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Introduction: The Sacred Art of Saying No 

For too long, the church has confused selflessness with self-annihilation. We have 
preached a distorted gospel that equates Christian love with the erasure of personal 
boundaries, mistaking co-dependence for compassion and self-destruction for 
sanctification. This toxic theology has left countless believers exhausted, resentful, 
and alienated from the very God who designed them as distinct persons with 
legitimate needs, desires, and limits. 

The irony is profound: in our zeal to honor God through unlimited self-sacrifice, we 
have dishonored the image of God within ourselves. We have treated our own souls 
with less dignity than Scripture demands, violating the personhood that God Himself 
declared "very good." 

This work seeks to recover a biblical theology of boundaries—one that recognizes 
healthy limits not as selfish barriers but as holy infrastructure for sustainable love. 
Through careful examination of Scripture, we will see that God Himself is a 
boundary-keeping God, that Jesus modeled strategic limitations in His earthly 
ministry, and that the biblical vision of love requires, rather than opposes, a well-
defined self capable of genuine relationship. 

The stakes are high. Co-dependent patterns do not merely harm individuals; they 
corrupt entire faith communities, creating systems where abuse flourishes under the 
guise of virtue, where the loudest demands are mistaken for the Spirit's leading, and 
where exhausted saints limp through life believing their depletion is God's will. 

It is time to dismantle these lies with the truth of Scripture. It is time to learn that 
holiness includes healthy boundaries, that divine love protects as well as gives, and 
that honoring God means honoring the distinct person He created you to be. 

Chapter 1: Jesus's Boundaries in Ministry 

If anyone could claim the right to unlimited availability, it would be Jesus Christ—the 
Son of God, the Savior of humanity, the one whose very purpose was to give His life 
as a ransom. Yet even Jesus, in His earthly ministry, demonstrated consistent, 
strategic boundaries that challenge our co-dependent notions of Christian service. 

Withdrawing from the Crowds 

The Gospel accounts repeatedly show Jesus withdrawing from ministry demands to 
pray alone. In Mark 1:35-38, after a successful evening of healings, Jesus rises early 
and goes to a solitary place. When the disciples find Him and report that "everyone is 
looking for You," Jesus does not return to meet those expectations. Instead, He 
says, "Let us go somewhere else—to the nearby villages—so I can preach there 
also. That is why I have come." 

This is boundary-keeping. Jesus had legitimate needs—for prayer, for rest, for 
communion with the Father. He recognized that meeting every demand would 
compromise His primary mission. The co-dependent person would have rushed 
back, driven by guilt over the disappointed crowd. Jesus simply moved on. 



Refusing Inappropriate Requests 

Jesus did not automatically grant every request. In Luke 12:13-14, when a man asks 
Jesus to intervene in an inheritance dispute, Jesus refuses: "Man, who appointed me 
a judge or an arbiter between you?" He recognizes that this request, while perhaps 
legitimate in itself, is not His responsibility. 

Similarly, in John 7:3-9, when His brothers pressure Him to reveal Himself publicly in 
Judea, Jesus declines: "My time is not yet here; for you any time will do." He refuses 
to act on their timeline or according to their agenda, even when they challenge His 
commitment to His mission. 

Protecting His Mission Focus 

In Mark 5, after healing the Gerasene demoniac, the man begs to accompany Jesus. 
Despite this man's genuine devotion and the transformative work Jesus has done in 
his life, Jesus says no: "Go home to your own people and tell them how much the 
Lord has done for you." Jesus has a different assignment for this man, and He does 
not allow emotional appeals to override strategic mission. 

The Implications for Us 

If Jesus—sinless, perfectly loving, on a time-limited mission to save the world—
maintained boundaries, how much more do we need them? His example demolishes 
the notion that godliness means unlimited availability. It shows us that: 

True love is strategic, not reactive. Jesus served from a place of divine calling, not 
human pressure. He distinguished between needs He was meant to meet and needs 
others were responsible for. He prioritized communion with the Father over constant 
activity, recognizing that sustainable ministry flows from spiritual fullness, not 
emotional drivenness. 

The co-dependent Christian operates from the opposite assumptions: that every 
need is a divine assignment, that rest is selfish, that saying no is unloving. Jesus's 
life exposes these lies for what they are—distortions that lead not to greater 
fruitfulness but to burnout, resentment, and mission drift. 

Chapter 2: The Lie of 'Selfless' Meaning Self-Destruction 

Perhaps no distortion has caused more harm in Christian circles than the equation of 
selflessness with the annihilation of self. This lie masquerades as high theology, 
clothing itself in the language of cross-bearing and sacrifice. But it fundamentally 
misunderstands what Scripture means by self-denial and love. 

What Scripture Actually Means by Self-Denial 

When Jesus commands us to "deny ourselves and take up our cross" (Matthew 
16:24), He is not calling for the erasure of personhood or the abandonment of all 
personal needs and limits. The context makes clear that He is speaking about the 
willingness to suffer for following Him, to prioritize His kingdom over worldly ambition, 
to choose His path even when it costs us. 



This is fundamentally different from co-dependence. Self-denial in the biblical sense 
is the crucifixion of the sinful nature—our pride, our selfish ambition, our demand to 
be our own god. It is not the crucifixion of the self that God created, the distinct 
person made in His image with legitimate needs, desires, and boundaries. 

The Second Greatest Commandment Assumes a Self to Love 

Jesus commands, "Love your neighbor as yourself" (Matthew 22:39). This statement 
assumes that self-love—a healthy regard for one's own wellbeing—is not only 
legitimate but the very standard by which we measure love for others. You cannot 
love your neighbor "as yourself" if there is no self left to love, no awareness of your 
own needs and limits. 

The co-dependent reading of Scripture systematically ignores the "as yourself" 
portion of this command. It treats self-love as inherently sinful, failing to distinguish 
between narcissism (which elevates self above God and others) and healthy self-
regard (which recognizes one's own dignity as an image-bearer of God). 

The Difference Between Sacrifice and Self-Destruction 

Biblical sacrifice is purposeful, chosen, and directed toward a redemptive goal. 
Jesus's sacrifice on the cross was not the result of poor boundaries or an inability to 
say no. It was a deliberate, strategic act with cosmic significance. He laid down His 
life of His own accord (John 10:18), at the appointed time, for a specific purpose. 

Self-destruction, by contrast, is reactive, driven by fear, guilt, or manipulation. It 
serves no redemptive purpose but simply depletes the person until they have nothing 
left to give. It is not sacrifice but waste—the squandering of resources God intended 
for sustainable stewardship. 

The Fruit of False Selflessness 

When we embrace the lie that selflessness means self-destruction, we see 
predictable fruit: Chronic exhaustion and burnout. Resentment toward those we 
serve. Inability to hear God's voice because we are too overwhelmed to pray. 
Enabling of sin in others because we cannot say no. Loss of joy in our relationship 
with God. Physical and mental health breakdowns. 

These are not the marks of Christian maturity. They are symptoms of a disordered 
spirituality that confuses dysfunction with devotion. The Spirit produces love, joy, and 
peace (Galatians 5:22)—not chronic depletion and bitterness. 

True selflessness—the kind that honors God—flows from a secure sense of self, 
rooted in God's love. It is generous without being depleting, sacrificial without being 
self-destructive, others-focused without denying one's own God-given dignity and 
limits. 

 

 



Chapter 3: Old Testament Boundaries and Property Lines 

The Old Testament is filled with boundary imagery—physical, relational, and 
spiritual. Far from viewing boundaries as selfish barriers, the Law treats them as 
sacred infrastructure for a just society and right relationship with God. 

Property Boundaries as Sacred 

Deuteronomy 19:14 commands: "Do not move your neighbor's boundary stone set 
up by your predecessors in the inheritance you receive." This prohibition appears 
multiple times in Scripture and was considered a serious offense. Moving a boundary 
marker was not merely theft; it was an assault on divinely ordained order. 

The underlying principle is clear: each household has a defined space, distinct from 
others, that must be respected. This physical boundary protects each family's 
inheritance, provides for their needs, and allows them to steward their portion 
responsibly. The boundary is not selfishness—it is the necessary framework for both 
autonomy and accountability. 

The Sabbath Boundary 

The Sabbath command establishes a temporal boundary: one day in seven belongs 
to rest and worship, protected from the demands of productivity. This boundary is so 
important that it appears in the Ten Commandments, carries the death penalty for 
violation, and is rooted in God's own pattern at creation. 

The Sabbath boundary teaches that God values limits, that rest is not optional, and 
that some demands—no matter how urgent they seem—must wait. It is a weekly 
rehearsal of the truth that we are not God, that the world does not depend on our 
constant activity, and that fruitfulness requires rhythm rather than endless output. 

Boundaries Around the Holy 

The tabernacle and temple were surrounded by boundaries. Only certain people 
could enter certain spaces, and specific rituals governed access to the most holy 
place. These boundaries were not arbitrary; they taught Israel about God's holiness, 
the seriousness of sin, and the need for mediation. 

When Uzzah touched the ark to steady it, he died (2 Samuel 6:6-7)—not because 
God is capricious, but because he violated a boundary designed to protect both the 
people and the holiness of God's presence. The boundary was merciful, not cruel. 

Gleaning Laws: Boundaries in Generosity 

Even in laws about caring for the poor, God establishes boundaries. Farmers were 
commanded to leave the edges of their fields unharvested and to not gather dropped 
grain, allowing the poor to glean (Leviticus 19:9-10). This is boundary-keeping 
generosity: the landowner gives, but not everything. A portion remains for the poor to 
work for, preserving their dignity. Another portion remains for the landowner's 
household, ensuring their own sustainability. 



This model rejects both hoarding and self-destruction. It is neither "take all" nor "give 
all," but a sustainable rhythm that honors both the giver's limits and the receiver's 
agency. 

The Old Testament vision of boundaries is fundamentally theological. Boundaries 
are not human inventions imposed on a chaotic world; they are divine gifts woven 
into the fabric of creation, essential for justice, rest, holiness, and sustainable 
stewardship. 

Chapter 4: Paul's Teachings on Personal Responsibility 

The Apostle Paul's letters contain robust teaching on personal responsibility that 
directly challenges co-dependent patterns. While Paul emphasizes the mutual 
interdependence of believers in the body of Christ, he is equally clear that each 
person bears responsibility for their own choices, actions, and spiritual growth. 

Each Will Carry Their Own Load 

Galatians 6:2-5 contains a tension that co-dependent theology cannot resolve: 
"Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ" (v. 2), 
followed three verses later by "each one should carry their own load" (v. 5). 

The Greek resolves the apparent contradiction. Verse 2 uses "baros" (burdens)—
crushing, overwhelming weights that temporarily exceed a person's capacity. Verse 
5 uses "phortion" (load)—the normal weight of daily responsibility that each person 
must bear. We help each other with extraordinary crises (baros), but we each remain 
responsible for our ordinary duties (phortion). 

Co-dependence collapses this distinction, treating every demand as a crisis that 
requires our intervention, or alternatively, expecting others to carry responsibilities 
that are rightfully ours. Paul's teaching maintains both mutual support and individual 
accountability. 

The Idle Must Not Eat 

In 2 Thessalonians 3:6-12, Paul addresses those who refuse to work, expecting the 
church to support them indefinitely. His instruction is blunt: "If a man will not work, he 
shall not eat." He commands the church to "keep away from every brother who is 
idle" and not to "associate" with those who refuse to obey this teaching. 

This is not cruelty but boundary-keeping love. Paul recognizes that enabling 
irresponsibility does not help the person—it harms them by allowing them to avoid 
the consequences of their choices. The most loving thing the church can do is refuse 
to participate in their dysfunction. 

Each Will Give an Account 

Romans 14:12 states, "So then, each of us will give an account of ourselves to God." 
This individual accountability runs throughout Paul's theology. Each person is 
responsible for their own faith, their own obedience, their own stewardship of gifts 
and opportunities. 



Co-dependence attempts to assume responsibility for others' spiritual lives, as if we 
could give an account on their behalf. But Paul's teaching is clear: you will answer for 
you, and they will answer for themselves. This is not callousness but respect for the 
distinct personhood and moral agency God has given each individual. 

Restoring the Sinning Brother 

Galatians 6:1 instructs, "Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who 
live by the Spirit should restore that person gently." Note the balance: we do 
intervene when a brother or sister is trapped in sin (this is carrying their "baros"), but 
we do so "gently," not by taking over their life or removing all consequences. 

The verse continues: "But watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted." The 
temptation is precisely the co-dependent trap—becoming so enmeshed in another's 
struggles that we lose our own spiritual footing, or alternatively, becoming prideful 
and judgmental. Healthy intervention requires maintaining clear boundaries about 
where their responsibility ends and ours begins. 

Paul's vision of Christian community is neither isolating individualism nor enmeshed 
co-dependence. It is a body where members are genuinely connected and 
supportive, yet each maintains personal responsibility for their choices, their growth, 
and their walk with God. 

Chapter 5: Spiritual Gifts Versus Co-Dependence 

The biblical teaching on spiritual gifts provides a framework for service that is 
liberating rather than enslaving. Understanding how gifts are distributed and function 
in the body of Christ dismantles the co-dependent assumption that we must meet 
every need and fulfill every role. 

Diversity of Gifts by Design 

First Corinthians 12 extensively develops the metaphor of the church as a body with 
many parts. Paul emphasizes that not everyone has the same gift, and this is by 
divine design, not deficiency: "If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense 
of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 
But in fact God has placed the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he 
wanted them to be" (1 Corinthians 12:17-18). 

This means that your inability to do everything is not a spiritual failure—it is God's 
intentional distribution. You are not meant to have every gift, meet every need, or fill 
every role. Your limitations are the space where others' gifts are meant to operate. 

The Tyranny of Guilt-Driven Service 

Co-dependent service operates from guilt: "Who will do it if I don't?" But this question 
reveals a fundamental lack of faith in God's sovereignty over His church. The Spirit 
distributes gifts "just as he determines" (1 Corinthians 12:11). If God wants a 
particular ministry to continue, He will raise up gifted people for it. Our guilt-driven 
assumption of responsibilities for which we are not gifted does not help the church—



it hinders the Spirit's distribution of gifts and prevents truly gifted individuals from 
stepping into their calling. 

Serving from Gift, Not Demand 

First Peter 4:10-11 instructs: "Each of you should use whatever gift you have 
received to serve others, as faithful stewards of God's grace in its various forms. If 
anyone speaks, they should do so as one who speaks the very words of God. If 
anyone serves, they should do so with the strength God provides." 

Notice the boundaries implicit in this instruction: serve according to the gift you have 
received (not every possible gift), speak as one bearing God's words (not as one 
who feels compelled to have an answer to everything), serve with the strength God 
provides (not beyond your God-given capacity). Gift-based service is sustainable 
because it flows from divine empowerment rather than human drivenness. 

The Freedom to Decline 

If gifts are sovereignly distributed, then saying "this is not my gift" is not selfishness 
but honesty. When we take on responsibilities for which we lack gifting, we serve 
poorly and burn out quickly. More importantly, we occupy space that should be filled 
by someone who is gifted for that particular work. 

The co-dependent church creates systems where people cannot say no without 
shame. The healthy church creates a culture where people are encouraged to 
discover their gifts and operate within them, trusting that God will provide other gifted 
individuals for the remaining needs. 

Your spiritual gifts are a boundary marker—they show you where God has specially 
equipped you to serve. Operating within your gifts leads to joy, fruitfulness, and 
sustainable ministry. Operating outside your gifts leads to frustration, exhaustion, 
and the squandering of the grace God has actually given you. 

Chapter 6: The Good Samaritan Properly Understood 

The parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) is frequently weaponized to 
dismantle boundaries and justify unlimited giving. A careful reading of the text, 
however, reveals a story about strategic compassion that honors limits while meeting 
genuine need. 

The Context: Who Is My Neighbor? 

Jesus tells this parable in response to a lawyer's question: "Who is my neighbor?" 
The question itself implies boundaries—it seeks to define the scope of obligation. 
The lawyer is not asking, "Should I have boundaries?" but rather, "Where should 
boundaries be placed?" 

Jesus does not rebuke this question. He answers it, showing through the parable 
that "neighbor" is defined not by ethnic or geographic proximity but by the recognition 
of another's humanity and need when we encounter it. 



What the Samaritan Did Not Do 

It is crucial to notice what the Good Samaritan did not do. He did not: Abandon his 
original journey to stay indefinitely with the wounded man. Impoverish himself by 
giving unlimited resources. Assume permanent responsibility for the man's welfare. 
Allow guilt to drive him to self-destruction. 

Instead, he provided immediate aid, arranged for ongoing care at his own expense, 
and promised to return to settle accounts. This is bounded compassion—generous, 
sacrificial, but strategic. He met the acute need without abandoning his own 
legitimate purposes. 

Delegation and Systems 

The Samaritan enlisted the innkeeper to provide ongoing care. This is not passing 
the buck—it is wise stewardship. He recognized that he could not personally provide 
everything the wounded man needed while continuing his own journey, so he 
engaged a system designed for such care. 

Co-dependent theology treats delegation as failure. Biblical compassion recognizes 
that meeting needs often requires mobilizing resources and systems beyond our 
individual capacity. The Samaritan's willingness to pay for the innkeeper's services 
does not diminish his compassion—it demonstrates practical wisdom. 

Proximate Need, Proportionate Response 

The Samaritan encountered a specific person with an immediate, acute need that he 
had the capacity to meet. He was not responsible for finding every wounded person 
on every road. He responded to the need directly in his path, within his capacity to 
help. 

This suggests a principle: proximity and capacity define the scope of immediate 
obligation. We are called to respond to genuine needs we encounter when we have 
the means to help—not to scour the world for every possible need or to give beyond 
our capacity to the point of our own collapse. 

The parable of the Good Samaritan is not a mandate for boundaryless living. It is a 
teaching about neighbor-love that crosses cultural divides while remaining 
sustainable, strategic, and rooted in wise stewardship of limited resources. 

Chapter 7: Turning the Other Cheek Without Tolerating 
Abuse 

Jesus's teaching to "turn the other cheek" (Matthew 5:39) has been systematically 
misused to pressure victims into tolerating ongoing abuse. A proper understanding of 
this passage, however, reveals a teaching about dignified non-retaliation in specific 
contexts, not a blanket command to accept all forms of harm. 

 



The Cultural Context: A Backhand Slap 

In first-century Jewish culture, a strike on the right cheek specifically indicated a 
backhanded slap—an insult delivered by a social superior to humiliate an inferior. 
This was not about physical harm but about asserting dominance and shaming 
another person. 

Jesus's instruction to turn the other cheek is an act of dignified resistance. By turning 
to offer the left cheek, the victim refuses to accept the status implied by the 
backhand strike. They force the insulter to either drop the charade or escalate to an 
actual fight—which would expose the insulter's true intent and possibly carry legal 
consequences. 

This is not passive acceptance of abuse. It is creative, non-violent resistance that 
exposes injustice while maintaining one's dignity. 

What the Text Does Not Say 

Jesus does not say: Continue in an abusive relationship. Allow someone to beat you 
repeatedly. Return for more harm after escaping. Refuse to involve authorities. 
Accept emotional, sexual, or physical abuse as Christian virtue. 

The passage addresses specific scenarios of insult and minor physical aggression in 
public settings, not sustained abuse in private relationships. Extrapolating from a 
teaching about not retaliating to insults to a doctrine that forbids leaving abusive 
marriages or protecting children from harm is exegetical malpractice. 

Protection Is a Legitimate Need 

Throughout Scripture, protection from harm is treated as a legitimate concern. David 
fled from Saul's murderous rage rather than passively accepting his threats. Paul 
invoked his Roman citizenship to escape unjust treatment. Jesus Himself withdrew 
when crowds sought to harm Him before His appointed time. 

Wisdom literature is full of counsel about avoiding dangerous people: "A prudent 
person foresees danger and takes precautions. The simpleton goes blindly on and 
suffers the consequences" (Proverbs 22:3, NLT). Remaining in harm's way is not 
faithfulness—it is folly. 

The Difference Between Forgiveness and Reconciliation 

Jesus commands us to forgive—to release bitterness and the desire for revenge. He 
does not command us to maintain close relationship with those who continue to 
harm us. Forgiveness is unilateral; reconciliation requires repentance and changed 
behavior on the part of the offender. 

You can forgive someone and still maintain distance. You can release them to God's 
justice while refusing to expose yourself to continued harm. This is not 
unforgiveness—it is wisdom. 



Turning the other cheek is about choosing dignity and non-retaliation over revenge. It 
is not about accepting patterns of abuse, refusing protection, or abandoning the 
responsibility to steward one's own wellbeing. 

Chapter 8: What Love Does NOT Require 

Perhaps no concept in Scripture has been more distorted by co-dependent theology 
than love. We have been told that love means saying yes to every demand, 
tolerating every dysfunction, and sacrificing ourselves to the point of destruction. But 
biblical love is far more complex, far stronger, and far more boundaried than these 
caricatures suggest. 

Love Does Not Require Enabling Sin 

First Corinthians 13:6 states that love "does not delight in evil but rejoices with the 
truth." Love does not support, fund, or facilitate behavior that harms the person we 
claim to love. When we enable an addict's addiction, a manipulator's manipulations, 
or an abuser's abuse, we are not loving them—we are participating in their 
destruction. 

True love sometimes says, "I will not fund your addiction. I will not lie to protect you 
from consequences. I will not allow you to treat me this way." These statements feel 
harsh, but they honor both the dignity of the speaker and the ultimate wellbeing of 
the person being confronted. 

Love Does Not Require Constant Availability 

Jesus loved His disciples deeply, yet He regularly withdrew from them to pray. He 
loved the crowds, yet He left them when He needed rest. Love does not demand 
24/7 accessibility or the abandonment of all personal time and space. 

Healthy love includes rhythms of engagement and withdrawal, times of giving and 
times of receiving, seasons of active service and seasons of rest. A relationship that 
demands constant availability is not characterized by love but by control. 

Love Does Not Require Ignoring One's Own Needs 

When Jesus commanded us to love our neighbor as ourselves, He assumed that we 
would attend to our own legitimate needs. You cannot sustainably give from an 
empty well. Ignoring your need for rest, for relationship, for spiritual renewal, for 
healthcare, or for financial stability does not make you more loving—it makes you 
less capable of love. 

The flight attendant's instruction applies to spiritual life as well: put on your own 
oxygen mask first. Not because you matter more than others, but because you 
cannot help anyone if you are unconscious. 

 

 



Love Does Not Require Taking Responsibility for Others' Emotions 

Co-dependent relationships are characterized by emotional enmeshment—the belief 
that I am responsible for managing your feelings, and you are responsible for 
managing mine. But this is not love; it is a denial of personhood. 

Each person is responsible for their own emotional life. You can empathize with 
another's pain without assuming responsibility for fixing it. You can maintain your 
boundaries even when someone else is disappointed or upset with your choices. 
Their feelings are valid, but they are not your obligation to manage. 

Love Does Not Require Accepting Abuse 

Love is patient and kind, but it also "protects" and "does not dishonor others" (1 
Corinthians 13:4-7). A relationship characterized by verbal, emotional, physical, or 
sexual abuse is not a loving relationship, regardless of what the abuser claims. Love 
does not require that you remain in danger. Love does not require that you allow 
someone to dishonor you repeatedly. 

Biblical love is strong, not spineless. It is generous, not gullible. It gives freely but 
wisely. It sacrifices purposefully but not destructively. When we confuse love with the 
absence of boundaries, we create relationships that dishonor both parties and 
ultimately serve neither. 

Chapter 9: The Theology of Personhood 

At the heart of the boundary debate is a theological question: What does it mean to 
be a person? Co-dependent theology tends toward a diminished view of 
personhood, treating individual identity as something to be overcome or 
transcended. Biblical theology, by contrast, celebrates personhood as a divine gift to 
be honored. 

Created as Distinct Persons 

Genesis 1:27 declares, "So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of 
God he created them; male and female he created them." We are created as image-
bearers—persons who reflect God's own personhood. And crucially, we are created 
as distinct individuals, not as an undifferentiated collective. 

This distinction matters. God could have created humanity as a hive mind, an entity 
where individual consciousness dissolves into group identity. He did not. He created 
billions of distinct persons, each with unique perspectives, gifts, experiences, and 
callings. This diversity of personhood is by design, not by defect. 

Known by Name 

Throughout Scripture, God relates to people by name. He calls Abraham by name, 
Moses by name, Samuel by name. Jesus knows His sheep by name (John 10:3). In 
Revelation 2:17, believers receive a new name known only to them—a permanent, 
distinct identity that is not subsumed into collective anonymity. 



This personal knowledge implies boundaries. God does not treat us as 
interchangeable units but as distinct persons with individual stories, struggles, and 
destinies. To honor this design, we must maintain enough selfhood to have a distinct 
identity worth knowing. 

Accountability Presupposes Personhood 

The entire biblical framework of moral accountability assumes distinct personhood. 
We are each responsible for our own choices because we are each distinct agents 
capable of decision. The doctrine of individual judgment—that each person will stand 
before God to give an account—is meaningless if personhood is an illusion to be 
overcome. 

Co-dependence undermines this accountability. When boundaries dissolve, so does 
personal agency. If I am responsible for your feelings and you are responsible for 
mine, then neither of us can truly be held accountable for our own actions. We 
become victims of each other's emotional states rather than agents of our own 
choices. 

The Trinity as Model 

The doctrine of the Trinity provides the ultimate theological grounding for 
personhood-in-relationship. The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three distinct 
persons in perfect communion. They are not confused with each other, not merged 
into an undifferentiated unity, yet they exist in perfect love and unity. 

This Trinitarian reality demolishes the false choice between isolated individualism 
and enmeshed collectivism. The Trinity shows us that true communion requires 
distinct persons—boundaries that define who is who, even as they exist in intimate 
relationship. 

To honor personhood is to honor God's creative intent. To maintain boundaries is not 
to be selfish but to preserve the distinct identity that makes relationship possible. We 
do not honor God by erasing ourselves; we honor Him by stewarding well the person 
He made us to be. 

Chapter 10: Divine Boundaries—Hell as Ultimate Boundary 

If boundaries are truly selfish barriers that contradict divine love, we would expect 
God Himself to be boundaryless. Instead, Scripture reveals that God maintains the 
most consequential boundary of all: the division between heaven and hell, salvation 
and judgment. 

God's Holiness Requires Boundaries 

God's holiness is not merely moral perfection—it is separateness, distinctness, 
otherness. Isaiah 6 portrays the seraphim crying "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord 
Almighty" precisely because God's nature is qualitatively different from creation. This 
distinction is a boundary. 



God does not merge with creation or blur the line between Creator and creature. He 
remains distinct, and this distinction is essential to His holiness. In the same way, 
human holiness involves maintaining appropriate boundaries—not becoming 
enmeshed with sin, with worldliness, or with relationships that compromise 
faithfulness to God. 

The Reality of Divine No 

God says no. He says it to sin, to rebellion, to idolatry. He says it to those who reject 
His Son: "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of 
heaven" (Matthew 7:21). He says it with finality at the end of history: "Depart from 
me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire" (Matthew 25:41). 

The existence of hell—whatever one's specific view of its nature and duration—
testifies that God does not give unlimited access to His presence. There is a point 
beyond which grace does not extend, a boundary that even divine love does not 
cross. God honors human agency even to the point of allowing eternal separation. 

Judgment as Boundary Protection 

God's judgment protects the integrity of His kingdom. It ensures that sin does not 
eternally corrupt the new creation, that evil does not persist forever, that the 
redeemed can dwell in safety. This is not cruelty but love—love for the righteous who 
would be harmed by the continued presence of impenitent evil. 

In the same way, our boundaries protect. When we say no to manipulative 
relationships, we protect our capacity to serve in healthy ways. When we refuse to 
enable sin, we protect both ourselves and the person trapped in that sin. When we 
maintain limits, we protect the good work God has called us to from being consumed 
by demands that are not His will for us. 

God's Sovereignty Over Access 

God determines who has access to His presence and on what terms. In the Old 
Covenant, access to the Most Holy Place was restricted to the high priest, once a 
year, with blood. In the New Covenant, access comes through Christ alone—not 
through any path, any sincerity, any works, but solely through the mediation of 
Jesus. 

This divine boundary-keeping over access to His presence models the principle that 
access is a gift to be granted, not a right to be demanded. We are not obligated to 
grant everyone unlimited access to our lives, our time, or our resources. We may, 
like God, establish terms of relationship and maintain boundaries around our own 
presence. 

If God—infinite in love, unlimited in resources, perfect in compassion—maintains 
boundaries, then our maintenance of boundaries is not a failure of love but an 
imitation of divine character. The God who is love is also the God who says no, who 
judges, who maintains holy distinction. He is the ultimate model of strong, 
boundaried love. 



Chapter 11: Honoring the Image of God in Yourself 

"Love your neighbor as yourself" implies a foundation: that you recognize your own 
worth as an image-bearer of God. Yet co-dependent theology systematically teaches 
us to devalue ourselves, to treat our own needs as less legitimate than others', and 
to measure our spirituality by our capacity for self-destruction. 

The Image of God Is in You 

When you look in the mirror, you see an image-bearer of God. Genesis 1:27 does 
not apply only to other people—it applies to you. The same divine image that makes 
harming another person a profound evil (Genesis 9:6) makes harming yourself 
equally wrong. You are not exempt from the dignity that belongs to image-bearers. 

This means your wellbeing matters to God. Your rest matters. Your emotional health 
matters. Your needs are legitimate. When you allow yourself to be exploited, 
depleted, or abused, you are not honoring God—you are dishonoring His image in 
you. 

Stewardship of Self 

Scripture consistently treats the body as something to be stewarded, not destroyed. 
Paul writes, "Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is 
in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought 
at a price. Therefore honor God with your bodies" (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). 

This passage is often used to argue against sexual sin, but the principle extends 
further: you are responsible for stewarding your body, your energy, your emotional 
capacity. Destroying yourself through overcommitment is not honoring God with your 
body—it is poor stewardship of the temple He inhabits. 

Jesus Cared for His Own Needs 

Jesus ate when He was hungry. He slept when He was tired. He withdrew to pray 
when He needed communion with the Father. He wept at Lazarus's tomb. He 
expressed frustration with His disciples. He asked for support in Gethsemane. He 
was fully human, with real needs that He attended to without apology. 

If Jesus—the sinless one, the God-man—honored His human needs, how can we 
claim that attending to our needs is selfish? His example sanctifies the basic rhythms 
of human life: eating, sleeping, resting, feeling, needing. 

The Twisted Gospel of Self-Hatred 

Co-dependent theology often masquerades as humility but is actually a form of self-
hatred. It teaches that you are uniquely worthless, that your needs don't matter, that 
your existence is only justified by what you can do for others. This is not the gospel. 
This is a demonic distortion. 

The gospel says you are loved while yet a sinner, that God so valued you that He 
sent His Son to die for you, that you are being conformed to Christ's image. You 



matter. Your life has inherent worth. Your flourishing is part of God's redemptive 
plan. 

Honoring the image of God in yourself is not narcissism. It is a theological 
commitment to treating yourself with the same dignity that God ascribes to you. It is 
recognizing that the same principles of love, respect, and care that you extend to 
others apply to you as well. This is not selfishness—this is obedience to the 
command to love your neighbor as yourself. 

Chapter 12: Rest as Spiritual Discipline 

In a culture of constant productivity and in a church often characterized by frenzied 
activism, rest has become a countercultural act. Yet Scripture treats rest not as 
optional self-care but as a commanded spiritual discipline with theological depth. 

The Sabbath as Divine Mandate 

The Sabbath command appears in the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:8-11), 
making it as foundational as prohibitions against murder and theft. God does not 
suggest rest—He commands it, roots it in creation, and makes it a sign of the 
covenant relationship between Himself and His people. 

The Sabbath principle establishes that regular, rhythmic rest is not optional. It is built 
into the fabric of how God designed humans to function. Violating this design has 
consequences—burnout, resentment, diminished capacity, spiritual dryness. The 
Sabbath is mercy, not burden. 

Rest as Trust 

Observing Sabbath requires trust. It means believing that God can sustain the world 
without our constant effort, that ministry will continue without our endless striving, 
that taking a day off will not result in catastrophe. This is faith in action—trusting that 
God is sovereign over outcomes. 

The co-dependent person cannot rest because they believe everything depends on 
them. They have functionally displaced God as the sustainer of the world. The 
Sabbath disrupts this idolatry by forcing a regular acknowledgment: the world does 
not depend on my constant activity. 

Jesus and the Sabbath 

Jesus's Sabbath controversies were not about abolishing rest but about rescuing it 
from legalistic distortion. He healed on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6), demonstrating that 
doing good and relieving suffering honors the Sabbath's intent. But He also withdrew 
to rest, honoring the principle of rhythmic disengagement. 

The early church shifted the Sabbath observance to Sunday, the day of resurrection, 
but did not abandon the principle. Hebrews 4:9-10 speaks of a Sabbath-rest that 
remains for God's people, both as present discipline and future hope. 

 



Practical Sabbath in a Post-Industrial World 

While the specifics of Sabbath observance may vary, the principles remain: 
designated time set apart from productivity, regular rhythms of rest and worship, 
intentional disengagement from ordinary work, space for delight and communion with 
God and others. 

This might look like a full day each week, or it might require creative adaptation for 
those with schedules that don't permit traditional observance. The key is the 
principle: regular, protected, non-negotiable rest as an act of worship and obedience. 

Rest as Witness 

In a burned-out, exhausted culture, Christians who practice genuine rest bear 
witness to a different way of being human. We testify that our worth is not in our 
productivity, that there is a God who sustains all things, that humans are designed 
for rhythms that include rest. 

Rest is not laziness. It is not selfishness. It is spiritual discipline—a regular, 
embodied reminder that we are creatures, not Creator, and that our identity and 
worth rest in God's love rather than our constant output. 

Conclusion: The Freedom of Holy Boundaries 

We have journeyed through Scripture's consistent testimony: God Himself maintains 
boundaries, Jesus modeled strategic limits, the Law protected personal space and 
rest, and the New Testament calls for personal responsibility within genuine 
community. At every turn, the biblical vision contradicts the co-dependent distortions 
that have plagued the church. 

Healthy boundaries are not barriers to love—they are the infrastructure that makes 
sustainable love possible. They are not selfishness but stewardship, not hardness of 
heart but clarity of mind, not a failure of faith but an expression of trust in God's 
sovereignty. 

The freedom that comes with boundaries is profound. You are freed from the tyranny 
of others' expectations. Freed from the impossible burden of meeting every need. 
Freed from the guilt that comes with failed omnipotence. Freed to serve from gift 
rather than compulsion, from joy rather than drivenness, from calling rather than 
manipulation. 

This freedom allows you to love more truly because you love from fullness rather 
than depletion, from choice rather than compulsion, from a grounded sense of self 
rather than anxious enmeshment. The most loving thing you can do is often to 
maintain the boundaries that allow you to remain healthy enough to love well. 

For those who have been taught that boundaries are sin, this journey requires 
unlearning deeply ingrained patterns. It requires grieving the years spent in self-
destruction mistaken for holiness. It requires anger at the teachers who weaponized 
Scripture to keep you trapped. It requires courage to begin saying no, even when 
those around you resist. 



But the path leads to freedom. Freedom to be the person God created you to be. 
Freedom to honor the image of God in yourself. Freedom to serve sustainably from a 
place of rest rather than running on empty. Freedom to love others without losing 
yourself. 

This is the gospel truth about boundaries: God is glorified not by your self-destruction 
but by your wholeness, not by your depletion but by your flourishing, not by your 
inability to say no but by your freedom to say yes to His genuine calling. 

May you embrace the holy boundaries that honor both God's image in you and God's 
design for human community. May you discover that in setting limits, you gain 
capacity. In protecting yourself, you preserve your ability to truly give. In honoring 
your own needs, you become capable of genuinely loving your neighbor. 

The boundary-keeping God invites you into boundary-keeping discipleship—not 
because He wants less from you, but because He wants you to thrive in sustainable, 
joyful obedience for the long journey ahead. 

This is the path of holy boundaries. This is the way of freedom. This is life as God 
designed it: bounded, balanced, and beautifully sustainable. 


