickly be lost in conceit. It is vital to remain humble. I know I can do nothing of any real value unless Christ is flowing through me. He deserves all the credit and glory for any good work that manifests through us. The apostle Paul said, “I know that nothing good dwells within me” (Romans 7:18). In and of ourselves we can claim nothing good. Only God is good, and whatever good thing comes from us is merely a manifestation of His working through us (See Matthew 19:17). Don’t fail to give God the credit for your successes.
When people compliment me, as they often do, I graciously receive their kind remarks and promptly lift them up to the Lord. I tell Him that I know exactly what I am without Him and that He is truly the One Who deserves the compliment. God shows Himself strong in those who are humble enough to allow Him to do so. Although we ourselves are nothing, we are vessels for Him to flow through:
However, we possess this precious treasure [the divine Light of the Gospel] in (frail, human) vessels of earth, that the grandeur and exceeding greatness of the power may be shown to be from God and not from ourselves. (2 Corinthians 4:7)
CRACKED POTS
God works through jars of clay, or what I often call “cracked pots.” This means we are flawed, so when people look at us and see amazing things happening, they know it must be God at work because it certainly could not be us. I believe anyone who really knows me does not have any difficulty realizing the work I am doing in the earth today certainly must be God at work in and through me. They give Him the glory, not me, because they see my imperfections and know my limitations. God chooses the weak and foolish things on purpose so no mortal can have pretense for glorying in His presence (1 Corinthians 1:2729).
Imagine a pot with a lamp in it and a lid on it. Even though it may be filled with light, no one can see the light within it. Yet if the pot is cracked, the light will shine through the cracks. In this same way, God works through our imperfections.
Can you love a cracked pot? God can! It is godly to love yourself in a balanced, healthy way. It is ungodly to reject and despise yourself.
SELF-ACCEPTANCE
The Word of God instructs us to desire peaceful relations with God, with ourselves, and with our fellow man (See 1 Peter 3:11). It actually says we are not merely to desire them, but to pursue and go after them. It stresses the importance of having good relationships in all three areas. I like to say that the Bible is a book about relationships. It has a great deal to say about our relationship with God. Everything starts with the development of our relationship with the Father through His Son Jesus Christ. We are to be at peace with God and experience His love. God’s Word also talks extensively about our relationships with other people. Teachings on love, proper attitudes, serving others, and giving abound in the Bible. The Bible also teaches us about the importance of having a proper attitude toward ourselves. It teaches us about our relationship with ourselves.
Desire peaceful relations with God, with ourselves, and with our fellow man.
Do you have a critical, faultfinding attitude toward yourself? If so, you are out of God’s will. Paul refused to sit in judgment on himself, and he paid no attention to anyone else who did judge him:
But [as for me personally] it matters very little to me that I should be put on trial by you [on this point], and that you or any other human tribunal should investigate and question and cross-question me, I do not even put myself on trial and judge myself. (1 Corinthians 4:3)
Paul was confident in Christ. Because he knew he was made acceptable to God in Christ, he accepted himself. He also knew who he was in Christ. He knew where he came from, and he knew where he was headed. I am sure Paul remembered his past and how he had vehemently persecuted Christians prior to God’s opening his eyes to the truth. He said himself that he had to make an effort to let go of the past and press on toward perfection. He also clarified that he did not think he had arrived (See Philippians 3:12-14). In other words, Paul did not claim perfection, but neither did he have a bad attitude toward himself. He knew he made mistakes, but he did not reject and despise himself because of them.
The type of confidence we see displayed by Paul is very freeing. It reminds us that Jesus died so we could be free: “So if the Son liberates you [makes you free men], then you are really and unquestionably free” (John 8:36).
God wanted so much to see His children free and able to enjoy life that He was willing to send His only Son to die in order to insure that freedom (See John 3:16). He purchased our freedom with the blood of His Son. The very least we can do is learn to see ourselves the way He sees us, which is precious and valuable. God would not let Jesus die for a bunch of junk, for people with no value and no purpose. And Jesus would not have given Himself to die on our behalf if we had been of no worth or value to God. After all, it was Jesus
Who gave Himself on our behalf that He might redeem us (purchase our freedom) from all iniquity and purify for Himself a people [to be peculiarly His own, people who are] eager and enthusiastic about [living a life that is good and filled with] beneficial deeds. (Titus 2:14)
Are you moping around, depressed, discouraged, and despondent? Do you spend so much time thinking about all of your faults that you have lost your hope and enthusiasm about living a good life? If so, please make a change today. Choose a new attitude toward yourself. Paul had to make that choice, I had to make it, and you must make it also if you want to glorify God with your life.
God is not honored by people who have a bad attitude toward themselves.
God is not honored by people who have a bad attitude toward themselves; in fact, as I said previously, it is downright insulting to Him. If you loved and valued a group of people so much that you were willing to suffer horribly and die for them so they could enjoy themselves and their lives, how would it make you feel if they refused your gift? I hope and pray you are beginning to see what I am trying to say.
Paul said that he pressed on to lay hold of that for which Christ Jesus had laid hold of him and made him His own (See Philippians 3:12). He was speaking of the quality of life Jesus wanted him to have. Paul knew that he did not deserve it, but for Jesus’ sake he was determined to have it. Can we do any less?
SUPER SHEEP
I am the Good Shepherd. The Good Shepherd risks and lays down His [own] life for the sheep. (John 10:11)
Jesus referred to God’s children as sheep, and for a good reason. Sheep are not known to be the most intelligent animals in the world. They need a shepherd. Without guidance and help, they will do things that can even be self-destructive: “All we like sheep have gone astray, we have turned every one to his own way” (Isaiah 53:6).
Sheep are stubborn, which is another reason God uses the analogy to describe us. We often choose to do things that will turn out badly for us unless God intervenes. Sheep actually have many faults, but they don’t try to hide them. Their simple willingness to be what they are is one of their few strengths. We try to hide our faults, and the fact that we do becomes one of our biggest problems. God knows everything anyway, so why do we try to hide anything from Him? We try to be “super sheep,” and there is no such thing. The words super and sheep don’t even go together.
DON’T BE AFRAID OF THE LIGHT
The light of God exposes things (See John 3:20 and 1 Corinthians 4:5). When the light is turned on in a room, we can see the dirt and the bugs that begin to scurry. God is Light (See 1 John 1:5). When He gets involved in our life, He begins to show us things we may prefer not to look at, things we have kept hidden, even from ourselves. We are frequently deceived, especially about ourselves. We prefer not to deal with our faults, nor do we delight in having them exposed. We may feel condemned about them, but at least we feel they are hidden. Anything hidden has power over us because we fear it may be found out. The best and most freeing thing we can do is face up to what God wants to expose and get beyond the fear of it.
For many years I hid the fact that I had been sexually abused by my father. I saw it as a weakness and something to be ashamed of. I felt as if there was something wrong with me, that I was secondhand merchandise. Because I was afraid of anyone knowing about my past, it continued to have power over me. When the Holy Spirit began leading me to share the details of my abusive past, I would shake violently. I was terribly afraid of my past. What would people think? Would they reject me? Would they blame me or hate me? The devil had lied to me for at least twenty-five years about how people would view me if they knew about my past, so I worked hard at keeping it a secret.
I often told lies about my past and my parents. If someone asked me about my childhood, I avoided mentioning anything that might cause suspicion. But when it was finally brought out into the light, the exact opposite of what I thought would happen took place. People responded with compassion, not judgment. My testimony began helping others who were also locked in a prison of fear. The more I shared my past, the less power it had over me. God’s light exposed Satan’s lies, and the truth made me free.
Most of us want to hide anything we perceive as a weakness or imperfection, but I encourage you to expose everything to the open light of God’s love. We have already seen that God chooses and uses people with flaws. Refusing to admit that we have them may disqualify us from being used by God. He wants truth, not deception.
He wants us to be truthful with ourselves, with Him, and with other people:
Rather, let our lives lovingly express truth [in all things, speaking truly, dealing truly, living truly]. Enfolded in love, let us grow up in every way and in all things into Him Who is the Head, [even] Christ (the Messiah, the Anointed One). (Ephesians 4:15)
When we refuse to embrace and love truth, it will prevent spiritual growth. We are held in bondage by what we refuse to face and deal with. Some things are buried so deep that we don’t consciously think about them, but like an infection they are eating away at our life: “Who can discern his lapses and errors? Clear me from hidden [and unconscious] faults” (Psalm 19:12).
I walked away from my father’s house when I was eighteen years old. I had planned to do so for many years. I knew when I graduated from high school and was able to get a job and be self-supporting that I would leave. It was the only way I knew to get away from the abuse I had endured for so long. I walked away from the problem thinking it was over, yet not realizing I still had the problem in my soul.
We are held in bondage by what we refuse to face and deal with.
I spent years hiding it, refusing to talk about it or even think about it, but that did not prevent me from having problems related to it. The infection was growing daily into something that was gradually taking over my life. The only way to stop it was to expose it. God knew that, and He graciously worked with me through His Holy Spirit to do so. He brought the right people, books, and other material into my hands to help me realize I was not alone in my pain. Thousands of people had experienced abuse at the hands of their parents and other relatives and friends.
The Bible teaches us to confess our faults to one another so that we may be healed and learn to love one another (See James 5:16). My father’s abusing me was not a fault in me, but I saw it as one. It had to be dealt with. It had to be exposed in order for me to be an emotionally, mentally, spiritually healthy individual. Actually the stress of hiding the abuse was even affecting my physical health.
Many psychiatrists and psychologists become very successful by letting people talk to them about the things that bother them. They also give advice, but the main service they provide is a listening ear and patient privacy. Everyone needs someone to talk to, someone they feel they can be honest with, someone who won’t tell their secrets. If you have trouble accepting yourself, pray and ask God to provide spiritually mature people to be your friends, people you can trust who will listen and understand, but who will also speak truth into your life. Don’t just look for someone who will feel sorry for you; you need truth more than pity.
Everyone needs someone to talk to, someone they feel they can be honest with.
God provided that for me in my husband, but it sure made me angry for many long years. Dave would not come to my “pity parties.” He was not mean to me, but he was truthful. I can remember him saying to me, “Joyce, you want me to feel sorry for you, and I am not going to do that because it won’t help you.” I was trapped in endless rounds of self-pity, and the last thing I needed was someone to feel sorry for me. I thought I wanted pity, but I thank God now that He gave me what I needed, not what I wanted.
Don’t get angry at the people God provides to be truthful with you. They should speak the truth in love, but they should speak the truth (See Ephesians 4:15 KJV).
A NEW BEGINNING
When people begin studying God’s Word and learn how to live in the light and not be afraid of it, their lives change for the better. God knows everything, and He loves you and me anyway, so even if we never find anyone else, we can be totally open and honest with the Lord. He hates pretense, so just be honest. Ask Him to reveal to you anything you may be hiding from or afraid to face—and then buckle your seat belt. You may be in for the ride of your life. It may be a bumpy ride at times, and frightening at others. You may scream, “Stop the ride and let me off; I can’t take any more!” But one thing is for sure; it is a ride that will eventually take you where you want to go, which is to a life that you can enjoy, one that bears good fruit for God.
God has revealed so much to me about myself that I am amazed. We think we know ourselves, when in reality we are often hiding, not only from others, but especially from ourselves. God had to show me many things about myself that were very uncomfortable, things I rejected at first, thinking, “I can’t be that way.” He showed me I was hard to get along with, controlling, manipulative, fearful, insecure, and hard-hearted. I talked too much. I pretended to need nobody, when in reality I was very needy indeed. I acted as tough as a raging lion on the outside, but on the inside I was as weak as a newborn kitten. I blamed my past for everything I did wrong. I made excuses for bad behavior rather than taking responsibility for it. The list is too long to continue, but the good news is that I can now say, “I used to be that way, and I have changed.”
As I always say, “I am not where I need to be, but thank God I am not where I used to be. I am okay, and I am on my way!”
Don’t be afraid of your weaknesses any longer. Don’t allow them to make you hate yourself. Give them all to God, and He will surprise you by using them. Give Him all that you are and especially all that you are not. When you do surrender to God in this way, you will experience a release from those things that burden you. You will be able to live light and free.
Don’t let your weaknesses and imperfections embarrass you. You are a human being, so give yourself permission to be one. Love yourself in spite of everything you see wrong with yourself. We all have to deal with our little load of faults and imperfections. Yours may not be the same as someone else’s, but believe me, they are no worse. You are going to have them anyway, so you may as well give yourself permission to be imperfect. Accept it— you are not perfect, and never will be. So if you are ever going to approve of yourself, you will have to do it in your imperfect state.
Give Him all that you are and especially all that you are not.
ENTERING GOD’S REST CONCERNING YOUR FAULTS
For we who have believed (adhered to and trusted in and relied on God) do enter that rest. (Hebrews 4:3)
I remember when God told me to give myself permission to be weak. It was very hard for me because I truly despised weakness. I thought weak people got walked on. My mother had been weak. She let my dad abuse her verbally, emotionally, and physically. She let him abuse me sexually. She was too weak to deal with it. She didn’t know what to do and could not face the scandal. I never hated my mother, but I did grow to hate weakness.
I did not respect people whom I viewed as being weak. As a result, I could not accept weaknesses in myself. I tried to be tough in all situations. The problem was that I did have weaknesses like everyone else, and trying to conquer all of them was creating major stress in my life in addition to ungodly self-hatred and self-rejection. I suffered greatly trying to overcome every flaw I saw in myself. Even when I did succeed at conquering one, I saw two more.
God had told me to give myself permission to have weaknesses. I knew I had heard from God, but it was a major step of faith. I was afraid that if I just accepted weaknesses as a part of life, they would multiply and take over. I had yet to learn that where we stop, God begins. When we cast our care upon Him, He takes our care and carries it for us (See 1 Peter 5:7). Instead of my weaknesses multiplying and taking over my life, God began to strengthen me in them. He began to flow through them. Oh, I knew my weaknesses were still in existence, but even that knowledge caused me to lean on
Him constantly. My relationship with Him deepened. I was being honest, I was being dependent, and I needed Him without interruption.
When we cast our care upon Him, He takes our care and carries it for us.
God works in those who believe by making changes on an ongoing basis. In Philippians 1:6 we see He has begun a good work in us, and He intends to finish it and bring it to completion. The Amplified Bible translation of this verse says He will be perfecting His work in us right up until Christ returns. If this work is never going to be completely concluded until Jesus calls us home, then why torment ourselves all of our lives? God has given us permission to love ourselves as we are. We can enter His rest concerning what remains to be done in our personalities, character, and life. Believing allows us to enter God’s rest.
ALL OF US HAVE A LIMP
Jacob was a man who had many weaknesses, and yet he pressed on with God and was determined to be blessed by Him. God likes that kind of determination. He actually told Jacob he had contended with God and man, and He would be glorified in him (See Genesis 32:28). God can gain glory for Himself through those who will not let their personal weaknesses stop Him from flowing through them.
For God to do that through us, first we must come face to face with the fact that we have weaknesses, and then we must determine not to let them bother us. Our imperfections are not going to stop God unless we let them do so.
I’m going to ask you to do something and it’s very important. Stop right now, wrap your arms around yourself, give yourself a big hug, and say out loud: “I accept myself. I love myself. I know I have weaknesses and imperfections, but I will not be stopped by them.” Try doing that several times a day, and you will soon develop a new attitude and outlook.
Jacob wrestled with the angel of the Lord who touched the hollow of his thigh, and as a result, he always had a limp from that day forward (See Genesis 32:24-32). I always say that Jacob limped off from the fight, but he limped away with his blessing. Another way to say it is this: “God will bless us even though all of us have a limp (an imperfection).” Remember, God sees our heart. If we have our faith in Him, and a heart that wants to do right, that is all that is needed.
ACCEPT A BLESSING FOR JESUS’ SAKE
David and Jonathan had a covenant relationship that included all their heirs (See 1 Samuel 18:3; 20:16; 23:1618). Jonathan was killed, but David became king and began looking for someone he could bless for Jonathan’s sake. God is looking for someone He can bless for Jesus’ sake. It can be you, if you will agree.
Jonathan had a son named Mephibosheth who was lame in both feet. He had been living for years in a small town called Lo-debar. It was not a nice town, not a popular town. When our self-image is poor, we often choose surroundings that seem to fit the way we feel about ourselves. I have noticed that some people who are filled
with self-loathing won’t even bother to fix themselves up or even try to dress or look nice. The way they feel about themselves inside shows on the outside. Other people go to the opposite extreme. They feel so bad about themselves inwardly that they try to hide it by becoming perfectionists outwardly. Everything around them has to appear to be perfect—their homes, personal appearance, children, spouse, et cetera. They live under tremendous pressure, and they also pressure the other people in their lives.
We respond to the same problem in different ways depending on our temperament and background. Mephibosheth responded by hiding and avoiding the very people who could have helped him. He knew he had rights to land and other privileges because of his father Jonathan’s covenant relationship with David who was now the king, but he remained poverty stricken and lonely. Why? Because of the way he saw himself. He let his lame feet embarrass him and keep him from demanding his rights.
How many of us do the same thing? We won’t pray boldly or even receive the blessings God freely offers because of the way we see ourselves. We assume if we see ourselves in a negative manner, God and everyone else must see us that way too, but that is not true.
The story of Mephibosheth is told in 2 Samuel, chapter 9, and ends by stating that he finally came to the royal palace by invitation from King David. Everything that was rightfully his was restored to him, and he ate at the king’s table even though he was lame in both feet (See vv. 7 and 13). You see, people with a limp (imperfections) can still be blessed, but they must realize that their imperfections don’t stop God:
Sing, O Daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice, be in high spirits and glory with all your heart, O Daughter of Jerusalem in that day.
[For then it will be that] the Lord has taken away the judgments against you; He has cast out your enemy. The King of Israel, even the Lord [Himself], is in the midst of you; [and after He has come to you] you shall not experience or fear evil any more.
In that day it shall be said to Jerusalem, Fear not, O Zion. Let not your hands sink down or be slow and listless.
The Lord your God is in the midst of you, a Mighty One, a Savior [Who saves]! He will rejoice over you with joy; He will rest [in silent satisfaction] and in His love He will be silent and make no mention [of past sins, or even recall them]; He will exult over you with singing.
Behold, at that time I will deal with all those who afflict you; I will save the limping [ones] and gather the outcasts and will make them a praise and a name in every land of their shame. (Zephaniah 3:14-17, 19, italics mine)
Stop! If you didn’t read the Scripture passages above, I am asking you to go back and do so. I know from experience that sometimes when we are reading a book that includes Scripture, we are so interested in what the book says we skip over some of the Scriptures. In this case I highly recommend that you not only read the Scriptures, but that you also digest them.
These Scriptures share the fact that God wants to bless
those who would appear to be outcasts, those with “limps” in their life. He has determined to gather them and bless them. He promises to cast out the enemy, who in many cases is shame, blame, and disgrace. God does not want you to experience or fear evil any more. He wants you to rest in peace and enjoy your life. He wants you to enjoy yourself, loving yourself in a balanced way.
So take a moment, read the Scriptures, then thank God for loving you as you are and for teaching you how to love yourself. When you are ready, we will move into the second section of this book, in which we’ll take what we have learned about self-acceptance and apply it toward some specific battles we need to win to properly deal with the approval addiction. Keep pressing on!
God does not want you to experience or fear evil any more.
Chapter 6
Overcoming Approval Addiction
When we think of addicts, we may immediately think of drugs or alcohol. But the truth is we can be addicted to almost anything. The apostle Paul stated that he would not allow anything to control him (See 1 Corinthians 6:12). That is a good attitude to have, one that we will have to be very determined to maintain. Even the most “spiritual” people can become addicted to things. Their addictions may not be the things we ordinarily think of when we hear the word addict, but they are real addictions nonetheless.
As we saw earlier, an addiction is something people feel they cannot live without, or something they feel compelled to do in order to relieve pressure, pain, or discomfort of any kind. A drug addict, for example, will do whatever is necessary to get another “fix” whenever he begins to feel uncomfortable. An alcoholic will feel compelled to drink, especially when confronted with life’s problems. The substance to which people are addicted helps relieve their pain momentarily, but a controlling cycle begins in their life that is destructive.
I smoked cigarettes for many years and was addicted to nicotine. I experienced the same types of things I have described, thankfully to a lesser degree. For example, if I was in a tense situation, the first thing I reached for was a cigarette. If I became angry or was under stress of any kind, I smoked even more than I normally did. I used smoking to relieve tension rather than dealing with life’s problems the way God would have chosen for me. I would certainly not have considered myself an addict, but eventually I had to face the truth that not only was I addicted to cigarettes, but there were other things in my life that were controlling me as well. I was addicted to approval, the need to be in control, work, reasoning, and other things. Since I desired to be able to say with the apostle Paul, “I will not allow anything to control me,” I had to be willing to face the truth and allow God to change me.
ADDICTED TO REASONING
God revealed to me that I was addicted to reasoning. I absolutely could not feel comfortable and at peace unless I thought I had everything in my life figured out. I wanted to know what was going to happen, and how and when it was going to take place. If I did not know, I became anxious, restless, nervous, worried, and grouchy. I experienced symptoms similar to those of a drug addict who needs a “fix”; the degree of severity was not the same, but the symptoms were.
People who worry excessively clearly show they trust themselves, and not God, to solve their problems.
At the time, I was a Christian and part of the “faith movement,” meaning that I supposedly walked by faith. Yet in reality that was not true. I trusted Jesus for my salvation, but in many other areas I trusted myself to provide the answers I needed for daily life.
People who worry excessively clearly show they trust themselves, and not God, to solve their problems. Worry is a sin and should be repented of like any other sin.
In my case, there was always something going on either in my life, or in someone else’s that I was “working on” or trying to reason out. I thought of various answers that seemed to make sense, and for a time they comforted me; but things did not usually turn out the way I had figured they would. I recall the Holy Spirit speaking to my heart and saying: “Joyce, you think you have life all figured out. You think you know what I am going to do, and how I am going to do it. But you really don’t know much at all.
Joyce, you are not half as smart as you think you are.”
The Bible tells us not to be wise in our own eyes (See Proverbs 3:7). In other words, “Don’t even think you are intelligent enough to run your own life and have answers for everything.”
O Lord [pleads Jeremiah in the name of the people], I know that [the determination of] the way of a man is not in himself; it is not in man [even in a strong man or in a man at his best] to direct his [own] steps. (Jeremiah 10:23)
Life would be so much easier if we would believe God’s Word and act accordingly, but most of us have to find out what works and what does not the hard way. His Word says we don’t have it in us to run our own lives, but we still try.
I didn’t enjoy peace because of my reasoning, but I had done it for so long I did not know any other way to live. That is the way addicts are. They don’t like their life, but at the same time they can’t face having it any other way. They hate it, but they need it.
When I was growing up, I had to take care of myself from an early age. My parents provided housing, clothing, and things like that, but I felt I was being used rather than loved. I didn’t trust anyone, because the people who said they loved me abused me and disappointed me. My father abused me, and my mother abandoned me. She didn’t physically leave the home, but she pretended she did not know what was happening to me, when in reality she knew quite well. She was unable to take action to help me because of fear; she was afraid of the scandal a child abuse case might cause. The rejection and abandonment I experienced in my childhood was the root of my approval addiction. I had a deep sense of being flawed, and since I didn’t approve of myself, I was afraid no one else approved of me either.
As a child, I never felt safe. I did not feel I could express a need or a desire and expect my parents to meet it. I did not want to ask for anything, especially from my father, because there was always a price to pay. I developed a habit of looking ahead mentally, always trying to stay one step ahead of being needy. I didn’t want to need anyone. I determined to take care of myself, which is a huge job for a child. I even determined to take care of others, especially my mother. She did not seem to be able to take care of me and protect me, so I became the “rescuer” in the family. I grew up with a false sense of responsibility. Even today, I must resist the temptation to feel responsible for things other people should be taking care of themselves.
I also became addicted to the need to be in control. I was afraid to let others make any decisions, because I had no confidence they would be concerned for me. I was accustomed to being used. Once I got away from home and could run my own life, I determined that I would never get hurt again. I promised myself, “Nobody will ever take advantage of me again; nobody is going to tell me what to do.”
I became rebellious toward authority, especially male authority. I wasn’t mean—I was afraid! If I was not in control, I became frantic, trying to manipulate circumstances in such a way that I would always get what I wanted.
There are endless addictions, but let us now discuss “approval addiction.”
THE NEED FOR APPROVAL
When we base our self-worth on how people treat us, or on what we believe they think about us, it causes us to become addicted to their approval. We do not have to be approved of by certain individuals in order to feel good about ourselves. When we think we do, we have a false belief that will open the door for a great deal of misery in our lives. We may spend a lot of time and effort trying to please people and gain their approval. But then, if it takes only one glance of disapproval or one unappreciative word to ruin our sense of self-worth, we are in bondage. No matter how hard we work to please people and gain their acceptance, there will always be someone who disapproves of us.
In Galatians chapter 4, the Bible speaks about two covenants, describing two ways in which we can live. Let’s take a look at them.
The first way we can choose to live is by works of our own flesh. We can take care of ourselves, make our own plans, and struggle to make things happen our way, in our timing. It is the natural way, the normal way that most people live. It is a way that produces every kind of misery. We struggle, get frustrated, fail, and end up weary and worn out most of the time. We are confused, defeated, and have no peace or joy.
2. THROUGH FAITH
The second way we can live is supernaturally, by the power of God. We can live by faith, trusting God to do what needs to be done in our lives. This way is described in the Bible as a “new and living way” (See Hebrews 10:20), which we will examine later in this book. This new way produces peace, joy, ease, and success.
Either we can try to gain acceptance from people the world’s way, or we can choose God’s way.
SUPERNATURAL FAVOR
When a man’s ways please the Lord, He makes even his enemies to be at peace with him. (Proverbs 16:7)
God will give us favor with people if we ask Him to do so and put our trust in Him. He can cause even our enemies to be at peace with us.
When I first began preaching, I of course wanted people to like and accept me, and I still do. At that time I did not know much about trusting God for supernatural favor, so I felt a lot of pressure to do all the right things in the hope people would accept me and approve of me.
The problem with that type of mind-set is that everyone expects something different, and no matter how hard we try, we cannot please all of the people all the time. Some people felt my conferences were too long, while others wanted me to spend even more time preaching to them. Some thought the music was too loud, while others wanted it louder. Most of the people who attended loved my preaching style, but occasionally someone would be offended by my straightforward approach and send me a letter of correction. Any disapproval would literally make me almost sick with worry and feelings of rejection—until I learned to trust God rather than trying to “earn” acceptance.
In the earlier years of my life, before I allowed God to do a work in me, I did a lot of pretending. Whatever I thought people wanted me to be, that was what I tried to be. I wore many masks, trying to be accepted by everyone.
This type of behavior can become a real problem if it is not addressed and changed. God will never help us be anyone other than ourselves.
In The Mask Behind the Mask, biographer Peter Evans says that actor Peter Sellers played so many roles he sometimes was not sure of his own identity.1 In other words, Sellers played so many parts that he forgot who he was. I can remember crying out to God in frustration one day saying, “I don’t know who I am or how I am supposed to act.” At times I felt like a vending machine. Everyone who came near pushed a different button, expecting a different thing. My husband wanted a good, adoring, submissive wife. My children wanted an attentive mother. My parents and aunt, who are all elderly and dependent on me, wanted my attention. The call on my life demanded many things. The people I ministered to wanted me to be available for them whenever they felt they needed me. I said yes to everything until I finally became sick from stress and realized that if I did not learn to say no, I was in for serious health issues. I wanted everyone to love me and accept me, I desperately wanted their approval, but I was trying to get it the wrong way.
The Lord told me that He would give me favor with people if I would pray for them and trust Him. God can cause people to accept and like us who would normally despise us. The Bible says He changes the hearts of men the way He changes the watercourses (See Proverbs 21:1). If God can make a river flow in a specific direction, surely He can change someone’s heart toward us. We wear ourselves out trying to do what only God can do.
God can and will open the right doors for you and give you favor with the right people at the right time.
God can and will open the right doors for you and give you favor with the right people at the right time. For example, God can get you a job that would be far better than anything you could ever get for yourself. Actually, God got me a job I was not even qualified to do, and then enabled me to do it. I worked in a business as a general manager and handled things most people would need a college degree and many years of experience in order to do. At the time I had neither, but God was on my side. We can have favor with God, and He will give us favor with man.
I trust God for favor. When God favors us, He gives us things and does things for us that we do not deserve in the natural. Actually, the job I do now is one I don’t deserve and am not naturally qualified for, but one that God daily enables me to do. Jesus said the anointing of the Holy Spirit qualified Him for what He did (See Luke 4:18-19), and it is the same thing that qualifies me for what I do. God has selected and chosen me for this job. He has anointed me.
He wants to do the same thing for all of His children, if they will let Him. Remember, God begins where we end. Stop struggling, trying to make things happen according to your desires, and ask God to take the driver’s seat in your life.
As long as we try to make things happen by the works of our flesh, God will stand back and wait for us to wear ourselves out. Eventually we will do just that, and hopefully at that time we will call upon the Lord.
WE CAN’T PLEASE ALL THE PEOPLE ALL THE TIME
Any of us who intend to do very much in life will have to accept the fact that there will be times when we will not receive approval from everyone. The need to be popular will steal our destiny. I deal with and minister to a wide variety of people. There is no way humanly possible that I can please all of them all the time. We have more than five hundred employees at Joyce Meyer Ministries. We almost never make one decision that suits all of them.
The need to be popular will steal our destiny.
The Bible says Jesus made Himself of no reputation (See Philippians 2:7 KJV). That is a significant statement. He was not well thought of by many people, but His heavenly Father approved of Him and what He was doing, and that was all that really mattered to Him. As long as you and I have God’s approval, we have what we need most. The apostle Paul said that if he had been trying to be popular with people, he would not have been a servant of the Lord Jesus Christ (See Galatians 1:10). Paul was saying that needing people’s approval in an unbalanced way can steal our destiny. We cannot always be God-pleasers and people-pleasers at the same time.
Pray for favor. Confess that you have favor with God and that He gives you favor with man. Before embarking on any business venture, ask for favor. When you meet new people, ask for favor. I even ask God for favor before going into a restaurant. He can get me the best seat in the house, the best waiter, the best service, and the best food. The Bible says in James 4:2, “You do not have, because you do not ask.” Start asking for favor regularly, and you will be amazed at the acceptance and blessings that come your way. You will have so many friends you will have to pray about which invitations to take or decline.
We cannot always be God-pleasers and people-pleasers at the same time.
Develop your faith in the area of favor. Live expecting it all the time. Remember, you cannot please all the people all the time, but God can give you favor. Trust Him to choose your friends, to open the right doors, and to close the wrong ones. Ask the Lord for “divine connections,” friendships that will be perfect for you. God can connect you with people that will add to your life rather than taking away from it.
Even though God gives you favor, you will still encounter times when certain people won’t approve of you. Strive to please God, and let Him deal with the people.
BONDAGE OR FREEDOM
As I have mentioned, there are two ways to live. We can live by grace, which is by God’s favor and help, or we can live by works, which is by our own efforts, trying to do God’s job. One way produces bondage, the other freedom.
Here are some examples. There are two kinds of righteousness: one that we try to earn by our own perfect record of good works, and one that God gives us through our faith in Jesus Christ.
There are two kinds of love we can have: the love we try to earn and deserve, and the love we receive as a free gift from God.
There are two kinds of love we can give: First is the plain, ordinary kind that people must deserve and earn; when we feel they don’t deserve our love, we withhold it. We can also give the love of God, which He has given us. We can let His love flow through us. God’s love is an unconditional love. We can receive it from Him and give it away to others.
There are two ways to prosper in life: trying to make our own way and struggling according to the world’s system, or doing what God says by tithing all your increase and giving offerings as God leads. When we choose to honor God with our tithes and offerings, He always meets our needs.
There are two ways to promotion: We can try to promote ourselves, always seeking ways to push ourselves forward, or we can trust God to promote us and give us favor.
There are two types of approval: one is from people, and the other is from God. We want people to approve of us, but if we become addicted to their approval, if we have to have it and are ready to do whatever they demand to get it, we lose our freedom. If we trust God for approval, we are freed from the addiction of approval.
BOUNDARIES AND BALANCE OR BURNOUT
Those who are addicted to approval frequently get “burned out.” For them there always exists the danger of attempting too much. They so desperately want to please that they do everything they feel is expected of them and then some. They may be committed to being “nice.” Sometimes they say yes just because they cannot say no, not because they think their actions are the will of God. They burn out for lack of discernment or because of unwarranted guilt. And so, also, their anger builds.
We become angry when we feel all used up and pulled in every direction. Burnout makes us angry because we recognize deep down inside that it is not normal. We become angry with the people pressuring us, when in reality we are allowing ourselves to be pressured. To avoid pressure from others and from ourselves, we must take control of our lives under the guidance of the Holy Spirit.
Once when I was complaining about my heavy schedule, I heard the Holy Spirit say, “Joyce, you are the one who makes your schedule; if you don’t like it, then do something about it.”
Frequently we complain and live silently angry lives while at the same time continuing to do the very things that make us angry. It is true people should not pressure us, but it is equally true we should not allow ourselves to come under pressure. We cannot blame others for what is ultimately our own responsibility.
Normal Christian life should be lived within the boundaries of balanced living. Once a person has a serious case of burnout, it is not easy to fix. None of us, not even those of us “called by God,” can break His natural laws without paying the penalty. Even though we may work for God, we cannot live without limits. Jesus rested. He walked away from the demands of the crowds and took time for renewal.
Many of God’s most precious and well-known saints have suffered from weariness and burnout with a tendency toward depression. We must learn that not all of our problems are spiritual; some of them are physical. We often blame the devil for things that are our own fault. We must learn to say no and not fear the loss of relationships. I have come to the conclusion that if I lose a relationship because I tell someone no, then I really never had a true relationship at all.
RELATIONSHIPS
Relationships are an important part of life. God desires that we have enjoyable, healthy ones. A relationship is not healthy if one person is in control while the other struggles for approval, gaining it by being ready to do anything the other party wants, no matter what it is or how that individual feels about it personally. If we have to sin against our own consciences in order to have someone’s approval, we are out of the will of God.
I have mentioned that you can buy friends by letting them control you, but you will have to keep them the same way you obtained them. Eventually you will get tired of having no freedom. It is actually better to be lonely than to be manipulated and controlled.
Be careful how you get started in a new relationship.
What you allow in the beginning will come to be expected. When we enter business arrangements with new people we have not worked with before, Dave always sets boundaries. If we get a job or product back that is inferior in any way, he immediately lets them know that we expect excellence. If they start out being late for appointments and not calling, he lets them know that type of behavior is not acceptable. There have been times when I have thought he was being a little too hard on them, but he always says, “If we don’t establish from the beginning what we expect, we will be taken advantage of later.”
You can buy friends by letting them control you, but you will have to keep them the same way you obtained them.
Just remember that what you allow in the beginning of a relationship should be what you can be happy with permanently. Let people know by your actions that even though you would like their approval, you can live without it if you have to. Respect others, and let them know that you expect them to show you respect also.
Sometimes people compromise in the early stages of a relationship in order to get something or someone they want. They think they can change the person later, but it doesn’t always work that way. I know many women who have married unbelievers thinking they could convince them to love Jesus later. Most of them ended up spending their lives being miserable, “unequally yoked with unbelievers” (2 Corinthians 6:14).
Recently I was visiting a friend in Minnesota, and while I was there I met a woman who asked me to elaborate on the meaning of not being “unequally yoked with an unbeliever.” She was dating a man who claimed to be a Christian but was not really committed to Christ. She herself had been raised in a Christian home and maintained an active, personal relationship with the Lord. Her father had been aggressively opposed to her continuing the relationship with this man, telling her she would be “unequally yoked.”
When we are emotionally attached to someone, we must be very careful not to let our emotions override wisdom and drown out the voice of God. I simply told this woman that she would be making a mistake to marry the man hoping he would change later. If he was a Christian, then he needed to prove it by showing commitment to following a Christian lifestyle.
Many people say they are Christians but show no fruit of it. The Bible says, “You will know them by their fruit” (See Matthew 7:16). Many people mentally accept the existence of God, but that does not mean they are committed to serving Him. The world is actually full of people who believe in God but live in sin.
This woman shared with me that the man she was dating was beginning to go to church with her occasionally and she was hopeful that he would make a serious commitment. I told her to be sure he did so before she married him. I told her not to compromise in the beginning of the relationship, but to be very clear about her expectations.
Wisdom always chooses now what it will be happy with later on. Don’t live like there is no tomorrow, because tomorrow always comes.
When we choose the people with whom we think we want to be in relationship—whether work related or personal— we often find later that our choices were not very wise. Ask God to give you “divine connections.” He may choose relationships for you that you would never have chosen because you have preconceived ideas about what you want. Learn to look beyond the exterior of people and see their heart. Someone may look good outwardly and be a nightmare to be in relationship with. Another person may not appeal to you at first glance, and yet when you get to know that individual, he or she may turn out to be the best friend you ever had.
Don’t live like there is no tomorrow, because tomorrow always comes.
I was insecure and always wanted to be friends with the “popular people,” but quite often I ended up getting hurt.
I sought the approval of such people because I was filled with insecurity.
INSECURITY AND APPROVAL ADDICTION
As we discussed in the first part of the book, insecure people easily become approval addicts. They want and need other people’s approval so much that they will do just about anything to get it. But security is part of our inheritance from God through Jesus. He wants us to feel safe and comfortable at all times. He wants us to be free to be ourselves and to feel accepted. God will give us that freedom and acceptance through Jesus Christ, if we look to Him for it.
If you have been addicted to approval, or if you know anybody who is, you are aware that it is a miserable way to live. You never know when people are going to approve or disapprove of you. Just about the time you think you have figured out what they want, they may change their mind. You are not free to follow your heart or the leadership of the Holy Spirit because you must always think about what the people want, what will make them happy.
My father was totally dysfunctional. In other words, he did not function the way a father should have. Not only was he abusive in every way, he was impossible to please. Oh, he might show approval occasionally concerning something I had done, yet I could do the same thing at another time and get into trouble for doing it. The atmosphere was terribly unstable and supercharged with fear. It made me feel extremely insecure. I was always afraid of being disapproved of and getting into trouble or being punished. I tried my very best to do what I thought he might want, but it was ever changing and therefore impossible to figure out. Going through this experience eventually turned me into an “approval addict”—I so desperately wanted to avoid the pain of disapproval, I was willing to do almost anything to get people’s approval.
He wants us to be free to be ourselves and to feel accepted.
I had to learn to confront this addiction in my life and confront the people who tried to control me.
CONFRONTATION
Maintaining healthy relationships occasionally requires confrontation. That means you must say no even when the other party wants to hear yes. It means you may have to choose to do something you know the other party won’t approve of, if you know it is the right choice for you.
If you have not been confronting, and now find yourself being controlled and manipulated, making a change will not be easy. Once you develop a pattern of pleasing people out of fear, it takes a genuine step of faith to break the pattern.
I was very afraid of my father, and telling him no just didn’t seem to be an option. When I left home, I fell into the same habit pattern with other people who had a personality similar to his. I had difficulty maintaining my freedom, especially with strong-willed people. If I was with someone who would allow it, I became the controller; however, if the other person had a domineering personality, I always ended up being controlled. True freedom was something foreign to me. I did not know how to give other people freedom, and I did not know how to stand up for my own right to be free.
Maintaining healthy relationships occasionally requires confrontation.
If people are not accustomed to being confronted, they may react very aggressively until they become accustomed to the change. You may even need to explain that you realize you have allowed them to have their way in everything in the past, but that you have been wrong. Explain that you have been insecure and have needed their approval, but that now you have to make a change.
It will be hard for you and them, but in order to have a healthy relationship, you must do it.
Spend some time praying about it before confronting. Ask God to give you courage. Ask Him to help the other person be willing to change. What is impossible with man is possible with God (See Mark 10:27).
The important thing is to make a decision right now that with God’s help you will break the cycle of approval addiction. Initially, you may feel very uncomfortable with the thought that someone is not happy with you, but you must remember your only other choice is spending your life being unhappy. Breaking any addiction will produce suffering, but it leads to victory. We can suffer on our way to victory or we can suffer, in a never-ending cycle of addictions. If you are going to suffer, at least let it be for some worthwhile reason.
Breaking any addiction will produce suffering, but it leads to victory.
In the next chapter I want to look at one of the first obstacles we face when we make the choice to overcome the approval addiction—letting go of the emotional hurts of our past.
Chapter 7
Pressing Past The Pain Of Feelings
Abuse, rejection, abandonment, betrayal, disappointment, judgment, criticism, et cetera, all cause pain in our lives. Emotional pain is often more devastating than physical pain. A pain pill or other medication may alleviate physical pain, but emotional pain is not so easy to deal with. Most people are more comfortable talking about their physical pain than their emotional pain. It seems people feel they have to hide emotional pain and pretend it isn’t real, or they may even feel guilty for having it. There exists an imbedded idea in people’s minds that those with “emotional problems” are second-rate citizens. We can be physically sick and everyone feels sorry for us, but if we have emotional problems we are viewed suspiciously. Our emotions are part of our makeup, and they can wear out or become sick like any other part of the anatomy.
If you have an emotional wound in your life, Jesus wants to heal you. Don’t make the mistake of thinking He is only interested in your spiritual life. Jesus can heal you everywhere you hurt! The root cause of an approval addiction is usually an emotional wound. The Bible teaches us that Jesus came to heal our wounds and bind up and heal our broken hearts, to give us beauty instead of ashes, and the oil of joy to replace mourning (See Isaiah 61:1-3). According to these Scriptures, He also came to open the prison and the eyes of those who are bound. Being addicted to approval is a prison, and I pray that this book is beginning to open your eyes.
Jesus can heal you everywhere you hurt!
We cannot deal with what we don’t recognize and understand, but once our eyes are opened we can learn to enjoy the freedom Jesus desires for each of us.
MAKING RIGHT CHOICES
We have to start making right choices while we are still hurting, which is difficult and painful. Since that is the case, some people never break free. We often have to do the right thing for a long time before we begin getting right results. We must do right and keep doing right, pressing past how we feel about it. For example, treating someone right who has hurt us in the past is emotionally and mentally painful. It seems downright unfair and even like a stupid thing to do. After all, why should we be good to someone who has hurt us? Well, if we cannot find any other reason, we can choose to do it just because Jesus told us to (See Matthew 5:38-44).
If someone has hurt me, and I am bitter about it, that person is in actuality still hurting me. Bitterness is a pain in itself. It is a negative attitude that steals joy and peace. However, if I am willing to press past the pain and make a decision to forgive, I will be free.
If my husband, Dave, hurts my feelings or disappoints me in some way, it hurts. As long as I refuse to forgive him, it keeps hurting. As soon as I choose to do what the Bible teaches me to do, which is to forgive and treat him as if nothing happened (See Matthew 6:14-15), I am free. To be free from the pain, I have to press past it; I have to choose to do the right thing while I am still hurting.
We often have to do the right thing for a long time before we begin getting right results.
Let me tell you a story that illustrates this point. The scene is a courtroom trial in South Africa:
A frail black woman about seventy years old slowly rises to her feet. Across the room and facing her are several white police officers. One of them is Mr. Van der Broek, who has just been tried and found implicated in the murders of both the woman’s son and her husband some years before. Van der Broek had come to the woman’s home, taken her son, shot him at point blank range and then set the young man’s body on fire while he and his officers partied nearby.
Several years later, Van der Broek and his men had returned for her husband as well. For months she knew nothing of his whereabouts. Then almost two years after her husband’s disappearance, Van der Broek came back to fetch the woman herself. How well she remembers in vivid detail that evening, going to a place beside a river where she was shown her husband, bound and beaten, but still strong in spirit, lying on a pile of wood. The last words she heard from his lips as the officers poured gasoline over his body and set him aflame were, “Father, forgive them . . .”
Now the woman stands in the courtroom and listens to the confessions offered by Mr. Van der Broek. A member of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission turns to her and asks, “So what do you want? How should justice be done to this man who has so brutally destroyed your family?”
“I want three things,” begins the old woman calmly, but confidently. “I want first to be taken to the place where my husband’s body was burned so that I can gather up the dust and give his remains a decent burial.”
She paused, then continued. “My husband and son were my only family. I want secondly, therefore, for Mr. Van der Broek to become my son. I would like for him to come twice a month to the ghetto and spend a day with me so that I can pour out on him whatever love I still have remaining in me.” She also stated that she wanted a third thing, “This is also the wish of my husband. And so, I would kindly ask someone to come to my side and lead me across the courtroom so that I can take Mr. Van der Broek in my arms and embrace him and let him know that he is truly forgiven.” As the court assistants came to lead the elderly woman across the room, Mr. Van der Broek, overwhelmed by what he had just heard, fainted. As he did, those in the courtroom, family, friends, neighbours—all victims of decades of oppression and injustice—began to sing, softly but assuredly, “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.”1
Although it appears that the elderly woman who had endured such a painful loss was doing Mr. Van der Broek a huge favor—and indeed she was—she actually was doing more for herself than for him. Because of her actions, her past had no authority over her future. She was not allowing the pain of the past to poison her attitude. Her attitude gave God glory.
God is not glorified by our suffering, but He is glorified when we have a good attitude during suffering. I am sure the woman had to discipline her feelings. She had to make a choice that was not easy, but the reward was worth it. She made a right decision while she was still hurting, and that decision contributed to putting an end to her pain. As long as we stay angry, we keep our pain. When we begin to pray for and bless those who have hurt us, the pain is swallowed up in love. As Mahatma Gandhi once said,
“The weak can never forgive. Forgiveness is the attribute of the strong.”
As long as we stay angry, we keep our pain.
DISCIPLINE IS REQUIRED
The Bible says no discipline for the present seems joyous; nevertheless, later on it will yield the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who are trained by it (See Hebrews 12:11). Righteousness, or doing what is right, is a fruit that yields peace in our lives. Nothing feels better than simply knowing we did what was right. To me, nothing is worse than a guilty conscience.
When confronted with pain, there are only three choices: (1) press past the pain now, (2) press past the pain later, or (3) keep the pain forever.
The Bible says discipline is sometimes painful. The very thought of the word discipline means we will have to choose to do something we don’t really feel like doing. If we feel like doing something, discipline is not required or needed.
I don’t have to discipline myself to shop for new clothes because I like to do it. However, I know a woman who hates shopping, and she waits until everything she has to wear is seriously outdated or totally worn out before she will go shopping. She has to discipline herself to shop because she does not have feelings supporting her. My feelings support me greatly; therefore, I need no discipline to shop. I must discipline myself not to shop at times!
My husband, Dave, loves to exercise. He has been exercising since he was sixteen years old. I hate exercise. My motto is “No pain! No pain!” I like the benefit of exercise, but I don’t like to do it. I don’t feel like exercising, so I have to press past the pain in order to do it. Exercise for me requires discipline.
We must press past the emotional pain of a lack of desire to do things we don’t enjoy. In the same way, we must also press past the emotional pain of abuse, rejection, disapproval, betrayal, judgment, and criticism in order to be set free from them.
Don’t allow your past to ruin your future. Why should you remain bitter, angry, and wounded while those who hurt you are out having a good time, not even knowing or caring that you are hurting?
God shows us in His Word how we can be free, but we still have to make choices that may not always be easy or even seem fair.
YOU ARE NOT THE ONLY ONE
The Bible reminds us in 1 Peter 5:9 that we are to stand firm in faith against the attacks of the devil, knowing that the same identical sufferings are appointed to our brothers and sisters throughout the world.
We all get hurt at times, and we all have the same opportunity either to let it make us bitter or to let it make us better. How can injustices make us better? For one thing, they help us develop character. Doing what is right when we don’t have feelings supporting us builds strong character in us. Intelligence and talents are God’s gifts, but character is developed. Many people have gifts that can take them to high places, but they don’t have the character to keep them there once they arrive.
Not only does everyone get hurt, we all get hurt again and again. That may not sound very encouraging, but it is true. I can recall an occasion in which God was really dealing with me about trusting my husband and his decisions more than I had done in the past. Dave loves me and would never hurt me on purpose, but he is also human and therefore fallible. So I said to God, “What if he hurts me?” The Lord replied, “He probably will from time to time, but I am your Healer. I live inside of you, and I am always available to heal your wounds.”
Intelligence and talents are God’s gifts, but character is developed.
We spend so much time trying not to get hurt that we cannot develop good relationships with people. We should not spend all of our time trying to protect ourselves. We should be willing to give ourselves away, and lay down our lives for others (See John 15:13).
We may look at other people and think they never have to go through anything difficult, but we all go through different things. Some people have gone through devastating things that nobody knows anything about. They go to God’s throne with their problems instead of the phone. Some people have learned the art of suffering silently. They know only God can help them, so they don’t bother telling everyone they meet what they are going through.
It is not wrong to share our troubles with a friend or counselor, but the point is that we cannot assume others are not having challenges in life just because they don’t look depressed or don’t talk about their problems.
My husband rarely ever talks about anything he is going through. There have been times when I have had a virus of some sort and told Dave I was feeling bad, aching all over, nauseated, et cetera. When I did that, he sometimes replied, “I had that three weeks ago. I felt really bad for seven days.” I asked him why he didn’t tell me he was sick, to which he replied, “Why should I tell you how bad I feel? You can’t do anything for me.”
Some of us are talkers, and some are not. Don’t make the mistake of thinking people have no pain just because they have not told you about it. I believe it is important for us not to think we are the only ones hurting. Peter reminded the people to whom he was writing to resist the devil, knowing everybody was going through the same kind of things they were (See 1 Peter 5:8-9). Remembering this truth keeps us from feeling alone and isolated in our own pain. It helps me when I am hurting to remember that somewhere, someone is hurting much worse than I am and I should be grateful I don’t have worse problems than I do. I am not alone, and with God’s help I will make it through my difficulty. This too shall pass!
It is important for us not to think we are the only ones hurting.
THE PROMISE OF REWARD
The promise of reward helps us press past the pain of obedience:
Instead of your [former] shame you shall have a twofold recompense; instead of dishonor and reproach [your people] shall rejoice in their portion. Therefore in their land they shall possess double [what they had forfeited]; everlasting joy shall be theirs.
For I the Lord love justice. (Isaiah 61:7-8)
And I will restore or replace for you the years that the locust has eaten—the hopping locust, the stripping locust, and the crawling locust, My great army which I sent among you.
And you shall eat in plenty and be satisfied and praise the name of the Lord, your God, Who has dealt wondrously with you. And My people shall never be put to shame.
(Joel 2:25-26)
These are two of many wonderful promises in the Bible. God is “the rewarder of those who earnestly and diligently seek Him” (Hebrews 11:6). If we are to be diligent, then we must do what is right when we feel like it and when we don’t. The Word of God shares many accounts of men and women who received difficult instructions from the Lord with the promise of reward if they chose to obey.
Esther was asked to do a difficult thing and promised the reward of saving a nation if she would do it (See the book of Esther). Abraham was instructed to leave home and family and go to a place that God would later show him. God told him that his reward would be exceedingly great (See Genesis 12:1-4; 15:1). Joseph was given a dream of being a great ruler, but he had to press past the pain of being rejected and hated by his brothers. He endured thirteen years in prison for a crime he did not commit and kept a good attitude all the while. Even in prison Joseph continued to help other people. He did eventually get his promised reward. He was given a position in Egypt that was second only to Pharaoh himself. During a famine he was able to use his influence to save many people, as well as his family who had hurt him. Joseph had an excellent attitude, and God rewarded him for it (See Genesis 37-50).
Viktor Frankl made the following statement:
We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man but one thing; the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances.
There is no danger of developing eyestrain from looking on the bright side of things, so why not try it?
There is no danger of developing eyestrain from looking on the bright side of things, so why not try it? Being negative only makes a difficult journey more difficult. You may be given a cactus, but you don’t have to sit on it.
Doing the right thing—letting go of the emotional pain— when we are getting immediate results is not very challenging, but continuing to do so when it seems that nothing right is happening to us is very challenging indeed. All of these people I just mentioned had to endure in order to receive their promised reward.
THE PAIN OF DISAPPROVAL
All those who are addicted to approval feel emotional and mental pain when they experience disapproval. In order to break free from approval addiction they must press past the pain they feel when they experience disapproval. Approval addicts attempt to avoid or relieve the pain of disapproval by doing whatever people want them to do. Let me give you an example of what I mean.
A young woman I know—I’ll call her Jenny—is addicted to approval. Her mother has always been very difficult to please, and Jenny has felt the pain of rejection many times in her life. Like any child, she wants her mother’s approval, which is a very normal desire.
Jenny has fallen into the trap of “people-pleasing” in her relationship with her mother, who is a very controlling individual. Her mother expects Jenny to drop whatever she may be doing in order to cater to her every whim. She becomes angry if Jenny has already made plans and is unable to take her places or help her with projects.
Jenny’s mother is quite unreasonable, but Jenny’s approval addiction not only keeps her miserable, it also feeds her mother’s addiction to control.
In order to have freedom and be able to enjoy her life and her mother, Jenny will have to choose to do what she knows is right for her, even if it means that her mother will disapprove. She must be willing to endure the pain of rejection. Every time she relieves her pain by giving in to her mother, she feeds her addiction as well as her mother’s.
You can starve an addiction to death by simply not feeding it. Don’t fight with addictions, but instead refuse to feed them.
The decision not to give in will be hard for Jenny emotionally, because she has always caved in and let her mother have her way. It won’t be easy for Jenny’s mother either, because she is addicted to getting what she wants. She needs to be in control in order to feel good about herself.
Don’t fight with addictions, but instead refuse to feed them.
Do you see the trap Satan sets for people? Jenny needs approval, and her mother needs control. Jenny’s mother’s problem controls Jenny, and Jenny’s problem feeds her mother’s. Each time Jenny says no and sticks with her decision, the pain and discomfort she experiences will lessen. It might be compared to a diet. If a person indulges himself and overeats for a long period of time, his capacity for food is increased. Should he decide to cut down on his eating, he will feel the pain of hunger the first few days he decreases his food intake. However, each day that goes by in which he sticks to his decision to eat less, he will feel less discomfort until eventually he will be able to eat less and not feel uncomfortable at all.
The same principle applies to any area of life that needs to be disciplined. Anything we are accustomed to having, we want. If we don’t get it, we feel discomfort until we get used to doing without it.
Jenny will have to endure some difficulty for a period of time. At times her difficulty will seem to be more than she can stand, but if she refuses to go back to being controlled by her mother, eventually she will be free, and Jenny and her mother hopefully will be able to begin developing a new and healthy relationship. If Jenny and her mother are both willing, they can indeed start afresh.
BREAKING THE CYCLE OF ADDICTION
I want to encourage you to replace one addiction with another one. You are probably thinking, “What sense does that make?” Actually, I want you to replace all addictions with one other addiction. I want you to become addicted to Jesus! You should need Him more than you need anything else.
I mentioned that for Jenny there might be times when she will feel that her pain and discomfort are more than she can stand. What is she to do during those times? She needs to run quickly to the Lord—to His Word and promises. If she will study select portions of Scripture that strengthen and encourage her, she will be enabled to do the right thing.
God’s Word has inherent power in it. When we release our faith in His Word, that power is released into our lives and situations to help us.
Jenny should also pray during these times. She should pray specifically for strength not to give in to her mother’s demands but rather to stand firm in the will of God. She should not only pray during these times, she should also pray ahead of time in these areas.
Prayer releases power into our lives.
I have learned to pray regularly in areas that I know to be weaknesses for me. Too often we wait until we are in the midst of a temptation and find the pressure of it to be more than we can resist. Jesus said that we are to pray that we come not into temptation (Luke 22:40). We will be tempted, but if we pray regularly and prior to the times of temptation as well as in them, we will find ourselves enjoying more victory. Prayer releases power into our lives.
Determination and discipline are important in breaking the cycle of addictions, but receiving supernatural strength from God is the real key to success. Learn to run to Him instead of running to the substance or wrong behavior to which you are addicted.
I have spent so many years seeking God every morning that now I just don’t feel right unless I have my daily time with Him. I actually get grouchy and act impatiently throughout the day if I don’t feed on His Word and spend time in His presence. In the 1970s when I began developing a habit of spending daily time with God, it was hard to do. Other things always came up. I could not concentrate. I even got bored. But, after years of giving God a place of priority in my time, I am addicted to it.
Now I am uncomfortable if I don’t have it.
Every unhealthy addiction can be broken in your life. You
can live a balanced, joy-filled, peaceful life if you will lean on God in everything and for everything. He is your Strength. You cannot defeat your “Goliaths” without His help. When David went against the giant Goliath he knew he had to go in the name of the Lord. He told Goliath,
“This day the Lord will deliver you into my hand” (1 Samuel 17:46). David knew he could not deliver himself, so he put his trust in God. That is what you must do, especially when faced with the giant of your addiction.
SET YOUR MIND AND KEEP IT SET
The Bible says we are to set our minds, and keep them set, on things above, not on things on the earth (See Colossians 3:2). Having been addicted to approval, I know how difficult it is not to think about it when we feel someone is not pleased with us. Thoughts of that person’s anger and rejection seem to fill our every waking moment.
Instead of trying not to think wrong thoughts, choose right ones. Fill your mind with positive thoughts. Meditate on God’s Word and His will for you. Then wrong thoughts will find no place of entry.
We have all had the experience of being terribly worried about something, of having our minds rotating around and around a problem endlessly. If we get involved in something else that interests us, we stop worrying for a period of time. When it is quiet and we are alone, or when we have nothing else to do, we begin to worry again. I have found that one of the best allies against wrong thinking is to stay busy doing something for someone else. I don’t have time to think about “me” when
I am occupied with someone else’s need. In this way I set my mind on what is above, not on earthly things. I set my mind on God’s instruction to me to walk in love (See Ephesians 5:2).
We must be armed with right thinking, or we will give up during hard times.
So, since Christ suffered in the flesh for us, for you, arm yourselves with the same thought and purpose [patiently to suffer rather than fail to please God]. For whoever has suffered in the flesh [having the mind of Christ] is done with [intentional] sin [has stopped pleasing himself and the world, and pleases God]. (1 Peter 4:1)
Realize (set your mind) and be fully aware that moving from being a victim to being a victor will not be a quick process. It will take time, but the investment will be worth it in the end. Remember, you can either go through the pain of deliverance that is temporary, or keep the pain of bondage that never ends unless it is confronted.
DO IT AFRAID
Fear is involved in approval addiction: the fear of rejection, abandonment, being alone, and of what people will think or say about us. Fear is not from God:
For God did not give us a spirit of timidity (of cowardice, of craven and cringing and fawning fear), but [He has given us a spirit] of power and of love and of calm and well-balanced mind and discipline and self-control. (2
Timothy 1:7)
Fear means to run away from something. God does not want us to run from things. He wants us to confront things, knowing that He has promised to be with us, never to leave us nor forsake us (See Hebrews 13:5).
There are times in life when we must do things afraid. In other words, we must do what we know we should do even though we feel fear. Fear is a spirit that produces feelings and creates physiological changes. Fear can make the heart beat faster and harder. It can cause sweating, shaking, irrational thinking, and other physical manifestations. The Bible never tells us that we are not to feel any of those things connected with fear; it simply tells us not to fear. When God said to people “fear not,” He meant for them to keep going forward, taking steps of obedience to carry out His instructions to them. He was in essence telling them, “This is not going to be easy, but don’t run away from it.” Mark Twain said, “Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not absence of fear.” In other words, there are too many people praying for mountains of difficulty to be removed when what they really need to be praying for is the courage to climb them. Courage is being the only one who knows you are afraid.
Running from hard things is one of our biggest problems. We try to avoid the pain and discomfort of fear. Fear has torment (See 1 John 4:18 KJV), and it is a painful thing. We must press past the pain and do what fear demands that we run from. As French author Michel de Montaigne once said, “He who fears he shall suffer, already suffers what he fears.”
Approval addicts are afraid of the pain of rejection. They will spend their lives keeping other people happy and fixed while forfeiting their own joy unless they make a decision to break the cycle of addiction. They will have to “do it afraid.” They will have to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit and their own heart rather than following the will and desires of other people.
When I became aware of this principle that I call “Do it afraid,” it was life changing for me. I always wanted the feelings of fear to go away, but my desire was unrealistic.
Satan regularly uses fear to prevent us from making progress. He will not stop attacking us with feelings of fear, but we can “fear not.” We can “do it afraid.” The only way out is through!
The time came in my journey of healing for me to confront my father about the years of abuse I had endured at his hands. I was so afraid I felt as if I might actually faint or my legs might buckle underneath me, but I knew I had to be obedient to God’s instruction to confront. Nobody had ever confronted the abuse in our family. We had all just pretended that we were a normal, well-adjusted, loving family. Nobody ever talked about it; we just hid from the truth, and it was destroying all of us.
We can “do it afraid.” The only way out is through!
Feelings buried alive never die; they just eat away at our mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual health. They also have a devastating effect on the development of healthy relationships. We may hide painful memories, but they are still somewhere doing their dirty work.
As I stood in front of my father and began trying to talk to him about what he had done to me in my childhood, the fear I felt was absolutely horrible. He began reacting in anger and denial. He even started blaming me. At the same time my mother was yelling, crying, and having a major anxiety attack.
I thank God that He gave me the strength to press on rather than run away and hide again. Many years have passed since that day, but it opened the door for true healing. It was a process that involved many stages. The final stage was my father’s salvation. He caused me a lot of pain in my life, but I had the joy of baptizing him after leading him into a personal relationship with Christ. If I had not “done it afraid” when God instructed me to confront him, we would still be where we were then. We cannot make progress without confrontation.
I knew a man who was having major chest pains. He was afraid that if he went to the doctor he would find out he had heart trouble, so he ignored the pain, hoping it would go away. He died a short time later! The thing he feared came upon him.
God’s Word tells us that we can have what we believe (See Mark 11:22-24), but we can also have what we fear.
THE PAIN OF LONELINESS
The pain of rejection is connected to the pain of being lonely. Loneliness is one of the biggest problems in people’s lives today. It is the root cause of many suicides as well as a great deal of personal agony.
Being with people does not guarantee we will not be lonely. We can be with people and still feel lonely because we feel we are misunderstood, that we are not making a connection with those around us. We may be inside a room with people, but we can still feel outside the group.
We must press past the pain of being lonely and feeling misunderstood. We must trust God for right relationships and not make emotional decisions that only end up making our problem worse. The fear of being lonely can turn us into people-pleasers, and we can end up with no life of our own, bitter and feeling all used up by other people.
Being alone does not constitute being lonely. If you know who you are in Christ, and you like yourself, you can enjoy being alone. I like to spend time with myself because I like myself. Some people have been critical of me for saying, “I like myself.” They think I am full of pride. That is not the case at all. I don’t like myself because I think I am wonderful. I like myself because Jesus loves me, and He is wonderful! I like myself because I made a decision to do so, not because I always feel likeable or lovable. As we discussed in chapter 5, I finally decided if Jesus loved me enough to die for me, the very least I could do was stop hating and rejecting myself.
It is not a lack of people that causes loneliness.
When I made this decision, I started enjoying my time alone. Prior to that decision, it seemed I felt lonely no matter how many people I was with. I think loneliness is a result of not liking ourselves more than it is of not having people around us.
Any of us who want to be with people can be. All we have to do is go find others who need help and help them.
Hurting people are everywhere. All of us can find someone to do something for, if we really want to. It is not a lack of people that causes loneliness; it is our fears about ourselves as well as our fear of disapproval and rejection.
We frequently spend more time trying to avoid rejection than we do trying to build good relationships. We may be so afraid of being hurt that we keep all of our walls up in an effort to protect ourselves and avoid emotional pain.
Some people isolate themselves. They think they cannot get hurt if they don’t get involved, but the result is that they are lonely. Many people are afraid to trust. They are afraid to be honest and vulnerable, afraid that people will judge and criticize them or tell their secrets if they share anything of a private or personal nature. All of these fears and concerns only add to the feelings of loneliness that many people experience. In fact, these fears are the root cause of loneliness.
As human beings, we have a deep need to be understood. When we don’t receive it, we feel lonely. In listening to people share their hurt and pain, I find that the words “I understand” have a very soothing effect. I have told my husband, “Even if you don’t have a clue about what I am talking about, just tell me you understand, and it will make me feel a lot better.” A man could not possibly understand PMS, but it is better for him if he appears to have understanding of his wife’s plight. She needs to be understood. She does not want to feel alone in her pain and struggle.
As human beings, we have a deep need to be understood.
One day my husband came in from trying to play golf. He had not had a good experience because his leg was hurting and swollen. He was not too happy about it. His golf game is really important to him, so I said, “I understand how you feel.” I offered him whatever help I could give physically, but my understanding seemed to help more than anything.
There have been times in the past when my attitude has been, “What’s the big deal? It’s only one round of golf. After all, you play all the time.” That attitude has started arguments and driven a wedge between us. He wants me to understand his needs, and I want him to understand mine.
One of my favorite Scriptures in the Bible is Hebrews 4:15, which teaches that Jesus is a High Priest Who understands our weaknesses and infirmities because He has been tempted in every respect just as we have, yet He never sinned. Just knowing that Jesus understands makes me feel closer to Him. It helps me be vulnerable and trust Him. It helps me feel connected rather than lonely.
Press past your pain to victory. Be determined! Stop just wishing things were different and do your part to make them different. There are two types of people in the world: those who wait for something to happen, and those who make something happen. We cannot do anything apart from God, but we can decide to cooperate with Him. We can face the truth. We can stop feeding our addictions and endure the pain of letting them die from lack of nourishment.
It is time for a change! Get excited about your future and realize that when you are going through something, the good news is “you’re going through,” and that means ultimately you will come out on the other side with a victory that cannot be taken away from you. Your experience will make you stronger and enable you to help others who are facing similar battles.
Now let’s take a look at what it means to let go of any shame in our past that feeds our approval addiction.
Chapter 8
Pressing Past Guilt And Shame
At the age of thirty-three, Christine Caine suddenly discovered she had been adopted. It was quite shocking to her because she had absolutely no inkling of it. Nothing had ever been said in her family that would even remotely indicate she had been adopted.
When she received paperwork from the government regarding the adoption, she found some terminology that wounded her emotionally. She found that she had been “unnamed.” A letter actually said she was “unwanted.” Her birth mother did not want her and did not name her. At the same time, she was trying to minister to youth, and the university where she applied for further study said she was “unqualified.”
Many people who suddenly discovered that they were adopted, unnamed, unwanted, and unqualified for a position they desired would have been devastated and felt guilt and shame, but not Christine. She had been taught God’s Word and knew who she was in Christ. She said, “Before God formed me in my mother’s womb (whose ever womb that was) He knew me and approved of me as His chosen instrument” (See Jeremiah 1:5). She made a decision to press past her feelings and live in what she knew to be the truth based on God’s Word. She has gone on to become a popular evangelist with a growing worldwide ministry.
Christine could have made another decision. She could have decided to go with the flow of her feelings, which would have pulled her down. She could have felt all the things those words described: unwanted, unqualified, unloved! She could have felt ashamed that her birth mother actually said she did not want her. She could have spent her entire life addicted to approval and living to please people simply because her birth mother had rejected her. She could have felt guilty, as most people do who don’t receive affirmation from the people who are supposed to love them. Thank God she decided to press past all the negative feelings and believe God’s promises. In the Bible, the psalmist says, “Although my father and my mother have forsaken me, yet the Lord will take me up [adopt me as His child]” (Psalm 27:10).
It is easy to sit in church and say amen when a teacher or preacher shares that we should remain confident in all situations. It is another thing entirely to apply the message when we have a need in our own life. It is easy to agree with the message if we have no feelings that are pushing us to do the wrong thing. To apply God’s Word, we must go beyond our feelings and take action based on the truth of His Word.
Merely knowing what to do does no good if we don’t do it!
Christine had spent years in church. She knew a great deal of the Bible and was teaching it to others. She made a decision to apply it to her situation. Once when I was having a serious problem I asked God what I should do, and He told me to do whatever I would tell someone else who came to me for help and had the same problem I now had. Merely knowing what to do does no good if we don’t do it!
Christine acted on the Word of God and was rescued from
what could have been devastating news. Her adopted parents had not been truthful with her. She made a decision to be understanding, believe the best, and not resent them for not telling her she was adopted. She found her birth mother and discovered that she lived in her neighborhood only a few blocks from where Christine had lived most of her life. She tried to make contact with her and was told her birth mother wanted absolutely nothing to do with her. This was a major testing time in Christine’s life. All she had learned was being put to the test, and she found that God was faithful.
Christine received strength from the Holy Spirit and was able to remain confident. She knew she had worth and value because God loved her. Perhaps she had been unnamed by her mother, but God says in His Word, “Fear not, for I have redeemed you [ransomed you by paying a price instead of leaving you captives]; I have called you by your name; you are Mine” (Isaiah 43:1, italics mine).
People are much more impressed by our actions than by our words.
God had a plan for Christine. She was not a mistake; she had been chosen by Him. His anointing qualified her for whatever He called her to do. Because she believed God’s Word, the devil was defeated in his plan of destruction.
He had hoped that the news of her past would devastate her and create in her an uncontrolled need for acceptance and approval, but it actually strengthened her and others with whom she has shared her story.1
People are much more impressed by our actions than by our words. Christine proved by her actions that she really believed what she taught. Her stability in her time of trial continues to encourage others that they need not be defeated by disappointments and what the world would call “bad news.” The gospel of Jesus Christ is good news. It is so good that it will overcome all the bad news anyone might ever hear.
SHAME AND BLAME
Because my father sexually abused me, I felt shame, which I internalized. At some point I made an unhealthy transition in my thinking. I was no longer ashamed of what he had done to me; instead, I became ashamed of myself because of it. I took the blame on myself and felt there must be something wrong with me if my own father wanted to do those things to me that I knew were very wrong and unnatural. For years I had a message playing over and over in my mind that said, “What is wrong with me? What is wrong with me? What is wrong with me?” That was one reason I was so excited to learn that I am the righteousness of God in Christ (See 2 Corinthians 5:21).
For almost forty years I felt wrong, and now I finally feel right. It is God’s will that we feel right about ourselves, not wrong.
My life was literally poisoned with shame. To be shamed can in some cases be defined as being confused, disappointed, or confounded. Confounded can mean defeated, overthrown, or damned. To be damned of course means to be doomed to punishment. Therefore, if people have a shame-based nature, the result is they are doomed to punishment. The bad feelings they have about themselves act as a punishment in itself. When we live every day of our lives not liking ourselves, we are being punished, even if we are the ones doing the punishing.
Like Christine, I was eventually able to learn God’s Word and apply it to my situation. But, until I did so, I was miserable. I walked away from my situation when I was eighteen years old, thinking it was all over and done with. As I mentioned previously, I did not realize until later that even though I walked away from the situation that had caused the problem, I still had the problem in my soul.
The important thing in life is what goes on in us: our thoughts, imaginations, attitudes, and inner feelings. The things in us eventually come out one way or another. We may think we have them hidden away where nobody can ever find them, but that is not true.
I was seeing the results of my childhood abuse every day;
I just did not know that was what I was seeing. I blamed a lot of my problems on other people and situations. I ran from my problems when I was eighteen, and through blame I had discovered a new way to keep running from them.
THE BLAME GAME
Do not let yourself be overcome by evil, but overcome (master) evil with good. (Romans 12:21)
Blaming others for our own unhappiness only helps us avoid dealing with the real problem. Author Dr. Wayne Dyer said:
All blame is a waste of time. No matter how much fault you find with another, and regardless of how much you blame him, it will not change you. The only thing blame does is to keep the focus off you when you are looking for external reasons to explain your unhappiness or frustration. You may succeed in making another feel guilty about something by blaming him, but you won’t succeed in changing whatever it is about you that is making you unhappy.2
I have finally realized that nobody is responsible for my personal happiness. I tried to make my husband responsible, blaming him every time I did not feel happy.
I blamed circumstances, my father and mother, the devil, and even God. The result was that I remained unhappy.
As British author Douglas Adams once said, “When you blame others you give up your power to change.” If you could kick in the pants the person responsible for most of your trouble, you wouldn’t sit for a month. Start taking responsibility for your actions and reactions, and you will start to change.
Through blaming I was avoiding dealing with the real issues that needed to be confronted in my life. I had an infection inside me—not an infection in my physical body, but one in my soul. It was spreading and affecting more and more of my thoughts, attitudes, conversations, and decisions. It was actually affecting my entire outlook on life.
It was time to stop running. As a Christian, I talked about “the promised land,” but I lived in the “wilderness.” I was like the Israelites of old who traveled around and around in the desert with Moses. They spent forty years attempting to complete a journey that should have taken eleven days (See Deuteronomy 1:2). Why? Among other things they always blamed Moses and God for their difficulties. They never took responsibility for their actions. Everything that went wrong was someone else’s fault. They never accepted their own guilt.
I had been abused, and that was not my fault. It was true that I had some problems that were a direct result of the abuse I had suffered; but what I needed was to stop using it as an excuse not to change. Blame keeps us trapped in our problems. We can feel bitter, but we never get any better. I was occupied with thoughts of what people had done to me when I should have been busy praying about what I could do for them or others. God’s Word says that we are to overcome evil with good.
Hurting people hurt people. Someone had hurt my father, and he hurt me; blaming him would not change that fact. He was responsible, but that was between him and God to work out. It was not my job to try to make him pay for his mistakes.
Blaming others is a sick game the devil plays with our thoughts and emotions. But if we join in and play the game, only the devil wins—we never win! If we get close to facing any issue, he tries to show us someone or something else we can blame. He wants to divert our attention and momentarily take pressure off of us by giving us yet another reason why nothing is our fault. Don’t play his game!
People with a shame-based nature like to place blame. It diverts their attention from the way they feel about themselves for a period of time. The shame of the past is painful and hard to look at. But, hiding from the truth does not mean that it does not exist. It does, in fact, exist and will continue to cause problems until it is confronted and dealt with. Get a grip and face reality; it will be the beginning of the end of your problems.
Hurting people hurt people.
I resented the fact that my childhood had been stolen. I never had the privilege of just being a child with no worries. I could not ever remember feeling safe and secure. Resentment and blame would not give me back my childhood. The only answer was to face facts and trust God to give me a double blessing for my former trouble (See Isaiah 61:7). I could not get my childhood back. I would never get to sit on my dad’s lap and feel safe, but God could do something even better for me if I would let go of the past and trust Him.
When we stop blaming, God can go to work. He is an expert at fixing what Satan has tried to destroy. He can actually make us better than we ever would have been had we never been hurt at all.
SHAME AND DEPRESSION
Very often a person with a shame-based nature experiences depression. It is impossible for anyone to feel happy if he doesn’t like who he is, or if he feels ashamed of himself. There is medicine that may possibly help the symptoms of depression, but no medicine from a drugstore can heal a person from shame. Only the medicine of God’s Word can do that. God’s Word healed me, and it will do the same thing for you, if you apply it diligently.
Applying God’s Word means reading and studying it and stepping out on it. Stepping out on the Word of God means doing what God has instructed us to do in His Word rather than what we think, want, or feel. We follow God’s ways, not the world’s. We apply His Word to our situations and watch it work as He has promised. Reading the Bible and not applying it to our lives would be like getting medicine from a drugstore and not taking it. We might know about the medicine, but unless we took it, we would never know if it worked or not. We would remain sick even though the medicine we needed was in our possession. Don’t just study the Word of God—do it (See James 1:22)!
Although I felt ashamed of my past, I made a decision that I had no reason to be ashamed. I was a child, and I could not have prevented what happened to me. It was not my fault. I had to say that over and over. I had carried a false sense of responsibility for years and felt I was to blame, but I chose to believe God’s Word above my feelings. In so doing, I was pressing past guilt and shame.
I had to have my mind renewed (See Romans 12:2). I learned to think about my life and myself in an entirely new way.
You and I can feel something and yet know in our heart that what we feel is incorrect. Feelings cannot be trusted to tell the truth. They are fickle. They change frequently. When things get difficult in life, I may feel like giving up, yet I know and declare I will not. There are times when I feel lonely and unloved, yet I know the way I feel is incorrect. I recognize my feelings are trying to rule me, and I refuse to give them that privilege. When I realized I had felt ashamed for years, but in reality I had nothing to be ashamed of, that truth started setting me free from a life of emotional pain, insecurity, fear, and guilt.
Feelings cannot be trusted to tell the truth.
ADDICTED TO GUILT
I had felt guilty most of my life about one thing or another. I learned that I was a “guilt addict.” I just didn’t feel right if I didn’t feel wrong. I am sure you have felt that way in the past and may be feeling that way right now.
In my conferences, when I ask for a show of hands of those who are experiencing feelings of guilt, most of the time an overwhelming number of people raise their hands. In the Bible, Satan is called “the accuser of our brethren” (Revelation 12:10). He tries to make us feel guilty and condemned. When we do, it is not God Who is making us feel that way. He wants us to feel loved and forgiven. Guilt depresses us and makes us feel as if we are under a burden. Jesus came to lift us up, to bring the good news that our sins are forgiven and the penalty for them is removed:
There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ Jesus, who walk not after the flesh but after the Spirit. (Romans 8:1 KJV)
Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect [when it is] God Who justifies [that is, Who puts us in right relation to Himself? Who shall come forward and accuse or impeach those whom God has chosen? Will God, Who acquits us?]
Who is there to condemn [us]? Will Christ Jesus (the Messiah), Who died, or rather Who was raised from the dead, Who is at the right hand of God actually pleading as He intercedes for us? (Romans 8:33-34)
Thousands of people are doomed to failure in relationships as well as many other areas simply because they are shame-based, guilt-ridden individuals. Even if they have not done anything wrong, they imagine they have. More than likely they are approval addicts, people who have no peace unless they feel everyone approves of them all the time. They cannot enjoy life because even enjoyment makes them feel guilty.
They look to others to give them what only God can give, which is a sense of self-worth. They are addicted to approval. They need a fresh “fix” of compliments, nods, and glances of approval just to get through the day. They place impossible demands on others because nobody can make them feel good about themselves if they are poisoned inside with guilt and shame.
People who are in relationship with approval addicts feel manipulated instead of loved because the main focus of approval addicts is on feeling good about themselves. Everything centers on them, and soon the other parties in their relationships feel used. These wounded individuals are usually easily offended and touchy. Everyone must walk on eggshells when around them. They cannot be confronted or corrected simply because they already feel so bad about themselves that they cannot handle anyone even mentioning a fault in them or an area about their personality that needs improvement.
Ask yourself how you react to correction or criticism. Try to be honest in your evaluation. Confident people who have validated themselves as valuable can receive correction without anger or a defensive attitude. God says only a fool hates correction (See Proverbs 15:5). Why is that? Because he should be wise enough to want to learn everything he can about himself. Confident people can listen objectively to another point of view; they can pray about what is said and either receive or reject it according to what God places in their heart.
People who are in relationship with approval addicts feel manipulated.
During the years I was filled with shame and guilt, I could not receive even a tiny word of correction from my husband. If he said anything that even remotely suggested he felt I needed to change in any way, I became emotionally upset, angry, and defensive. Dave would repeatedly say, “I am only trying to help you.” But I could not get past how I felt when I was given his or anyone else’s help. If I asked him whether he liked an outfit I was wearing, I would get defensive if he said no. I could not even allow him to give me his honest opinion. If his opinion did not agree with mine, I felt rejected.
I am grateful that those days are over. Everyone does not have to like what I like in order for me to feel secure. It is absolutely wonderful to be able to approve of ourselves, because we believe God approves of us, even though others do not. It is good to be humble enough to receive correction, yet confident enough not to let the opinions of others control us. Thank God His Holy Spirit is in us, and He will show us what is right for us as individuals.
EXCESSIVE INTROSPECTION
I know all about how shame-based, guilt-ridden people think, feel, and act, because I was one.
One of the problems with shame is that it creates a type of reverse self-centeredness. Shame-based people think about themselves most of the time; even though they are concentrating on what is wrong with them, their mind is still on themselves. They can easily become excessive in self-examination. Although the Bible does teach us to examine ourselves in order to avoid judgment from God (See 1 Corinthians 11:28; 2 Corinthians 13:5), we can become excessive in this area.
Shame-based people think about themselves most of the time.
We are instructed in God’s Word to look away from all that will distract us unto Jesus, Who is the Author and Finisher of our faith (See Hebrews 12:2). Stop looking at everything that is wrong with you, and start looking at what is right with Jesus. Learn to identify with Him. Realize He is your Substitute. He took your place and paid the debt you owed. He has opened the prison of guilt, and you can walk out and be free. In order to do so, you will have to press past the pain of guilt and shame you may feel.
The truth makes us free when we apply it to our lives. God’s Word is truth (See John 17:17). It tells us that we can live without reproach. We can be presented blameless in His sight:
Even as [in His love] He chose us [actually picked us out for Himself as His own] in Christ before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy (consecrated and set apart for Him) and blameless in His sight, even above reproach, before Him in love. (Ephesians 1:4)
Be open to anything the Holy Spirit wants to reveal to you about yourself whether that revelation comes through another person, a book you are reading, a sermon you hear, or directly from God Himself. But don’t go on a “digging expedition.” We don’t have to try to “figure ourselves out.” The Holy Spirit guides us into all truth (See John 16:13). It is a progressive work, so be patient and let God take the lead.
Enjoy where you are on the way to where you are going.
Ask the Lord to deliver you from every bondage in your life, and let Him choose the timing and method. In the meantime, go ahead and enjoy your life and yourself. Enjoy where you are on the way to where you are going. You may not be where you need to be, but, thank God, you are not where you used to be. You are making progress!
“BUT I FEEL GUILTY”
Establish this as a time for a new beginning. Decide to believe the God of the Bible, not the god of your feelings. Feelings try to be god in our life. They want control. Feelings have been called the believer’s number one enemy.3 Satan works through them to deceive Christians.
The more you renew your mind by studying God’s Word, the more your feelings will change. God says that His people are destroyed for a lack of knowledge (See Hosea 4:6).
There is a man I’ll call Jake. Jake’s father was an angry man. He was an alcoholic and frequently violent when he was drunk. His mother was extremely timid and very fearful of his father. She cowered under whatever he said. Jake’s father made him feel guilty all the time. He was like
a travel agent for guilt trips. Although Jake sought approval from his father, he could never seem to please him, no matter how hard he tried. Jake spent his teenage and young adult years trying to please people. He had a root of rejection in his life that caused him never to feel he was accepted. He felt lonely and misunderstood. He lived with a vague sense of guilt.
After Jake received Jesus as His Savior at the age of thirty-two and began reading God’s Word, he realized that his guilt feelings were a problem. He actually could not remember a time when he did not feel guilty about something. Much of the time he didn’t even know anything in particular that he had done wrong; he just felt guilty and condemned.
Jake had no ability to enjoy life. He was a workaholic who hoped to find acceptance and approval through his accomplishments. If he ever did have moments when he felt good about himself, they were immediately following some grand accomplishment for which he was receiving admiration and applause.
Jake also had a false sense of responsibility. When anything went wrong anywhere, he felt it was his responsibility to fix it. Even if it did not directly concern him, he felt he should do something about it. Jake was becoming increasingly depressed by the time he started seeing what his problems actually were. He was angry about the way his life had turned out. He had bitter feelings toward his father and blamed his mother for not rescuing him.
Our minds may be like some computers that can have a lifetime of wrong information stored in them.
Even after Jake saw the truth in God’s Word, he still had all the same feelings. He could read in the Bible that Jesus had delivered him from sin and guilt, but that didn’t initially change his feelings.
Our minds may be like some computers that can have a lifetime of wrong information stored in them. It will take time to clean out all the old files and reprogram new information. The Bible says that our minds must be completely renewed (See Romans 12:2). We are like a person who decides she wants to become a lawyer. She realizes at the beginning that it is going to require an investment of many years to learn what she will need to know.
Jake began studying God’s Word, and little by little his mind was renewed and he learned to think differently.
His fresh new thoughts gradually began to control his old feelings. The feelings did not disappear entirely for quite some time, but he was able to control them. He finally realized that his feelings were reactions to his past life. He began learning to act on God’s Word, not react to old memories.
Jake learned the importance of his own self-talk. How we talk to and about ourselves, whether silently or out loud, is vitally important. Get into agreement with God. Say what He says about you. If God says you are forgiven and your guilt has been removed, then you should say the same thing. Don’t say how you feel—say what you know!
Jake no longer feels guilty all the time. Once in awhile he still has “a guilt attack,” but he can reason with himself and not let his feelings control him. He no longer derives his sense of worth and value from his work. He enjoys his work, but he is able to separate it from who he is as a child of God. He is not addicted to approval. He desires it, but he knows that as long as God approves of him, he already has all he really needs to be successful in life.
Jake has been able to forgive his father. His father still drinks heavily and is still critical most of the time, but Jake no longer receives condemnation from him. He has finally realized that his father is the one with the problem, not him. He no longer feels responsible to keep his father happy. He now knows that his father’s problem is inside him; it is not something that can be fixed by someone on the outside. Jake prays for his father and shows him whatever love he will receive. He hopes someday he will be able to lead his father into a personal relationship with Christ. He doesn’t blame his mother any longer. He realizes she did the best she could in her condition. She has suffered greatly in her life, and Jake feels compassion for her.
Jake has met a woman and fallen in love with her. Interestingly enough, she has some of the same problems that God has helped Jake overcome. He will be able to help her find restoration through Christ just as he did.
Don’t waste yourself on shame and guilt. Use what you have learned to help others. If you have gone through it, you can walk someone else through. What happened to Jake was only made possible through God’s Word, Jesus’ sacrifice, and the work of the Holy Spirit in his life. The same help is available to every person who will receive it. Whatever issues you may be facing in your own life right now, don’t let your feelings control you. Compare them to God’s Word, and exalt His Word above your feelings. Remember this: You can do what is right even if you feel wrong. Make right choices no matter how you feel, and you will soon be experiencing greater freedom than you have ever known. Making a right choice when you feel wrong equals starving an addiction. If you don’t feed it, it will soon lose its strength and have no power over you.
If you have gone through it, you can walk someone else through.
Now that we have addressed addiction to shame and guilt, I want to look at another type of emotion we must conquer in our battle with acceptance.
Chapter 9
Pressing Past Anger And Unforgiveness
Do you ever get angry? Of course you do; we all do. God never tells us not to feel anger. He says, “Be ye angry, and sin not” (Ephesians 4:26 KJV). We may feel anger, and that is important, but it is how we process our anger that is most important. It might seem at first that anger has nothing to do with approval addictions, but when we look at the root of excessive anger issues, they almost always find their seed in earlier problems. Anger certainly can be just another facet of our struggle with acceptance. I have found that many people who become frequently angry have a root of insecurity in their life. Those who are easily offended and touchy are insecure. They must be treated good to feel good about themselves. In some ways they expect to be treated badly because down deep inside they feel bad about themselves. However, when they are it angers them because what they feared about themselves has been confirmed, at least in their minds.
The word anger is one letter removed from the word danger. God’s Word tells us not to let the sun go down on our anger (See Ephesians 4:26 KJV). When we stay angry, we give the devil a foothold in our life (See v. 27). We open a door for him to work. Most of the ground gained by Satan in the Christian’s life is gained through bitterness, resentment, and unforgiveness. People who easily fly into a rage always make a bad landing. When our emotions are out of control, so is our life. Anger makes our mouth work faster than our mind. We end up saying and doing things we are sorry for later.
God promises His children a blessed and abundant life, if they obey His commandments. Staying angry and harboring unkind feelings toward others is disobedience. We must realize sustained anger is sin. If we don’t look at it for what it is, we may be tempted to hang onto it. William Secker, a seventeenth-century pastor, said, “He that would be angry and not sin, must be angry at nothing but sin.” Be angry at the sin of anger, and you won’t be tempted to keep it.
In several of the books I have written I have included a chapter on anger. Although as a writer I strive to present fresh material, this is a subject that cannot be ignored. We must be quick to forgive. We must deal properly with the emotion of anger. If we do not, the consequences are devastating.
A wounded person cannot receive emotional healing while remaining angry. God commands us to forgive as freely as He has forgiven us (See Ephesians 4:32). In this life we must be willing to be very generous with forgiveness. It is one thing we usually need to give away, at least to some degree, every day.
“IT ISN’T FAIR”
When we have been mistreated, it seems totally unfair to just forgive those who have hurt us. We feel someone needs to pay for what has happened to us. When we hurt, we want to place blame. We want justice! We need to remember God is just (See Deuteronomy 32:4). His Word promises He will eventually make everything right that is wrong, if we will only trust Him (See Isaiah 61:7-8).
At three o’clock one morning I suddenly awoke and heard what sounded to me like an audible voice that said, “If God is real, then God is just.” It was as if God wanted to remind me in a very strong way that I could always count on enjoying His justice in my life. This has been comforting to me. The Bible teaches us in Psalm 37 not to fret over evildoers, because they will be dealt with (See vv. 1-2). Verse 8 says, “Cease from anger and forsake wrath; fret not yourself—it tends only to evildoing.”
When we stay angry, God will not work in our behalf.
If someone has mistreated us, and we remain angry, we are just as guilty as the one who abused us. God has instructed that individual not to mistreat people, but He has also instructed us not to stay angry. When we stay angry, God will not work in our behalf. God begins where we finish. We are commanded several times in God’s Word to forgive those who abuse us or mistreat us, to pray for them and love them, and to wait for God’s justice:
Never return evil for evil or insult for insult (scolding, tongue-lashing, berating), but on the contrary blessing [praying for their welfare, happiness and protection, and truly pitying and loving them];
For know that to this you have been called, that you may yourselves inherit a blessing [from God—that you may obtain a blessing as heirs, bringing welfare and happiness and protection]. (1 Peter 3:9)
But I say to you who are listening now to Me: [in order to heed, make it a practice to] love your enemies, treat well (do good to, act nobly toward) those who detest you and pursue you with hatred,
Invoke blessings upon and pray for the happiness of those who curse you, implore God’s blessing (favor) upon those who abuse you [who revile, reproach, disparage, and high-handedly misuse you]. (Luke 6:27-28)
These instructions are not easy to follow. Obviously it is impossible to do so unless we choose to press past our feelings. Yes, we must press. We must make an effort to forgive and to let go of anger. It almost seems unfair of God even to ask us to do such a thing. If you want to know the truth, I actually feel this is one of the most difficult things God asks of us. It is hard, but not impossible. The Lord never requires us to do anything without giving us the ability to do it. We may not want to forgive, but we are able to do so with God’s help.
ARE YOU REALLY BEING MISTREATED?
Insecure people often perceive they are being mistreated when in actuality that is not the case at all. I can remember feeling mistreated and angry when Dave did not agree with me about minor issues. His opinion, which he certainly was entitled to have, was merely different than mine but I was so insecure I felt rejected. As they say, “I made mountains out of molehills.” I would turn a minor incident into a tragedy because I was so touchy. When I did not get my way, I felt mistreated and became angry. When I was corrected in even a minor way, I responded with anger and felt I was being treated unfairly.
My point is this: it is possible to believe you are being treated unfairly when that is not the case at all. The way I processed people’s reactions to me was totally out of balance because of my past abuse. I could not correctly discern when I was genuinely being mistreated compared to when people were simply being honest with me about their own feelings.
The truth is I was very angry because I was very insecure.
SEEKING COMPENSATION
People who have been hurt not only get angry, but often they also seek compensation for injustices done. There is a feeling that some payment is due them for their hurt. God clearly states that vengeance is His. He says He will repay our enemies and will compensate us; He actually promises a double blessing for our former trouble (See Romans 12:17-19 and Isaiah 61:7). I finally learned that if someone was truly mistreating me, I did not need to exact compensation. I could trust God to bring whatever justice was necessary, if any was necessary at all.
My father hurt me, and I was so angry that I spent years trying to collect what I thought was due me from people who had nothing to do with my hurt. For instance, God caused me to realize I was trying to collect a debt from my husband, Dave, that he did not owe. My father hurt me, and I didn’t trust Dave. My father did not discipline me properly, so I was afraid to let Dave discipline our children. My father misused his authority in my life, so I was rebellious toward Dave’s authority.
I know it sounds foolish, but we all have a tendency to do the same thing. We want someone to pay for our pain, and since we frequently cannot collect from the one who hurt us, we lash out at others. They are confused because they have no idea why we respond to them the way we do. God wants us to trust Him to pay us back. He has brought a wonderful reward into my life. He has given me favor and promoted me beyond anything I could ever have imagined, but first I had to “let go and let God be God.”
Someone I’ll call Janet had this problem. Janet’s father did not show her love and affection. When she got married, she expected her husband, John, to pay her back. He, of course, was not required to pay her back for what she missed in her childhood. He did not understand her actions, but then neither did she. She was reacting out of old wounds that still needed to be healed.
Janet required an excessive amount of attention from John. She pressured him to be with her all the time. She was jealous of any friends he had. She never received approval from her father, so she became an approval addict. John had to try to make her feel good about herself at all times. If he failed to tell her she looked nice, or the dinner was great, she felt hurt and ignored and she lashed out in anger. John felt controlled and manipulated; although he loved Janet, he was beginning to feel overwhelmed and wondered if he had made a mistake in marrying her. He tried very hard to please her, but nothing ever seemed to be enough; therefore, he felt defeated most of the time.
Let go and let God be God.
John had been a happy, easygoing guy when he and Janet got married, but now he was feeling depressed, discouraged, and angry. He dreaded coming home from work at night and did not look forward to weekends. Janet and John needed help!
Sad to say, Janet refused to get help; she blamed everything on John, and ultimately they ended up divorced. This scenario is repeated frequently in our society these days. The divorce rate is higher than ever, and it is partly because people who have been hurt in their past try to make people in their present pay them back for something they had nothing to do with. Because of old wounds they perceive they are being treated wrong when in fact that is not the case at all. They have to learn, just as I had to learn, that if they “feel” hurt it does not necessarily mean someone is really hurting them.
If the people involved in cases of this type are Christians, and they let God do so, He will heal them and bring justice into their lives. If they are not Christians, or if they are Christians but refuse to be obedient to God’s instructions, either they will completely ruin their relationship, or at best they will limp along in an unhappy state while their situation gradually gets worse. They will probably begin to see the effects in their physical bodies, and a round of doctor visits will begin. They will end up taking medicine for headaches, body aches, depression, anxiety, sleep disorders, stomach problems, and a long list of other ailments. The medicine may give them some relief, but the root of their problem is stress—stress that has been created by trying to collect compensation for past hurts instead of realizing that their job is to forgive those who hurt them and trust God to pay them back.
Please understand, sometimes medicine is necessary, and I am not dismissing that. But although symptoms are real, they are often stress related. I am only speaking to the underlying causes that many fail to recognize and address spiritually.
STOP WEARING THINGS THAT DON’T FIT
Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. (Colossians 3:12-13 NIV, emphasis mine)
We are created to receive and give love. If we do anything else, it is like wearing clothes that are too small for us. I absolutely hate to wear a skirt or a pair of pants that are too tight in the waist. All day long I am uncomfortable. Many people are uncomfortable all the time. They feel a burden in their spirit. They have no joy or peace. They may fight feelings of depression regularly. The sad thing is that it is possible to spend one’s entire life feeling that way and never face the truth about the root cause.
Hating people is hard work, and it poisons our life. God tells us in His Word to “put on love” (See Colossians 3:14 NIV). We are to clothe ourselves as representatives of God, Who is love (See Colossians 3:12 and 1 John 4:4). We are instructed to put on behavior that is marked by mercy, tenderhearted pity, kind feelings, gentle ways and patience, which is tireless and long-suffering. We are challenged to be people who have the power to endure whatever comes, with good temper, to readily pardon each other; even as the Lord has freely forgiven us, so we are to forgive one another (See Colossians 3:12-13).
We are created to receive and give love.
God tells us that when we refuse to forgive those who have hurt us, He cannot forgive us our trespasses either (See Matthew 6:15). A refusal to forgive our enemies drives a wedge between us and God. It adversely affects all of our relationships. When we are angry it comes out of us no matter whom we are angry at. A refusal to forgive adversely affects our faith, weighs heavily on our conscience, and prevents true worship. The Bible actually says we cannot say we love God if we don’t love our brother and sister in Christ:
If anyone says, I love God, and hates (detests, abominates) his brother [in Christ], he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, Whom he has not seen.
And this command (charge, order, injunction) we have from Him; that he who loves God shall love his brother [believer] also. (1 John 4:20-21)
Love is much more than a good feeling about someone. Love is a decision. When we are instructed in God’s Word to “put on love,” it means that we are to choose to love people. It is something we do on purpose whether we feel like it or not. I don’t think I have a choice about whether I will forgive someone who has hurt me or treated me unjustly. I gave up the right to run my own life long ago. I want God’s will, so I must do things His way.
Recently there were some very unkind and unfair newspaper articles written about our ministry and family. We agreed to interviews and were told favorable articles would be written based on them. We allowed the photographer who worked for the newspaper to attend our conferences for the purpose of taking pictures. The man must have taken a thousand photographs. But one of the most prominent ones featured in the paper was a large picture of our ushers standing in the back of the room holding stacks of offering buckets. This of course left the impression that we were money-hungry, dishonest ministers who were taking advantage of people.
For four days the front pages of our city newspaper were filled with information about us that was taken out of context and presented in an unbalanced manner. It hurt me deeply. I love the people in my city, and I did not want them to feel they could not trust me. For a while I was embarrassed even to go outside because of what people might be thinking. I was tested on everything I had ever said or written about forgiving our enemies. My confidence level was tested. But I have learned by experience that I could survive even if everyone did not approve of me. God gave me grace to keep on keeping on, but it was hard emotionally.
I so desperately wanted to defend myself against my critics, but God kept telling us to forgive them, pray for them, refuse to talk badly about them, and watch Him work. People in the city who loved us began calling the newspaper and defending us. Actually the articles caused quite a stir at the newspaper office. Many people canceled their subscriptions. One woman called our office and said, “I have never been a contributor to your ministry, but I am canceling my newspaper subscription and will be sending you the money I was paying for it every month from now on.”
Making the right choice is worth it in the end.
We waited to see how the articles would affect our ministry. Would people reduce their giving or withdraw it entirely? Would people still attend our conferences? What kind of comments would we get? The outcome was glorious. The ministry grew in every way. Our financial support increased, attendance at our conferences grew, and in general people encouraged us and defended us. We actually felt that the event catapulted us into a new level in our ministry.
It was vitally important for us to obey God during this time and not try to vindicate ourselves. Walking in love is not easy when people are not acting lovely. I really felt the newspaper was very unkind, mean-spirited, and in some cases downright untruthful, but God used the event to promote us. The Bible says in Romans 8:28 NKJV that all things work together for good to those who love God and are called according to His purpose. We kept loving God and doing what we felt God had called us to do. Instead of reacting in anger, we trusted Him to take care of us, and He did.
I wanted to share this example with you because I can still remember the pain I felt when I read those articles. I had just returned from holding an out-of-town conference. I was very tired and not in the mood for a shock. As you read this book, you may be experiencing the pain of being judged and criticized, betrayed, rejected, or disapproved. If so, you may be trying to work through feelings of offense, unforgiveness, bitterness, resentment, and anger.
I just want you to know I really do know how you feel, and I know it is not always easy to overcome those feelings.
I also know making the right choice is worth it in the end, so be encouraged by my testimony to press past anger and unforgiveness. I believe if you will do so, you will see God’s justice manifested in your life. He will give you double blessings for your former trouble. He will deliver you and promote you, if you keep walking in love.
Do what you know is right, not what you feel like doing!
WHO IS YOUR REAL ENEMY?
Laying blame is a problem, but laying blame in the wrong place is even worse. The Bible says our warfare is with the devil, not with people (See Ephesians 6:12). We desire revenge when people hurt us, but if the devil is really the one behind all of our pain, how can we get him back?
The Bible says we overcome evil with good (See Romans 12:21). Satan is evil, and the way to get back at him is to aggressively be good to everyone we meet, including our enemies. It is not natural to pray for one’s enemies or to bless them. It is not the response the devil expects or hopes for. When we do become angry and bitter, we play right into his hands. We open a door for him to walk through and allow him to gain access to many areas of our lives through an unforgiving attitude. Our joy is adversely affected, as is our health, our peace, our prayer life, our sleep habits, et cetera. Unity and agreement produce power, so it stands to reason that disagreement and disunity produce powerlessness.
KEEP THE STRIFE OUT
I believe strife is initiated by demonic spirits sent out by Satan. Their job is to prevent joy, peace, progress, and prosperity. They are sent to destroy businesses, churches, ministries, marriages, and all other such institutions and relationships.
We are instructed by God to keep strife out of our lives (See Philippians 2:3 KJV). That is impossible to do unless we are willing to forgive freely and frequently. The ability to forgive requires an attitude of humility. We must realize we also need forgiveness—from God and from others—on a regular basis.
Contention comes only by a prideful attitude. It cannot come any other way. Where there is bickering and arguing, there is a haughty spirit that views itself as better than others (See James 3:14-16). The Bible says in Romans 2:1 that we judge others for the same things we do. We make excuses for our wrong actions. We give ourselves mercy, but are not willing to do the same for others. God will hold us accountable for this type of attitude. He requires us to forgive and press past anger.
The ability to forgive requires an attitude of humility.
Paul told the church located at Phillipi that he would be made happy if they would live in harmony:
Fill up and complete my joy by living in harmony and being of the same mind and one in purpose, having the same love, being in full accord and of one harmonious mind and intention. (Philippians 2:2)
Paul was aware of God’s wonderful plan for His children. He wanted everyone to receive the best God had for them, and he knew that would be impossible if they did not live in harmony. We are repeatedly taught in Scripture to live in peace. In the Bible, Jesus Himself is called the “Prince of Peace”(Isaiah 9:6).
God has clearly instructed Dave and me that we must keep strife out of our life and ministry if we want to be successful at what He has called us to do. In order to do so, we must be generous with forgiveness. We must refuse to let bitterness take root in our hearts (See Hebrews 12:15). We cannot allow ourselves to be offended or remain angry. This means we cannot follow our feelings; we must press past feelings and do what God asks us to do.
Sometimes God asks us to simply let something go and not even mention it; at other times He requires us to confront and communicate openly about situations. Communication often clears up confusion and brings balance to situations that cause conflict. When people don’t like to confront it is usually because they don’t want anyone to be displeased with them or think badly of them. If a person has an addiction to approval they normally will not confront issues head on. This lack of confrontation opens the door for greater misunderstanding and strife.
There are also times when we just need to be patient and pray about a situation. Discerning how to handle each situation is a real key. A Chinese proverb says, “If you are patient in one moment of anger, you will escape a hundred days of sorrow.” The person who can anger you has power over you. Each time you allow yourself to remain angry, you poison your own system. The Bible clearly states that the anger of man does not promote the righteousness that God desires (See James 1:20).
Strive to stay out of strife. Make an effort to live in peace with everyone (See Romans 12:18). Resist the temptation to let anger take root in your heart. I have found the more quickly I forgive, the less likely I am to have a real problem. The Bible teaches us to resist the devil at his onset (See 1 Peter 5:8-9). Don’t wait too long to do what you know God wants you to do. The longer you wait, the harder it will be to obey.
Resist the temptation to let anger take root in your heart.
When young David looked at the giant, Goliath, he ran quickly toward the battle line (See 1 Samuel 17:48). I think David knew that if he thought about Goliath too long, he might run away. He took action to obey God right away, and we need to always do the same. When God prompts us to take some action, His grace is present to enable us. When we do things in our own timing, we often have to do them in our own strength.
FOUR STEPS TO VICTORY
You may choose to forgive and yet find your feelings toward the person who hurt you are still quite unforgiving. Forgiveness is a choice you make and you must earnestly work toward that goal. But understand it may take time. And that is okay. If we do what we can do, God will do what we cannot do. We cannot make wrong feelings go away any more than we can make right ones come, but God can and will. If we will simply do what Scripture instructs us to do, we will be able to work through the process of forgiveness. The first thing we must do is to forgive those who have hurt us. The second thing is to pray for them as God has told us to do. Another thing God tells us to do is to bless our enemies, so that is the third thing. To bless someone means to speak well of them and want good things for them. Refuse to talk unkindly about those who hurt you. Don’t keep talking about what your enemies did that hurt you. It only keeps the pain stirred up in you.
I also believe we can and should bless our enemies in practical ways when it is appropriate. Once God led me to send gift certificates to someone who had been talking unkindly about me. The moment I did, I felt a release from the wound, and joy filled my soul. I did not send that person a gift because I thought that individual deserved one. I did it because God blesses those who do not deserve it, and I wanted to be like Him.
The fourth thing we must do is wait: “And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not” (Galatians 6:9 KJV). Don’t give up. Keep doing what is right, and wait on God to change your feelings.
I have applied these four principles in my life and have seen victory over adverse feelings every time.
LEARNING A NEW RESPONSE
Our problems are not really what defeat us; it is our angry and vengeful response to them. Responding to offense with forgiveness is a new way. Like most new things, it does not feel comfortable or right at first. That is why we must choose to press past the pain of anger. Learning to act on God’s Word rather than reacting to old feelings is a new way.
Christianity was once called “the Way” (See Acts 9:2). It is a new way of living that includes a new response to the same old problems we have dealt with before. New ways, like some new shoes, are not comfortable at first, but that does not mean they are not good or effective. The old way of responding to offense with anger and unforgiveness has not produced good fruit in your life, so try a new way. Don’t spend your life doing something that does not work out for your good.
We must choose to press past the pain of anger.
Now I want us to take a look at one of the main characteristics of approval addiction we need to overcome: the “people-pleaser” attitude.
Chapter 10
Pressing Past A “People-Pleaser” Attitude
We are to be God-pleasers, not self-pleasers or people-pleasers. If we are approval addicts, we are probably also people-pleasers. We usually discover in our experience that if we don’t please people, they don’t approve of us; therefore, if we have an out-of-balance need for approval, we have no choice but to be people-pleasers.
Wanting to be pleasing and be acceptable is a natural trait. We might even say it is godly. God wants us to be good to people and strive to accommodate them. Scripture teaches us to make it a practice to please our neighbor:
Let each one of us make it a practice to please (make happy) his neighbor for his good and for his true welfare, to edify him [to strengthen him and build him up spiritually].
For Christ did not please Himself [gave no thought to His own interests]. (Romans 15:2-3)
The apostle Paul said in Galatians that he did not seek popularity with man, yet in 1 Corinthians he stated that he tried to please people and accommodate himself to their opinions and desires in order that they might be saved:
Now am I trying to win the favor of men, or of God? Do I seek to please men? If I were still seeking popularity with men, I should not be a bond servant of Christ (the Messiah). (Galatians 1:10)
Just as I myself strive to please [to accommodate myself to the opinions, desires, and interests of others, adapting myself to] all men in everything I do, not aiming at or considering my own profit and advantage, but that of the many in order that they may be saved. (1 Corinthians 10:33)
When we consider these two verses of Scripture, they almost seem to contradict one another, yet they don’t if we understand the heart behind them.
Paul wanted to please people. He wanted to maintain good relationships with people, especially for the purpose of leading them to accept Jesus as their Savior. He also wanted to please God and fulfill the call on his life. Paul knew how to maintain balance in this area. He tried to please people, as long as pleasing them did not cause him to displease the Lord. The Bible says in Acts 5:29, “We must obey God rather than men.”
Pleasing people is good, but it is not good to become people-pleasers. I would define people-pleasers as those who try to please people even if they have to compromise their conscience to do so. People-pleasers are those who need approval so desperately that they allow themselves to be controlled, manipulated, and used by others. They are not led by the Holy Spirit, as Scripture instructs us to be (See Romans 8:14).
Pleasing people is good, but it is not good to become people-pleasers.
People-pleasers are fear-based individuals. They fear rejection, judgment, what people think and say, and especially anger or disapproval.
CHECK YOUR MOTIVES
Our reason or motive for doing the things we do is very important. God wants us to have pure hearts. He wants us to do what we do because we believe He is leading us to do it or because it is the right thing to do. God wants us to be motivated by love. We should do what we do for the love of God and man. If we are motivated by fear, it does not please God.
We should regularly take some time and ask ourselves why we are doing the things we do. It is not what we do that impresses God; it is the “why” behind what we do that He is concerned with.
God instructs us in His Word not to do good deeds to be seen of men. We are not to do things to be recognized and honored. When we pray, we are not to do it to be seen of men or to try and impress God by heaping up phrases and repeating them over and over. God is not impressed with the length and eloquence of our prayers. He is searching for sincerity and fervency. Any work of ours that is impure will be burned up on Judgment Day. We lose our reward for any work that is done with impure motives (See Matthew 6:1-7 and 1 Corinthians 3:13-15).
If we do things for people, and our motives are impure, we are out of God’s will. Not every work that appears to be good is good. A work is good only if it is done in the will of God. Two people can do the same “good deed,” and yet God may not consider it good for both of them. One of the two may be in the will of God, and the other may be out of the will of God, depending on their motives for their actions.
I strive to do what I do with right motives. If I am asked to attend a function, and I really don’t feel led by God to go, or if I know my schedule cannot accommodate it without it becoming stressful, I don’t go! When people want to hear yes, and you tell them no, they never like it. But those who are truly your friends will give you the freedom to make your own decisions. They will respect the decisions you make. They will not pressure you or try to make you feel guilty for not pleasing them. Your true friends are not those who are merely using you for their own benefit or those who always become angry when you don’t do what they want you to do.
It is our responsibility to stand up to people who try to control us. If we don’t, we are just as guilty as they are. If people try to control us, they are acting against God’s will, but if we do not confront them, we are also acting against God’s will.
It is our responsibility to stand up to people who try to control us.
We must not blame others if we are fearful and timid. It is offensive to God when we fear people more than we fear Him. We should not fear God in a wrong way, but we should have a respectful fear of Him, knowing that He means what He says. Since God has told us in His Word that we are not to be people-pleasers, we should take that commandment seriously and not allow an out of balance people-pleasing attitude in our lives.
Live to please God, and you will never be an approval addict.
What you think of yourself is more important than what others think of you. You cannot feel good about yourself if you know what you are doing does not have God’s approval on it. It is not good if you say yes and yet disrespect yourself because you cannot say no.
According to Romans 8:14, all who are led by the Spirit of God are the sons of God. Mature Christians are led by God’s Spirit, not by other people. They have learned to trust their own heart. They follow peace, not people (See Hebrews 12:14 KJV).
GO WITH GOD
The Bible teaches us in John 12:42-43 that many of the leading men believed in Jesus but would not confess it for fear that if they did, they would be expelled from the synagogue. “They loved the approval and the praise and the glory that come from men [instead of and] more than the glory that comes from God” (v. 43).
In this example we see that some people were hindered from a relationship with Jesus because they were addicted to approval. Although they wanted a relationship with the Lord, they loved the approval of man more. That is sad, but it happens all the time.
I know a woman who had deep emotional problems. She attended a Bible study group where she received the infilling of the Holy Spirit. She was overwhelmed with joy. God had touched her, and she knew it. When she told her brothers and sisters, they told her she was crazy. They told her she needed to be careful of “emotional experiences.” They told her that what she had experienced could have been from the devil and not from God at all. They frightened her, and because she was afraid of what people would think of her, she did not pursue her newfound relationship with the Lord. The woman was a Christian and attended church, so she simply kept quiet and continued following the prescribed guidelines of her particular religious denomination, which did not support such “experiences” with God. She also went back to being depressed and neurotic. God tried to help her, but she loved the approval of people more than His approval.
I am not advocating seeking spiritual experiences, but if God visits us, and we do experience Him, it is not to be denied. I would imagine that the apostle Paul had quite an experience on the Damascus road as Jesus spoke to him, and His power knocked Paul to the ground (See Acts 9:120). I have found that people have a tendency to rule out anything they have not personally experienced. The Bible teaches us that there will be people who hold a form of religion but are strangers to the power of it (See 2 Timothy 3:5). I have found that the doctrines of man can steal the power of God.
Follow God, not people!
Follow God, not people! The people mentioned in John 12 knew that Jesus was real. They believed in Him, but the love of approval would not permit them to have a true relationship with Him. I wonder how their lives turned out. What did they miss because they said yes to people and no to God? I wonder how many of them were never mentioned in the Bible again. I wonder if they faded into oblivion and never fulfilled their destiny because they loved the approval of men more than the approval of God. How many of them spent their lives disrespecting themselves because they were people-pleasers?
Not everyone is going to like us. I recently read somewhere that statistically 2 percent of the population won’t like us, and there is nothing we can do about it but accept it and go on about our business. If we live our lives worrying about what other people think, we will never take risks or stretch ourselves into new realms. We will give up our dreams.
Satan is a dream thief, and he works through people who are selfish enough to steal our dreams in order to have theirs. The people close to you may not understand or agree with how you want to live your life. If you care too much, one day you will wake up and realize you have never really lived at all, you have just been manipulated and used by people who didn’t really care about you after all.
Everyone is entitled to his opinion, and the information and feedback we receive from others can be valuable. We must not automatically reject what others think, but we must not let it control us either. We must remember that what people say is just their opinion, not necessarily fact. What they think may be right for them and wrong for us.
You are an individual, with individual rights. Don’t let anyone steal from you what Jesus died to give you—which is the freedom to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit for you as an individual.
DUTY OR DESIRE
In the life of people-pleasers, the driving force is duty, not desire. They do many things out of a feeling of obligation. They have trouble saying no when asked to do something. If we do something good, but we do it with resentment, feeling used and pressured, we have no joy and no reward.
Remember, unless we do what we do for right reasons, we lose our reward. We do have biblical duties. For example, Scripture tells us it is our duty to care for our families (See 1 Timothy 5:8). If we have elderly parents or grandparents, it is our duty to provide for them. It is a duty we must perform whether we feel like it or not. You may have dependent elderly parents who never really took proper care of you. They may have even abused you. Is it really your duty to take care of them now? Yes, it is. If you cannot do it for them, do it for God, and do it with a good attitude. It is your duty.
We do have biblical duties, but on the other hand we should not allow the “shoulds” and “oughts” of life to control us. There is a big difference in doing our duty before God and being duty bound to people.
For example, don’t go in debt every Christmas just because you feel you should buy gifts for relatives you don’t even like. Are you buying gifts for people because you are afraid of what they may think if you don’t? Or are you buying them because of your need to have them appreciate you? You may even buy gifts for people so they will give you one back. If so, your motives are wrong. It is not God’s will that you go in debt to buy gifts. Be bold enough to tell the truth.
YOU HAVE LEGITIMATE NEEDS YOURSELF
People-pleasers quickly and regularly set aside their own legitimate needs. Denying them eventually builds into an explosive situation. Constantly trying to please others is draining, which is why many people-pleasers feel anxious, worried, unhappy, and tired much of the time. They resent the fact that other people don’t do much for them, but they often deny the fact that they have legitimate needs.
People-pleasers may think if they ask for help, they may make others feel obligated. Although they do most of what they do out of a sense of obligation, they don’t want others to feel that way toward them. They believe people would not want to do anything for them anyway. Most people-pleasers feel that way because they have a poor selfimage. They don’t value themselves, so they think nobody else values them either.
It is likely most people-pleasers were raised in homes in which their needs and feelings were not valued, respected, or considered important. As children, they were expected to respond to or take care of other people’s needs. The focus of most people-pleasers is primarily toward others and away from themselves. Sometimes they don’t even know what they feel or think or even what they want for themselves. They have become so good at denying their own needs, they don’t even ask themselves if they have any.
People-pleasers quickly and regularly set aside their own legitimate needs.
Someone I’ll call Patty was raised in a dysfunctional home. Patty’s father was an alcoholic and verbally abusive. As a result, she learned to totally disregard her needs and to spend her time taking care of others. She developed a martyr complex. She did things for people, but resented doing it. Patty felt taken advantage of, but would not accept anything for herself even when it was offered. She did not feel she was worth anything, so she would not receive anything.
Patty lived with tremendous stress, most of which she placed on herself because of the way she had been raised. She was diagnosed with severe arthritis, which was causing her tremendous pain. Her emotional and physical pain joined together was more than she could handle. She became very depressed.
Patty began going to a counselor who asked her what she wanted out of life. She could not tell him because she had never even thought about what she wanted. She had to do a lot of soul searching and learn that having needs and desires was not wrong. She had been so accustomed to not getting anything she wanted in life that she simply did not bother wanting anything at all. She was afraid to desire anything because she felt she had no right to do so. She felt worthless and devalued.
We all have needs, especially emotional needs.
It was very refreshing to watch Patty begin to learn that it was acceptable to have legitimate needs and to expect people to meet them. She began to have hopes and dreams for her life, and it gave her something to look forward to. She is well on the road to release from her people-pleasing addiction.
We all have needs, especially emotional needs. Denying them eventually builds into explosive situations. What do we need emotionally? We need love, encouragement, and companionship—someone to connect to and confide in. We need acceptance, approval, and enjoyment.
GOD WANTS YOU TO ENJOY YOURSELF
When I was growing up, I did not enjoy myself. I was never really allowed to act like a child. I can remember getting into trouble and being corrected for playing. Our house was not enjoyable. It was filled with fear.
As an adult Christian, I began to realize I felt guilty if I attempted to enjoy myself. I felt safe if I was working, but enjoyment was something I denied myself. I did not feel it was a legitimate need for me. I resented other people who were not working as long and hard as I was. My husband really enjoyed his life, and it made me angry. I felt that he could accomplish so much more in life if he would just be more serious.
I realize now that I was not angry because Dave enjoyed his life; I was angry because I did not enjoy mine. But I was the only one who could do anything about it. It was foolish of me to resent Dave and other people, because the enjoyment they had in life was also available to me for the taking.
I did not like myself. Deep down inside I believed I was no good, and I punished myself for being bad by refusing to enjoy anything. After all, bad people don’t deserve to enjoy life!
The Holy Spirit worked with me a long time before I finally understood that God wanted me to enjoy my life. Jesus actually said, “I came that you might have and enjoy your life” (See John 10:10). We need enjoyment. Without it, life is unbalanced, and a door is opened for Satan to devour us (See 1 Peter 5:8). The joy of the Lord is our strength (See Nehemiah 8:10). There is a time to work and a time to play, a time to cry and a time to laugh (See Ecclesiastes 3:1-8).
Learn to receive: from God, from people who want to bless you, and from yourself.
Make sure you are not denying your legitimate needs. It is good to help others; as Christians, it is our call. But, it is not wrong to do things for ourselves. Be sure you take time for yourself. Take time to do things you enjoy.
Learn to receive: from God, from people who want to bless you, and from yourself. The only persons you should not receive from are the devil and people being used by him. If someone gives you a compliment, graciously accept it. If someone belittles you, reject it. If someone shows you love and kindness, receive it. If someone rejects you, do what Jesus told His disciples to do: shake it off and go on!
Be determined to enjoy your life. You only go around once, so be sure you enjoy the ride.
“I FEEL BAD WHEN I DON’T PLEASE PEOPLE”
Do you feel bad when you don’t please people? Many years ago I began to realize that the reason I tried so hard to please people was to benefit me rather than them. If I could please them, then I felt good. I don’t think I really cared all that much about how they felt, it was me I was concerned about. Did it ever occur to you that people-pleasing can very well be a manifestation of selfishness rather than sacrifice?
People-pleasers feel awful when their decisions do not please others. They assume responsibility for other people’s emotional reactions. In my former life, if I thought someone was angry, unhappy, or disappointed, it made me uncomfortable. I could not feel comfortable again until I thought I had done whatever needed to be done to make that person happy again.
I did not realize that as long as I was following God’s will for my life, other people’s responses were not my responsibility. It may not always be possible to do what other people want, but a spiritually mature person learns to deal with disappointment and keep a good attitude. If you are doing what you believe God has told you to do, and others are not pleased with you, it is not your fault; it is theirs.
When I was growing up, my father was angry most of the time. I spent most of my time playing the peacemaker in the home. I constantly tried to keep him happy. I was afraid of his anger.
When I became an adult, I continued this practice, except I did it with everybody. Anytime I was with anyone who seemed unhappy, I always felt it was probably my fault; and even if it wasn’t my fault, I felt I needed to fix it. I did whatever I thought would please people just so they would stay happy, not realizing that their personal happiness was their responsibility, not mine.
If my husband corrected our children, and they became angry, Dave said it was their problem. He knew he needed to correct them, and how they responded was between them and God. But if I corrected them, and it made them angry, I tried to make them happy again as soon as I had corrected them. In the process, I negated any correction I tried to give. I comforted them before they could feel the effects of being corrected.
When I corrected one of our children or even later in life one of our employees, I spent excessive amounts of time explaining why I was doing what I was doing. I knew I needed to bring the correction, but I did not want anyone to be angry; therefore, I tried to talk people into liking the fact that I was correcting them. What could have taken five minutes or less would often require forty-five minutes or more because of all my efforts to make sure everyone was happy with the way I corrected them.
Beware of developing a false sense of responsibility.
My husband tried to tell me what I was doing, but I was so deceived in this area that I just could not see it until God Himself revealed it to me.
I told myself that I did not want people to be hurt, confused, or upset. In reality I did not want anyone to be angry with me. I did not want anyone to think badly of me. It was really all about me.
If you are not able to give people what they want, and they become unhappy, it is not your fault. Beware of developing a false sense of responsibility. You have enough legitimate responsibilities in life without taking on illegitimate ones.
If you tell your children no about something because you feel what they want would not be good for them, it is not your responsibility to make them enjoy hearing no. That is something they will hopefully grow into as they mature; but some people never like hearing no, no matter how old they are. We all need to hear no once in a while; if we don’t, we will never be happy with anything other than getting everything our own way.
I would venture to say that if you never tell your children no, then you are not showing proper love. Be the parent! You may want to be friends with your children, just as I did, but you cannot always be both parent and friend at the same time.
One time a woman who worked for me came to me and asked if she could talk to me as a friend. I said yes. She began telling me how unhappy she was with her wages as well as some other issues concerning her job. She could not understand why her conversation was upsetting to me. After all, she was just talking to me as a friend! I finally told her that although I wanted to be her friend, I could not be her boss and her friend at the same time in this particular situation. She might not have wanted to hear me saying no to her, but I knew I had to say it.
If you are in authority—and I would venture to say that everyone has authority over something even if it is only the cat or the dog—you must realize that you can rarely make decisions that please everyone all the time. If you are addicted to approval, you will make a poor authority figure.
LIVING WITHIN LIMITS
People-pleasers do not live within limits or margins. In their efforts to please people, they push themselves beyond reasonable boundaries. Let’s face it—people often expect us to do things we either should not do or cannot do.
It is painful being a people-pleaser. Some people-pleasers rarely focus on themselves in a proper manner. When they do take a moment for themselves, they feel selfish, indulgent, and guilty, which is why they are often on the go, rushing to get things done, striving to keep everyone happy. Because they stay so busy doing for others, they usually work harder than most people. Because they accomplish so much and are so easy to get along with, they are often the first to be asked to do things. As a result, they are vulnerable to being taken advantage of because they have difficulty saying no. They usually don’t even consider that saying no is an option for them. They just assume that they should do whatever anyone asks them to do, no matter how unreasonable it is. When they do venture out and say no to a request, they often change that no to a yes if people act angry or displeased.
People-pleasers will push beyond the bounds of reason, if they think it means everyone will be happy with them. Most people will take advantage of us if we let them. It is just human nature to do so. Don’t depend on others to treat you fairly and honestly. You must take the responsibility not to let them take advantage of you.
Often we become bitter and resentful toward those who do take advantage of us, not realizing that we are just as guilty as they are, if not more so. It is my responsibility to manage my life under the direction of the Holy Spirit. It is impossible for others to keep taking advantage of me unless I allow it. They may do it once or twice before I realize what is going on, but once I become aware of what is happening, I become responsible for stopping it.
I once had an employer who took advantage of me. He required me to work so many hours that it kept me from spending proper time with my family. I was worn out and never had time for myself. He never showed appreciation and no matter what I did he always expected something more. If I even mildly indicated that I might not be able to comply with one of his requests his anger would start to surface and I would cave in and agree to do what he had asked of me.
It is impossible for others to keep taking advantage of me unless I allow it.
As the years went by I resented his control more and more. I felt he should be caring enough to realize that he was requiring too much of me. I wanted him to see that my life was out of balance and care enough about me to say, “Take some time off, you certainly deserve it.”
As I was praying about the situation one day and moaning to God about how unfair it was, He said, “What your boss is doing is wrong, but you not confronting him is just as wrong.” This was hard for me to hear. Like most people I wanted to blame someone else for my lack of courage.
Had I not been a people-pleaser and had I not been afraid I would have saved myself about five years of being so stressed that it eventually made me very sick. My boss wasn’t my problem; I was my problem. As I said earlier, many people will take advantage of us if we allow it. I allowed him to take advantage.
It is important to realize that God has given you authority first and foremost over your own life. If you don’t accept and exercise that authority, you may spend your life blaming others for things you should be doing something about. You should make your own decisions according to what you believe God’s will is for you. On Judgment Day God will not ask anyone else to give an account of your life; He will ask only you (See Matthew 12:36 and 1 Peter 4:5)!
What if Jesus asks you on Judgment Day why you never got around to fulfilling His call on your life? Are you going to tell Him people took advantage of you and you just couldn’t do anything about it? Are you going to tell Him you were so busy pleasing people you just never got around to pleasing Him? If you do offer those types of excuses, do you really believe they will be acceptable?
ESTABLISH BOUNDARIES
Just as a person puts up a fence around his property to keep intruders out, so you must establish limits and margins—invisible lines you draw in your life to protect yourself from being used and abused. If you had a privacy fence around your yard, and on a sunny afternoon you looked out into your yard and saw your neighbors sunbathing while their children played without permission, what would you do? You certainly would not just say, “Oh my, I do wish those neighbors would leave me alone.” You would probably be very forceful in letting them know that your yard is off limits to them for such activities without your permission.
You need to be just as forceful in letting people know you expect them to respect the limits and margins you have erected around your personal life.
If you don’t want friends showing up at your house without calling ahead of time and getting your approval, don’t just let them do it and then resent them for it. Enforce your guideline even if you end up losing your friends.
A friend I’ll call Henry never seemed to have any money with him when he and James went out to eat or to a movie. Actually Henry always managed to leave his wallet at home. James always ended up paying the bill with a promise from Henry to pay him back. James did not mind the first couple of times this occurred, but he soon realized that it happened too often to be an accident. And even if it was just a bad habit, Henry needed to break it. James also soon realized that although Henry promised to pay the money back, he always forgot that, too.
Enforce your guideline even if you end up losing your friends.
Resentment became so strong in James’s heart that he realized he needed to confront Henry. In a loving way James told Henry, “I really need you to pay your own way and stop forgetting your money.” He said, “I cannot afford to pay for both of us, and not only that, I feel taken advantage of.” Henry became very angry, telling James he was selfish and should know that eventually he would pay him back. James began to feel guilty, thinking perhaps he was a bad friend, so he apologized.
Henry paid his own way the next three or four times they went out, but soon fell back into the same old pattern. Not only did he forget his money regularly, but he also seemed to be more and more disrespectful in his attitude toward James. Obviously Henry was wrong in being dishonest and taking advantage of James. He was wrong in treating him disrespectfully. But James was just as guilty for letting him do it.
Eventually their friendship completely fell apart, and James had to receive counseling at church to get over the bitterness he felt toward Henry. Henry went on to do the same thing to anyone who let him. He never respected those who did allow him to take advantage of them. The few who stood up to him and made him respect their rights were the only ones he respected.
Always remember that if you let others take advantage of you, it is your fault, not theirs.
DELEGATE OR FALL APART
Although it is difficult for people-pleasers to do, it is wise to set proper limits and margins. It is a sign of strength, not weakness. Asking for help is a good thing to do also. God has placed certain people in each of our lives to help us. If we do not receive their help, we become frustrated and overworked, and they feel unfulfilled because they are not using their gifts. Remember that God has not called you to do everything for everybody in every situation. You cannot be all things to all people all the time. You have legitimate needs. It is not wrong to need help and ask for it. However, it is wrong to need help and be too proud to ask for it.
In Exodus 18:12-27, we see that Moses was a man with many responsibilities. The people looked to him for everything, and he tried to meet all their needs. His father-in-law saw what Moses was doing and said to him, “What is this that you do for the people? Why do you sit alone, and all the people stand around you from morning till evening?” (v. 14). Moses proceeded to tell his father-in-law how all the people came to him with their questions. They wanted him to sit as judge between them and their neighbors whenever a problem existed between them. The people wanted Moses to meet their needs, and he wanted to please them.
It may appear that our sacrifices are good. We may feel proud of ourselves because of our “good” works, and yet they are not good at all. Moses’ father-in-law told him the thing he was doing was not good. He told Moses that he would wear out both himself and the people. How could the people get worn out from doing nothing? Because doing nothing can actually be more tiring than doing something. If God has called and equipped you to do something, and someone else is doing it for you all the time, you will feel frustrated. If God has called someone else to help you and you won’t allow them to help, he or she will feel unfulfilled and frustrated, too. God has created us to be interdependent on one another. We need each other!
We need each other!
Moses’ father-in-law suggested that Moses delegate some of his authority to others. He said Moses should let them make the less important decisions and Moses should deal only with the hard cases. Moses did what his father-in-law suggested, and it enabled him to endure the strain of his task. And the others had the benefit of a sense of accomplishment for the decisions they made on their own.
Many people either complain all the time about what they are expected to do or they end up falling apart emotionally and physically because they won’t let anyone help them do anything. They don’t think anyone is as qualified for the job as they are. It is easy to think you are more important than you actually are. Learn to delegate. Let as many people help you as possible. If you do, you will last a lot longer and enjoy yourself a lot more.
“I FEEL I SHOULD BE ABLE TO DO MORE”
Comparing ourselves with other people often causes us to put a lot of unnecessary pressure on ourselves. If we observe in our comparison that they can do more things than we can, or that their endurance is greater than ours, we often feel we should be able to do more. Because we feel guilty, we may push ourselves beyond our reasonable limits and end up sick and unhappy.
We are all different, and we all have different limits.
Know yourself, and don’t feel bad if you cannot do what someone else can do. Even our God-given temperaments help determine what our limits in life will be in various areas.
I know someone—I’ll call her Pat—who was married and had three children. She was a full-time mother and homemaker, but unless she had help cleaning her home once a week she struggled to get everything done and remain peaceful.
Pat had a friend named Mary who was also married and had five children. Mary worked outside the home two days a week and did all her own housework, cooking, and laundry with no outside help. Actually it seemed Mary was more peaceful and less temperamental than Pat, even though she had more to do.
Learn to delegate.
Pat felt very bad about herself because she just could not seem to get everything done without help. In her thoughts and conversations, she constantly compared herself to Mary. She felt she should be more like her.
Mary’s temperament was easygoing, the “cast your care” type. Her attitude was, “If the work doesn’t get done today, it will get done tomorrow.” Pat, on the other hand, was very melancholy, a borderline perfectionist who wasn’t comfortable unless everything was in order.
We really cannot control what temperament we are born with; that is God’s choice. We can work with the Holy Spirit to achieve balance, but basically we are what we are. I will always be a type-A, strong-willed, leadership-type person. In fact, most of the time I am type A+. Dave will always be more easygoing than I am, but that does not mean I have to strive to be like him. I may learn some things from his example, but I still have to be the basic person God created me to be.
Pat put herself under so much pressure that she became difficult to get along with. She carried a burden of guilt most of the time, and it started affecting her mood and her health. She finally got help through a book she read that helped her understand we are all different, and that is perfectly acceptable.
Some people do things faster than others, but the slower person may do them more neatly. Each of us must do what we are comfortable with. It was not wrong for Pat to need a housekeeper once a week and Mary not need one.
I am sure that in some other area, Mary had some needs that Pat did not have.
Just be yourself, and don’t pressure yourself to perform exactly the way others do.
Don’t pressure yourself to perform exactly the way others do.
Pat felt she should be able to do more because she saw Mary do more, but the fact was that she could not do more and maintain her composure. That was not a weakness in her; it was just the way she was put together by God. She did not need to be able to do what Mary did in order to approve of herself. She felt Mary was judging her, when in reality she was judging herself and Mary hadn’t thought anything about it.
Concern about what people may be thinking of us often controls us. We are excessively concerned about what people are saying about us. We assume people are thinking certain critical things when the truth is they were not thinking about us at all!
When we seek favor and acceptance from our critics, we lose confidence or stray from the path of healthy choices.
Stand up to your critics or you will end up being controlled. The apostle Paul had plenty of critics, but he did not let their opinions control him; neither did Jesus.
God has not given and never will give someone else the job of running your life.
Do the best you can, be the best “you” that you can be, and do not feel you should be able to do more just because someone else does more. And remember a strong confidence in God and your own ability to hear from God and being led by the Spirit are the antidote. God has not given and never will give someone else the job of running your life.
DISHONESTY IS A SYMPTOM OF PEOPLE-PLEASING
Let our lives lovingly express truth [in all things, speaking truly, dealing truly, living truly]. (Ephesians 4:15)
People-pleasing behavior can be quite dishonest. The Bible says we are to be truthful in all things; we are to speak the truth, love the truth, and walk in the truth. But approval addicts often tell lies because they fear people won’t accept the truth. They say yes with their mouth while their heart is screaming no. They may not want to do something, but they act as if they do for fear of displeasing someone. If they ever do say no, they usually make an excuse for why they cannot do what is being asked of them. They won’t tell the truth, which may be simply that they just plain don’t want to do what they are being asked to do. They may not feel it is the right thing for them to do.
Sometimes we don’t feel peaceful about a certain thing, and we don’t have any idea why. The Scriptures teach us to follow after peace; it is one of the ways God leads us.
We should be able to say to people, “I don’t have peace about making that commitment right now,” and they should graciously receive that answer, but it rarely happens.
I was talking with a fellow minister recently. The man is quite humorous and very bold. He related how another minister had called him with a request for him to appear on his television show. My friend told the man that he could not do so because he had a prior commitment. The man responded that his prior commitment could not possibly be as important as coming on his television show and suggested that he break the previous commitment, to which my friend responded, “I don’t want to.”
His truthful response ended the conversation immediately. If we would just be bold enough to speak the truth, we could save ourselves a lot of time and trouble.
We don’t want to be rude, but neither do we want to be liars. Most people-pleasers are not honest about their desires, feelings, and thoughts. They tell people what they want to hear, not what they need to hear. A healthy relationship demands honesty. Some people may not want to hear truth, but that does not relieve us of the responsibility to speak the truth.
AN EXAMPLE FROM THE LIFE OF KING SAUL
Saul was anointed to be king of Israel. He had an opportunity to enjoy a great and glorious future, but he had some weaknesses in his character that proved to be his undoing (See 1 Samuel 9-31).
Saul was a people-pleaser. He loved the approval of people so much that he disobeyed God’s instructions in order to get it. God instructed Saul to wait until the prophet Samuel arrived to offer up the evening sacrifice. When Samuel didn’t arrive at the time Saul and the people expected he would, the people became restless and impatient. Although Saul knew in his heart that he was being disobedient, he went ahead and offered the sacrifice that he had been forbidden to offer. Later when Samuel arrived, he asked Saul why he had done so. Saul’s reply was, “Because I saw that the people were scattering from me” (1 Samuel 13:11). In response, Samuel told Saul, “You have done foolishly! . . . Now your kingdom shall not continue” (vv. 13-14). Saul was so addicted to approval that he lost his kingdom because of it.
God brought David into Saul’s life to minister to him. Saul recognized the anointing and favor of God on David’s life. When the people showed approval of David, Saul became jealous—so jealous, in fact, that he repeatedly tried to kill David. His need for approval was so great he was even willing to murder to prevent someone else from having more approval than he did. Thank God few people let their need for approval go this far.
We often “murder” God’s plan for our life in order to get or keep the approval of others.
We may not try to murder people, but we often “murder” God’s plan for our life in order to get or keep the approval of others. Saul tried to do both. He tried to murder David, but instead he “murdered” God’s plan for himself and his kingdom. As a result, Saul ended up being killed himself after having already lost the opportunity to remain king.
There are multitudes of stories just as sad as this one. Don’t let your story be one of them. Don’t make the mistake Saul made. Be obedient to God. Do your best to be all He wants you to be, and do all He wants you to do. Even if people are not cheering, heaven is!
Now that we have taken a look at the characteristic of people-pleasing, let’s look at how we can overcome the pain of rejection.
Chapter 11
Pressing Past Rejection
And whoever will not receive and accept and welcome you nor listen to your message, as you leave that house or town, shake the dust [of it] from your feet. (Matthew 10:14, emphasis mine)
Jesus gave instructions to His disciples regarding the handling of rejection. He told them to “shake it off.” Basically He was saying, “Don’t let it bother you. Don’t let it keep you from doing what I have called you to do.”
Jesus was despised and rejected (See Isaiah 53:3), and yet He never seemed to let it bother Him. I am sure He felt pain just as you and I do when we experience rejection, but He did not let it prevent Him from fulfilling His purpose.
Jesus told His disciples not to be concerned about rejection because in reality, people who rejected them were really rejecting Him:
He who hears and heeds you [disciples] hears and heeds Me; and he who slights and rejects you slights and rejects Me; and he who slights and rejects Me slights and rejects Him who sent Me. (Luke 10:16)
The Lord loves His children, and He takes it personally when anyone rejects them or treats them contemptibly. If you are a parent, you know how you feel when anyone mistreats your children. If you are like me, you actually feel their pain and will do anything possible to prevent it.
I recall when my daughter Laura changed schools in about the third grade. She had been attending a Christian school and was transferred to a public school. She experienced major rejection from the children at her new school. I drove by the playground one day about recess time and saw her sitting on a bench all by herself while all the other children were playing. She looked so sad and lonely that it broke my heart to see her.
She would cry in the evenings because she didn’t understand why nobody liked her. There was no reason for the children not to like her. Rejection was something Satan used to make her feel bad about herself as a person. Laura was a Christian child, and she talked about Jesus freely. The devil did not like it, so he attacked her.
Rejection is one of Satan’s favorite tools to use against people. The pain of rejection often causes people to function in fear rather than boldness. Laura soon learned that when she talked about Jesus, the other children made fun of her, and it adversely affected her for a long time.
A SOLID FOUNDATION
If we start our life rooted in rejection, it is equivalent to having a crack in the foundation of our house. The first home Dave and I built had a crack in the basement, and it caused periodic problems for years. Each time there were storms or heavy rains, the basement leaked, and anything in the path of the water flow got wet. We tried three or four different methods before we were finally successful in getting the crack totally repaired.
People who have experienced rejection in their life are somewhat like our house. Each time there is a storm in their life, everything is a mess, including them. They try different methods to find security, but nothing ever works. They may try people-pleasing to find acceptance. Often they become approval addicts. They live with the emotional pain of rejection—or the fear of being rejected, which is often worse than rejection itself.
A solid foundation is the most important part of a building. Without a solid foundation, the building won’t last long. Everything else concerning the building is built on the foundation. If the foundation is weak or cracked, nothing that is built on it is safe. It could crumble or fall apart at any time, especially if stress is placed on it by something like a storm or an earthquake.
The Bible encourages people to build their lives on solid rock, not sand. The person who hears the Word of God and does it is like the man who, in building his house, dug down deep and laid a foundation upon the rock. When the flood waters rose up, the torrent broke against that house and could not shake it or move it, because it had been securely built or founded on a rock (See Matthew 7:24-27).
If we try to build our lives on what people say and think of us—how they treat us, how we feel, or our past mistakes—we are building on sinking sand. Before I experienced the healing power of Jesus Christ, my life was like a house built on shifting sand rather than solid rock. My foundation was weak. I was not secure, I did not like myself, and I was filled with guilt and shame from abuse.
I was rooted in rejection, and every relationship I tried to build and every decision I tried to make was affected by it. I feared the pain of rejection and needed to learn that I could survive it if necessary.
By the grace and mercy of God, I traded that old cracked foundation for a solid foundation, one based on Christ and His love. I am now rooted securely in Him.
The apostle Paul prayed for the church that they would be rooted deep in God’s love:
May Christ through your faith [actually] dwell (settle down, abide, make His permanent home) in your hearts! May you be rooted deep in love and founded securely on love. (Ephesians 3:17)
Think about your beginning in life, because it represents your roots. Did you get a good start in life? If not, thank God you can be uprooted and replanted in Christ. You may not have had a good beginning, but you can definitely have a good finish!
THE ROOT OF REJECTION AND ITS RESULTS
The beginning of any relationship represents its roots. A marriage has roots, a beginning or starting point. Dave and I did not get off to a good start because of all the emotional problems I had at the time. Our first several years were very rough. After I realized I needed help, it took several more years to repair all the damage I had done in the first few years of our marriage. Things got better little by little, but we both had to be patient and refuse to give up.
Dave and I were recently talking about our ministry and what a solid foundation it is built on. From the beginning we made sure we did things with excellence, maintained integrity, and kept the strife out of our life and ministry. We worked patiently with our employees to build into them the same principles that we had adopted and applied to our own lives and ministry. At this time we have our office in the United States, plus offices in South Africa, Australia, Brazil, Canada, England, India, Russia, and the Middle East. How can we possibly keep up with so much? We have a solid foundation, one that is built on God, His Word, and His principles. Had we not taken the time and effort necessary to build a good, strong foundation, we could not maintain such a massive work.
It is God’s will that you be rooted securely in love and acceptance.
Foundations are extremely important. How is yours?
Are you rooted in shame, or rejection? Were your roots established in fear? It is God’s will that you be rooted securely in love and acceptance; if you are not, you need emotional healing.
The word reject can be defined as to refuse, to throw away without value. Absolutely none of us want to feel like we are being thrown away as if we have no value. We all want to be noticed and accepted.
The word root can be defined as the starting point, the first growth from the seed. Seeds are buried and germinate, and roots develop and burrow down into the ground before the branches and fruit are seen above the ground. The quality of all fruit is affected by the roots that provide them support and nourishment. I have learned that rotten fruit equals rotten roots, and good fruit equals good roots. When we see bad fruit in our own life or other people’s lives, we should realize it is coming from a bad root.
When people display bad behavior, rarely do they understand why they behave the way they do. If they cannot understand it, they certainly cannot change it. For many years of my life when I behaved badly, people said to me, “Why do you act that way? Why do you respond that way?” Their questions frustrated me because I did not have the answers. I knew my behavior was odd, confusing, and unstable, but I didn’t know what to do about it. Most of the time I just blamed it on someone else or made excuses. I responded defensively to anything that even remotely seemed to be in disagreement with me. I did so because I already felt so wrong about myself that I couldn’t face being wrong about anything else.
I responded fearfully to many situations, some of which made no sense at all. For example, if Dave would pull into someone’s driveway to turn the car around, I became frantic, especially if he had to wait for other cars to pass by behind us before he could complete his turn. I said things like, “You shouldn’t turn around in other people’s driveways; the homeowners won’t like it!” Or, I might say, “Hurry up and get out of here!”
Dave would say in bewilderment, “What is wrong with you? I’m just turning the car around. People use other people’s driveways to turn around all the time.”
For many years I did not understand why I reacted the way I did until God showed me that I was reacting to the situation based on how I thought my father would have felt about someone turning around in his driveway, which would have been angry. I was afraid the homeowners would come out the front door and yell at us the way my father would have done. I had such a deep-seated fear of rejection in my life that it caused me to react fearfully to many situations that seem very ordinary to an emotionally healthy person.
There were other similar situations that I reacted to based on past experience. I had no frame of reference other than the way I was raised. I had rotten, diseased roots, and therefore, I had bad fruit.
Do you have any behavior in your life that seems really weird? If so, have you ever wondered, “Where did that come from?” or “Why do I act that way?” I hope it helps you to realize that your fruit is a product of your roots. If you have bad roots—roots that were sown in rejection— you will need to be uprooted out of that bad soil and replanted in the love of God and the truth in His Word. The good news is, “There is hope.” If you feel trapped in behavior that you don’t understand, do not despair. The Holy Spirit will guide you into all truth. He will help you stop reacting to old situations and teach you to act on God’s Word. He will give you an entirely new root system, one that will produce good fruit for His kingdom.
The good news is, “There is hope.”
The Bible states in John 3:18 that for those who believe in Jesus there is no judgment, no condemnation, and no rejection. Jesus gives us freely what we struggle to earn from people and never seem to get: freedom from judgment, condemnation, and rejection!
When I became a student of God’s Word, I started really desiring change in my behavior. Sometimes I was successful in cutting off one type of bad fruit (behavior), but another would immediately pop up, which frustrated me even more. I felt that no matter how hard I worked to get rid of one thing, another one took its place. It really helped me when I finally understood that my bad fruit was coming from a bad root. Another way of saying it is that my unacceptable outward behavior was coming from something unacceptable inside me.
My thoughts were wrong: about people, myself, circumstances, my past, my future, et cetera. I was very insecure, but I masked my feelings in a phony, bold approach to life that actually caused me to come across to others as harsh and hard. At that time I didn’t understand why most people seemed to be offended by me, but now I do.
Have you ever been around people who outwardly seemed to “have it all together,” so to speak, yet you just knew deep down inside that something was not right about them?
I recall a man (I’ll call him Joe) who was a slick talker. He could have sold honey to bees. He appeared to be very confident. Actually, he was so confident that he was frequently accused of being haughty and prideful. He could cry crocodile tears at just the right moments, appearing to have tremendous compassion for hurting people. He had great vision and progressive ideas and was able to motivate people.
Joe became involved in youth ministry, and soon many teenagers admired him and became dependent on him for advice and teaching. Everything about him appeared to be right, but something about him felt wrong. The young people were almost too attached to him. They bordered on idolizing him.
On the outside, in public, everything seemed to be fine, but at home, behind closed doors, his marriage was in serious trouble. He, of course, always blamed it on his dysfunctional wife. She had deep problems, he said. As it turned out, he became involved with one of the young girls in the youth group, and a trail of lies a mile long was uncovered that had existed for years.
This man’s father was one who was difficult to please, so Joe always felt rejected by him. His father pressured him to be something he did not know how to be. Therefore he had deep-rooted insecurities. He was trying to function in leadership with a deep root of rejection in his own life.
On the surface he appeared to be anything but insecure, yet he was totally insecure. His security and confidence came from other people’s dependence on him, like the youth he oversaw, and from being able to do well in business. Like so many of us, he was deriving all his sense of worth and value from outward things rather than from God.
Many people today have developed phony personalities in which they function. They pretend to be whatever they think people will admire. It is very important to have discernment where these people are concerned. When things appear to be right, but they feel all wrong down deep inside, I recommend not getting involved too quickly. Take time to see how people act in all kinds of situations. They may talk a good game, but see if their walk matches their talk. People may have problems that are not their fault, but we cannot allow ourselves to be deceived by them. We cannot help them if we merely get into their trap with them.
Many people today have developed phony personalities.
After Joe fell into sin and was exposed, numerous people said they had realized for a long time that something just wasn’t right where he was concerned. They had caught him in lies, but just let it go; they had thought he might be involved with the young girl in question, but they didn’t want to accuse him; they had recognized that he fed on being the center of attention, but they overlooked it.
Once again we see a situation in which nobody wanted to be the one to confront a situation, and as a result, in the end many people were devastated emotionally and spiritually. Instead of exposing and confronting the wrongs they saw in Joe, people simply got into his trap with him, and in the process they became trapped themselves. Joe was like a spider weaving a web.
Everyone got swept up in his charismatic personality, and before they knew it they were caught.
No matter how good things may look outwardly, if they are not right on the inside, sooner or later they will be revealed on the outside. Anything we don’t deal with will ultimately deal with us.
THE FEAR OF REJECTION
The fear of rejection is often worse than actual rejection. Fearing rejection all the time is more tormenting than just dealing with it on the occasions when it does occur. Fearing it certainly won’t prevent it and may actually open a door for it.
The fear of rejection is rampant, and loneliness is one of the most dangerous and widespread problems in America today. It is well-documented that loneliness has reached epidemic proportions and continues to spread. Lonely people share a common symptom: a sense of despair at feeling unloved and a fear of being unwanted or unaccepted.
The fear of rejection leads people into superficial relationships or isolation. It affects their ability to give and receive love. The fear of rejection may cause a person to withdraw his love from someone he genuinely cares for. Why? He would rather reject than be rejected. He would rather think that ending the relationship is his choice rather than the other person’s. Remembering past rejection, people often fear becoming too close. They think about how they would feel if they were rejected and believe the pain would be too much to bear. They prefer the pain of isolation and loneliness, which only leads them to a greater need for acceptance.
Loneliness is one of the most dangerous and widespread problems in America today.
In our own lives, we observe a vicious cycle. We want acceptance, but we fear rejection, so we isolate ourselves. Isolation only increases our need for acceptance, so we try to reach out to others, and end up repeating the same cycle again and again.
The fear of rejection only exists because we base our selfworth on the opinions of others rather than our relationship with God. Most of those who are critical of us are actually people who have a poor self-image themselves. They avoid the pain of how they feel inside by finding things wrong with other people and concentrating on their imperfections. Hurting people hurt people. It may help you to remember this truth when you are experiencing rejection or criticism. No wonder God tells us to pray for our enemies. They are in much worse condition than we are!
When I was growing up, I noticed that my father accused other people of doing things he was doing himself. He especially accused people of being sexually promiscuous. This behavior always amazed me because I knew how he was. Not only was he sexually abusing me, but I was aware of his unfaithfulness to my mother with other women. He also frequently accused people of being phony and hypocritical, while he lived a lie. He was suspicious of everyone and trusted nobody, and it was because he was so deceptive himself. In his thinking he transferred all of his own problems onto other people, accusing them of what he was doing while making excuses for himself.
When people cannot feel honorable about themselves they always find fault with other people.
THE RESULTS OF REJECTION
Let’s take a look at some of the results of a life that has been rooted in rejection.
INSECURITY
Insecurity is the number one problem caused by a root of rejection. People who have been rejected do not feel valuable, and that makes them feel vulnerable and unsafe. They fear the pain of being rejected again, so they develop ways to protect themselves from rejection. As we have seen, they may do things like isolate themselves. After all, they cannot get hurt if they don’t get involved with anyone. They may become people-pleasers, thinking that if they please people all the time, they will avoid the pain of rejection. They may become caretakers. They may think that if they take care of people and are needed, then they will not experience the pain of rejection. Actually they probably don’t consciously think any of these things, but avoiding the pain of rejection is the motivating factor in many of their decisions.
Don’t let the way other people treat you determine your worth and value.
Insecurity is a psychological disturbance of epidemic proportion in our society today. Insecure can be defined as being uncertain, lacking in confidence, or shaky. God wants us to be the exact opposite of all these things. He wants us to be certain, confident, and solid, even when people reject us. Don’t let the way other people treat you determine your worth and value.
The Bible teaches us in Isaiah 54:17 that security is part of our inheritance as children of God. It actually says peace, righteousness, security, and triumph over opposition are our heritage from the Lord.
REBELLION
Rebellion is frequently rooted in rejection. Rebellious people have experienced the pain of rejection. These people are angry, and their anger is an inner rage that manifests itself in rebellion. They are fed up with being pushed around, and they aren’t going to take it anymore!
POVERTY
It’s true: A life of poverty can also be the result of rejection. If people have a poverty image, they do not see themselves as capable of having or enjoying the finer things of life. They admire what others have, but automatically assume they could never have them. They won’t even try for the better jobs, because they feel they are not worthy to have them.
I know people who will never have much of anything simply because of the way they feel about themselves. In conversation they say things like, “I will never own my own home,” or, “I will never drive a new car,” or, “I could never shop there, because it’s not a discount store.” When I have asked such people why they think they could not have these things if others have them, they respond by saying, “I’m just not in that class; those things are above me.”
This type of thinking is all wrong. We are all just people; if we are in a certain class, it is because we have relegated ourselves to it or allowed someone else to do so. God has not assigned His children to an upper class, a middle class, and a lower class. The world may think like that, but God does not, and we should not either. The promises of God are for “whosoever will.” Whoever will believe in God and serve Him wholeheartedly can be blessed in any way that anyone else can be blessed. With God there are no distinctions, and He is not a respecter of persons (See Galatians 2:6; Acts 10:34).
The promises of God are for “whosoever will.
ESCAPISM
Escapism is another result we see among people with a fear of rejection. They create their own pleasant world through daydreaming. There is nothing wrong with a healthy daydream or two, but living in a pretend world to escape from the real one is a sign of real mental and emotional problems.
WORKAHOLISM
I once heard that 75 percent of all world leaders have been abused and have experienced severe rejection.1 When I heard that statistic, I was amazed. It is simply because those who have been abused and rejected work harder than most people to accomplish something important so they will be accepted.
Their abuse and rejection may not have been from their parents; it may have come from a teacher, their peers, or a relationship that was important to them. But whatever its source, it drives them to accomplish something in life for which they hope to be admired and applauded. They feel that they have to prove something, and they spend their life trying to do so.
I can relate to this scenario very well because I was a workaholic. I can still hear my father’s voice yelling at me, telling me that I would never be any good and that I would never amount to anything. The more he yelled, the more determined I became to prove him wrong.
I will probably always be a hard worker, because I am motivated by accomplishment. Once I needed it to feel good about myself; now I just want to be fruitful in God’s kingdom and for His glory. I don’t like to waste my time. I have lived more of my life than I have left, so I want to make the rest of it count.
People with a painful past are often driven by a need to feel important, to gain acceptance, to attain a sense of security. We may succeed if we work hard, but it will never satisfy us unless God is behind our success. Ultimately we must know who we are in Him. We must be rooted and grounded securely in Christ and in His love (See Ephesians 3:17 and Colossians 2:7 KJV). We are made acceptable to God through the Beloved (Jesus) (See Ephesians 1:6 KJV). True acceptance is not found in our accomplishments, but in what Jesus has accomplished on our behalf.
I believe there are people who die much earlier than they should because they live under so much stress that it wears out their body.
If we do not know this truth, we may well be in danger of working ourselves to death. I believe there are people who die much earlier than they should because they live under so much stress that it wears out their body. In general we are a driven people. Very few of us actually live balanced, healthy lives.
We are driven by many things that we will find in the end won’t matter after all. The Bible teaches us that we brought nothing into the world, and we will take nothing out of it (See 1 Timothy 6:7). Nobody on his deathbed has ever said, “I wish I had spent more time at the office.” I believe in working hard, but if we are addicted to work, or if we derive our sense of worth and value from it, we need help.
The writers of the Bible were led by the Holy Spirit to repeatedly tell us that our works will not gain us right standing with God. When we try to do right in life, it should be the result of knowing that we are loved, not an effort to gain love. We should do what we do for God, but not to get Him to do something for us.
People who derive their sense of worth and value from their accomplishments frequently talk about all they are “doing.” They of course never take vacations, and even if they do, they work while on them. They even have a critical attitude toward those folks who like to enjoy life: they view them as lazy do-nothings, people who merely take up space and add very little to life.
They may have a martyr complex and become greatly offended when people don’t notice and applaud all their efforts. The very fact that they seek recognition proves their motives are wrong. I truly pity workaholics. They have very little ability to enjoy life. As I have mentioned, more than likely they will make themselves sick or even shorten their life span. They don’t take time to develop close relationships, and as a result they frequently end up lonely and burned out. The saddest thing I have ever seen is an old man in his eighties, knowing that he does not have long to live, and when he looks back at the life he has lived, all he has is regrets.
Actually, the list of possible results from a root of rejection is endless, so I won’t detail anymore. But in the interest of jogging your conscience, here are a few I am aware of: self-pity, guilt, inferiority complex and poor self-image, fears of all types, hopelessness, depression, defensiveness, hardness, distrust and disrespect, competition and jealousy, and perfectionism. The main point is that you need to make right choices now so at the end of your life you will have nothing to regret. If you think you can be classified as insecure, rebellious, poverty-minded, escapist, or workaholic, you need to consider your motives, realize what is driving you, and make changes.
REJECTION AFFECTS PERCEPTION
How we see things is affected when we have a root of rejection in our lives. As I have mentioned, rejection-based people often perceive that they are being rejected when they are not. They may feel as if they are being mistreated when in reality they are not. They are very sensitive to the way people make them feel. They are actually overly sensitive.
Before God healed me in this area, I was very difficult to talk to. Unless Dave totally agreed with everything I said, I became upset. I perceived his disagreement as rejection. I would try to convince him to agree with me so I would feel ”fixed.” Dave, on the other hand, would feel manipulated, as if he had no right to his own opinion about anything. Dave repeatedly said to me, “Joyce, I’m only giving my opinion. Why do you act like I’m attacking you?” I acted that way because I felt attacked!
Rejection-based people often perceive that they are being rejected when they are not.
This situation caused more than a few problems between Dave and me. I said repeatedly, “We just cannot talk about anything.” To which Dave always responded, “Joyce, we don’t talk anyway; you talk, and if I do anything other than listen and agree, you get upset.”
If you are having trouble communicating with someone, then one or both of you may have the same problem I did. Healthy conversation between two people must include the right to be heard. I mean really heard. Do you listen, or just talk? I talked, and I wanted Dave to listen. I wanted him to agree with me. When he didn’t, I stopped listening. At that point I started reacting out of my old wounds of rejection. I felt rejected even though he was not rejecting me. I perceived it that way, so it was that way for me.
I know God has changed me, because I don’t respond to disagreement the way I once did. I can talk, and I can listen. I like agreement, but if I don’t get it, I respect other people’s right to their own opinion. I don’t feel wrong just because they may not agree, but I am open to considering that I might be wrong. Even if my opinion turns out to be wrong, it does not mean something is wrong with me. Learn to separate your opinions and ideas from who you are as a person.
TALK TO YOURSELF
You can survive rejection, and you need to tell yourself that you can. I am suggesting that you actually talk out loud to yourself, telling yourself, “I can survive rejection.” Also let the thought roll over and over in your mind, “I may not be accepted by everyone, but I can survive it.”
We all fear rejection too much. Start believing you can survive it, if you need to do so. Jesus was rejected, and He survived. You can too! Value the unconditional love of God more than the conditional approval of people, and you will overcome rejection.
When I say you will survive, I don’t mean that you will just barely make it. I mean that rejection really will not bother you at all. You just need to develop a new attitude toward it. When people have rejected me in the past, I have been hurt and let their attitude toward me control my thoughts for days afterward. When Dave has been rejected, he has simply said, “That’s their problem, not mine.” What was the difference between him and me? Dave was secure, and I was insecure. It is just that simple! I relied too much on what people thought of me, and Dave didn’t care what people thought of him. He has told me that he cannot do anything about what people think; all he can do is be himself.
If you have God, you have all you need.
If you have had problems in these areas, stop torturing yourself with concern about what people think. You can survive rejection. You will live through it, and when people are finished thinking something unkind about you, they will go on to someone else. You will have the rest of your life left to live, and you can live it without them. If you have God, you have all you need. If He knows you need anything else, He will provide that also (See Matthew 6:8, 33-34).
I mentioned earlier in the book that some very unkind newspaper articles were written about us. I contacted a man I knew who owns a magazine and has been in the publishing and newspaper business for many years. I asked him what he thought we should do about the situation. He said, “If I were you, I would ignore it; the whole thing will blow over, and next week they will be picking on someone else.” Sure enough, he was right.
We are not responsible for our reputation anyway. God is! So relax and keep saying to yourself, “I can survive rejection. I am not addicted to approval.” Say it over and over until you believe it and are no longer bothered by the way people treat you. When Satan knows he cannot hurt you with rejection, he will stop working through people to bring that type of pain into your life.
In this part of the book, we’ve looked at some things we must change about ourselves as we begin to break the cycle of approval addiction. In the next section we will focus on some final important truths regarding our wholeness in God and where we need to be headed in our lives. There is good news for us if we’re willing to take those steps!
Chapter 12
Breaking Controlling Powers
It is offensive to God when we let other people control us. He sent Jesus, His only Son, to purchase our freedom with His life. The Bible says we have been purchased with a price (See 1 Corinthians 6:20), and that price is the precious blood of God’s only, dearly beloved Son.
If you are letting someone control your life—intimidate you, manipulate you, and cause you to do what you know in your heart is not right—then you need to break those controlling powers. It is not God’s will for us to be controlled by anybody except His Holy Spirit, and even that decision He leaves up to us. God won’t even force His will on us, so we certainly should not let anyone else do it.
Approval addicts almost always end up being controlled and manipulated by other people. Satan always sends someone along their way who is a “user.” A user is someone who deviously takes advantage of people for his own benefit without any concern for others.
People who are being controlled are not confronters, and those who are controllers don’t like being confronted. These two types of dysfunctional people play on each other’s weaknesses. One enables the other.
THE ENABLER
We need to take some time to discuss the person who is an enabler. We can actually enable people to stay in bondage by continuing to give in to their demands instead of choosing to do what we believe is right for us as individuals.
People will take advantage of you, if you let them. They will be used by Satan to draw you away from what you should be focused on, which is God’s will for you. The most vital thing for any Christian is prompt, hearty obedience to God. As we have already established, one cannot be a God-pleaser and a people-pleaser. The two will ultimately end up diametrically opposed to one another.
A woman who attended many of our conferences claimed to have an abusive past that was quite horrible. In our meetings, the woman displayed very disturbing behavior. She was disruptive. She would fall onto the floor, curl up in a fetal position, become wildly emotional when touched, and have to be literally carried out of the meeting.
We always had several people minister to her the best they could, but this pattern continued again and again. I began to dread her arrival any time I heard she was coming. I felt my heart sink when I saw her.
At times I felt bad about my negative feelings. I felt I should help her, but I honestly did not know what to do for her. There were times when she seemed as sane as anyone else, yet at other times she was quite out of control. Or as I discovered later, she was in control! She was not in control of herself, but she was controlling my meetings and my staff with her behavior.
One afternoon as I taught God’s Word to a crowd of several thousand people, this woman began to act the same way she had in the past, only this time she fell out of her chair and lay on the floor between two rows of seats. The attention of everyone for several rows around her was on her. Our staff workers had to get between the rows and try to minister to her. Finally they carried her out again as they had done previously. This of course totally disrupted the meeting. They took her to a private room and prayed for her, but nothing changed.
The most vital thing for any Christian is prompt, hearty obedience to God.
One of the women who was trying to help her felt in her heart that the woman was putting on an act to get attention, so she took a bold step. She said, “Okay, lady, you can lie here as long as you want. There will be an usher outside the door, but I am going back to my seat; I don’t want to miss any more of the teaching.” She walked out of the room, stood in a hallway, and watched to see what the woman would do. When the woman thought nobody was looking, she got up, walked out the door, and left the building.
The woman was manipulating us to get attention. She had been abused in her past, and she did need help, but at that particular time she was using us, and we were not helping her. As long as we continued to cater to her bizarre behavior, we were enabling her to remain in her trap. Confronting her was the kindest thing we could have done.
At times we feel we are being mean if we confront people who have problems, when in reality “tough love” is what Jesus often used to set people free.
Although Jesus had compassion for hurting people, He never merely felt sorry for them. And whenever possible he helped them help themselves. He instructed them to take some particular action, and frequently His instructions were shocking. For instance, He told a crippled man to rise, take up his bed, and go home (See Matthew 9:6). He told a man who had just received a report that his daughter was dead not to be afraid (Mark 5:35-36). When Jesus saw a blind man, He spat on the ground, made some mud by mixing dirt with it, and then rubbed it on the blind man’s eyes. He then instructed the man to walk to the Pool of Siloam and wash himself in it; when the man did as Jesus had commanded, he was able to see (See John 9:1-7).
Jesus often told people to do things that were not only surprising, but were seemingly impossible.
We see that Jesus often told people to do things that were not only surprising, but were seemingly impossible. How could a crippled man rise, take up his bed, and walk? After all, he was a cripple. How could a man who had just received a report of his daughter’s death be expected not to fear? How could a blind man see to get to a certain pool of water when he was blind? Instead of merely feeling sorry for these people, Jesus moved them to action. He helped them get their minds off of themselves and their problems, and He motivated them to do something about them. Jesus was moved with compassion (See Matthew 9:36 KJV). He was moved to do something besides enable people to stay the way they were.
When Martha wanted Jesus to instruct her sister Mary to get up and help her work, Jesus told Martha that she was anxious and worried about too many things and that
Mary was doing what was right in worshiping Him (See Luke 10:38-42). Jesus was straightforward, and He did not enable anyone to remain in deception.
When we fail to confront people who are controlling us, we enable them to stay the way they are.
MAKE YOUR OWN DECISIONS
Don’t allow other people to make your decisions for you. You are being very unwise (foolish) if you let others make your choices. The Bible does say there is safety in many counselors (See Proverbs 11:14). It is a good thing to consider what others say, but the final choice must be yours. As the saying goes, “To thine own heart be true”; otherwise, there can no real happiness.
Being controlled and manipulated steals your joy and peace. It ministers death to your spirit, your mind, your emotions, and every other part of your life. God said, “I have set before you life and death, the blessings and the curses; therefore choose life that you and your descendants may live” (Deuteronomy 30:19).
If you are going to choose life, then you must also choose to confront those people in your life who try to control you. People will actually respect you if you have borders in your life—areas you let them into and areas you do not let them into.
Dave and I run Joyce Meyer Ministries together as codirectors of the ministry. We both have strong personalities and frequently give one another advice. I receive advice from Dave in every area except what I am teaching in our conferences and on television. I know I must receive that information from God’s Spirit—and not Dave or others—if it is to be anointed. I am a mouthpiece for God, and as such I must be led by Him in what I teach.
Dave has his own areas of expertise. He was in the engineering field prior to entering full-time ministry. When we built our ministry headquarters, he was very involved in the process because he understands that area. On a few occasions I tried to give him advice about something concerning the structure of the building, and he politely told me I should let him handle the building since that was his field.
We each receive advice from the other, but we have our borders, and we respect each other for it.
WHAT ABOUT SUBMISSION TO AUTHORITY?
The Bible teaches us to submit to authority (See 1 Peter 2:13). We are to submit to civil authority, church authority, employer authority, parental authority, and spousal authority. A rebellious attitude is one of the worst attitudes we can have. If we will not submit to man’s authority, we will not submit to God’s authority either.
However, the question always arises, “What if the authority I am under is unfair?” In some ways that is a hard question to answer simply because we frequently feel anything we don’t want to do is unfair. God does not want nor does He expect us to be abused. But we may have to endure some things we feel are unfair.
The Bible says, “One is regarded favorably (is approved, acceptable, and thankworthy) if, as in the sight of God, he endures the pain of unjust suffering” (1 Peter 2:19). Unjust things may happen to us in this life, but God is just, and He will always make wrong things right, if we are patient and put our trust in Him. Our suffering does not make God happy, but when we continue to do what is right even if it means we have to suffer, that does please God.
I believe the key phrase in this Scripture is “if, as in the sight of God.” In other words, we should endure the pain of unjust suffering for God, not necessarily because we want to. The verse prior to the one I quoted above is specifically talking about submission to authority that may be unkind and unreasonable. So if we endure unjust suffering from an authority that is unkind or unreasonable, for the sake of God and His kingdom, it pleases Him.
For example, a person may be led by the Holy Spirit to remain on a job where he is not treated fairly in order to be an example to unbelievers of the proper way to behave in such a situation. Or a person may be the only believer in Jesus Christ at his company, and the Holy Spirit may lead him to remain there in order to be a light in an otherwise dark place. All too frequently we are more concerned about our own personal comfort than we are about bearing good fruit for the kingdom of God. If being in the will of God means enduring some personal suffering or discomfort, we should not be afraid of it. Anything we do for God ultimately brings a reward. God always vindicates us and brings justice into our lives, but there are times when we must endure things that seem unfair at the moment.
What if the authority I am under is unfair?
There are also times when we should not endure; instead, we should confront. Discerning when to endure and when to confront is the real key to success and fulfillment in this area. I cannot give you exact direction on this subject. There is a time to do nothing and a time to do something. Each of us must seek God and be sensitive to follow His leading.
Some people are so timid, they endure longer than they should. They become a doormat for other people to walk on. As a result, they spend their lives being mistreated. Other people confront too quickly and too often. These people need to learn the dynamics of standing still and waiting on God.
People may think they are free when they refuse to submit to anyone, but they are actually in great bondage. True freedom is being free not to exercise a freedom if exercising it would not be good for all concerned. Love is the highest law in God’s kingdom, and the apostle Paul stated in Romans that if what we do causes our brother to be pained or hurts his feelings, then we are not walking in love (See Romans 14:21). Paul also said he was free to do anything he wanted to do, but he was also free to discipline his personal desires for the good of the kingdom (See 1 Corinthians 6:12 and 9:22).
Love is the highest law in God’s kingdom.
As Christians, we may say we are free to do whatever we want to; however, when it comes to living in community with others, this type of philosophy simply does not work. When one person in a group or society controls everyone else, it is called a dictatorship, not a family or a community. The only one who thinks he is happy is the dictator, and even he eventually discovers he is not happy either. God created us to live and work together in love and unity; without love and unity nothing else will ever work properly.
Let’s look at some of the areas in which we are often challenged by negative authority.
WORK
When a boss demands so much of an employee that it is ruining his home life, his spiritual life, and perhaps his health, that employee is not being rebellious if he confronts the boss and states plainly what he can and cannot do. He actually would be guiltier if he did not confront than he would be if he did confront.
God expects a person to put his marriage, his family, his home, his spiritual life, and his health before his job. If he loses his job as a result of proper confrontation, then God will help him get a better one. It is sad when a person lives in so much fear of the loss of money and reputation that he allows himself to lose his health, the respect of his family, and a good relationship with God. If you have been allowing someone to control you, you should ask yourself what price you are paying to have that person’s approval.
As I mentioned previously, I once worked for a man who required way too much from his employees. He was a Christian leader, and I respected him greatly. In the beginning, I just assumed that whatever he told me to do must be what God wanted me to do. But after a period of time I began to realize that my life was seriously out of balance because of trying to meet all of my boss’s requirements in order to keep my job.
If you don’t want to pay the price, then don’t play the games.
I regret to say I let the situation deteriorate to the point that I was sick, and my marriage and children needed some serious attention. I had the approval of my boss, but I was out of God’s will.
We can usually look back and see what we did wrong in the past easier than we can see what we are doing wrong while we are caught up in the emotion of the actual event. But, at least we can learn from our mistakes and not do the same foolish thing twice. I learned a lesson from this situation that has been beneficial to me at many other times in my life: When we let our lives get out of balance, we will always pay a price somewhere along the line. If you don’t want to pay the price, then don’t play the games you have to play in order to have everyone’s approval.
CHURCH
When a pastor or other spiritual leader tries to “hear from God” for all his people about their decisions, he is being spiritually abusive. We all have the Holy Spirit, and we can all hear from God for ourselves. That does not mean we never need advice, because we do. But some people get way out of balance in this area.
Dave and I once had a pastor who thought the people in his congregation should not even sell their houses and move unless they asked him if he felt it was the right decision and the right time for them to make it.
This type of attitude is of course controlling and totally unscriptural. As far as I am concerned, this man was insecure and wanted people coming to him for everything so he would feel important. This same man also told my husband that he was making a mistake by letting me teach a Bible study in our home. He said my husband should be teaching it. There was only one small problem: God had given the gift of teaching to me, not to my husband. Dave tried to teach for a period of time, and I tried to keep quiet. Neither of us was happy or successful in our efforts!
Well-meaning people may try to tell you what you should do, but that does not always mean they are right. Dave and I would have missed an opportunity to share the gospel with millions of people worldwide had we listened to that pastor. He may have been sincere, but he was sincerely wrong.
HOME
Parents must know when to let go of their children. Nothing is worse than parents who are still trying to run the lives of their grown children. Parents should not do that, but the children must not allow it. Both have a responsibility. There are times when Dave and I give our children advice, and I am sure there are times when they don’t want it. We may tell them what we think, but we don’t try to make them do it. We realize they must be free to make their own decisions and deal with their own consequences. If they give any indication that they really don’t want our advice in a specific situation, we then keep our advice to ourselves, which is the right and proper thing to do.
Even if you are sure your child is making a mistake, you may not be able to do anything about it. Sometimes children learn more from the mistakes they make than from anything else.
HUSBANDS AND WIVES
Because it so often comes up in issues of authority and submission, I want to quickly address this. In the Bible, wives are told to submit to their husbands “as unto the Lord” (Ephesians 5:22 KJV). This has been a big problem for many women, especially in our society today when women are fighting for equal rights. Women are equal with men; the Bible never says they aren’t. But God is a God of order (See 1 Corinthians 14:33), and there can never be order unless someone is ultimately in charge. Someone has to have final authority to say what will and will not be done, especially when there is disagreement.
Women are not to be abused or controlled by their husbands. If a man dominates his wife—if he gives her no money, tells her what to wear, allows her no friends, refuses to let her go to church or read Christian books, et cetera—then I believe he is out of order, and she needs to confront him. That is quite different from being asked to do something she does not want to do. Doing things we don’t want to do is part of life. The Bible tells us to adapt and adjust to others in order to maintain peace in our relationships (See Romans 12:16). Between two people or in a group of people there should be give and take; when there is not, it can easily become a situation in which one person controls everyone else. This is not right!
Between two people or in a group of people there should be give and take.
As a wife, learning to submit to Dave’s authority and be respectful to his opinions was very difficult for me. The pain I experienced in my past as a result of my father’s controlling nature left me with an unhealthy perspective about the subject of submission. There were many times when I perceived (or I felt) Dave was trying to control me, when in fact that was not the case at all. If he even had an opinion that varied from mine, I felt threatened. If he ever actually told me he did not want me to do a certain thing I wanted to do, I responded by shouting, “If you think you’re going to control me, you have got another think coming!”
With God’s help I finally realized that my fear of Dave’s trying to control me actually made me controlling. I am eternally thankful to the Holy Spirit for showing me the truth that has set me free to be submissive to authority— and thankful that Dave stayed with me long enough for me to learn.
Once again, submit to authority, but don’t be controlled. If you are a person in authority, be authoritative, but don’t be a controller. I have tried to learn not to be a “bossy boss.” I pray for balance in these areas. They are not always easy to discern, but God’s Spirit will guide us if we let Him. When you do make mistakes, which we all do, admit them and learn from them.
CHARACTERISTICS OF A CONTROLLER
If you are being controlled, the controller is likely someone you love and respect, or at least someone you liked and respected at one time. You may have lost your respect for the person because of the control but are so caught up in the cycle that you do not know how to break free.
The controller may be someone you need, and the controller knows it. It could be someone who supports you financially, and you don’t know what you would do if that person were not in your life. It could be someone you feel indebted to for some reason, someone who has done a lot for you in the past—and who regularly reminds you of it. It could be someone you hurt in the past, and now you feel that you owe that person the rest of your life.
The controller may be someone you are afraid of. That was the case with my father and our relationship. You may be afraid of personal harm or loss, as when parents threaten to take children out of their will and not leave any of their money or possessions to them if they don’t do everything they want them to do.
The controller may be someone who was controlled in childhood, and now he is functioning in learned behavior. It may be a proud, selfish, or lazy person (someone who wants and expects everyone else to serve him).
The controller may be a deeply insecure person who feels better about life when he is in control. He may need the number-one position to feel safe.
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PERSON BEING CONTROLLED
The person who is most likely to be controlled is someone who has always been controlled, so that it is a habit, a way of life. Such a person is not accustomed to making his own decisions. It may be an insecure, fearful, or timid person who has never practiced confronting anything or anybody in life. His excuse is, “I don’t like to confront.”
My answer is, “We all have to do things we don’t like to do.”
A person who is controlled may be confused about submission to authority. He may not be able to tell the difference between true godly submission and a wrong type of demonically instigated control. It would help him to remember that the devil controls; God leads!
The controlled person may have a poor self-image.
The controlled person may have a poor self-image. He may think so little of his ability that he assumes everyone else is always right, and he is always wrong. Anytime anyone disagrees with him, he may instantly shut down inside and submit. The person may be a neurotic individual who feels he is at fault in every conflict.
The controlled person may be dependent on others for care, finances, a place to live, employment, companionship, et cetera. The controlled person may have done wrong at one time and now feels he owes a debt to the controller, so he allows the control to continue.
CHARACTERISTICS OF CONTROL
There are two main characteristics of control. I want to address both of them.
EMOTIONAL CONTROL
Emotional manipulation is one of the most evident and powerful characteristics of control. Tears, rage, and silence (especially silence as a form of rejection) are all methods frequently used by controllers to control others.
Perhaps both sets of parents want the newlyweds to spend the holidays with them. Controlling parents may use silence, rage, tears, or anger to get their way. They may remind the couple of “all the money” they gave the couple. This, of course, makes the couple feel indebted, in which case the parents really did not “give” them anything. True giving has no strings attached by which the persons who receive the gift can be pulled in whatever direction the giver wants them to go.
On the other side, parents who are behaving properly will allow the couple the freedom to make decisions for themselves; they will not pressure them. If they are Christian parents, they will probably pray for God to lead them and their children, and then go on about their business, trusting God to work it out. Parents who apply the least amount of pressure may not always get the children for the holidays, but they will receive the most love, admiration, and respect from them.
Although I was deceived about the true nature of my actions, I tried emotional manipulation for years. Every time Dave did not do what I wanted him to do, I got angry, became silent, cried, pouted, displayed a pitiful attitude, and cleaned house or worked continually at other chores hoping to make him feel guilty or sorry for me.
I am glad to say it did not work. No matter how I acted, Dave stayed happy and did what he felt he should do. Had I been successful in controlling him with my emotions, I might still be in the same trap. His lack of confrontation would have enabled me to continue my controlling ways. If you are a controller and really want to be brave, pray that God will lead people to confront you anytime you really need it. Then pray that you will receive it and not respond defensively with anger, accusations, and excuses.
VERBAL CONTROL
Other people may try to control with words of failure, defeat, unnatural obligation, guilt, criticism, and intimidation. Sometimes they use threats. For instance, they may threaten with loss of relationship (rejection). In other words, they may infer that if you don’t do what they want you to do, they will no longer want to be in relationship with you. I believe many teenagers get involved in drugs, alcohol, and sexual misconduct because they are threatened with loss of relationships. We call it “peer pressure.” It is actually control.
There are many methods of controlling others. If you are being controlled, learn to recognize the methods being used against you. If you are a controller, ask God to help you recognize your own methods of control. You cannot do anything about something you don’t recognize. Pray for truth; the truth will make you free!
SYMPTOMS TO WATCH FOR
If you are unable to interact with others without the controller making you feel tense and guilty that you are enjoying yourself, what you are experiencing is a symptom of being controlled.
Or perhaps you cannot make new friends without the controller becoming jealous and possessive. You feel you always have to “check in” with the controller before you do anything. You have no personal life of your own. You have to tell the controller everything, invite him everywhere, and get his opinion about everything.
Maybe you have the controller on your mind excessively. You live with a vague fear of what he will think or say about everything you do.
These are all signs of a crisis that must be addressed. Let’s take a look at five important steps in gaining freedom from control.
1. RECOGNIZE
The first step to getting free from control is to recognize you are being controlled. Some people may think they are just keeping the peace. As Christians we can even believe we are obligated to keep peace at all costs. The Bible does teach us to be makers and maintainers of peace, to adapt and adjust to other people in order to have harmony:
Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty (snobbish, high-minded, exclusive), but readily adjust yourself to [people, things] and give yourselves to humble tasks. Never overestimate yourself or be wise in your own conceits. (Romans 12:16)
As Christians, we are to do everything in our power to keep the peace, but that does not mean we are to allow others to control us. Any Scripture taken to an extreme can create a problem. Operating in love, we are to do what is for the good and advantage of other people, but we must realize it is not good for other people if we let them control us.
2. ACT
Once you recognize you are being controlled, choose to do something about it. You must not let it continue—not only for your sake, but also for the sake of the controller. If you let it continue, you are enabling him, and you become as guilty as he is. A bad habit has been formed that needs to be broken. You probably react to the controller in certain ways, and you must learn to act on God’s Word and instruction to you. This will take some prayer and determination. Don’t be discouraged if it takes time. It has been said that it takes thirty days to make a habit and thirty days to break one. I would imagine by the time you have confronted the controller thirty times, you will be well on your way to developing a new set of relationship rules.
3. UNDERSTAND
As I have mentioned, you need to learn how the person controls you. Is it through fear, anger, silence, rage, tears, guilt, or threats? It is important to quickly recognize the control tactics and resist them immediately. The quicker you resist, the less likely you are to fall into the trap you are trying to break free from.
4. CONFRONT
Face the battle of confrontation. Realize that if you have let another person have his way all the time, he will not like it when you change. It may even be wise for you to discuss the situation with the other person. You might say something like, “You may not be doing it on purpose, but I feel you are controlling me. I need to have freedom in our relationship, and God has shown me that although you should not control me, I have been wrong in allowing it. I am going to make a change, and I realize it may not be easy for you. I love you, and I want our relationship to flourish, but from now on I will be following my own heart.”
Don’t even expect the person not to react adversely. Just as you have been addicted to approval, the controller is addicted to control. No addiction is broken without some fleshly reactions. As I always say, “The flesh (the carnal nature of man) never dies without a fight.”
No addiction is broken without some fleshly reactions.
You may be afraid to confront, but you must do so even if you have to do it afraid! If you stand firm, the controller will ultimately move from anger to respect. I have never had a relationship with people who allowed me to control them in which I respected them. I actually disrespected them for not confronting me.
You may fear losing the relationship, and that is a possibility. The only thing I can say is that you would be better off without the relationship than to spend your life being controlled and manipulated. If people have no interest in you unless they can control you, then they are not really interested in you at all. Don’t let people use you.
5. PRAY
Don’t try to make any of these changes without a lot of prayer. Timing is very important in situations like these. Pray for the people you need to confront, asking God to prepare their heart. Ask Him to make them aware of their actions even before you speak to them.
A WORD TO CONTROLLERS
Although most of this book is directed to those who are addicted to approval and in the process allow others to control them, I also know that some people reading the book are controllers themselves. It is possible to be both a controller and someone who is controlled. I had periods of time in my life when I was controlling anyone who would let me, and at the same time I was being controlled by someone else. In both cases I was out of God’s will. You may be the same. For instance, you might be controlled by your boss and yet be controlling your family at home.
If you are not sure whether you are a controlling person, ask yourself the following question: How do I respond when I don’t get my way? Do you usually become angry or try to convince others that your way would be best? Are you unhappy until you do get your way? Be honest in your answer, and you will be able to identify yourself quickly.
People have a right to make their own decisions. God wants us to be led by His Word and Spirit, not by outside forces. He also wants us to let others be led the same way. As a matter of fact, we should not only let others be led by
God, we should encourage them and help them do it. When we want others to do something, and they seem unsure, instead of trying to convince them to do what we want them to do, we should tell them to pray about it, and then trust that God will show them what to do. We can encourage people to do things, but we should not manipulate them to get our way. As the saying goes, “If you really love others, set them free; if they really belong to you, they will come back on their own.” True love means that we help a person make the right decision for all concerned, not just the right decision for us.
FIVE THINGS TO DO IF YOU ARE A CONTROLLER
If you have controlling tendencies, you need to do the following:
1. Admit it to yourself. Try saying out loud, “I am a controller.”
2. Ask God to forgive you and to teach you to respect other people’s rights.
3. Ask the people you have been trying to control to forgive you.
4. Encourage them to be honest with you about how they really feel about situations between the two of you. Ask the person to confront you when you get out of line.
5. Don’t give up or get discouraged if your change takes time.
You must realize your controlling tendencies won’t just disappear overnight. Even after you admit them and begin to recognize them, it will still take time to break free of them. Confessing our faults to one another breaks their power over us and has a freeing effect on all concerned (See James 5:16). Facing truth starts a healing process in our life. When I was in my healing process, I told my husband to let me know if I sounded disrespectful to him.
I had a lifetime of bad habits to overcome, and I wanted all the help I could get.
You may think, as I did, you are protecting yourself by staying in control, but you are actually opening a door for the devil to destroy all your relationships and load you down with unbearable stress. Trying to control everyone and everything is very stressful. I was relieved to finally discover I did not have to try to run the entire world. If you have been the great choir director of everything in your world, you need to retire.
Trying to control everyone and everything is very stressful.
Even if you have developed controlling tendencies because you were hurt in the past, it is still wrong. You may be a certain way because of the pain you have endured, but don’t let it be an excuse to stay that way.
Not everyone who is controlling has abuse in his or her past. Some controllers just have very strong personalities and very definite ideas about how everything should be done. They are so strong about what they think and feel that they are not open at all to other people’s opinions and thoughts. Others are just plain selfish. They are addicted to getting their own way, and they may have developed the bad habit of not respecting other people. Perhaps they were not corrected for these bad attitudes as children or were raised by parents who displayed controlling traits. Whatever the reason, one thing is for sure: they are not walking in love, and God is not pleased.
If you realize you have been controlling others, make a decision to let them be free to make their own decisions.
If you don’t agree with their decisions, refrain from showing displeasure. You might say, “I respect your right to choose; you are entitled to your own opinion.”
Don’t insist that everything be done your way. Don’t get angry when others tell you no or don’t seem to want to do what you want. Don’t give people the “silent treatment” when they say no or confront you. Don’t make them feel rejected. Tell them you respect them and realize they need to be free to follow their own heart. Tell yourself over and over, even repeating it out loud, “People have a right to make their own choices and have their own opinions and I should respect their right to do so.” Say it until your attitude begins to change.
When I was in the process of overcoming controlling tendencies I frequently said quietly to myself, “Joyce, this is none of your business.” I did this when I was tempted to get involved in something that no one had invited me into. We love to give our opinions and tell people what we think, but the truth is most people don’t even really want to know what we think. (I have found that even when people ask me what I think, they normally just want me to agree with them so they feel better about their decision.)
Don’t make plans for other people without checking to see if they want to do what you have in mind. Following the simple scriptural instruction to treat other people the way you want to be treated will solve all of the control problems (See Luke 6:31).
DON’T OVER-CORRECT YOUR PROBLEM
It is not uncommon upon discovering that we have been extreme or out of balance in an area to swing to the other side of extreme behavior in an effort to correct the situation. For example, when Kevin finally realized that Stephanie had been controlling him for years, he decided he was going to correct the situation. His decision was good but his methods were not. He became so determined that she would never control him again that he became overly aggressive toward her anytime she seemed to be anything other than totally compliant to his wishes.
Pray often, use wisdom, and be patient.
In trying to make sure she never controlled him again, he ended up being the way she had once been.
They went to counseling sessions and Stephanie admitted her problem and sincerely wanted help. She needed to be confronted but Kevin became downright mean to her. Kevin finally saw that his methods were extreme and that he was trying to fix one problem but in the process was creating another problem. It took some time and effort but with God’s help they learned to respect one another and have a balanced relationship.
Excess is the devil’s playground. Anytime we become excessive in any area it becomes an atmosphere that
Satan can work in. Strive to be in balance. If you realize you have been being controlled by someone you definitely need to take measures to regain your freedom, but don’t let your response be emotionally driven. Pray often, use wisdom, and be patient. Don’t go from being controlled to being so determined no one will ever control you again that you react to people in an out-of-balance manner. Likewise, if you have been a controller don’t go to the opposite extreme and think you must never show any aggression at all.
Now that we have discussed taking positive steps toward freeing ourselves from negative control, let’s look at ways we can use the pain we have experienced in the past to make a positive difference in our lives and the lives of others.
Chapter 13
Using Your Pain
There is no way to get through life without experiencing pain. But it does not have to be wasted. After feeding the multitudes, Jesus told His disciples to gather up the fragments “so that nothing may be lost and wasted” (John 6:12). The Lord will make use of everything in your life if you let Him. Let your pain be someone else’s gain. That’s what Jesus did.
Jesus endured horrible pain as He hung on the cross paying for the sins of man. But His pain is our gain. God’s Word teaches us that when we don’t know how to pray as we should in a situation, the Holy Spirit comes to our aid. He knows the will of the Father in all things and pleads in behalf of all the saints according to and in harmony with God’s will. Therefore we can be assured and know that all things work together for good for those who love God and are called according to His purposes (See Romans 8:2628).
No matter what happens in our life, if we will keep praying and trusting God, keep loving Him and walking in His will to the best of our ability, He will cause everything to work out for good. Whatever happened to us in the past may not have been good in and of itself, and it may have led to a struggle with acceptance and desire for approval, but because God is good, He can take a very difficult and painful thing and cause it to work out for our good and the good of others.
GOD’S PURPOSE IS BEYOND OUR COMPREHENSION
The only monument in the world built in the shape of a bug—to honor a bug—is located in Fort Rucker, Alabama. In 1915 the Mexican boll weevil invaded southeast Alabama and destroyed 60 percent of the cotton crop. In desperation, the farmers turned to planting peanuts. By 1917 the peanut industry had become so profitable that the county harvested more peanuts than any other county in the nation. In gratitude, the people of the town erected a statue and inscribed these words, “In profound appreciation of the boll weevil, and what it has done as the herald of prosperity.”
The instrument of their suffering had become the means of their blessing.
God is a God of purpose. We may not always understand His purpose, but we can be sure He definitely has one. Something may initially look terrible to us, and yet all the while God intends to show His glory by working something good from it.
God is a God of purpose.
We see an example of this truth in the biblical account of the death of Lazarus as recorded in John 11:1-44. We are told that Lazarus was sick. His sisters Mary and Martha sent a message to Jesus saying, “He whom You love [so well] is sick” (v. 3). When Jesus received the message, He said the sickness was not unto death but in order that God might be glorified. Instead of going to Lazarus and healing him, Jesus waited until he died. By the time Jesus arrived on the scene, Lazarus had been in the grave four days. Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead. He could have kept him from dying, but He let him die so people could see the miracle-working power of God and know that nothing is too hard for Him.
We wonder sometimes why God waits so long to come to our rescue or why He allows certain things to take place. We cannot always figure out what God is doing, or why He is doing it, but if we trust Him, He will make something wonderful from it.
HURT! HEALED! AND READY TO HELP!
Joseph was a man who was hurt by his brothers. We know from reading God’s Word that Joseph’s brothers were jealous of him. They hated him because his father favored him. They sold him into slavery and told his father that wild animals had killed him. He was taken to Egypt where he spent thirteen years in prison for a crime he did not commit (See Genesis 37-41).
But God was with Joseph, and he was able to interpret dreams. The ruler of all Egypt, Pharaoh, had a dream that Joseph interpreted, and he was released from prison. He went to work for Pharaoh, and once again was put in charge of everything. During a great famine, Joseph was in a position to save multitudes of people, including his father and his brothers who had treated him so cruelly.
This story is one of the most encouraging in the Bible. We see the power of a good attitude during hard times. We see that no matter where we are, God can give us favor.
We see the power of forgiveness when Joseph was willing to feed his brothers who had hurt him so badly. The Bible says God’s ways are past finding out (See Romans 11:33 KJV). We may not always understand, but we can trust.
Joseph had been hurt, but he was healed, and stood ready to help. His struggles had made him a better man, not a bitter man. Just think how different his life could have been had he refused to maintain a godly attitude all the way through his ordeal.
I am sure Esther was hurt when her life and plans were interrupted, and she was taken into the king’s harem, which was not something a young Jewish maiden would have been happy about. When we read about people in the Bible, and the things they endured, we don’t always think about the emotions they must have experienced. We read their stories almost as if they are fictional characters, but they were real people just like you and me. They went through all the same emotions we would go through in a similar situation.
We may not always understand, but we can trust.
Esther was used by God to save her nation, but first He had to put her in an uncomfortable position. She had to live in a place she did not want to be and do things she did not want to do. (See the book of Esther.)
Ruth’s husband died. I am sure that hurt her terribly. No doubt she was lonely, yet she chose to take care of her mother-in-law, an elderly woman named Naomi whom she accompanied to her foreign homeland. Once there, they had very little provision, and so Ruth had to glean in the fields in order for them to eat. She ended up marrying a man named Boaz, who was very wealthy. As a result, Ruth and Naomi were provided with everything they needed. In addition, by bearing children to Boaz, Ruth became part of the ancestral bloodline of Jesus. (See the book of Ruth and Matthew 1:5.)
My point in recounting these stories is that all of these people, and many others I don’t have time to mention, suffered pain, received healing, and went on to help others.
Have you been hurt by someone or something? If so, you can make the same choice these people made. Don’t spend your life angry and bitter—don’t allow your emotional pain to imprison you in a lifelong struggle with approval. Receive healing and comfort from God, and then go on to help someone else. Don’t waste your pain.
During World War II, Corrie ten Boom and her sister were held in a horrible concentration camp named Ravensbruck. They saw and suffered terrible torments including starvation and nakedness in below-freezing weather. Corrie’s sister Betsie actually starved to death. During their time there, however, they continually encouraged other prisoners. They kept an attitude of praise, and eventually Corrie was released from the concentration camp through a clerical error.
Don’t spend your life angry and bitter.
After her release, she traveled worldwide telling of her experiences and the faithfulness of God. Her ministry surely became more powerful and effective than it would have been without her trials and suffering. Her life and ministry have been a comfort to millions.
One evening after preaching in Germany on God’s forgiveness and how no sin is too great for God to forgive, she suddenly recognized a man coming toward her. He had been a guard at Ravensbruck, and one of the people who had tortured the prisoners. The man did not recognize Corrie, but he said he had heard her mention that she was a prisoner in Ravensbruck. He said, “I was a guard there, but have since gone on to become a Christian. I know God has forgiven me for the terrible things I did, but I am asking you for your forgiveness as well.”
Corrie said that she immediately saw her beloved sister slowly starving to death, and felt at that moment that even though she needed forgiveness every day herself, she could not forgive this man. As she stood in front of him, she knew that she must forgive him although she did not know how she could. Everything she preached to others would be worthless if she could not forgive. Corrie said she knew it would have to be an act of her will, because nothing in her emotions wanted to do it. As she stood there, she told God, “I can lift my hand, I can do that much, but You will have to do the rest. You must supply the feelings.” As she woodenly took the man’s hand, she said that the power of God came rushing through her entire being, and she was able to say wholeheartedly, “I forgive you, brother!” “With all my heart, I forgive you.” She said that she has never known God’s love so intensely as she did at that moment.
Although Corrie had been badly hurt, she allowed God to heal her, and she went on to help others.1
As I have noted, I was abused and hurt very badly. When I was a young woman in my early twenties, I could never remember being happy or feeling really safe. I spent many years angry, bitter, and resentful. I am thankful that
I learned to receive God’s comfort and healing and that I am now able to help other people.
GOD IS LOOKING FOR EXPERIENCED HELP!
Have you ever needed a job, but every employment ad you read asked for someone with experience? You wanted a job but did not have any experience, and it frustrated you. I have been in that situation, and I remember thinking, “How can I get experience if nobody will give me a job?”
God also wants experienced help. When we go to work for God in His kingdom, He will use everything in our past, no matter how painful it was. He considers it experience. We have gone through some difficult things, and those things qualify us to help take someone else through them too. Even Jesus gained experience through the things He suffered:
Although He was a Son, He learned [active, special] obedience through what He suffered
And, [His completed experience] making Him perfectly [equipped], He became the Author and Source of eternal salvation to all those who give heed and obey Him. (Hebrews 5:8-9)
How could I be writing this book right now if I had not gone through some difficult things and gained some valuable experience? How could I teach others how to forgive those who have hurt them if I had not first had the experience of forgiving those who hurt me?
I encourage you to look at your pain from a different viewpoint. A right perspective can make all the difference in the world. Take a look at how you can use your pain for someone else’s gain. Can your mess become your ministry? Maybe you have gone through so much that you feel you have enough experience to be a specialist in some area. I am a specialist in overcoming shame, guilt, poor self-image, lack of confidence, fear, anger, bitterness, selfpity, et cetera. Press past your pain and get your “master’s degree” so you can work in the kingdom for the One Who is the Master of restoring hurting people.
Look at how you can use your pain for someone else’s gain.
THE BEST KEPT SECRET
Do not let yourself be overcome by evil, but overcome (master) evil with good. (Romans 12:21)
We overcome evil with good. I believe this truth is one of the most powerful weapons we possess, and the best kept secret. God wants everyone to know it, but Satan keeps us so entrenched in our problems and personal pain that few of us ever understand the dynamics of it. We can get Satan back for the painful things he has brought into our lives by being good to others. We overcome him (evil) by being good to other people. Actually, it is God Who overcomes Satan as we allow Him to work His good through us. Satan wants to use our pain to destroy us, but we destroy his plan by doing the opposite of what he expects.
Being good to someone else not only defeats Satan, it also releases joy in our own lives. Historically, people who have been hurt by someone frequently experience depression. I believe this is partially due to the fact that their attention is on their own pain instead of on what they can do to relieve someone else’s pain. God has not called us to “in-reach,” He has called us to “out-reach.” When we reach out to others, God reaches into our souls and heals us. He is the only One Who can heal the brokenhearted and make the wounded better than new.
I call this “overcoming evil with good” principle a secret because so few of us seem to know it or follow it. When we are hurting, our natural tendency is to nurse our wounds. We may want to isolate ourselves and think about how pitifully we have been treated. I have discovered that when I am hurting, the best thing I can do is keep moving. While I am hurting, I just keep doing what I would be doing if I were not hurting. I go to work, I study, I pray, I go out and preach, I keep my commitments. I keep doing the good things God has given me to do, and I trust Him to take care of the evil things.
Do you see it? You can overcome evil with good just as the Bible says in Romans 12:21. Understanding this principle has been literally life changing for me, and I believe it can be for you, too.
OUR THINKING IS ALL WRONG
Our daughter Sandra shared that she was dreading seeing a certain individual because in the past that person had not been very pleasant to her. As she struggled with negative thoughts about the upcoming encounter, God spoke to her heart and said, “You don’t need to be concerned about how others treat you; your concern should be how you treat them.”
This message had a strong impact on Sandra’s life as well as on mine. How true it is. We are so concerned about how we are being treated that we have little or no concern for how we treat others. We are afraid of being taken advantage of, especially if our experience with someone has been painful in the past. The fear and dread we feel probably makes us supersensitive to everything that is said or done. We may even misinterpret things and see them in a negative way because of our expectations. What we fear does come upon us, according to God’s Word (Job 3:25).
I agree that it is difficult not to be concerned that others will treat us badly if they have done so in the past. That is why it is so important not to think about it at all. We are to deposit ourselves with God and trust Him to take care of us (See 1 Peter 4:19). He is our Vindicator (See Job 19:25), and as long as we behave properly toward others, including our enemies, God will bring a reward into our lives.
You don’t need to be concerned about how others treat you; your concern should be how you treat them.
Because of what God had spoken to Sandra’s heart, she approached the meeting with a totally different attitude. She concentrated on being nice to the person who had previously not been nice to her. She made an effort to be encouraging and to show interest in what interested the other person. She reported to me that the results were quite amazing. She spent several days with the individual in question, and never once did she feel mistreated in any way.
The Bible says we are to be “mindful” to be a blessing (See Galatians 6:10). That means that we are to have our minds full of ways we can help others. When our minds are filled with ways to be a blessing, we have no time to dwell on our personal problems. It gives God an opportunity to work on them for us.
GIVE AWAY WHAT YOU WANT
What do you want? If it is approval, then give approval to others. Make a special effort to make people feel valued and loved. Be aggressive in agreement. Often we are silent when we agree and verbal when we disagree. I find that the words “I agree” give confidence to people. If I have an opinion or an idea about something, it really increases my confidence level when my husband says, “I agree.” I don’t expect him to agree with me about everything, but when he does agree, it is really nice to hear it. I think hearing about the times when people do agree helps us better handle the times when they don’t.
If you want compliments, then give them away.
If you want compliments, then give them away. Every time you think anything good about anyone, verbalize it. People cannot read your mind; your thoughts have power and may affect their confidence level in a minor way, but your words can really lift them up and encourage them.
All people need affirmation, especially those who have been emotionally wounded or hurt by someone. We have more power than we realize we do. We can help people! Right words spoken at the right time have the power to heal: “A man has joy in making an apt answer, and a word spoken at the right moment—how good it is!” (Proverbs 15:23).
Not only are right words spoken at the right time good for others, they are good for us. We experience joy in building others up. We are created by God to be a blessing. He told Abraham, “I will bless you and make you a blessing” (See Genesis 12:1-3). We are blessed in being a blessing.
God made you to be a blessing. Start being what you were made to be, and you will start receiving what you are meant to receive!
“I NEED HEALING”
You may be thinking, “I’ve been hurt, and I want to help others, but I need healing.” I used this statement previously: ”Hurt! Healed! And ready to help!” The healing is very necessary. There are lots of people in ministry who are trying to heal others, and they are wounded themselves. I call them “wounded healers.” Many people hide from their own issues while trying to uncover someone else’s. The blind cannot lead the blind— if they try to do so, they will both fall into a ditch (See Matthew 15:14). Trying to help others while ignoring our own problems never produces good fruit for anyone.
How does the healing come? We know how we got hurt. We have a vision to help others. But how does our own healing come? We need the help of the Great Physician. We need His presence in our lives. Spending time with God is the most vital thing we can do, especially when we have been wounded.
We must spend time reading and studying God’s Word, because it has inherent power to heal. The Bible says we are to attend to God’s Word because it brings health and healing to all of our flesh (See Proverbs 4:20-22). Our emotions and our mind are part of what the Bible calls “the flesh.” According to Psalm 119:130 (KJV), the entrance of God’s Word brings light, which is something many of us are missing. We don’t always see what we need to do. Often we don’t even see our own problems.
We think everyone else has a problem, and if everyone else would change, everything would be fine. We need light from God to understand ourselves.
As I began my healing journey with God, His Holy Spirit started leading me into truth. Truth is another way to describe light. There were many things I did not understand. I didn’t understand why I felt certain ways in certain situations or about certain types of people. My lack of light brought confusion in my life. It contributed to my negative feelings about myself. I didn’t like many of my ways, but I could do nothing about them because I was in the dark. I felt trapped! I didn’t like the things I did; I didn’t understand them, but I kept on doing them.
I always disliked men who had strong personalities, which is really funny since I have a very strong personality myself. When God brought light into my life, I began to realize I was uncomfortable with a strong male authority figure because my father who abused me had a strong personality. I was responding to other men’s personalities similar to my father’s as I would have responded to him. I was always uncomfortable around my father, so I was uncomfortable around anyone like him.
We need light from God to understand ourselves.
The light God gave me helped me a great deal in relationships. For one thing, I stopped rejecting people just because they were men and had strong personalities.
I had preferred to be around people who would let me take the lead; I had to be in control to be comfortable. Why? When God brought light into my life, I began to realize it was because I was afraid to let anyone else lead.
I didn’t trust they would have any real concern for my happiness.
I was not a mean person as the devil had tried to make me believe; I was just frightened. I had developed a complex system of ways to protect and take care of myself. I knew how to manipulate almost any situation to make sure no one took advantage of me. Yet I was tired of trying to protect and take care of myself all the time. I said I wanted someone to take care of me, but when anyone tried, I would not allow it. I wouldn’t even let God take care of me. But His light set me free. Little by little He showed me things that opened my eyes and heart and allowed change to come.
All healing is a process that takes time, especially emotional healing. It is not all easy. Sometimes it is quite painful. Sometimes people have wounds that are still infected. The wound must be opened up and the infection taken out before they can heal properly. Only God knows how to do this and do it properly. Spending time with God in His Word and in His presence are the two main ingredients to being healed after being hurt.
HELP SOMEBODY ON PURPOSE
While you are letting God work in your own life, use your pain. Be aggressive in helping others. Don’t wait to feel like it. Don’t wait for some supernatural sign that God wants to use you. Just get started. God will use you in your world, with the people you are around in your daily life. What you make happen for somebody else, God will make happen for you. Every seed you sow into somebody else’s life represents a harvest you will reap in your own life— especially in your pursuit to overcome approval addiction.
Don’t waste your pain. Let it be somebody else’s gain!
What you make happen for somebody else, God will make happen for you.
Conclusion
Living Complete In Christ
Feeling that something is missing in our life and not knowing what it is leaves us frustrated and continually searching. We become like the people God talked about in Jeremiah 2:13: those digging empty wells that have no water in them. We try first one thing and then another, but nothing quenches our thirst for whatever it is that is missing in our lives.
We might describe our feelings as being incomplete, yet the Bible says we are complete in Jesus:
And ye are complete in him, which is the head of all principality and power. (Colossians 2:10 KJV)
And you are in Him, made full and having come to fullness of life [in Christ you too are filled with the Godhead—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—and reach full spiritual stature]. And He is the Head of all rule and authority [of every angelic principality and power]. (Colossians 2:10)
To be complete means to be satisfied, filled up, assured. Without Christ, people are always searching, looking for something. They feel incomplete. The sad thing is that most people don’t know Jesus Christ is what they are looking for, so they try to fill up the emptiness in their lives with all sorts of other things.
When we believe, trust in, and rely on the Lord, we are blessed.
We all want to feel satisfied. We all want contentment. We all want to know we are loved and accepted for who we are. We may think acceptance and approval from people will make us feel complete. However, the Bible teaches us that when we trust in man to give us what only God can give, we live under a curse; but when we believe, trust in, and rely on the Lord, we are blessed (See Jeremiah 17:58). The joy, peace, and fulfillment, we seek come from being filled with God, and nothing else. They do not come from having a certain person in our life, or from money, position, power, fame, accomplishments, or anything else. If you don’t believe me, go ahead and try all the other things. You will ultimately come to the same conclusion we all do. You will admit that you are bankrupt as a person, that nothing you have tried has given you what you desire—a sense of fullness and completeness. Read the book of Ecclesiastes, which was written by Solomon. He was a man who tried literally everything to find this kind of deep inner completeness and satisfaction. Nothing he tried worked until he came full circle and realized that what he truly wanted had been available all the time. He wanted God!
Solomon began with God, but drifted away. He tried women, money, fame, power, labor, accomplishments, success, et cetera. Nothing worked! Listen to some of the things he said:
Vapor of vapors and futility of futilities, says the Preacher. Vapor of vapors and futility of futilities! All is vanity (emptiness, falsity and vainglory).
What profit does man have left from all his toil at which he toils under the sun? [Is life worth living?] (Ecclesiastes 1:2-3)
I have seen all the works that are done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity, a striving after the wind and a feeding on the wind. (Ecclesiastes 1:14)
I like the way Solomon said it. Trying to find fulfillment in anything the world has to offer is like chasing the wind. No matter how hard we chase after it, it always evades us. No matter how fast we run, we never catch what we are after. Can you imagine chasing the wind, and how frustrating that would be?
After a lifetime of trying everything the world had to offer, Solomon finally concluded that the only thing that made any sense at all was God. He realized nobody can find any lasting enjoyment apart from Him. Solomon said what he had learned from all his searching was to:
Fear God [revere and worship Him, knowing that He is], and keep His commandments, for this is the whole of man [the full, original purpose of his creation, the object of God’s providence, the root of character, the foundation of all happiness, the adjustment to all inharmonious circumstances and conditions under the sun] and the whole [duty] for every man. (Ecclesiastes 12:13)
WORLDLY ADVERTISING
Advertising is a major part of our culture. Taking a drive down the highway is like driving through an encyclopedia of information. In our everyday lives, we are bombarded with billboards, commercials on television and radio, advertisements in every magazine and newspaper and on the sides of taxis and buses. They all tell us in some way or another that we need what they are selling.
“Buy this cream, and your wrinkles will disappear.” Isn’t the message really that if you buy and use that particular product, then you will be acceptable? The message is that if you can just look better, people will approve of you.
“Drive this car, and you will definitely be noticed and admired.”
“Spray on this perfume, and every man will be drawn to you.”
“Eat this food, and you will be totally satisfied.”
“Take this pill, and you will lose weight.” After all, if you were just a bit smaller in size, you might not be rejected.
It is time to wake up! It is all a lie! There may be good products in the world that you will want to buy and try, but they definitely won’t give you that final sense of fulfillment.
The world is deep in debt and going deeper all the time trying to buy what God offers for free: acceptance, love, approval, worth, value, peace, joy, fulfillment! The bigger house won’t make you feel complete; you will just have more square footage to clean. The newer model car won’t do it; you will just have bigger payments. The promotion at work is not the answer; you will just have more responsibility and probably be required to work longer hours. Oh yes, you may also make more money; but by the time you pay taxes and buy all the things you will need to maintain your new image, you won’t have any of it left anyway.
The world is deep in debt and going deeper all the time.
Go ahead and make a few laps around the racetrack of the world’s system, and you will be saying with Solomon: “Vapor of vapors, futility of futilities, all is vanity!”
ACCEPT CHRIST
If you have never accepted Jesus Christ as your Savior, that is a good place to start. But even that won’t fix everything in you and your life unless you also accept Him as your Lord.
I say about myself that for many years I had enough of Jesus to stay out of hell, but not enough to walk in victory. I took Him for my ticket to heaven, but I needed Him as my all. I thought I needed Jesus plus approval, money, position, things. Not so. Jesus intends to be everything to us. He does nothing halfway. He will never be satisfied with one little corner of our life. He wants the run of the entire house. As believers in Jesus, we are His home, and nothing should be off limits to Him.
It took me many long years of chasing after things to discover I had what I needed all along. I was complete in Jesus Christ (See Colossians 2:10). All I needed to do was believe it!
As I bring this book to a close, it is my desire to leave you feeling complete, satisfied, and fulfilled. I don’t want you to feel empty and to continue looking for something to fill the emptiness that will only add to the pain you may already be experiencing.
You must know who you are in Jesus. You must understand your righteousness (your right standing with God) is found only in Christ. Everything you need is available for the taking. All you have to do is receive by faith what Jesus has already provided.
Let faith take the lead, and feelings will follow. First, you must believe that God loves you; you affirm it to yourself daily through meditating on it and speaking it. Your feelings will come along later. Start believing you have been made acceptable in Jesus. Ask Him for favor with the right people, and don’t worry about all the others who don’t seem to value you. They are missing out, because actually you are a great person, and a relationship with you is something to be greatly desired!
A CASE OF MISTAKEN IDENTITY
Years spent in an emotional prison of mental torment can result from a simple case of mistaken identity. I had an uncle who actually spent twenty years in prison for something he did not do. He was sentenced because of a case of mistaken identity. Imagine all that wasted time and potential!
Are you doing the same thing? If you don’t know who you really are, the awesome person God created you to be, if you have a case of mistaken identity, you may let the world sentence you to isolation, fear, control and manipulation, self-rejection, and many other unpleasant things.
Our identity is established as a result of who and what we choose to identify with.
Our identity is established as a result of who and what we choose to identify with. The word identify means to establish the identity of and characteristics of something or someone by identification, especially in relation to others. If we identify with people and what they say about us, we will end up in trouble; but if we identify with Jesus and His opinion of us, we will no longer have an identity crisis.
The people Jesus dealt with asked Him Who He thought He was. They were furious because He claimed to be the Son of God. They accused Him of blasphemy. Jesus said He knew Who He was because He knew where He came from and where He was going:
Jesus answered, Even if I do testify on My own behalf, My testimony is true and reliable and valid, for I know where I came from and where I am going; but you do not know where I come from or where I am going. (John 8:14)
His confidence infuriated the people. He knew who He was (See John 8:12). No matter what people said about Jesus, He did not identify with it. He identified with what His heavenly Father said about Him. He identified with God!
Identification with Christ is a doctrinal foundation of the Christian faith. It is not taught as frequently and fully as it should be. Some religious organizations spend far too much time telling people what they need to do, and not enough time telling them who they are in Christ.
We need to be taught to identify with Jesus, not with people who reject us and judge us critically. You belong to God! Knowing that fact will give you confidence to walk in this world with your head held high. You will be able to follow your own heart and not be adversely affected when people don’t agree with you or your choices.
From now on, when people say something unkind about you, respond by saying to yourself, or to them if appropriate, “I don’t identify with that.”
See yourself as complete in Christ. You will feel relaxed. You will be encouraged to press toward what you already know is yours, but in your pressing you won’t feel pressured. If a person knows he has money in the bank, and he wishes to withdraw some of it, he gets into his car and presses toward the bank; he does not feel in the least bit pressured, because he already knows that what he needs is there and belongs to him.
If you can understand and believe what I am sharing, then you will stop feeling that you need something all the time. The longing in your heart will be satisfied with the knowledge that you already have acceptance from God. And most important, you will no longer need approval from people to feel whole. Approval addicts can only be set free from the need for approval by knowing that God already approves of them and by realizing that His approval makes them complete! We do not have to struggle to be right with people if we already know we are right with God. We know we need to grow and keep changing as God works in us, but we don’t have to be upset about where we are now while we are making progress. As I always say, “I’m not where I need to be, but thank God I’m not where I used to be. I’m OK and I’m on my way!”
Jesus desires that you feel whole, complete, and satisfied.
Jesus desires that you feel whole, complete, and satisfied. He does not want you to be tormented by the disapproval of people, but rather He wants you to rejoice in His approval. He loves you! You are a special, unique individual, and He has a wonderful plan for your life. Don’t let people or the devil steal it from you. Look away from all that will distract you unto Jesus Who is the Author and Finisher of your faith (See Hebrews 12:2).
Meditate on your position in Christ according to God’s Word, not according to what people think and say about you. Remember that people had terrible things to say about Jesus, and they rejected Him, yet the Bible says,
“The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone” (Psalm 118:22).
Many of my former critics have applied for jobs to work on my staff. One man actually said, “Had I known how your future was going to turn out, I would have treated you better when you were a nobody.”
I believe God is doing something wonderful in you and will continue to do something wonderful through you. Your critics may live to see the day when they wish they had treated you better while you were still in the process of “becoming” all that God wants you to be.
Live to please God, not people. You have His approval, and that is all you really need!
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