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Introduction: Following the Wrong Trail 

"There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death." 
—Proverbs 14:12 (NASB) 

We've all been there. Standing at the edge of a new relationship, butterflies 
alive in our stomachs, hope swelling in our chests. This time feels different. 
This person seems different. Surely this is the one God has been preparing for 
us. 

Yet somewhere deep inside, beneath the excitement and anticipation, a quiet 
voice whispers warnings we've learned to ignore. We notice small things—a 
flash of controlling behavior, an unwillingness to discuss difficult topics, a 
pattern of blame-shifting that feels strangely familiar. But the feelings are so 
strong, the chemistry so undeniable. We push the concerns aside, chalking 
them up to overthinking or past baggage. After all, love requires faith, doesn't 
it? Maybe we're just being too cautious, too guarded. 

So we follow the trail that feels right, trusting our emotions to guide us toward 
the love we've been longing for. And six months—or six years—later, we find 
ourselves in the same painful place we swore we'd never return to, wondering 
how we got here again. 

The Breadcrumb Trail We Follow 

In the fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel, two children drop breadcrumbs to find 
their way home, only to discover that birds have eaten their trail, leaving them 
lost in the forest. It's a fitting metaphor for how many of us approach dating 
and relationships. We think we're following a path toward love and fulfillment, 
dropping breadcrumbs of our past experiences to guide us. But these 
emotional breadcrumbs—the familiar feelings, the comfortable patterns, the 
attractions that feel like "home"—often lead us deeper into the wilderness 
rather than toward the healthy relationships God designed for us to enjoy. 

The cruel irony is that what feels right often is what feels familiar. Our hearts 
have been trained by past experiences, family dynamics, and unhealed 
wounds to recognize certain patterns as "normal" or even as "love." The 
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anxious flutter we feel around someone emotionally unavailable registers as 
excitement. The rush of trying to win over someone who seems perpetually 
just out of reach feels like romance. The intensity of a relationship that moves 
too fast, demands too much, and consumes all our energy masquerades as 
passion. 

These emotional breadcrumbs feel like they're leading us home, but they're 
actually leading us in circles—back to the same types of people, the same 
painful dynamics, and ultimately the same heartbreak we experienced before. 

The Pattern That Won't Break 

The statistics on relationship patterns are sobering. Research shows that 
approximately 70% of people who leave an unhealthy relationship eventually 
find themselves in another one with remarkably similar dynamics. If you've 
experienced emotional manipulation in one relationship, you're statistically 
more likely to encounter it again—not because you seek it out consciously, 
but because the red flags that would alarm someone else feel like background 
noise to you. They don't trigger your warning system because they're part of 
your emotional landscape. 

Consider Sarah, a woman I counseled who had been married to an alcoholic 
for twelve years. After an agonizing divorce, she vowed never to repeat that 
mistake. She avoided men who drank heavily, asked pointed questions about 
substance use, and thought she had learned her lesson. Two years later, she 
was engaged to a man who didn't have an alcohol problem—but who was 
addicted to gambling, work, and maintaining control. The substance was 
different, but the pattern of addiction, chaos, and emotional unavailability 
was eerily the same. Sarah hadn't followed her ex-husband's breadcrumbs; 
she had followed her own—the internal trail that made dysfunction feel like 
home. 

Or think of Michael, who grew up with a critical, impossible-to-please father. 
As an adult, he found himself repeatedly drawn to women who were 
demanding, judgmental, and perpetually disappointed in him. Each 
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relationship left him feeling exhausted and inadequate, yet each time a kind, 
accepting woman showed interest in him, he felt bored and restless. His 
emotional breadcrumbs kept leading him back to partners who made him 
work desperately for approval he would never fully receive—because that's 
what his heart had learned to call "love." 

The Cost of Staying on the Wrong Trail 

What does it cost us to keep following these familiar but destructive paths? 

First, there's the obvious toll: broken hearts, wasted years, damaged trust, 
and the increasing cynicism that comes from repeated disappointment. Each 
failed relationship leaves us a little more guarded, a little more convinced that 
healthy love might not exist—or at least not for us. 

But the costs run deeper than heartbreak. Following the wrong trail keeps us 
from becoming the people God created us to be. Unhealthy relationships 
consume energy that could be devoted to growth, purpose, and service. They 
distort our understanding of love, intimacy, and even our identity. They keep us 
stuck in cycles of anxiety, shame, and people-pleasing that prevent us from 
experiencing the abundant life Christ promised. 

Perhaps most tragically, these patterns cloud our understanding of God 
Himself. When we've only known love as conditional, controlling, or 
inconsistent, it becomes nearly impossible to comprehend a Father whose 
love is perfect, unchanging, and secure. Our relationship patterns don't just 
affect our dating lives—they shape our theology, our prayers, and our ability to 
trust the One who loves us most. 

Hope for a Different Path 

Here's the good news that runs through every page of this book: You are not 
destined to repeat these patterns forever. The trail you've been following 
doesn't have to be the trail you take tomorrow. 

C.S. Lewis once wrote, "We are not necessarily doubting that God will do the 
best for us; we are wondering how painful the best will turn out to be." This 
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statement cuts to the heart of why we often resist the path toward healthier 
relationships. Deep down, we sense that breaking free from familiar patterns 
will require something difficult—the pain of awareness, the discomfort of 
change, the courage to feel unfamiliar feelings and make different choices. It's 
tempting to stay on the known trail, even when we suspect where it leads, 
rather than venture onto an unfamiliar path that might require us to face hard 
truths about ourselves. 

But here's what Lewis understood: God's best for us, while sometimes painful 
to reach, is always worth the journey. Yes, awareness can hurt. Acknowledging 
that we've been following emotional breadcrumbs that lead nowhere is 
humbling. Recognizing that what feels "right" to us is often precisely what's 
wrong requires a kind of death—a death to our illusions, our defense 
mechanisms, and our insistence on trusting feelings over wisdom. 

Yet this is exactly the kind of transformation God specializes in. He doesn't 
merely tinker with our relationship patterns; He offers to renew our minds, 
heal our hearts, and teach us to discern between the way that seems right and 
the way that is right. Through His Spirit, we can learn to recognize warning 
signs we've previously overlooked. We can develop new emotional responses 
to replace old, unhealthy patterns. We can even—and this may seem 
impossible right now—begin to feel attracted to the very qualities that make 
for healthy, life-giving relationships. 

Your Map for the Journey Ahead 

This book is designed to be your map for this journey—not a map that will 
instantly transport you to perfect relationships, but one that will help you 
recognize where you've been going wrong and guide you toward healthier 
paths. 

In the chapters ahead, we'll explore the most common relationship red flags 
that people miss or minimize, from subtle signs in early dating to dangerous 
patterns that emerge over time. More importantly, we'll examine why we miss 
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them—the emotional, spiritual, and psychological breadcrumbs that lead us 
astray. 

You'll learn to distinguish between the discomfort that signals danger and the 
discomfort that signals growth. You'll discover how your past has shaped your 
present attractions and how God's grace can reshape both. You'll find 
practical tools for developing discernment, setting healthy boundaries, and 
making wise choices even when your emotions are screaming otherwise. 

This isn't just another book about finding the right person; it's about becoming 
a person who can recognize rightness when you see it—even if it doesn't feel 
like what you've known before. 

The journey won't always be easy. As Lewis warned, God's best might involve 
some pain along the way. But I can promise you this: The pain of growth is 
fundamentally different from the pain of destructive cycles. One leads to life; 
the other, as Proverbs warns, leads to death. 

You've been following a trail long enough to know where it leads. It's time to 
find a better path. 

Let's begin. 
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Chapter 1: Why You're Attracted to What's Familiar (Not What's Healthy) 

"Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good 
and acceptable and perfect." 
—Romans 12:2 (NASB) 

The first time Jessica met David, she felt it immediately—that electric pull, the 
sense that something significant was happening. He was charming, 
unpredictable, and always kept her slightly off-balance. One day he'd shower 
her with attention; the next, he'd go silent for hours or days. Their 
conversations were intense, their chemistry undeniable. When they were 
together, she felt more alive than she had in years. When they were apart, she 
couldn't stop thinking about him, checking her phone obsessively, analyzing 
every text for hidden meaning. 

"This is it," she told her best friend. "I've never felt this way about anyone." 

Her friend, who had watched Jessica cycle through similar relationships for a 
decade, asked a simple question: "Does this feel like love, or does it feel like 
your childhood?" 

The question hit Jessica like cold water. She had grown up with a father who 
was emotionally unpredictable—sometimes warm and engaged, other times 
distant and critical. She never knew which version of him she'd get, so she 
learned to read his moods, to perform for his attention, to feel a rush of victory 
when she finally broke through his walls. The anxiety she felt waiting for 
David's texts wasn't chemistry; it was the familiar feeling of waiting for her 
father to notice her. The "aliveness" she experienced wasn't passion; it was 
the hypervigilance she'd developed as a child. 

David didn't feel right because he was right for her. He felt right because he 
felt like home. 

And therein lies one of the most crucial—and most painful—truths about 
relationship patterns: What we're attracted to and what's healthy for us are 
often two entirely different things. Our hearts have been trained by our earliest 
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experiences to recognize certain patterns as "normal," and those patterns 
become the template for what feels like love, even when they're actually 
recreating our deepest wounds. 

The good news embedded in Romans 12:2 is this: We don't have to stay 
conformed to these patterns. Through the renewing of our minds—through 
awareness, intention, and God's transforming work—we can learn to 
recognize what's truly good, acceptable, and perfect in God's eyes, even when 
it doesn't match what our emotions tell us is right. 

The Familiarity Principle 

There's a reason the phrase "love is blind" has endured for centuries. When 
we're attracted to someone, we genuinely believe we're seeing them clearly—
their sense of humor, their ambitions, their values. What we don't realize is 
that we're often seeing them through a lens ground and shaped by our earliest 
relationships. This lens doesn't just color what we see; it fundamentally 
determines who catches our attention in the first place. 

How Childhood Attachment Styles Shape Adult Attraction 

Psychologists have identified that the attachment bonds we form with our 
primary caregivers in the first few years of life create what's essentially an 
internal working model for how relationships function. This model operates 
largely outside our conscious awareness, yet it powerfully influences who 
we're drawn to and how we behave in intimate relationships. 

If you grew up with parents who were consistently responsive, emotionally 
available, and reliably present, you likely developed what's called a "secure 
attachment style." As an adult, you're probably drawn to people who are 
emotionally stable, communicative, and capable of healthy intimacy. Red 
flags actually look like red flags to you because they contrast sharply with 
what your heart learned to expect from love. 

But if your early caregivers were inconsistent, emotionally distant, intrusive, or 
unreliable, you developed an insecure attachment style—and this is where 
the familiarity principle becomes dangerous. Your heart learned that love 
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comes with conditions, that closeness is followed by abandonment, that you 
must earn affection, or that enmeshment equals intimacy. Now, as an adult, 
people who are securely attached might seem boring, too available, or "not 
challenging enough." Meanwhile, people who recreate the emotional 
dynamics of your childhood—the push-pull, the inconsistency, the need to 
prove yourself—feel exciting, passionate, and right. 

This isn't conscious. You're not thinking, "I want someone who will treat me 
the way my emotionally unavailable mother did." Instead, you're simply 
following what your nervous system has been trained to recognize as "love." 
Your body responds with attraction to what your history has taught you is 
normal, even when normal was profoundly unhealthy. 

"Home" vs. "Healthy": Why Dysfunction Feels Comfortable 

Here's a truth that might be hard to hear: If you grew up in dysfunction, 
dysfunction will feel like home. And home, even when it was painful, carries a 
strange gravitational pull. 

Think about it. If you grew up walking on eggshells around a volatile parent, 
you learned to be hyperaware of others' emotions, to manage their feelings, to 
make yourself small to keep the peace. Fast forward to adulthood, and you 
meet someone who is moody, unpredictable, and requires constant 
emotional management. To someone with a different background, this person 
would be exhausting and unattractive. But to you? There's something oddly 
comfortable about it. You know this dance. You're good at reading the room, 
diffusing tension, and adjusting yourself to accommodate someone else's 
instability. It doesn't feel like a red flag; it feels like coming home. 

Or perhaps you grew up with parents who were emotionally distant, who loved 
you but never really saw you. You learned that love means being self-
sufficient, that asking for emotional support is weak or burdensome, that your 
feelings are too much for others to handle. Now, when you meet someone 
who is warm and expressive, who wants to know your feelings and share their 
own, it might feel overwhelming or even suffocating. But someone who is 
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emotionally unavailable? Someone who keeps you at arm's length? That feels 
safe, familiar, like a language you already speak. 

The familiarity isn't comfort in the sense of peace or wellbeing. It's comfort in 
the sense of recognition—your system knows this territory, even if the territory 
is toxic. And our brains are wired to prefer the known over the unknown, even 
when the known is harmful. 

The Role of Implicit Memory in Partner Selection 

Neuroscience has given us profound insights into why these patterns are so 
difficult to break. There's a type of memory called "implicit memory" that 
differs from the explicit, conscious memories we typically think about. 
Implicit memories are formed in the first few years of life, before our brains 
develop the capacity for narrative memory. They're stored not as stories or 
images, but as emotional responses, physical sensations, and behavioral 
patterns. 

These implicit memories don't feel like memories at all. They feel like truth, 
like instinct, like "just how things are." When you meet someone who triggers 
these implicit memories—who recreates the emotional tone of your early 
attachment experiences—your body responds before your conscious mind 
even gets involved. Your heart races, your attention sharpens, you feel drawn 
to them in a way that seems beyond reason. Because it is beyond reason. It's 
operating at a level much deeper than rational thought. 

This is why you can know intellectually that someone is wrong for you—your 
friends see it, you see it when you're alone and thinking clearly—and yet still 
feel powerfully attracted to them. Your implicit memory system has 
recognized a familiar pattern and is signaling: "This is important. This is what 
love feels like. Pay attention." 

The challenge is that your implicit memory system can't distinguish between 
familiarity and health. It simply recognizes patterns and says, "I know this." 
Your job—the work of renewing your mind that Romans speaks of—is to bring 
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conscious awareness to these unconscious processes and teach your heart a 
new definition of love. 

Breaking Down the Attraction to Chaos 

If you've ever found yourself attracted to relationships characterized by 
drama, intensity, and instability, you're not alone—and you're not crazy. There 
are powerful psychological and neurological reasons why chaos can feel 
attractive, even intoxicating. Understanding these dynamics is the first step 
toward breaking free from them. 

Trauma Bonding Disguised as Chemistry 

One of the most misunderstood phenomena in modern dating is trauma 
bonding. We use the word "chemistry" to describe an intense, immediate 
connection with someone—but often what we're actually experiencing is a 
trauma bond in its earliest stages. 

Trauma bonding occurs when experiences of intermittent reinforcement—
cycles of affection and withdrawal, kindness and cruelty, closeness and 
distance—create a powerful psychological attachment. The unpredictability 
triggers the same brain systems involved in addiction, creating an intense 
craving for the person who is the source of both our pain and our relief. 

Think about it this way: If someone is consistently kind to you, you feel grateful 
and warm, but the relationship doesn't produce the same intensity as one 
where kindness is scarce and unpredictable. When someone who has been 
distant suddenly shows you affection, when someone who has been critical 
suddenly offers praise, when someone who has been unavailable suddenly 
pursues you, the relief and joy you feel is magnified exponentially. Your brain 
releases a flood of dopamine and oxytocin—the same chemicals involved in 
both love and addiction. 

This is why relationships characterized by push-pull dynamics, hot-and-cold 
behavior, and emotional inconsistency can feel so compelling. The highs are 
higher because the lows are lower. The connection feels special, intense, 
unlike anything you've experienced. You might tell yourself, "If I can just love 



27 
 

them enough, be patient enough, prove myself enough, we'll finally have the 
consistent closeness I'm longing for." But the structure of trauma bonding 
ensures that consistency never arrives—because the intermittent 
reinforcement is what's creating the intensity you've mistaken for love. 

Real chemistry—the kind that builds into lasting love—feels different. It's 
characterized by consistency, by feeling safe enough to be vulnerable, by the 
other person's presence bringing peace rather than anxiety. It might not have 
the addictive quality of trauma bonding, but that's precisely why it has the 
capacity to become something sustainable and nourishing. 

The Dopamine of Uncertainty 

Neuroscience has revealed something both fascinating and troubling about 
how our brains respond to uncertainty in relationships. When an outcome is 
predictable—you know someone will call when they say they will, you know 
they'll be emotionally present, you know they value you—your brain releases a 
steady, manageable amount of dopamine. It's pleasant, but not 
overwhelming. 

But when outcomes are uncertain—you don't know if they'll text back, you're 
not sure if they're really interested, you can't predict their mood—your brain's 
dopamine system goes into overdrive. The uncertainty itself becomes a driver 
of desire. This is the same mechanism that makes gambling addictive; it's not 
winning that hooks people, it's the uncertainty of whether they'll win. 

Applied to relationships, this means that someone who is inconsistent, 
unpredictable, or emotionally volatile can trigger a more intense dopamine 
response than someone who is stable and reliable. Your brain interprets the 
uncertainty as excitement, the anxiety as passion. You find yourself constantly 
thinking about them, checking your phone, analyzing their behavior, trying to 
figure out where you stand. And because you're thinking about them 
constantly, you conclude that this must be love, that this must be "the one." 

Meanwhile, when you meet someone who is consistent and emotionally 
available, your brain doesn't get that same dopamine surge. The absence of 
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anxiety registers as an absence of excitement. You might think, "They're great, 
but I don't feel that spark." What you're actually noticing is the absence of the 
biochemical rollercoaster your brain has learned to associate with romantic 
love. 

Scripture warns us about this dynamic in Proverbs 13:20: "He who walks with 
wise men will be wise, but the companion of fools will suffer harm." The verse 
doesn't say the companion of fools will feel anxious or uncertain. It says they 
will suffer harm—acknowledging that the consequences of our relationship 
choices extend far beyond how those relationships make us feel in the 
moment. The person who makes your heart race with uncertainty might feel 
more exciting than the person who offers steady kindness, but excitement is 
not the same as wisdom, and intensity is not the same as love. 

The work of transformation involves retraining your brain to recognize healthy 
consistency as desirable rather than boring, and to identify chaotic intensity 
as a warning sign rather than a sign of true connection. 

From Chaos to Peace: Recognizing the Counterfeit 

If you've spent years attracted to chaos, the shift toward valuing peace can 
feel like learning to see in color after a lifetime of black and white. It requires 
not just intellectual understanding, but a rewiring of your emotional 
responses. 

Start by paying attention to how different people make you feel in your body. 
Does being with them create a sense of calm or a sense of agitation? Do you 
leave interactions feeling energized and secure, or drained and uncertain? 
Does thinking about them bring peace or anxiety? 

The enemy of our souls is skilled at presenting counterfeits. He offers intensity 
and calls it passion, chaos and calls it excitement, anxiety and calls it 
chemistry. Learning to recognize these counterfeits requires developing what 
Scripture calls discernment—the ability to distinguish between what looks or 
feels right and what actually is right. 
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God's design for romantic relationships includes passion, excitement, and 
deep feeling—but these emotions should coexist with peace, security, and the 
fruit of the Spirit. If a relationship is characterized by constant turmoil but 
occasional peaks of connection, that's not God's best for you. If you find 
yourself more anxious than peaceful, more insecure than confident, more 
confused than clear, these are not simply personality differences to 
overcome. They're warning signs that the relationship is built on chaos rather 
than on the firm foundation of mutual respect, consistent character, and 
shared commitment to growth. 

Family Patterns You're Repeating 

"That's just like something my mother would do." 
"I sound exactly like my father right now." 
"I swore I'd never end up in a relationship like my parents', but here I am." 

If you've ever had thoughts like these, you've brushed up against one of the 
most powerful forces shaping your relationship patterns: intergenerational 
transmission of relational dysfunction. 

Generational Sin and Relationship Dysfunction 

The concept of generational sin is one of the more sobering themes in 
Scripture. In Exodus 20:5, God says, "For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous 
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children, on the third and the 
fourth generations of those who hate Me." 

This isn't about God punishing children for their parents' sins—a misreading 
that has caused much confusion. Rather, it's a description of how sin 
operates relationally and systemically. The ways our parents failed to love 
well, the wounds they carried from their own childhoods, the dysfunctional 
patterns they modeled—these don't simply disappear when we reach 
adulthood. They get passed down, often unconsciously, creating cycles that 
can persist for generations. 

Perhaps your grandmother was critical and controlling, so your mother 
learned to be passive and people-pleasing. Now you swing back toward being 
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controlling, or you double down on people-pleasing, or you fluctuate 
anxiously between both. The specific pattern may shift, but the underlying 
dysfunction—the inability to have relationships characterized by both healthy 
boundaries and genuine intimacy—continues. 

Or maybe your grandfather dealt with stress through anger and withdrawal. 
Your father learned that "real men" don't share feelings. Now you find yourself 
either recreating that pattern or overcompensating by being overly emotional 
and having poor boundaries. Either way, you haven't found the healthy middle 
ground of emotional honesty combined with self-control. 

These patterns are especially powerful in romantic relationships because 
romance activates our deepest attachment systems—the very systems that 
were formed by our family experiences. Under the stress and vulnerability of 
romantic love, we often default to the relational patterns we learned at home, 
even when we consciously reject those patterns. 

The Invisible Scripts We Follow 

Family patterns operate like invisible scripts that we follow without realizing 
we're following them. These scripts include messages about: 

• What love looks like: Is love expressed through words, actions, 
criticism, control, sacrifice, or withholding? 

• How conflict works: Do people yell, withdraw, passive-aggressively 
punish, or actually work through issues? 

• What roles people play: Who pursues and who withdraws? Who 
manages emotions and who expresses them? Who has power and who 
accommodates? 

• What's safe to share: Are feelings welcomed or dismissed? Is 
vulnerability strength or weakness? Are needs legitimate or 
burdensome? 

• How commitment functions: Is it secure or conditional? Smothering or 
distant? Based on performance or on acceptance? 
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You absorbed these scripts before you could talk, and they operate largely 
outside your conscious awareness. When you find yourself in a relationship 
dynamic that feels familiar, you're likely following one of these scripts—even if 
the script is dysfunctional, even if you consciously reject the pattern, even if 
you've seen where the script leads. 

Here's the insidious part: These scripts feel normal to you. They feel like reality 
itself, not like one option among many. When someone relates to you in a way 
that contradicts your script, it can feel wrong even when it's actually healthy. 
This is why people who grew up with parents who fought constantly might feel 
uneasy in relationships without regular conflict, or why people who grew up 
with emotionally distant parents might feel smothered by someone who is 
warm and expressive. 

Breaking Generational Patterns Through Awareness 

The Exodus passage about generational sin doesn't end with condemnation. It 
continues with this promise: "...but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to 
those who love Me and keep My commandments" (Exodus 20:6). God's 
lovingkindness—His hesed, His steadfast, covenant love—is more powerful 
than generational patterns. The cycle can be broken. 

But breaking these patterns requires something difficult: awareness. You 
cannot change what you cannot see, and many of us have been following 
family scripts for so long that they're invisible to us. We think our attraction 
patterns, our relationship behaviors, and our emotional responses are just 
"who we are" when they're actually "who we learned to be." 

Awareness begins with honest reflection about your family of origin: 

• How did your parents express (or not express) affection? 

• How was anger handled in your home? 

• What happened when someone was hurt or disappointed? 

• How were differences and disagreements addressed? 
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• What did you have to do to receive attention or approval? 

• When you needed comfort or support, what happened? 

• What messages did you receive about your worth and lovability? 

Now, look at your current relationship patterns: 

• How do you express affection? How do you want it expressed to you? 

• What do you do when you're angry? What do you do when someone is 
angry with you? 

• How do you handle conflict? Disappointment? Hurt? 

• What do you do to get attention from partners? What do you do when 
you feel unseen? 

• When you need support, how do you ask for it (or do you ask at all)? 

• What must you do or be to feel worthy of love? 

The overlap between these lists is rarely coincidental. Whether you're 
recreating your family patterns or overcompensating for them, you're still 
being controlled by them. Freedom comes from recognizing the patterns, 
understanding where they came from, and making conscious choices about 
which patterns to keep and which to leave behind. 

This work is spiritual as much as it is psychological. In Romans 12:2, Paul 
doesn't say, "Figure it out through self-help," or "Break these patterns through 
willpower alone." He says we are transformed by the renewing of our minds—a 
process that involves God's active work in us. We bring awareness and 
cooperation; God brings transforming power. We identify the patterns; God 
gives us new ones. We recognize where we've been conformed to destructive 
ways; God proves to us what His good, acceptable, and perfect will actually 
looks like. 

You are not doomed to repeat your family's mistakes. But you must be willing 
to see the patterns clearly before you can choose differently. 
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The Difference Between Peace and Boredom 

Perhaps the most common statement I hear from people who are learning to 
recognize healthy relationship patterns is this: "I met someone who seems 
really great—kind, consistent, emotionally available, shares my values. But I 
just don't feel that spark. Is something wrong with me? With them?" 

This is the question that reveals whether the renewing of your mind is truly 
taking place. Because if you've spent years attracted to chaos, healthy 
relationships will initially feel wrong. Not bad, exactly, but wrong—unfamiliar, 
strange, maybe even boring. 

Why Healthy Relationships Might Initially Feel "Boring" 

Remember the dopamine dynamics we discussed earlier? If your brain has 
been trained to associate love with uncertainty and intensity, it will produce 
that dopamine surge when someone is unpredictable, inconsistent, or 
emotionally volatile. When someone is stable and reliable, your brain doesn't 
get that hit. The absence of the biochemical rollercoaster registers as an 
absence of chemistry. 

But here's what's actually happening: You're not experiencing less chemistry. 
You're experiencing less anxiety. And because anxiety has been present in all 
your previous intense attractions, your brain has learned to interpret the 
presence of anxiety as the presence of attraction. Now, when anxiety is 
absent, your brain concludes that attraction must be absent too. 

This is where the work of renewing your mind becomes crucial. You must learn 
to distinguish between peace and boredom, between healthy consistency and 
lack of chemistry. Here are some diagnostic questions: 

Boredom feels like: 

• Lack of intellectual stimulation or shared interests 

• No emotional connection or difficulty connecting 

• Feeling like you're forcing conversation or interactions 
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• Dreading spending time together 

• Feeling uninspired or stifled by the person's presence 

Peace feels like: 

• Calm in their presence, even when discussing difficult topics 

• Feeling free to be yourself without performance or pretense 

• Looking forward to seeing them without anxiety about how it will go 

• Able to think clearly about the relationship without obsession 

• Sense that you're building something rather than constantly 
troubleshooting 

The distinction isn't always immediately clear, especially if you're new to 
experiencing peace in romantic relationships. But pay attention to your body. 
Boredom tends to feel flat, disconnected, lifeless. Peace tends to feel warm, 
stable, grounded. Boredom makes you want to escape or create drama. Peace 
makes you feel safe enough to show up authentically. 

One woman I counseled put it this way: "With the chaotic relationships, I felt 
alive but exhausted. With the healthy relationship, I felt calm but energized. At 
first I mistook the calm for boredom because I'd never experienced it before. 
Now I realize it's what safety feels like." 

Redefining Attraction Around Character, Not Chaos 

If attraction based on chaos is counterfeit attraction, what is real attraction 
built on? 

Scripture gives us a clear answer, though it's not one that sells many romance 
novels. In Proverbs 31, when the Bible describes a wife "of noble character," it 
doesn't mention her appearance until verse 30—and then only to say that 
beauty is fleeting and charm is deceptive. What is praised? Her 
trustworthiness, her wisdom, her industry, her kindness, her fear of the Lord. 
In other words, her character. 
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Similarly, when Paul describes the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23—
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-
control—he's describing character qualities that make for healthy 
relationships. These are the traits that matter, that last, that actually predict 
whether two people can build a life together. 

Redefining attraction around character means learning to be drawn to: 

• Consistency rather than intensity 

• Emotional stability rather than the highs and lows of volatility 

• Follow-through rather than grand gestures that aren't backed by action 

• Kindness to others (waiters, family members, people who can't benefit 
them) rather than how they treat you when they're trying to impress you 

• How they handle conflict and disappointment rather than how 
charming they are when things are going well 

• Their relationship with God rather than just their theology about God 

• Their trajectory of growth rather than their current state of perfection 

This doesn't mean physical attraction isn't important or that you're supposed 
to force yourself to date someone you're not attracted to. It means that 
physical attraction, when it's healthy, grows in the context of character and 
compatibility. You might meet someone who is objectively attractive but find 
yourself not attracted to them because their character is poor. Or you might 
meet someone you wouldn't have noticed initially, but as you get to know their 
character, they become increasingly attractive to you. 

Real attraction—the kind that grows into lasting love—is built on a foundation 
of character and deepens as two people truly see and value each other. It's 
not absent of excitement or passion, but those feelings exist within a context 
of safety, respect, and shared commitment to growth. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian who stood against the Nazis, 
wrote: "Nothing that we despise in other men is inherently absent from 
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ourselves." His point was about recognizing our own capacity for evil, but the 
insight applies to relationships as well. Often, what we despise in our 
partner—or what they despise in us—is actually a reflection of something we 
haven't dealt with in ourselves. 

When you're attracted to chaos, it's often because you carry chaos within you. 
When you're drawn to emotionally unavailable people, it's often because you 
yourself struggle with vulnerability. When you keep choosing people who need 
fixing, it's often because you're avoiding dealing with your own brokenness. 

But when you begin to pursue health and wholeness in yourself—when you do 
the hard work of healing, growing, and becoming a person of character—you'll 
find that what attracts you begins to shift. Healthy people become attractive. 
Peace becomes desirable. Character becomes magnetic. 

This is the transformation Paul speaks of in Romans 12:2. As your mind is 
renewed, as your heart is healed, as you learn to value what God values, you'll 
find that you're no longer drawn to counterfeits. You'll be able to recognize and 
appreciate the real thing. 

 

Practical Application 

Knowledge without application changes nothing. If you've recognized yourself 
in this chapter—if you've seen your patterns, your family scripts, your 
attraction to the familiar even when it's unhealthy—the question now is: What 
will you do with this awareness? 

Worksheet: Mapping Your Relationship Patterns 

Take time to work through these questions honestly. Write down your answers; 
there's something about putting pen to paper (or fingers to keyboard) that 
makes patterns more visible. 

Section 1: Your Relationship History 
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1. List your last 3-5 significant romantic relationships or attractions. For 
each, note:  

o What initially attracted you to them? 

o What were the major conflicts or issues? 

o How did the relationship end (or why has it been difficult)? 

o What role did you tend to play (pursuer, withdrawer, fixer, etc.)? 

2. Look for common threads:  

o Do you see repeated patterns in the types of people you're 
attracted to? 

o Are there similar dynamics or conflicts across relationships? 

o Do you notice yourself playing similar roles? 

Section 2: Your Family of Origin 

1. Describe your parents' relationship (or your primary caregivers):  

o How did they express affection? 

o How did they handle conflict? 

o What was the emotional climate of your home? 

o Who held the power? Who accommodated? 

2. Describe your relationship with each parent:  

o How did they make you feel loved (or not)? 

o What did you have to do to get their attention or approval? 

o How did they respond when you had needs, feelings, or 
problems? 

o What messages did you receive about your worth? 

3. Make the connections:  
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o How do your relationship patterns mirror your family patterns? 

o Are you recreating dynamics from your family of origin? 

o Are you overcompensating for what you experienced growing up? 

Section 3: Identifying Your "Type" 

1. If you have a "type," describe it:  

o Physical characteristics 

o Personality traits 

o Behavioral patterns 

o How they make you feel 

2. Now question why this is your type:  

o When in your life did you first encounter this type of person? 

o What implicit memories or family patterns might be influencing 
this attraction? 

o Does this type make you feel familiar, safe, excited, or anxious? 

o Has this type proven to be healthy for you in the past? 

3. Redefine your type based on character:  

o What character qualities would you want in a partner? 

o What traits align with God's design for healthy relationships? 

o What would change if you prioritized these qualities over familiar 
patterns? 

Section 4: Peace vs. Boredom 

Think about someone (past or present) who was/is consistently kind, stable, 
and emotionally available: 

1. How did/do they make you feel? 
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2. What words come to mind when you think about them? 

3. If you felt "not attracted" or "not enough spark," can you identify whether 
that was boredom or simply the absence of anxiety? 

4. What would it look like to give peace a chance instead of chasing 
intensity? 

Prayer for Revealing Hidden Motivations 

Father, 

You see me completely—not just the person I present to the world, but the 
hidden parts I don't even see myself. You know the patterns I've followed, the 
wounds I've carried, the ways I've learned to love that aren't really love at all. 

I confess that I've often been attracted to what's familiar rather than what's 
healthy. I've mistaken anxiety for chemistry, chaos for passion, and intensity 
for intimacy. I've followed emotional breadcrumbs that felt like love but led me 
away from Your design for my life. 

Reveal to me the hidden motivations driving my attractions. Show me the 
family patterns I'm repeating, the implicit memories I'm following, the ways 
I'm still being shaped by wounds from my past. Give me eyes to see what I've 
been blind to and courage to face what I've been avoiding. 

Transform me by the renewing of my mind. Teach me to value what You value, 
to desire what is truly good. Help me distinguish between peace and 
boredom, between healthy consistency and intensity that damages. Give me 
wisdom to recognize character and discernment to identify counterfeits. 

I ask for Your healing in the deepest places—the places where my 
understanding of love was twisted, where my heart learned the wrong lessons, 
where my capacity for healthy relationships was compromised. Do what only 
You can do: make me new. 
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I believe that You have good plans for me, plans that include healthy, life-
giving relationships. Help me cooperate with Your work of transformation so I 
can receive and participate in those plans. 

In the name of Jesus, who came to set captives free, 
Amen. 

 

The journey from familiar to healthy is not quick or easy. It requires facing 
painful truths about yourself, your history, and your patterns. It means feeling 
uncomfortable as you learn to value peace over intensity and character over 
chaos. It demands that you let God renew your mind, which is rarely a 
comfortable process. 

But on the other side of this transformation is the freedom to love well and be 
loved well—to break the generational patterns that have held your family for 
decades, to build relationships on firm foundations rather than shifting sand, 
to experience the kind of love that reflects God's heart rather than your 
wounds. 

The first step is simply seeing clearly. You've begun that work by reading this 
chapter. Now the question is: Will you continue? Will you let the light of 
awareness shine into the hidden places? Will you cooperate with God's 
renewing work? 

The choice is yours. But I can promise you this: The discomfort of growth is 
nothing compared to the pain of repeating destructive patterns for the rest of 
your life. 

Choose growth. Choose awareness. Choose transformation. 

Your future relationships—and your future self—will thank you. 

  



41 
 

Chapter 2: Love-Bombing and Intensity: When Too Much Too Soon Is a Red 
Flag 

"The naive believes everything, but the sensible man considers his steps." 
—Proverbs 14:15 (NASB) 

Three weeks into dating Marcus, Emily felt like she'd finally found what she'd 
been searching for her entire adult life. He texted her every morning with 
lengthy, thoughtful messages about how much she meant to him. He told her 
she was unlike any woman he'd ever met. He said he could see a future with 
her—marriage, children, growing old together. He wanted to spend every 
available moment with her, and when she suggested getting together with her 
friends, he seemed hurt. "I just want to be alone with you," he said. "Is that so 
wrong? I've never felt this way about anyone." 

Emily's friends were concerned about the speed of things, but she dismissed 
their worries. "They're just jealous," she told herself. "They don't understand 
what we have." When Marcus suggested she skip her sister's birthday dinner 
so they could have a romantic evening together, she hesitated only briefly 
before agreeing. After all, her sister would have other birthdays, but she might 
never find another connection like this. 

By month two, Marcus had already told her he loved her, introduced her as his 
future wife to his family, and suggested she move in with him. Emily felt swept 
off her feet, chosen, special. This was the kind of passionate love she'd read 
about, the intensity she'd always craved. 

By month four, the mask began to slip. The excessive praise turned to 
criticism. The constant attention became surveillance. The "I can't live 
without you" declarations morphed into "You can't survive without me" 
threats. The man who had seemed too good to be true turned out to be exactly 
that—not too good, just not true. What Emily had interpreted as intense love 
was actually a carefully orchestrated manipulation tactic called love-
bombing, designed to create dependency, bypass her discernment, and gain 
control. 
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Emily's story is not unique. In my years of counseling, I've heard countless 
variations of this pattern—whirlwind romances that feel like fairy tales in the 
beginning and nightmares by the end. The common thread? Things moved too 
fast. Intensity was mistaken for intimacy. Warning signs were overlooked in 
the rush of feeling special and chosen. 

The Proverb quoted above draws a stark contrast: the naive person believes 
everything they're told, accepts things at face value, and doesn't question 
what seems too good to be true. The sensible person, however, considers 
their steps—they slow down, they evaluate, they seek wisdom before moving 
forward. In the context of romantic relationships, this sensible approach can 
literally protect you from years of pain, manipulation, and abuse. 

Understanding love-bombing and learning to distinguish intensity from 
genuine intimacy is not about being cynical or closing your heart to love. It's 
about being wise enough to protect your heart until you can discern whether 
the person pursuing you is worthy of it. 

What Love-Bombing Looks Like 

Love-bombing is a manipulation tactic in which someone overwhelms you 
with excessive attention, affection, and promises in the early stages of a 
relationship. The term was originally coined to describe recruitment tactics 
used by cults, and the parallel is apt—both cult leaders and manipulative 
partners use love-bombing to bypass rational thought, create emotional 
dependence, and establish control. 

The insidious thing about love-bombing is that it mimics genuine romantic 
interest. After all, isn't it natural for someone who's falling for you to want to 
spend time with you, to compliment you, to be excited about a future 
together? The difference lies in the intensity, the speed, and ultimately, the 
intention behind the behavior. 

Excessive Praise and Attention in Early Stages 

Healthy romantic interest grows gradually. Someone gets to know you over 
time, discovers things they appreciate about you, and expresses genuine 
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admiration based on who you actually are. Love-bombing, by contrast, 
involves over-the-top praise before the person could possibly know you well 
enough to make such sweeping declarations. 

Warning signs include: 

Premature declarations of uniqueness: "I've never met anyone like you." 
"You're different from everyone else." "I've dated a lot of people, but you're the 
only one who really gets me." These statements within the first few dates or 
weeks should raise questions. How can they possibly know you're unique 
when they barely know you at all? 

Excessive compliments that feel generic: "You're absolutely perfect." 
"You're the most beautiful/smart/funny person I've ever met." "Everything 
about you is amazing." Notice what's missing—specificity. These compliments 
could apply to anyone because they're not actually about you; they're about 
creating a feeling in you. 

Constant communication that demands immediate response: Texts every 
hour, phone calls multiple times a day, upset if you don't respond quickly. This 
isn't love; it's a test of your availability and willingness to prioritize them above 
everything else. 

Gifts that feel disproportionate to the stage of the relationship: Expensive 
presents, elaborate gestures, or gifts that carry serious emotional weight 
(jewelry, keys to their apartment, etc.) within the first few weeks. These create 
a sense of obligation and debt. 

One woman described her experience: "He would send me paragraphs every 
morning about how much I meant to him, how he'd been waiting his whole life 
for me. At first, I felt so special. But when I really looked at what he was saying, 
I realized he was describing someone he wanted me to be, not someone he 
actually knew. He was in love with an idea, not with me." 

Future-Faking and Premature Commitment Language 
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Future-faking is exactly what it sounds like—creating an elaborate, detailed 
fantasy of a future together before the relationship has any foundation to 
support such plans. This tactic works because most of us long for 
commitment, security, and the promise of lasting love. When someone offers 
that promise quickly, it can feel like our prayers have been answered. 

Warning signs include: 

Talking about marriage, children, or living together within the first few 
weeks or months: Healthy relationships move toward commitment gradually. 
Someone who barely knows you but is already planning your wedding is 
responding to their own needs and fantasies, not to the reality of who you are 
together. 

Creating shared goals and dreams prematurely: "When we buy our house 
together..." "After we're married and have kids..." "Once we move to [location] 
together..." These statements create a false sense of commitment and 
partnership. 

Making plans that require you to change your life significantly: Suggesting 
you move to their city, change jobs, or alter major life plans to accommodate a 
relationship that's barely begun. Healthy partners respect your life and 
integrate into it gradually; manipulators expect you to reshape your life around 
them immediately. 

Using relationship milestones as leverage: "If you really loved me, you'd..." "I 
thought we were serious about this..." "I'm ready for the next step; why aren't 
you?" This pressures you to prove your commitment by moving faster than 
you're comfortable with. 

Scripture addresses this in Proverbs 4:25—"Let your eyes look directly ahead 
and let your gaze be fixed straight in front of you." This isn't about being 
unromantic; it's about being grounded in reality. When someone is future-
faking, they're trying to get your eyes off of what's directly in front of you (their 
actual behavior, the actual state of the relationship, the actual amount of time 
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you've known each other) and fixed instead on a fantasy future that doesn't 
exist yet. 

A man I counseled described it this way: "She had our whole life planned out 
by date five. She knew where we'd live, how many kids we'd have, what kind of 
dog we'd get. I felt like I was being recruited for a role in her life script rather 
than getting to know each other as real people." 

Isolation from Friends and Family Under the Guise of "Us" 

One of the most dangerous aspects of love-bombing is how it gradually 
separates you from your support network. This rarely happens through overt 
demands; instead, it's accomplished through subtle pressure wrapped in 
romantic language. 

Warning signs include: 

Creating an "us against the world" mentality early on: "No one understands 
what we have." "People are just jealous of our connection." "Your friends don't 
get it." This positions any outside input as a threat to the relationship rather 
than as care and wisdom from people who love you. 

Wanting all of your free time: Every evening, every weekend, every spare 
moment should be spent together. When you suggest doing something with 
friends or family, they seem hurt, disappointed, or accuse you of not being as 
invested in the relationship as they are. 

Expressing dislike or suspicion of your close relationships: Subtle 
criticisms of your friends or family. "I don't think they have your best interests 
at heart." "They seem negative." "Do you really want to spend time with them?" 
This plants seeds of doubt about the people who might see through the 
manipulation. 

Making you feel guilty for maintaining other relationships: "I miss you so 
much when you're not with me." "I thought you'd want to spend Saturday with 
me instead." "I guess I'm just not as important to you as [friend/family 
member]." 
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Discouraging you from activities, hobbies, or commitments that don't 
include them: Suddenly your book club is "boring," your volunteer work is 
"taking time away from us," your gym routine is "excessive." They want to be 
your everything, which sounds romantic until you realize it means they want 
you to have nothing else. 

The theology behind this is important to understand. God designed us for 
community, not just for pair-bonding. Even in the Garden of Eden, after 
creating Eve and establishing the first marriage, God didn't intend for Adam 
and Eve to exist in isolation from Him or from the broader community He 
would create. Healthy relationships are integrated into community; unhealthy 
relationships isolate from it. 

When someone is using love-bombing as a manipulation tactic, isolation 
serves two purposes: First, it removes the voices that might question what's 
happening. Your friends and family who know and love you are the most likely 
to spot red flags and express concern. Second, it creates dependency. When 
someone becomes your entire world, leaving becomes unthinkable—which is 
exactly the goal. 

One of the most chilling statements I've heard from abuse survivors is some 
version of: "By the time I realized what was happening, I'd pushed away 
everyone who would have helped me see it sooner." 

The Theology of Appropriate Timing 

Our culture has a complicated relationship with the concept of waiting. We 
have fast food, next-day delivery, streaming services that give us entire 
seasons at once. We're conditioned to expect immediate gratification, and 
this cultural conditioning has bled into our approach to relationships. We 
want to know now if this is "the one." We want to feel certain, to commit, to 
have answers. 

But God's design for relationships—and for life—operates on a different 
timeline. 

The Wisdom of Seasons 
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Ecclesiastes 3:1 tells us, "For everything there is a season, and a time for 
every event under heaven." The passage goes on to list opposites—a time to 
plant and uproot, to tear down and build up, to weep and laugh, to embrace 
and refrain from embracing. The writer isn't being poetic for poetry's sake; he's 
making a profound point about the nature of wisdom. Wisdom knows that 
there are appropriate seasons for things, and that forcing the wrong thing at 
the wrong time leads to dysfunction. 

Think about this in agricultural terms, which the original audience would have 
understood intuitively. You can't force a plant to mature faster than its natural 
timeline. You can't harvest in winter what you planted in fall. Trying to speed 
up natural processes doesn't lead to abundance; it leads to ruin. 

The same principle applies to relationships. There is a season for first 
impressions, a season for discovering compatibility, a season for building 
trust through consistent behavior over time, a season for deepening 
vulnerability, a season for serious commitment, and a season for the kind of 
lifelong covenant that marriage represents. 

When someone tries to collapse all of these seasons into a few weeks or 
months, they're violating the natural order of how healthy relationships 
develop. They're trying to harvest intimacy that hasn't been planted, tended, 
and allowed to grow. And just as forced agriculture produces stunted crops, 
forced intimacy produces stunted relationships. 

God's design for gradual revelation is evident throughout Scripture. He didn't 
reveal His full plan to Abraham immediately—He revealed it step by step as 
Abraham proved faithful. He didn't give the Israelites the Promised Land 
instantly—He led them through a wilderness journey that prepared them for 
what was ahead. Jesus didn't reveal everything to His disciples at once—He 
taught them gradually, "I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot 
bear them now" (John 16:12). 

This gradual revelation serves multiple purposes: It allows trust to develop 
based on demonstrated faithfulness. It gives time for character to be revealed 
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under various circumstances. It provides opportunities to see how someone 
handles difficulty, disappointment, conflict, and stress. It protects against 
making permanent commitments based on temporary feelings. 

Love-bombing attempts to short-circuit this process. It creates a false sense 
of knowing and being known. It manufactures feelings of trust before trust has 
been earned. It rushes past the revealing moments that would expose 
incompatibility or character issues. 

Bonhoeffer on Authentic Community 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, writing about Christian community in his book Life 
Together, made an observation that applies powerfully to romantic 
relationships: "The person who loves their dream of community will destroy 
community, but the person who loves those around them will create 
community." 

Bonhoeffer was addressing the difference between loving an idealized vision 
of what community should be versus loving actual people as they actually are. 
When we love our dream of community more than we love real people, we 
become frustrated when real people don't match our ideals. We try to force 
them into our vision rather than accepting them as they are. 

The same dynamic happens in romantic relationships. When someone is love-
bombing you, they're not actually falling in love with you—the complex, 
imperfect, real person that you are. They're falling in love with their dream of 
you, their fantasy of what you represent, the role they need you to play in their 
life script. 

This is why love-bombing always eventually fails. The real you inevitably 
emerges—you have needs, boundaries, flaws, bad days, opinions that differ 
from theirs. When the real you doesn't match their dream, they either attempt 
to force you back into the fantasy (through criticism, control, manipulation) or 
they devalue and discard you entirely (often moving quickly to the next person 
they can project their fantasy onto). 
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Authentic intimacy, by contrast, is built on loving the actual person, not the 
dream of the person. This requires time—time to see someone in various 
contexts, time to witness their character under pressure, time to understand 
their wounds and weaknesses alongside their strengths. It requires the 
patience to allow someone to reveal themselves gradually rather than forcing 
premature vulnerability. 

Manufactured intimacy tries to create depth through intensity. Authentic 
intimacy creates depth through consistency over time. One feels exciting but 
unstable; the other feels steady and secure. 

God's Patient Pursuit 

Consider how God pursues relationship with us. He doesn't overwhelm us 
with His full glory all at once—Moses had to be hidden in the cleft of a rock to 
catch just a glimpse of God's glory passing by, because the full revelation 
would have destroyed him. God reveals Himself gradually, in ways we can 
handle, at a pace we can process. 

God also doesn't force relationship with us. He invites, He pursues, He makes 
Himself available—but He respects our agency and timing. He doesn't isolate 
us from others to make us dependent solely on Him; instead, He places us in 
community. He doesn't use manipulation or coercion; He operates through 
love, truth, and patient faithfulness. 

If God Himself—who has perfect love and perfect intentions—pursues 
relationship with us patiently and respectfully, shouldn't we expect at least 
that much from imperfect humans? When someone claims to love you but 
doesn't respect your pace, your boundaries, or your need for time to discern, 
they're not reflecting God's character. They're reflecting something much 
darker. 

Intensity vs. Intimacy 

One of the most important distinctions you can learn to make in dating is the 
difference between intensity and intimacy. Our culture conflates the two, but 
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they're not only different—they're often inversely related. High intensity in 
early dating is often a sign that genuine intimacy will never develop. 

True Intimacy Requires Time and Testing 

The word "intimacy" comes from the Latin intimus, meaning "innermost." True 
intimacy involves revealing and being known in your innermost self—your 
fears, your failures, your dreams, your weaknesses, your authentic personality 
without performance or pretense. 

This kind of intimacy cannot be rushed. It requires: 

Time: You need enough time with someone, in enough different contexts, to 
see who they really are. People can maintain a false self for a few weeks or 
even months, but eventually, the mask slips. Real character emerges under 
stress, in conflict, when they're tired, when things don't go their way, when 
there's nothing to gain by performing. 

Testing: Not testing in the sense of playing games, but testing in the sense of 
experiencing challenges together. How do they respond when you say no to 
something they want? When you have a legitimate need that's inconvenient 
for them? When you disagree about something important? When you're 
having a bad day and aren't fun to be around? These tests reveal character. 

Safety: Real intimacy requires feeling safe enough to be vulnerable. But safety 
isn't established through declarations ("You can trust me") or intensity ("I've 
never felt this close to anyone"). Safety is established through consistent, 
respectful behavior over time. Someone who respects your boundaries, 
accepts your no without pouting or pressuring, and remains steady through 
ups and downs is creating safety. Someone who overwhelms you with 
intensity is actually preventing the safety that real intimacy needs. 

Reciprocity: Healthy intimacy develops mutually. Both people gradually 
reveal themselves; both people gradually build trust. When one person is 
demanding immediate deep vulnerability while remaining closed off 
themselves, or when someone shares deeply intimate details immediately 
(trauma dumping), these are signs of dysfunction, not intimacy. 
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Consider how different this is from the intensity of love-bombing: 

• Intensity wants everything now; intimacy develops gradually 

• Intensity is one-sided or unbalanced; intimacy is mutual 

• Intensity fears outside input; intimacy welcomes community 

• Intensity demands proof of commitment; intimacy earns commitment 
through consistency 

• Intensity feels urgent and anxious; intimacy feels steady and secure 

• Intensity diminishes over time; intimacy deepens over time 

The Danger of Emotional Whiplash 

When relationships move too fast emotionally, they create what I call 
emotional whiplash—you accelerate from zero to sixty in terms of emotional 
investment, declarations of love, future planning, and vulnerability, then 
suddenly experience the crash when reality sets in or the other person's true 
character emerges. 

This whiplash is traumatic. You've invested deeply based on promises and 
intensity, but the foundation wasn't solid enough to support what was being 
built. The higher the building, the more devastating the collapse. 

I've counseled people who were more traumatized by three-month 
relationships than by relationships that lasted years, simply because the 
intensity and investment happened so quickly that the ending felt 
incomprehensible. "How could someone say all those things, make all those 
promises, then completely change?" they ask. The answer is that the intensity 
was never about you; it was about the other person's needs, and once those 
needs shifted or you no longer served them, the intensity evaporated. 

Emotional whiplash also makes it harder to trust your judgment in future 
relationships. If you can be so wrong about someone who seemed so right, 
how can you trust yourself going forward? This is one of the lasting damages 
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of love-bombing—it doesn't just hurt you in the present relationship; it 
undermines your confidence for future ones. 

Why Narcissists and Manipulators Use This Tactic 

Love-bombing isn't just a mistake made by overeager romantics. It's a 
deliberate tactic used by people with narcissistic traits, manipulative 
personalities, and abusive intentions. Understanding why they use it helps 
you recognize it. 

It bypasses your discernment: When you're overwhelmed by intensity and 
made to feel special, your critical thinking goes offline. The rush of feeling 
chosen, the dopamine hit of constant attention, the fantasy of perfect love—
all of this clouds your judgment. You ignore red flags because acknowledging 
them would pop the bubble, and the bubble feels too good to pop. 

It creates rapid dependency: By isolating you from others and becoming your 
primary source of emotional validation, the manipulator makes you 
dependent on them. You start to need their approval, their attention, their 
presence. This dependency gives them power over you. 

It establishes a comparison point: Once they've shown you what "good" 
looks like (excessive praise, constant attention, grand gestures), they can later 
punish you by withdrawing these things. You'll work desperately to get back to 
those early days, not realizing that those early days were never sustainable or 
genuine. 

It speeds past your boundaries: People with healthy boundaries and good 
self-awareness are harder to manipulate. By rushing the relationship, the 
manipulator gets you committed and invested before your boundaries can 
catch up. You agree to things you wouldn't normally agree to because you're 
caught up in the intensity. 

It identifies compliant targets: Not everyone responds positively to love-
bombing. People with strong boundaries, good support systems, and healthy 
self-esteem are more likely to be skeptical of too much too soon. By love-
bombing, manipulators quickly identify who's susceptible and who isn't. 



53 
 

Not everyone who love-bombs is consciously manipulative. Some people 
have such deep wounds and such desperate needs that they genuinely 
believe they've found perfect love within days of meeting you. But whether it's 
conscious manipulation or unconscious desperation, the result is the same: a 
relationship built on intensity rather than genuine knowledge of each other, 
rushing toward commitment before character has been tested, creating 
emotional investment before trust has been earned. 

Questions to Ask When Things Move Fast 

If you find yourself in a relationship that's moving quickly—one where feelings 
are intense, declarations are coming early, and plans are being made rapidly—
don't simply let momentum carry you forward. Slow down and ask yourself 
these critical questions: 

Is This Person Respecting My Boundaries? 

Boundary respect is one of the clearest indicators of someone's character and 
intentions. Healthy people respect boundaries even when those boundaries 
are inconvenient for them. Manipulators test boundaries, push against them, 
and work to erode them. 

Pay attention to: 

How they respond when you say no or "not yet": Do they accept it 
gracefully, or do they pout, guilt-trip, or try to change your mind? Do they ask 
"why" in a way that respects your autonomy, or in a way that suggests you 
need to justify your boundaries? 

Whether they remember and honor your stated limits: If you've said you're 
not comfortable with certain topics, physical intimacy levels, or time 
commitments, do they respect those limits consistently? Or do they "forget," 
test to see if you've changed your mind, or frame your boundaries as problems 
to overcome? 

Their reaction to "I need time to think about that": Healthy partners give you 
space to process big decisions or relationship steps. Manipulators create 
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urgency: "I need to know now." "If you have to think about it, maybe you don't 
feel what I feel." "I thought you were sure about us." 

Whether they respect your commitments to others: Do they support your 
friendships, family relationships, work obligations, and personal interests? Or 
do they compete with these commitments, make you feel guilty about them, 
or pressure you to prioritize the relationship above all else? 

If someone is pushing against your boundaries, especially in the early stages 
of dating, this is not a sign of passion—it's a sign of disrespect. The person 
who truly values you will value your boundaries, your pace, and your need to 
protect yourself until trust has been earned. 

Am I Feeling Pursued or Pressured? 

There's a significant difference between feeling pursued and feeling 
pressured, though they can sometimes feel similar in the moment. 

Pursuit feels like: 

• Being invited, not coerced 

• Having your yes valued but your no respected 

• The other person making their interest clear while giving you space to 
respond authentically 

• Feeling more secure and confident as things progress 

• Excitement mixed with peace 

Pressure feels like: 

• Feeling obligated to reciprocate intensity you don't feel 

• Guilt when you don't respond as quickly or enthusiastically as they want 

• Anxiety that if you don't keep up with their pace, you'll lose them 

• Constantly feeling like you're disappointing them or not measuring up 

• Excitement mixed with anxiety 



55 
 

Pay attention to how you feel in your body when you're with this person or 
when you think about them. Does your chest feel open or constricted? Do you 
feel energized or drained? Are you excited for time together, or slightly anxious 
about whether you're meeting their expectations? 

Also notice how you feel when you're apart. Do you miss them in a pleasant, 
anticipatory way? Or do you feel relief when you have space, mixed with 
anxiety about whether they're upset that you're not together? 

What Does My Community See? 

One of the clearest signs that love-bombing is happening is when your trusted 
friends and family express concern and you find yourself defensive or 
dismissive of that concern. 

Scripture repeatedly emphasizes the value of wise counsel: "Where there is 
no guidance the people fall, but in abundance of counselors there is victory" 
(Proverbs 11:14). "Listen to counsel and accept discipline, that you may be 
wise the rest of your days" (Proverbs 19:20). "The way of a fool is right in his 
own eyes, but a wise man is he who listens to counsel" (Proverbs 12:15). 

When people who know and love you express concerns about a relationship, 
especially about the pace of it, this deserves serious consideration. They have 
the advantage of perspective—they're not caught up in the emotional 
intensity, they're not feeling the dopamine rush, they're not invested in the 
fantasy. They can see what you might be too close to see. 

Questions to consider: 

Are people who usually support my choices expressing concern? If even 
your most supportive friends or family members are worried, pay attention. 

Am I hiding information or minimizing aspects of the relationship when 
talking to others? If you're editing stories to make the relationship sound 
healthier than it is, you know on some level that something is wrong. 
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Have I pulled back from people who might question the relationship? If 
you're avoiding friends who've expressed concern or you've stopped sharing 
details with people who might "not understand," this is a red flag. 

What would I think if a friend told me this story? Sometimes it helps to step 
outside yourself and imagine your best friend describing your relationship to 
you. What would you notice? What would concern you? 

The community around you—especially people who have demonstrated 
wisdom and who genuinely care about your wellbeing—are a gift from God. 
They can be His voice speaking truth when your judgment is clouded. Don't 
dismiss their concerns simply because hearing them is uncomfortable. 

Additional Warning Sign Questions 

Beyond these three primary questions, also ask yourself: 

How much do I actually know about this person's life? Have you met their 
friends, family, coworkers? Do you know their history, their daily life, their 
actual character? Or do you mostly know how they are with you in the 
controlled environment of dates? 

Has there been any conflict yet, and how was it handled? If there hasn't 
been any conflict or disagreement by several weeks or months in, that's 
suspicious—either someone is pretending to be someone they're not, or 
conflict is being avoided. When conflict does arise, how is it handled? Can 
you disagree and work through it? Or does any conflict lead to 
disproportionate reactions? 

Am I changing myself to fit this relationship? Are you dressing differently, 
changing your opinions, adjusting your boundaries, or pulling back from other 
relationships and commitments? Early love should bring out more of who you 
really are, not less. 

Does this relationship leave room for God? If the relationship is consuming 
all your time, energy, and focus, there's no room for prayer, community, 
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service, or spiritual growth. God should be drawing you closer to Him through 
relationships, not further away. 

What would happen if I asked to slow down? This is perhaps the most 
revealing question. If you said, "I'm really enjoying getting to know you, but I'd 
like to take things a bit slower," how would they respond? Someone with 
healthy intentions would respect that. Someone with manipulative intentions 
would resist, guilt-trip, or pressure. 

 

Practical Application 

Red Flag Checklist for Early Dating Intensity 

Use this checklist when you're in the early stages of dating someone. If you 
check more than 2-3 of these items, slow down significantly and seek outside 
perspective. 

Early Warning Signs (First Few Dates/Weeks): 

• ☐ Excessive compliments that feel generic or over-the-top 

• ☐ Constant communication (texts, calls) with expectation of immediate 
response 

• ☐ Already using words like "love," "soulmate," "meant to be," "forever" 

• ☐ Wants to spend every free moment together 

• ☐ Shares very intimate information about themselves too quickly 

• ☐ Asks very intimate questions about you too quickly 

• ☐ Expensive or overly meaningful gifts very early on 

• ☐ Already talking about serious future plans (marriage, children, moving 
in together) 

• ☐ Comparisons to all their past relationships ("You're not like anyone 
else") 
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• ☐ Creates a sense of "us against the world" or "people don't understand 
us" 

Escalating Concerns (First Few Months): 

• ☐ Expresses jealousy or discomfort about your friendships 

• ☐ Seems hurt or disappointed when you maintain other 
relationships/commitments 

• ☐ Criticizes or expresses suspicion about your friends/family 

• ☐ Wants to know where you are and who you're with at all times 

• ☐ Tests or pushes against stated boundaries 

• ☐ Pouts, guilt-trips, or withdraws affection when you don't meet their 
expectations 

• ☐ Pressure to take next steps (physical intimacy, commitment level, 
moving in, etc.) 

• ☐ Inconsistency—intense pursuit followed by pulling away 

• ☐ Your friends/family have expressed concern about the pace or 
dynamics 

• ☐ You feel more anxious than peaceful about the relationship 

• ☐ You're changing significant things about yourself or your life to 
accommodate them 

• ☐ You're hiding aspects of the relationship from people who care about 
you 

Critical Red Flags (Immediate Concern): 

• ☐ Any form of pressure, coercion, or disregard for consent 

• ☐ Isolation from support system 

• ☐ Financial pressure or entanglement early on 
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• ☐ Gaslighting ("You're too sensitive," "That didn't happen," "You're 
overreacting") 

• ☐ Blame-shifting (nothing is ever their fault) 

• ☐ Significant inconsistencies in their stories about themselves 

• ☐ Refusal to let you meet important people in their life 

• ☐ Dramatic stories about all their exes being "crazy" or abusive 

Establishing a Reasonable Relationship Timeline 

Every relationship is unique, and there's no one-size-fits-all timeline. However, 
these general guidelines can help you pace a relationship in a way that allows 
character to be revealed and genuine intimacy to develop: 

First Month: Exploration 

• Getting to know basic information about each other 

• Enjoying time together without serious commitment 

• Introducing the person to one or two close friends in group settings 

• Maintaining your normal life rhythm (work, friendships, hobbies, church) 

• Light physical affection at most (if any) 

• Not appropriate yet: "I love you," future planning, isolation from others, 
excessive time together 

Months 2-3: Evaluation 

• Seeing each other in various contexts (stressed, tired, social situations, 
conflicts) 

• Having some deeper conversations about values, faith, life goals 

• Meeting a broader circle of each other's friends 

• Beginning to see patterns of behavior and character 

• Still maintaining strong connections with your existing community 
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• Not appropriate yet: Major life changes, serious commitment language, 
excessive physical intimacy, financial entanglement 

Months 4-6: Intentionality 

• Having experienced at least some conflict and seen how it's resolved 

• Clear about whether you're moving toward commitment or not 

• Meeting family members 

• Discussing theological and practical compatibility more deeply 

• Appropriate now: Exclusive commitment if both feel clear about it, "I 
love you" if it's genuine and based on real knowledge of the person 

• Still not appropriate: Moving in together, major financial decisions, 
physical intimacy beyond what your values allow 

Months 7-12: Deeper Commitment 

• Seeing each other through multiple seasons and situations 

• Character has been tested under various circumstances 

• Community has had time to know the person and offer input 

• Deep discussions about life vision, marriage, children, finances, etc. 

• Appropriate now: Engagement discussions if both are confident 

• Still not appropriate: Rushing toward marriage just to legitimize physical 
intimacy, major life changes without clear engagement 

12+ Months: Engagement and Marriage 

• Sufficient time to know someone across multiple contexts and through 
challenges 

• Pre-marital counseling before setting a wedding date 

• Both communities supportive and involved 

• Clear about practical compatibility and shared vision 
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Again, these are guidelines, not laws. Some couples may move slower; very 
rarely, some may appropriately move slightly faster (though be very cautious 
about believing yours is the exception). The point is that healthy relationships 
unfold over time, allowing character to be revealed, trust to be built, and 
community to have input. 

Accountability Questions for Trusted Friends 

If you're in a new relationship, especially one that's moving quickly, invite 
trusted friends to speak into the relationship. Give them permission to ask 
hard questions and commit to listening to their observations without 
defensiveness. 

Questions they should ask you: 

1. How does this person make you feel about yourself? More confident 
and secure, or more anxious and insecure? 

2. How does this person respond when you have needs, boundaries, or 
differing opinions? 

3. Have you experienced any conflict yet? How was it handled? 

4. What do you actually know about this person's life, history, and 
character beyond what they've told you about themselves? 

5. Are you maintaining your regular rhythms (time with friends, hobbies, 
church involvement, personal time), or has the relationship consumed 
everything? 

6. How often are you with this person? How often are they initiating 
contact? How do you feel when you're apart? 

7. What concerns, if any, do you have? What makes you hesitate? (Listen 
carefully to your own answer here—often we know our concerns but 
minimize them.) 

8. If I described this relationship timeline back to you, would it sound 
healthy or rushed? 
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9. Are you being fully honest with me about what's happening, or are you 
editing stories to make it sound better than it is? 

10. What would you tell me if I described this relationship to you 
about someone else? 

Questions they should ask themselves (and possibly share with you): 

1. Is my friend seeming more like themselves or less like themselves in this 
relationship? 

2. Am I seeing my friend as often? Are they available for the friendships 
and commitments they had before? 

3. Does this person seem to value my friend's community, or do they seem 
to be pulling my friend away from us? 

4. When I've met this person, do they seem genuinely interested in my 
friend's life and community, or do they seem focused only on my friend? 

5. Have I noticed any changes in my friend's behavior, mood, or 
confidence since this relationship started? 

6. What does my gut tell me about this person and relationship? 

True friends will care enough about you to tell you hard truths. Wise people 
will care enough about themselves to listen. 

 

A Final Word on Intensity 

I want to end this chapter with a word of hope and clarity. The message here is 
not that passion is bad, that you should be suspicious of anyone who shows 
strong interest, or that healthy relationships should feel tepid and lukewarm. 

Healthy relationships absolutely include passion, excitement, joy, and 
deepening love. But these feelings should coexist with peace, should grow 
over time rather than explode immediately, should be based on genuine 
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knowledge of each other rather than fantasy, and should be confirmed rather 
than questioned by your community. 

The intensity of love-bombing is counterfeit passion. It's manufactured 
urgency designed to bypass your wisdom. It's meant to make you feel so 
special, so chosen, so swept up that you ignore the warnings your mind and 
community are giving you. 

But real love—the kind that reflects God's patient, faithful, consistent love for 
us—doesn't need to rush. It doesn't need to pressure. It doesn't need to 
isolate you to keep you. It's secure enough to unfold gradually, patient enough 
to allow you time to discern, and confident enough to welcome the input of 
community. 

Proverbs 14:15 calls us to be sensible rather than naive—to consider our 
steps rather than believing everything we're told. This isn't cynicism; it's 
wisdom. It's protecting your heart not because hearts aren't meant to be 
given, but because they're too valuable to give away to just anyone who 
comes along with the right words. 

The person who truly loves you will prove worthy of your heart over time. They 
won't need to rush you. They won't need to overwhelm you. They won't need to 
isolate you. 

They'll simply need to be consistent, respectful, and patient while you come 
to know them as they really are. 

That kind of love is worth waiting for. 
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Chapter 3: The Fixer-Upper Fantasy: When You're More Therapist Than 
Partner 

"Do not be deceived: 'Bad company corrupts good morals.'" 
—1 Corinthians 15:33 (NASB) 

Rachel met Daniel at a church singles event. He had a story that tugged at her 
heart—a difficult childhood, struggles with addiction in his past, recent job 
loss, and a painful divorce. But he seemed sincere about turning his life 
around. He talked about wanting to grow in his faith, about being tired of the 
way he'd been living, about recognizing his need for change. 

Rachel felt drawn to him in a way she hadn't felt toward the other men at the 
event—men who seemed to have their lives together but struck her as 
"boring" or "too perfect." There was something about Daniel's brokenness that 
made her feel needed. She could see his potential beneath the struggles. With 
the right support, with someone who believed in him, with her prayers and 
encouragement, he could become the man she knew he was meant to be. 

Six months in, Rachel was exhausted. She'd helped Daniel with job 
applications, lent him money more times than she could count, spent hours 
talking him through his anxiety and depression, made excuses to her friends 
when he canceled plans or showed up late, and convinced herself that the 
occasional angry outburst or manipulative behavior was just part of his 
healing process. Her prayer life had become almost entirely about him. Her 
friends barely saw her anymore—partially because she was always available 
when Daniel needed her, and partially because she knew they wouldn't 
understand or approve. 

When her best friend finally said, "Rachel, you're not his girlfriend—you're his 
unpaid therapist, his life coach, and his ATM," Rachel responded defensively. 
"You don't understand. He's been through so much. He needs someone to 
believe in him. I can't abandon him now—what kind of Christian would that 
make me?" 
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Her friend's response was gentle but firm: "A Christian who understands that 
you're not called to be the savior in his life. That role is already filled." 

Rachel's story illustrates one of the most pervasive and spiritually dangerous 
patterns in Christian dating: the fixer-upper fantasy. It's the belief that love 
means rescuing someone from their dysfunction, that commitment means 
sacrificing yourself to someone else's healing journey, and that walking away 
from someone who is struggling is incompatible with Christian compassion. 

This pattern is especially common among people who are genuinely kind, 
compassionate, and service-oriented—in other words, among people with 
hearts that reflect Christ. But there's a critical difference between Christ-like 
compassion and a savior complex, between supporting someone's growth 
and trying to be the catalyst for transformation that only God can provide. 

The warning in 1 Corinthians 15:33 is stark and unambiguous: "Bad company 
corrupts good morals." Paul isn't being uncharitable or lacking in compassion. 
He's being realistic about a spiritual truth—when we closely associate with 
people who are living in dysfunction, we don't elevate them to our level of 
health. Instead, their dysfunction pulls us into theirs. This is especially true in 
romantic relationships, where the emotional, physical, and spiritual bonds 
run so deep. 

Understanding why we're drawn to fixer-upper relationships, recognizing the 
costs of trying to save someone, and learning to distinguish between genuine 
compassion and codependency are essential skills for anyone who wants to 
build healthy relationships that honor God and protect their own wellbeing. 

The Messiah Complex in Dating 

The term "messiah complex" or "savior complex" describes a psychological 
pattern in which someone feels driven to rescue others, derives their sense of 
worth from being needed, and believes they can single-handedly transform 
someone else's life. In the context of dating, this manifests as being attracted 
to people who are broken, struggling, or dysfunctional—and believing that 
your love, support, and dedication will be the thing that finally changes them. 
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Confusing Martyrdom with Love 

One of the most damaging distortions in Christian culture is the idea that love 
equals self-sacrifice to the point of self-destruction. We hear messages about 
dying to self, taking up our cross, and laying down our lives for others—and we 
mistakenly interpret this to mean that romantic love should be characterized 
by constant sacrifice, tolerance of mistreatment, and endless patience with 
dysfunction. 

But this confuses martyrdom with love. True biblical love—agape love—does 
involve sacrifice. But it's a sacrifice that flows from wholeness, not from 
brokenness. It's a sacrifice that's mutual, not one-sided. And it's a sacrifice 
that builds up both parties, not one that destroys the giver while enabling the 
taker. 

When you're in a fixer-upper relationship, you're not being Christ-like. You're 
being Christ-less—because you've stepped into a role that only Christ can fill. 
Consider what happens when you position yourself as someone's savior: 

You take responsibility for their growth: Instead of their transformation 
being between them and God, it becomes about whether you're doing 
enough, loving enough, being patient enough. Their lack of progress becomes 
evidence of your failure. 

You make their problems your problems: Their financial irresponsibility 
becomes your emergency fund. Their emotional instability becomes your 
constant management project. Their spiritual immaturity becomes your 
discipleship burden. 

You sacrifice your wellbeing for their comfort: You give up friendships 
because they're jealous or insecure. You drain your savings to support their 
poor decisions. You neglect your own mental health to manage theirs. You 
compromise your values because they're "not ready yet" for the standards you 
believe in. 

You enable rather than help: By removing the natural consequences of their 
choices, by making their life work despite their dysfunction, you actually 
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prevent the discomfort that might motivate real change. You become part of 
the problem you're trying to solve. 

This isn't love—it's a distortion of love that harms both people. You become 
depleted, resentful, and eventually either martyred (prideful about your 
suffering) or disillusioned (bitter about your sacrifice). They become 
dependent, entitled, and never develop the character that only comes through 
taking responsibility for their own life. 

"You Are Not the Holy Spirit in Someone's Life" 

This is perhaps the single most important truth for anyone with fixer 
tendencies to internalize: You are not, cannot be, and should not try to be the 
Holy Spirit in someone else's life. 

The Holy Spirit's role includes: 

• Convicting of sin (John 16:8) 

• Leading into truth (John 16:13) 

• Transforming character (Galatians 5:22-23) 

• Empowering for obedience (Romans 8:13) 

• Interceding in prayer (Romans 8:26) 

When you try to take on these functions in someone else's life—when you're 
constantly convicting them of their behavior, trying to lead them to better 
choices, working to transform their character, empowering them to obey what 
they should obey, and carrying the burden of their relationship with God—
you're not helping them. You're interfering with the Holy Spirit's work by 
removing the space where God needs to work. 

Consider Jesus's own approach to people. Yes, He showed extraordinary 
compassion. Yes, He invited people to follow Him. But He also: 

• Let the rich young ruler walk away when he wasn't willing to surrender 
his wealth (Mark 10:22) 
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• Didn't chase after people who rejected His message (Matthew 10:14) 

• Required people to count the cost before following Him (Luke 14:28) 

• Made clear that following Him was each person's choice (John 6:67) 

• Allowed people to experience the consequences of their choices (the 
prodigal son, Luke 15) 

Jesus, who had infinite capacity to help and heal, didn't take responsibility for 
people's choices or try to force their transformation. He offered truth, 
invitation, and healing—but He left people responsible for their own response. 

If Jesus—who actually could save people—didn't override their agency or 
insulate them from consequences, what makes us think we should? 

Why Broken People Attract Fixers 

The attraction between fixers and broken people isn't random; it's a 
complementary dysfunction. Understanding why you're drawn to fixer-upper 
relationships is the first step toward breaking the pattern. 

Fixers are often drawn to broken people because: 

It feels familiar: If you grew up in a home where you had to manage a parent's 
emotions, take care of adult responsibilities as a child, or earn love through 
performance and caretaking, brokenness feels like home. A healthy, stable 
person doesn't trigger your caretaking instincts, so they don't feel like "the 
one." 

It makes you feel valuable: When someone needs you desperately, it creates 
a sense of purpose and worth. You matter in a tangible, measurable way. The 
more they need you, the more important you feel. Healthy people who don't 
need fixing can make you feel unnecessary. 

It protects you from vulnerability: Focusing on someone else's problems 
means you don't have to address your own. Being the helper rather than the 
helped creates a power dynamic that feels safer. If you're the strong one, you 
never have to risk being the weak one. 
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It gives you control: If their growth depends on you, you have significant 
influence over the relationship. You can convince yourself that as long as 
you're doing everything right, things will work out. The illusion of control feels 
safer than the vulnerability of mutual, equal partnership. 

It aligns with distorted theology: If you've been taught that love means 
endless self-sacrifice, that dying to self means tolerating abuse, or that 
leaving someone struggling is un-Christian, then staying in dysfunction feels 
spiritually right even when it's psychologically destructive. 

Broken people often attract fixers because: 

Fixers enable their dysfunction: When someone is willing to take 
responsibility for their choices, provide resources without requiring change, 
and stick around despite consistent poor behavior, it removes the motivation 
to grow. Why change when you can stay the same and still have someone 
meeting your needs? 

Fixers don't require reciprocity: Healthy relationships require mutual 
investment, emotional availability, and consistent effort. Broken people who 
aren't ready for that level of responsibility are drawn to fixers who will do most 
of the work. 

Fixers validate their victim narrative: Many chronically dysfunctional people 
have a story about how life has been unfair to them, how others have failed 
them, how they're misunderstood. Fixers, in their compassion, affirm this 
narrative rather than challenging it. 

Proverbs 6:27 asks a rhetorical question: "Can a man take fire in his bosom 
and his clothes not be burned?" The expected answer is obvious—of course 
not. You cannot embrace fire without being burned. Similarly, you cannot 
embrace chronic dysfunction in a romantic partner and expect to remain 
unharmed. The question isn't whether you'll be affected; it's only how badly 
and for how long. 

The Spiritual Danger of Playing Savior 
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Beyond the psychological and relational costs, there's a profound spiritual 
danger in adopting a savior complex. When you make yourself responsible for 
someone else's transformation, you're not just taking on more than you can 
handle—you're stepping into idolatry. 

You make the relationship your god: Your energy, prayers, thoughts, and 
resources become consumed with this person and their problems. Your 
relationship with God becomes primarily about getting Him to help you help 
them. The relationship becomes the center of your life rather than God. 

You make yourself a god to them: By positioning yourself as their savior, you 
create unhealthy dependency. They begin to look to you for what only God can 
provide—unconditional acceptance, transformation, purpose, and salvation 
from their struggles. 

You diminish God's sovereignty: The underlying assumption of fixer behavior 
is that God can't or won't work in this person's life unless you stay and do the 
work. This reveals a lack of trust in God's ability to reach them, convict them, 
and transform them without you. 

The irony is that the very compassion that draws fixers to broken people often 
prevents the broken person from experiencing the kind of encounter with God 
that would actually transform them. As long as you're buffering the 
consequences of their choices and meeting their needs despite their 
dysfunction, they have little incentive to turn to God in desperation—the very 
desperation that often precedes real transformation. 

The Cost of Dating Potential Instead of Reality 

Henri Nouwen, a Catholic priest and author whose writings on spirituality 
have influenced millions, wrote: "When we honestly ask ourselves which 
person in our lives means the most to us, we often find that it is those who, 
instead of giving advice, solutions, or cures, have chosen rather to share our 
pain." 

This profound insight reveals something critical about genuine love and 
support: The people who help us most aren't those who fix us, but those who 
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sit with us in our pain while we do the work of growing. They don't take our 
burdens from us; they bear witness to our carrying them. 

When you're in a fixer-upper relationship, you're not bearing witness—you're 
trying to take the burden completely. And in doing so, you're preventing the 
very growth you hope to catalyze. 

The Difference Between Supporting Growth and Enabling Dysfunction 

This is perhaps the most difficult discernment issue for people with 
compassionate hearts: How do you know when you're supporting someone's 
growth versus enabling their dysfunction? The line can seem blurry, but there 
are clear markers. 

Supporting growth looks like: 

Encouraging existing forward momentum: The person is already in therapy, 
actively working on their issues, taking responsibility for their choices. You're 
supporting a process they've already initiated and are committed to. 

Celebrating progress while maintaining boundaries: You acknowledge the 
positive changes they're making without accepting behavior that crosses your 
boundaries or violates your values. 

Offering partnership, not parenthood: You relate to them as an equal adult, 
not as someone you're raising or managing. They're responsible for their own 
choices; you're responsible for yours. 

Pointing them to resources, not becoming the resource: When they have a 
need—emotional, financial, spiritual—you might help them find a counselor, 
a financial advisor, a mentor, but you don't become their sole source of 
support. 

Requiring reciprocity: The relationship has mutual investment. They show up 
for you as much as you show up for them. They're as interested in your 
wellbeing as you are in theirs. 
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Respecting your own limits: You recognize when helping would harm you, 
and you choose not to harm yourself for someone else's comfort. 

Enabling dysfunction looks like: 

Creating momentum that doesn't exist: You're pushing, pulling, managing, 
organizing, and initiating all the change. If you stepped back, nothing would 
continue. 

Accepting unacceptable behavior: You tolerate mistreatment, broken 
promises, or character issues because you believe the person is "working on 
it" or "going through a hard time." 

Acting as parent, not partner: You're managing their life, cleaning up their 
messes, making their decisions, or taking responsibility for their 
responsibilities. 

Becoming their only resource: You're their therapist, their accountability 
partner, their financial support, their emotional dumping ground, and their 
spiritual guide. They have no other sources of support because you've filled 
every role. 

Accepting one-sided investment: You're doing most or all of the work in the 
relationship. They take much more than they give. Your needs are consistently 
deprioritized. 

Violating your own limits: You're giving beyond what's healthy, sustainable, 
or wise because you feel guilty saying no. 

The key distinction often comes down to this question: If you stepped 
completely back, would they continue moving forward, or would they 
stall? If the answer is that they'd stall—that your involvement is the only thing 
creating any forward movement—you're not supporting growth, you're 
enabling dysfunction. 

Why "I Can Help Him/Her" Is Dangerous Thinking 
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When people are counseling sessions, defending why they're staying in clearly 
unhealthy relationships, I often hear some version of: "I know they have 
issues, but I can help them." This statement, as compassionate as it sounds, 
contains several dangerous assumptions. 

Assumption 1: "They can't grow without me." 
Reality: If someone can only grow with your specific involvement, that's 
dependency, not growth. Real growth happens when someone takes 
responsibility for their own transformation, with or without a romantic partner. 
If they need you to change, they haven't really changed—they've just become 
dependent on you. 

Assumption 2: "My love will be enough to transform them." 
Reality: Love doesn't transform people; God transforms people who surrender 
to Him and do the hard work of change. Your love might be part of a supportive 
context, but it's not the transformative agent. Believing it is puts you in God's 
role. 

Assumption 3: "Leaving would be giving up on them." 
Reality: Leaving might be the most loving thing you can do. Sometimes people 
don't face their dysfunction until they experience the consequences of it—
including losing relationships. Your staying might actually prevent them from 
hitting the rock bottom that would finally motivate change. 

Assumption 4: "If I'm patient enough, things will get better." 
Reality: Patience without requiring change is enabling. Things get better when 
someone takes ownership of their issues and does the sustained work of 
transformation. Time alone doesn't fix anything. 

Assumption 5: "Their potential is more important than their current 
reality." 
Reality: You have to date who someone is, not who they might become. 
Potential is meaningless without consistent evidence that the person is 
actively and successfully working toward that potential. 
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Assumption 6: "God brought us together so I could help them." 
Reality: God might have brought you into their life as a temporary catalyst—
someone who speaks truth, offers a glimpse of healthy relationship, or 
demonstrates boundaries. But that doesn't mean God intended you to stay 
indefinitely while they refuse to change. 

One woman I counseled had spent three years with a man who was "working 
on" his anger issues. She kept pointing to small improvements as evidence of 
transformation—he'd gone from yelling at her multiple times a week to only a 
few times a month. "See?" she said. "He's getting better. I'm helping him." 

The reality she couldn't see: A man who yells at his girlfriend a few times a 
month is still a man with serious anger issues. The minor improvement didn't 
make the relationship acceptable; it just made the dysfunction slightly less 
frequent. She wasn't helping him become healthy; she was adjusting her 
tolerance for unhealthy. 

This is what happens when we date potential instead of reality. We mistake 
small reductions in terrible behavior for actual health. We confuse our 
investment with their transformation. We become so focused on the journey 
we imagine they're on that we miss the destination they're actually headed 
toward. 

Dating Present Reality, Not Future Fantasy 

Jesus's words in Matthew 6:34 are often applied to worry about provision, but 
they contain wisdom for relationships as well: "Therefore do not worry about 
tomorrow; for tomorrow will care for itself." In the context of dating, this 
translates to: Date who someone is today, not who you hope they'll be 
tomorrow. 

Accepting People as They Are, Not Who They Could Be 

There's a thought experiment I often use with clients: "If this person never 
changed from exactly who they are right now—if their current level of 
emotional maturity, their current struggles, their current character issues, 
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their current life management—if all of that stayed exactly the same for the 
next fifty years, would you be genuinely content in this relationship?" 

The question usually produces either immediate insight or elaborate 
rationalization. 

The insight sounds like: "No. I wouldn't. I'm only okay with where we are 
because I believe it's temporary, that we're working toward something better. 
But if this is it? I can't live like this." 

The rationalization sounds like: "Well, but nobody stays the same. Everyone 
changes. Growth happens. So that's not a realistic question." 

Here's the truth: You're right that people change over time. But you have no 
control over how they change, how much they change, or when they change. 
What you have control over is whether you'll accept them as they are right 
now. 

This doesn't mean looking for perfection—no one should be expected to be 
fully mature, completely healed, or without struggles. But it does mean that 
who they are right now should be someone you can genuinely love and build a 
life with, not someone you're tolerating while waiting for transformation. 

Questions to ask yourself: 

1. Is this person currently capable of a healthy relationship? Not will 
they be capable someday, but are they capable now? Do they have the 
emotional maturity, the self-awareness, the character, and the life 
stability to be a good partner? 

2. Are their current issues things I can genuinely accept long-term? If 
they never addressed their anxiety, never improved their financial 
management, never became more emotionally available—could I live 
with that? 

3. Am I in love with the person or the potential? When I imagine my life 
with them, am I picturing who they currently are or who I believe they'll 
become? 
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4. Would I recommend this relationship to someone I love? If my sister, 
best friend, or daughter described this relationship to me, would I 
encourage them to stay? 

The Idol of Transformation Projects 

In Christian circles, we often valorize transformation stories. We love 
testimonies of radical change—the addict who got clean, the broken marriage 
that was restored, the prodigal who came home. These stories are beautiful 
and worth celebrating. But they've also created a problematic template that 
many people apply to their dating relationships. 

We begin to see romantic partners as transformation projects—people whose 
before-and-after story we get to be part of. We envision the testimony we'll 
one day give: "I met him when he was at his lowest, and God used our 
relationship to transform him." This sounds spiritually noble, but it's actually a 
form of idolatry. 

When you make someone's transformation your project, you make their 
growth about you. Their change becomes evidence of your faithfulness, your 
love, your spiritual maturity. Their continued dysfunction becomes evidence 
of your failure. The relationship becomes less about mutual love and 
partnership and more about whether you can successfully "save" them. 

This is not God's design for marriage or dating. Yes, married couples grow 
together and support each other's sanctification. But that growth should be 
mutual, and it should happen within the context of two mature adults who are 
each taking responsibility for their own spiritual lives. 

The idol of transformation projects also distorts how we view God's work. 
When we're fixated on seeing someone change, we often miss what God is 
trying to do in us. Perhaps God's purpose in bringing this person into your life 
wasn't to give you a transformation project. Perhaps it was to: 

• Reveal your own codependency and need for healing 

• Show you patterns you learned in childhood that need to be unlearned 
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• Teach you about boundaries and self-respect 

• Demonstrate that you can't save anyone, only God can 

• Call you to a healthier understanding of love and relationships 

When we're busy trying to transform someone else, we rarely allow God to 
transform us. 

The Biblical Pattern: Wait for Character, Not Potential 

Throughout Scripture, we see a pattern when it comes to choosing leaders, 
partners, and close associates: Character matters more than potential. 

When Samuel was sent to anoint a new king and saw Jesse's impressive sons, 
he was drawn to their potential—their appearance, stature, and presence. But 
God redirected him: "Do not look at his appearance or at the height of his 
stature, because I have rejected him; for God sees not as man sees, for man 
looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart" (1 Samuel 
16:7). David was chosen not for his potential to be kingly, but because his 
heart was already devoted to God. 

When Paul instructed the early church on qualifications for leadership, he 
didn't list potential—he listed demonstrated character. Leaders must be 
"above reproach," "temperate," "prudent," "respectable," able to "manage his 
own household well," "not a new convert" (1 Timothy 3:2-6). These aren't 
qualities someone might develop; they're qualities someone already has. 

The same principle applies to choosing a marriage partner. You're not looking 
for someone who has potential to become godly, mature, and responsible. 
You're looking for someone who already demonstrates these qualities 
consistently. Not perfectly—none of us are perfect—but consistently. 

This is why dating periods exist. Dating isn't about getting someone to become 
suitable for marriage; it's about discerning whether someone who is already 
suitable for marriage is also suitable for you specifically. If significant 
transformation needs to happen before someone would be a healthy partner, 
the answer isn't to date them through that transformation. The answer is to let 
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them do that work outside of a romantic relationship, and to reassess later if 
both people are interested and the growth has genuinely happened. 

When Compassion Becomes Co-Dependence 

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of addressing fixer-upper relationships in 
Christian contexts is that the pattern often masquerades as Christian virtue. 
After all, doesn't Jesus call us to love the broken? To serve the hurting? To 
show mercy to sinners? Yes—but there's a critical difference between 
Christian compassion and codependent enmeshment. 

Healthy Boundaries in Dating 

Boundaries are one of the most misunderstood concepts in Christian dating. 
Many people believe that love means having no boundaries—that if you truly 
love someone, you're willing to give them anything, tolerate anything, and 
sacrifice anything. 

But this misunderstands both love and boundaries. Boundaries aren't walls 
that keep love out; they're property lines that define where one person ends 
and another begins. They're essential for healthy relationships because they: 

Preserve your identity: You remain yourself, with your own relationship with 
God, your own values, your own responsibilities, and your own limitations. 
You don't lose yourself in the relationship. 

Protect your wellbeing: You don't allow yourself to be harmed—emotionally, 
physically, financially, or spiritually—even in the name of love. 

Require reciprocity: Boundaries ensure that the relationship is mutual. Both 
people are responsible for themselves; both people invest in the relationship; 
both people respect the other's limits. 

Create space for genuine choice: When you have boundaries, the other 
person's choices are real choices. If you're always rescuing them from 
consequences, you're removing their agency. 
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Model God's character: God Himself has boundaries. He sets standards, 
allows consequences, and doesn't override human free will to force 
transformation. Boundaries are godly. 

In dating relationships, healthy boundaries include: 

Emotional boundaries: 

• Not taking responsibility for managing their emotions 

• Not allowing their emotions to control your wellbeing 

• Maintaining your own emotional health and not sacrificing it for theirs 

• Not accepting emotional manipulation, guilt-trips, or blame-shifting 

Time and energy boundaries: 

• Maintaining other relationships and commitments 

• Not being available 24/7 for their needs or crises 

• Ensuring the relationship doesn't consume all your time and energy 

• Recognizing when you're exhausted and need space 

Financial boundaries: 

• Not lending money you can't afford to lose 

• Not becoming financially responsible for their poor choices 

• Not allowing their financial instability to jeopardize your financial health 

• Keeping finances separate until marriage 

Physical boundaries: 

• Maintaining sexual purity according to your values 

• Not allowing physical affection to be used as manipulation 

• Respecting your own physical needs (sleep, health, safety) 

• Not tolerating any physical aggression or intimidation 
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Spiritual boundaries: 

• Not becoming their sole source of spiritual input 

• Not taking responsibility for their relationship with God 

• Not violating your own conscience or values to accommodate theirs 

• Not allowing the relationship to replace your own spiritual practices 

Relational boundaries: 

• Not accepting isolation from friends and family 

• Not tolerating jealousy or control over your other relationships 

• Maintaining friendships and community involvement 

• Welcoming input from trusted people about the relationship 

When you're in a fixer-upper relationship, these boundaries are often violated 
or nonexistent. You're managing their emotions, sacrificing your time and 
energy, lending money, compromising your values, and isolating from 
community—all while telling yourself it's love. 

Recognizing When You're Carrying Someone Else's Responsibility 

One of the clearest signs that compassion has become codependency is 
when you're carrying responsibilities that belong to the other person. In 
healthy relationships, adults are responsible for themselves. In codependent 
relationships, one person takes on responsibilities that rightly belong to the 
other. 

You might be carrying someone else's responsibility if: 

• You're making excuses for their behavior to others 

• You're solving problems they should solve themselves 

• You're more invested in their goals and growth than they are 

• You feel guilty when you enforce boundaries or say no 
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• You're sacrificing your needs, health, or wellbeing for theirs 

• You're lying or hiding information to protect them from consequences 

• You're doing tasks they should do themselves (managing finances, job 
hunting, household tasks) 

• You feel responsible when they fail or make poor choices 

• You're trying to convince them to change rather than letting them want 
to change 

• You can't imagine your life without being needed by them 

The biblical model is clear: Each person bears their own load (Galatians 6:5), 
though we're also called to bear one another's burdens (Galatians 6:2). The 
distinction matters. Your burden is your responsibility—your character, your 
choices, your life management. Our burdens are the occasional heavy 
weights that require community support—crises, tragedies, extraordinary 
circumstances. 

When dating someone who is chronically dysfunctional, you end up bearing 
not just burdens (which would be appropriate), but loads (which aren't). You're 
not helping them through a crisis; you're managing their daily dysfunction. 
That's not Christian love—it's enabling. 

The Biblical Model: Help vs. Enabling 

Scripture gives us a clear model for how to help people without enabling 
dysfunction. Throughout the Bible, we see patterns of offering help while still 
requiring responsibility: 

Help is offered to those who are willing to work: "If anyone is not willing to 
work, then he is not to eat, either" (2 Thessalonians 3:10). Paul wasn't being 
cruel; he was protecting both the givers (from being drained) and the receivers 
(from becoming dependent). Help is for those actively trying to help 
themselves. 
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Help has limits: Even Paul, who gave his life for the gospel, had to set 
boundaries with people who were demanding and difficult. "I will not be a 
burden to you; for I do not seek what is yours, but you" (2 Corinthians 12:14). 
He was willing to serve, but not willing to be taken advantage of. 

Help requires honesty: Jesus, the most compassionate person who ever 
lived, spoke hard truths. "If your brother sins, go and show him his fault" 
(Matthew 18:15). Love doesn't pretend dysfunction doesn't exist; it addresses 
it directly. 

Help respects agency: God Himself, who desperately desires relationship 
with us, doesn't override our free will. He invites, pursues, and offers—but He 
lets us choose. If God respects human agency even when our choices lead to 
destruction, we must respect it too. 

Help protects the helper: Jesus sent disciples out two by two, recognizing 
that ministry without support is dangerous. He withdrew to pray and rest. He 
had boundaries with people's demands. Sustainable help protects the 
wellbeing of the one helping. 

Enabling, by contrast: 

• Removes consequences that might motivate change 

• Requires nothing from the recipient 

• Exhausts the giver while creating dependency in the receiver 

• Pretends dysfunction doesn't exist or excuses it 

• Takes away the person's agency by removing their need to choose 

• Harms the helper's wellbeing 

When you're in a fixer-upper relationship, you're likely enabling, not helping. 
And enabling, no matter how loving it feels in the moment, is actually harmful 
to both people. 
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Practical Application 

Self-Assessment: Am I Dating a Person or a Project? 

Answer these questions honestly. If you answer "yes" to more than three, 
you're likely in a fixer-upper relationship. 

About Them: 

1. ☐ Does this person have ongoing patterns of dysfunction that 
significantly impact their life (chronic unemployment, addiction, 
untreated mental illness, financial chaos, abusive behavior, etc.)? 

2. ☐ Have they been "working on" the same issues for months or years 
without significant progress? 

3. ☐ Do they have more excuses than solutions for their problems? 

4. ☐ Do they frequently blame others (past partners, family, employers, 
circumstances) for their problems? 

5. ☐ Do they resist professional help (therapy, financial counseling, 
medical treatment) while expecting you to fill those roles? 

6. ☐ Do they become defensive, angry, or manipulative when you set 
boundaries or express concerns? 

7. ☐ Do they take much more than they give in the relationship? 

8. ☐ If you imagine them staying exactly as they are now for the next 50 
years, would you genuinely not want this relationship? 

About You: 

9. ☐ Do you spend more time worrying about their problems than they 
seem to? 

10. ☐ Have you lent them money, paid their bills, or become 
financially entangled? 
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11. ☐ Do you make excuses for their behavior to your friends and 
family? 

12. ☐ Have your friends or family expressed concern about this 
relationship? 

13. ☐ Are you isolated from your community because of this 
relationship? 

14. ☐ Do you feel more like a therapist, parent, or life coach than a 
romantic partner? 

15. ☐ Is your prayer life primarily focused on asking God to change 
them? 

16. ☐ Do you believe that if you just love them enough/are patient 
enough/stay long enough, they'll change? 

17. ☐ Would you feel guilty or like you were abandoning them if you 
ended the relationship? 

18. ☐ Have you compromised your values, boundaries, or wellbeing 
to accommodate them? 

19. ☐ Do you feel responsible for their emotional state, their choices, 
or their life outcomes? 

20. ☐ Are you exhausted, depleted, or struggling with your own 
mental health because of this relationship? 

Interpreting Your Results: 

• 0-3 yes answers: You may be offering appropriate support to someone 
who is genuinely working on growth. Still, stay aware and maintain 
boundaries. 

• 4-7 yes answers: Warning signs are present. The relationship is moving 
toward or already in codependent territory. Serious evaluation needed. 
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• 8+ yes answers: You're in a fixer-upper relationship. You're likely 
enabling dysfunction and harming yourself in the process. Professional 
guidance recommended. 

Boundary-Setting Scripts 

If you recognize that you need to establish or reinforce boundaries, here are 
some scripts to help you communicate clearly and kindly: 

When they want you to solve their problems: 

"I hear that you're struggling with [issue]. Have you thought about talking to 
[appropriate professional—therapist, financial advisor, pastor]? I care about 
you, but I'm not equipped to help with this." 

When they want to make their crisis your emergency: 

"I can see this is really difficult for you. I'm not available to [specific request] 
right now, but I trust you'll figure out a solution." 

When they guilt-trip you for having boundaries: 

"I understand you're disappointed, but I need to [maintain boundary]. This 
isn't about not caring; it's about taking care of myself." 

When they want more time/energy than you can give: 

"I value our time together, but I also need to maintain other relationships and 
commitments. I'm available [specific times], but I can't be available all the 
time." 

When they want to borrow money: 

"I care about you, but I'm not in a position to lend money. Have you 
considered [credit counseling, budgeting help, etc.]?" 

When they resist professional help: 

"I can see you're struggling, and I want to support you, but I think this is 
beyond what I can help with. I really encourage you to talk to 
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[therapist/counselor/doctor]. I'm happy to support you in getting that help, but 
I can't be your therapist." 

When you need to end the relationship: 

"I've realized that this relationship isn't healthy for either of us. You need 
space to work on [issues] without being in a romantic relationship, and I need 
to step back for my own wellbeing. I wish you the best in your growth journey." 

Questions to Distinguish Helping from Fixing 

When you're unsure whether you're offering healthy support or crossing into 
fixer territory, ask yourself: 

The Direction Question: 
Is this person already moving in a healthy direction, and I'm supporting 
existing momentum? Or am I trying to create momentum that doesn't exist? 

The Reciprocity Question: 
Is this relationship characterized by mutual support, or am I giving 
significantly more than I'm receiving? 

The Professional Question: 
Does this person need professional help that I'm trying to provide instead? 
(therapy, medical care, financial counseling, etc.) 

The Boundary Question: 
Am I maintaining healthy boundaries, or am I sacrificing my own wellbeing for 
theirs? 

The Responsibility Question: 
Am I carrying responsibilities that belong to them? Would they handle their 
own life if I stepped back? 

The Agency Question: 
Am I respecting their agency to make their own choices (even poor ones), or 
am I trying to control their choices through my "help"? 
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The Community Question: 
Would wise, objective people in my life see what I'm doing as healthy support 
or as enabling? 

The Sustainability Question: 
Can I continue doing what I'm doing indefinitely without burning out? If not, 
it's too much. 

The Change Question: 
Am I seeing consistent evidence of genuine change, or just excuses, 
promises, and minor fluctuations? 

The Honesty Question: 
Am I being honest about the situation, or am I minimizing, excusing, or hiding 
aspects of the relationship? 

 

A Word About Timing 

One final note that's important: Sometimes people genuinely do change. 
Sometimes the person who was a mess at 23 does the hard work and 
becomes healthy by 30. Sometimes addiction is overcome, therapy works, 
character develops, and real transformation happens. 

If you care about someone but recognize they're not in a healthy place for a 
relationship, the most loving thing you can do is to be honest: "I see potential 
in you, but right now, you're not in a place where a healthy relationship is 
possible. I care about you, but I'm not going to date you while you're still [in 
active addiction, refusing therapy, blaming everyone else, etc.]. If you do the 
work to get healthy, perhaps we can reconnect down the road. But I'm not 
going to wait or watch—I'm going to move on with my life." 

This is not cruel. It's not giving up on someone. It's being honest about reality 
and giving both of you the freedom to focus on what you each need to focus 
on—them on their healing, you on your own life. 
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If they do the work, genuinely change, and you're both still available and 
interested months or years later, reconnecting is an option. But you don't get 
to use the possibility of future connection as motivation for them, and you 
don't wait around while they may or may not do the work. You release them to 
their own journey and trust that God is more than capable of working in their 
life without your romantic involvement. 

Sometimes the most Christ-like thing you can do is step out of the way and let 
God be God in someone's life. Your role is not to be the Holy Spirit. Your role is 
to be a whole, healthy person who is available for healthy relationship with 
another whole, healthy person. 

If that's not what you have, the answer isn't to try harder to fix them. The 
answer is to have the courage and self-respect to walk away. 
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Chapter 4: Anxious Attachment in Dating Apps: Swipe Culture and the Self 

"For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also." 
—Matthew 6:21 (NASB) 

Jessica sat across from me in her third counseling session, phone in hand, 
absentmindedly scrolling while we talked. She'd been describing her latest 
dating disappointment—a man she'd met on Hinge who seemed perfect in 
their messages but was distant and distracted when they finally met in 
person. 

"I don't understand," she said, finally looking up from her screen. "We had 
great conversations in the app. But when we met for coffee, it was like he was 
barely there. He kept checking his phone. I could tell he wasn't really 
interested." 

I asked her a question that caught her off guard: "Were you present?" 

She looked confused. "What do you mean? I showed up. I asked questions. I 
was trying to connect." 

"Were you present," I repeated, "or were you also thinking about the three 
other conversations you have going on right now? Were you fully there with 
him, or were you already evaluating whether he measured up to the other 
options in your queue?" 

The expression on her face told me I'd hit something. She glanced down at her 
phone—still open to her dating app—and slowly set it facedown on the couch 
between us. 

"I have forty-seven active conversations," she admitted quietly. "I was 
messaging two other guys while I was getting ready to meet him. I had another 
date scheduled for the next night. I guess... I guess I wasn't really there either." 

Jessica's story isn't unique. It's the norm in modern dating culture. We live in 
an era where romantic connection has been gamified, where potential 
partners are presented as an endless buffet of options, where the next swipe 
might reveal someone better, more attractive, more compatible. Dating apps 
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promise efficiency, expanded social circles, and increased opportunities for 
connection. But what they often deliver instead is a toxic combination of 
addiction, anxiety, and an inability to be truly present with any actual human 
being. 

The scripture at the beginning of this chapter—"For where your treasure is, 
there your heart will be also"—takes on new meaning in the digital age. Jesus 
was teaching about the relationship between our focus and our devotion, 
between where we invest our attention and where we ultimately find ourselves 
spiritually. In the context of modern dating, this verse asks a penetrating 
question: Where is your attention? What are you treasuring? And what is that 
doing to your heart's capacity for genuine connection? 

For many people, especially those with anxious attachment patterns, dating 
apps don't expand opportunities for love—they create an addictive loop that 
intensifies insecurity, prevents genuine presence, and ultimately sabotages 
the very connections they're designed to facilitate. 

The Gamification of Human Connection 

If you've ever felt like you can't stop checking dating apps, like swiping has 
become a compulsive habit, like the apps are designed to keep you hooked—
you're absolutely right. Dating apps are built using the same psychological 
principles that make social media, online gaming, and gambling addictive. 
Understanding how these mechanisms work is the first step toward breaking 
free from their grip. 

How Apps Are Designed to Trigger Dopamine Responses 

Dating apps are not neutral tools. They're sophisticated platforms designed by 
teams of engineers, behavioral psychologists, and user experience designers 
whose job is to keep you engaged for as long as possible. The longer you're on 
the app, the more data they collect, the more ads they can serve you, and the 
more likely you are to purchase premium features. 

To keep you engaged, apps exploit the same reward systems in your brain that 
drive addiction: 
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Variable Ratio Reinforcement: This is the most powerful pattern of 
behavioral conditioning—the same mechanism that makes slot machines 
addictive. With a slot machine, you don't know when you'll win, but you know 
that if you keep pulling the lever, eventually you'll get a reward. With dating 
apps, you don't know when you'll get a match, a message, or someone 
attractive appearing in your queue—but the possibility is always there. This 
creates a compulsion to keep swiping, keep checking, keep engaging. 

Every time you swipe right and get a match, your brain releases dopamine—
the neurotransmitter associated with reward and motivation. But it's not the 
match itself that creates the strongest dopamine response. It's the 
anticipation of a potential match. This is why you can spend an hour swiping 
even after getting several matches—the hunt itself is more rewarding than the 
catch. 

Intermittent Notifications: Apps send you notifications at unpredictable 
times—someone liked you, someone sent you a message, someone viewed 
your profile. Each notification triggers a dopamine hit and creates an urge to 
check the app immediately. The unpredictability is key; if notifications came 
at regular intervals, your brain would adapt. But because they're random, 
each one feels urgent and exciting. 

The Paradox of Progress: Apps use progress bars, match counts, and other 
metrics to create a sense of accomplishment while simultaneously 
suggesting there's always more to achieve. You've had 10 matches this 
week—wouldn't 15 be better? You've messaged 5 people—why not reach out 
to 5 more? This creates a hamster wheel effect where you never feel like 
you've "done enough." 

Endless Scrolling: Most dating apps use infinite scroll designs—there's 
always another profile, another potential match, another option. This design 
prevents natural stopping points. When a book ends, you close it. When an 
app never ends, you keep scrolling until something external interrupts you. 
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Aesthetic Rewards: Attractive photos, smooth animations, satisfying swipe 
mechanics—all of these create micro-rewards that make the experience 
pleasurable at a sensory level. The apps literally feel good to use, independent 
of whether you're making meaningful connections. 

The result of these design features is that dating apps create the same 
dopamine loops as gambling, social media scrolling, and video games. You 
experience periodic reinforcement (matches, likes, messages) that keep you 
hoping the next swipe will be "the one," while the variable nature of rewards 
ensures you never feel satisfied. You're always left wanting more. 

The Illusion of Endless Options 

One of the most psychologically damaging aspects of dating app culture is the 
illusion it creates that options are limitless. At any given moment, there are 
hundreds or thousands of potential matches available—people who might be 
better looking, more successful, more interesting, more compatible than 
whoever you're currently talking to or dating. 

This abundance creates what psychologists call "the paradox of choice." You'd 
think more options would make us happier, but research consistently shows 
the opposite. When we have too many choices, we experience: 

Decision Paralysis: The more options we have, the harder it is to choose. 
Instead of committing to one person, we keep all options open, perpetually 
evaluating whether there might be someone better just one more swipe away. 

Decreased Satisfaction: Even when we do choose, we're less satisfied with 
our choice because we're constantly aware of all the other options we didn't 
select. We second-guess, we compare, we wonder if we settled. 

Fear of Missing Out (FOMO): The awareness that there are always more 
profiles to view, more potential matches to discover, creates a constant 
anxiety that we might be missing "the one" by investing time in someone who 
is merely "good enough." 
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Disposability Culture: When there are endless options, individual people 
become less valuable. If this person doesn't work out, there are hundreds 
more waiting. This creates a culture where people are treated as disposable, 
where minimal investment is the norm, where ghosting is common because 
why bother with a difficult conversation when you can just move on to the next 
match? 

The writer of Ecclesiastes understood something about human nature that's 
profoundly relevant here: "All things are wearisome; man is not able to tell it. 
The eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor is the ear filled with hearing" 
(Ecclesiastes 1:8). The ancient preacher recognized that human desire is 
insatiable—that more of anything rarely leads to satisfaction. Give someone 
access to every song ever recorded, and they'll complain that nothing sounds 
good. Give someone a thousand potential dating partners, and they'll feel 
overwhelmed and unable to connect with any of them. 

The illusion of endless options doesn't expand your chances of finding love. It 
shrinks them. Because real love requires commitment, focus, and depth—all 
of which are impossible when you're constantly aware that someone "better" 
might be just a swipe away. 

The Unique Vulnerability of Anxious Attachment 

For people with anxious attachment patterns, dating apps are particularly 
toxic. If you have anxious attachment, you already struggle with: 

• Fear of rejection or abandonment 

• Need for constant reassurance of others' interest 

• Tendency to overanalyze small signals or lack of response 

• Difficulty trusting that someone genuinely likes you 

• Compulsive checking behaviors (phone, messages, social media) 

• Seeking validation through others' attention 

Dating apps amplify every single one of these struggles: 
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Metrics Make Rejection Quantifiable: On dating apps, rejection isn't just a 
feeling—it's a number. You can see exactly how many people swiped left on 
you, how many matches never messaged back, how many conversations went 
nowhere. For anxiously attached people, these metrics become evidence of 
unworthiness. 

Delayed or Absent Responses Trigger Panic: When someone doesn't 
respond immediately to a message, your anxious mind fills the silence with 
catastrophic narratives: They're not interested. They found someone better. 
They think I'm boring. They're ghosting me. The lack of communication 
becomes fertile ground for anxious spiraling. 

Multiple Concurrent Connections Prevent Secure Bonding: Anxiously 
attached people need consistency and reassurance to feel secure. But in app 
culture, where everyone is talking to multiple people simultaneously, you 
never get the focused attention that would allow you to feel secure. You're 
always in competition, always uncertain, always anxious about your standing. 

Notification Addiction: For anxiously attached people, notifications become 
a source of emotional regulation. A match or message provides a hit of relief—
"Someone wants me!"—but the effect is temporary. Within minutes or hours, 
anxiety returns: "But do they really like me? Why haven't they responded? 
What if they lose interest?" This creates a cycle of compulsively checking the 
app for reassurance. 

Always-Available Alternatives Prevent Commitment: Even when you start 
dating someone from an app, if you're both still active on the platform (or if 
you suspect they might be), your anxious attachment goes into overdrive. Are 
they still swiping? Are they keeping their options open? Am I just one of many? 
This prevents the security-building that anxiously attached people need most. 

One client described it perfectly: "Dating apps make me feel like I'm 
constantly auditioning for a role that might get recast at any moment. I can 
never relax. I can never feel chosen. Even when someone seems interested, 
I'm terrified they'll check the app and find someone better." 
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Anxious Attachment Meets Infinite Choice 

The combination of anxious attachment patterns and dating app culture 
creates a perfect storm of insecurity, anxiety, and disconnection. 
Understanding how these dynamics interact can help you recognize when 
technology is exacerbating your attachment wounds rather than helping you 
find connection. 

The Paradox of Choice in Partner Selection 

Barry Schwartz, in his book The Paradox of Choice, identifies two types of 
decision-makers: "satisficers" and "maximizers." Satisficers have clear criteria 
for what's "good enough," and once they find something that meets their 
criteria, they commit. Maximizers, by contrast, need to explore every option to 
ensure they're making the absolute best choice. 

In the pre-dating app era, most people were satisficers by necessity. Your 
dating pool was limited to people you met through work, school, church, 
friends, or chance encounters. When you found someone who met your 
criteria for a good partner, you invested in getting to know them because there 
weren't 500 other options waiting in your phone. 

Dating apps have turned almost everyone into maximizers. Even people who 
would naturally be satisficers find themselves thinking, "This person is great, 
but what if there's someone even better?" The apps train us to constantly 
evaluate and compare, to view people as collections of attributes that can be 
upgraded or optimized. 

For anxiously attached people, this is devastating because it means: 

You Never Feel Secure in Anyone's Choice of You: Even when someone is 
dating you, you're aware they have access to hundreds of other options. Your 
anxious mind tells you they're probably still looking, probably comparing you, 
probably one attractive profile away from losing interest. 

You Struggle to Commit Yourself: Your own anxiety makes it hard to focus on 
one person when you're aware that someone less anxiety-provoking might be 
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just a few swipes away. You keep multiple options open not because you're a 
player, but because committing feels terrifying when you're not sure anyone 
will really choose you. 

Every Small Flaw Becomes Magnified: When you're aware that "perfection" 
(or at least someone who appears perfect in their profile) is theoretically 
available, normal human imperfections become dealbreakers. They don't text 
as quickly as you'd like—might there be someone more responsive? They're 
not as tall/attractive/successful as you imagined—might there be someone 
better? This prevents you from investing in real people with real flaws. 

The Comparison Never Ends: Even if you enter a committed relationship with 
someone you met on an app, if you've internalized the maximizer mindset, you 
may continue comparing your partner to other options—either real people you 
could have dated or imaginary "perfect" partners. This erodes satisfaction and 
prevents gratitude. 

The paradox is this: The more options you have, the less able you are to 
choose. And the less able you are to choose, the more lonely and 
disconnected you become. 

How Swiping Culture Intensifies Insecurity 

The swipe mechanism itself—the core interaction of most dating apps—is 
psychologically problematic in ways that go beyond the obvious. 

Split-Second Judgments: Swiping requires you to make decisions about 
human beings in seconds, based almost entirely on physical appearance. This 
trains you to evaluate people superficially and to be evaluated superficially. 
For anxiously attached people who already struggle with feeling "not enough," 
this creates constant fear: Am I attractive enough? Successful enough? 
Interesting enough to not get swiped left? 

Constant Rejection: For every match you get, you experience dozens or 
hundreds of rejections (people who swiped left on you). While you don't see 
each individual rejection, you feel the cumulative weight of them. Your match 
rate becomes a referendum on your desirability. 
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Dehumanization: When human beings become swipe-able commodities, it's 
hard to see them (or yourself) as fully human. You become a collection of 
optimized photos and witty prompts. They become a profile to evaluate and 
discard if they don't immediately spark interest. This makes genuine 
connection nearly impossible. 

Performance Pressure: Knowing you're being evaluated based on your profile 
creates constant pressure to present the most attractive, interesting, 
successful version of yourself. But this curated self is exhausting to maintain 
and creates anxiety about whether someone will like the "real" you. 

The Illusion of Control: Swiping creates a false sense that you're actively 
"doing something" about your dating life. The action feels productive, but it 
rarely leads to meaningful connection. For anxiously attached people, this 
can become a compulsion—when you feel insecure or rejected, you soothe 
yourself by swiping more, getting more matches, seeking more validation. But 
it's a temporary fix that never addresses the underlying anxiety. 

One woman described her relationship with dating apps this way: "I realized I 
was swiping whenever I felt anxious—not because I actually wanted to date, 
but because getting matches made me feel wanted for a few minutes. But 
then I'd have all these conversations I didn't want to have, with people I wasn't 
actually interested in, and I'd feel worse. The apps were like junk food for my 
anxiety—a quick fix that made the problem worse." 

Multi-Dating and Divided Attention 

One of the most significant shifts in dating culture over the past decade is the 
normalization of multi-dating—simultaneously dating or talking to multiple 
people before choosing one to commit to. While this practice has some logic 
to it (getting to know several people before making a decision), it creates 
significant problems, especially for people with anxious attachment. 

For the Multi-Dater: 

You Never Fully Invest: When you're spreading your emotional energy across 
multiple people, you can't give anyone your full attention. You're always 
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comparing, always hedging your bets, always keeping your options open. This 
prevents the depth of connection that's necessary to determine if someone is 
truly right for you. 

You Miss Subtlety: Real compatibility often reveals itself slowly, through 
small moments, nuanced conversations, and time spent together in varied 
contexts. When you're juggling multiple people, you miss these subtle signals 
because you're not present enough to notice them. 

Decision Paralysis Intensifies: Instead of making the decision easier, dating 
multiple people simultaneously often makes it harder. You become hyper-
focused on comparison—who's more attractive, who's more successful, who 
makes you laugh more—rather than asking whether any of them is actually a 
good fit for you. 

You Create Anxiety in Others: If the people you're dating know you're also 
dating others (or suspect it), this triggers their own anxiety and insecurity. 
Even securely attached people struggle to open up emotionally when they 
know they're in active competition. 

For the Person Being Multi-Dated: 

You Feel Perpetually Insecure: Knowing you're one of several options makes 
it almost impossible to relax and be yourself. You're constantly performing, 
trying to stand out, attempting to "win" rather than simply getting to know 
someone. 

You Can't Trust Their Interest: Even when they seem interested, you wonder: 
Are they telling the same things to the other people they're dating? Are they 
just keeping me around as a backup? Will they ghost me the moment 
someone "better" comes along? 

You Struggle with Vulnerability: Why would you open up and risk emotional 
exposure with someone who might be comparing you to other options and 
could disappear at any moment? 
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You Experience Anxiety About Timing: You don't know where you stand or 
what the "rules" are. How many dates before exclusivity is discussed? How 
long before they make a decision? What if they choose someone else? The 
uncertainty is torturous for anxiously attached people. 

C.S. Lewis wrote, "To love at all is to be vulnerable. Love anything and your 
heart will be wrung and possibly broken." Multi-dating culture is an attempt to 
minimize this vulnerability—to keep your heart protected by spreading your 
investment across multiple people. But in trying to protect yourself from 
potential heartbreak, you also protect yourself from potential connection. You 
can't have intimacy without vulnerability, and you can't have vulnerability 
when you're hedging your bets. 

The Measurement Problem 

Dating apps turn dating into a metrics-driven activity. You can track: 

• How many people viewed your profile 

• How many people liked you 

• How many matches you have 

• How many conversations are active 

• How quickly people respond 

• How long conversations last 

For anxiously attached people, these metrics become obsessive sources of 
anxiety: 

"I got 15 likes yesterday but only 3 today—am I becoming less attractive?" 

"They viewed my message 20 minutes ago but haven't responded—they must 
not be interested." 

"All my matches stop responding after a few messages—something must be 
wrong with me." 
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"They updated their profile, which means they're still actively looking, which 
means they don't see me as a serious option." 

These metrics create a false precision about dating. You begin to believe that 
you can quantify attraction, interest, and compatibility. But human 
connection doesn't work that way. Some of the best relationships start slowly, 
develop unexpectedly, or don't look impressive on paper. By reducing dating 
to measurable data points, you miss the unmeasurable qualities that actually 
matter—kindness, emotional availability, shared values, genuine 
compatibility. 

The Loss of Presence 

Perhaps the most spiritually damaging aspect of dating app culture is how it 
destroys our capacity for presence—the ability to be fully engaged with the 
person and moment in front of us. 

Always Looking for the Next Match 

There's a phenomenon many people experience when using dating apps: 
You're on a date with someone, they're kind and interesting, the conversation 
is flowing—and yet, some part of your brain is already thinking about the other 
people you're talking to, wondering if you'll get new matches when you check 
your phone later, or evaluating whether this person is "the one" or just a 
stepping stone to someone better. 

This is what I call "split-screen consciousness"—you're physically present but 
mentally absent, always comparing the current experience to other options, 
always half-focused on what else might be available. It's like watching a movie 
while scrolling through your phone—you're doing both, but experiencing 
neither fully. 

This split-screen consciousness has devastating effects: 

You Miss the Human in Front of You: When you're not fully present, you miss 
body language, subtle humor, moments of genuine connection, and the small 
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details that reveal character. You might be with someone wonderful, but you'll 
never know because you were too distracted to notice. 

You Prevent Deep Connection: Genuine intimacy requires presence. The 
other person can sense when you're not fully engaged, when you're evaluating 
them rather than connecting with them. This creates a barrier that prevents 
both of you from opening up. 

You Train Your Brain for Distraction: The more you practice divided attention, 
the less capable you become of full presence. This affects not just dating but 
all areas of life—your capacity for deep work, meaningful friendship, prayer, 
and even rest diminishes. 

You Perpetuate Your Own Dissatisfaction: By always looking for the next 
option, you ensure you'll never be satisfied with any option. The grass is 
always greener in your queue of matches. 

The Biblical command in Psalm 46:10—"Be still, and know that I am God"—is 
about more than just spiritual practice. It's about the posture of being that 
allows us to truly encounter God, others, and reality itself. When we're unable 
to be still, when we're always scanning for the next thing, we lose our capacity 
to know—to truly apprehend and be transformed by what's in front of us. 

Dating apps train us in the opposite of stillness. They train us to constantly 
seek, constantly evaluate, constantly move on. This makes us spiritually 
restless, unable to be satisfied with what God has placed before us, always 
convinced that something better must exist somewhere else. 

How Apps Prevent Full Investment 

Real relationships require full investment—emotionally, mentally, and 
eventually physically (in the context of marriage). But dating apps are 
specifically designed to prevent full investment as long as possible. 

The Sunk Cost Fallacy in Reverse: Normally, the more time and energy you 
invest in something, the more committed you become to it (even if you 
shouldn't be). Dating apps flip this dynamic. Because you know you haven't 
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invested much time or energy in getting the match, and because you're aware 
that dozens of other options exist, you have almost no sunk cost keeping you 
engaged. At the first sign of difficulty, disappointment, or imperfection, you 
move on. After all, why work through challenges with this person when you 
could just match with someone who seems easier? 

Keeping Options Open: Even when you start actually dating someone from 
an app, there's always the temptation to keep your profile active, to keep 
checking "just in case," to maintain a backup plan. This prevents the full 
investment that allows real intimacy to develop. 

The Exit is Always Visible: In the past, ending a dating relationship required a 
difficult conversation. With apps, you can simply unmatch, block, or ghost. 
The ease of exit prevents the commitment required to work through normal 
relationship challenges. 

Premature Evaluation: Dating apps encourage you to make premature 
evaluations about long-term compatibility. After one date, two dates, three 
dates, you're asking yourself: Is this the person I'm going to marry? Could I 
spend my life with them? These are questions that can only be answered over 
time, through varied experiences and situations. But the awareness of other 
options creates pressure to decide quickly—commit or move on—rather than 
allowing relationships to unfold naturally. 

For anxiously attached people, this creates a painful double-bind: Your 
attachment system desperately wants full investment, security, and 
commitment. But the dating app environment actively prevents these things, 
keeping you in a state of perpetual anxiety and uncertainty. 

The Death of Curiosity and Patience 

Healthy relationships are built on curiosity—genuine interest in who someone 
is, how they think, what they value, what has shaped them. But dating apps 
kill curiosity in several ways: 

You Think You Already Know Them: Their profile tells you their age, job, 
education, hobbies, and favorite shows. You've seen their photos, read their 
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prompts, maybe checked their Instagram. Before you even meet, you feel like 
you have enough information to categorize them. The motivation to ask 
questions and discover who they really are diminishes. 

You're Primed for Evaluation, Not Discovery: Apps train you to assess rather 
than explore. You're not meeting someone to discover who they are; you're 
meeting them to determine if they match what you're looking for. These are 
fundamentally different postures. 

There's No Space for Patience: In app culture, if attraction isn't immediate, 
chemistry isn't obvious, and interest isn't strong from the first interaction, you 
move on. But many of the best relationships develop slowly. People become 
more attractive as you get to know them. Chemistry builds over time. 
Compatibility reveals itself through varied experiences. But apps condition us 
to expect immediate clarity and instant attraction. 

The Biographical Becomes More Important Than the Personal: Apps 
emphasize easily communicable facts—what someone does, where they 
went to school, what they look like—rather than who they are in relationship. 
You might know someone's entire resume before you know how they treat a 
waiter, how they respond to disappointment, or what they're like when they're 
not trying to impress you. 

One of the most telling questions I ask clients is: "When was the last time you 
were genuinely surprised by someone you met on a dating app?" The answer 
is almost always never. They feel like they've seen it all before, like everyone is 
interchangeable, like no one is interesting. But this isn't because the people 
on apps are boring—it's because the medium kills mystery, and without 
mystery, there's no curiosity to drive connection. 

Creating Healthy App Boundaries 

If the picture I've painted so far seems entirely negative, you might be 
wondering: Should I just delete all dating apps? For some people, the answer 
might be yes. But for many others, apps can be a useful tool for meeting 



104 
 

people—if, and only if, you use them with clear boundaries and healthy 
intentions. 

Here's what healthy app usage looks like: 

Time Limits and Intentional Usage 

Set Specific Time Windows: Rather than checking apps throughout the day, 
designate specific times—perhaps 20 minutes in the evening or twice a week 
for 30 minutes. Set a timer and stop when it goes off. This prevents the 
compulsive checking that feeds anxiety and creates addiction. 

Remove Apps from Your Home Screen: Store dating apps in a folder on your 
phone that requires intentional effort to access. This small barrier prevents 
mindless opening and creates space for deliberate choice. 

Turn Off All Notifications: Notifications are designed to trigger urgency and 
compulsion. Disable them entirely. You'll check the apps when you choose to, 
not when they demand your attention. 

Have a Clear Purpose Each Time You Open the App: Before you open a 
dating app, ask yourself: Why am I opening this right now? Am I genuinely 
interested in connecting with someone, or am I bored, anxious, or seeking 
validation? If it's the latter, close the app and address the underlying need 
differently. 

Implement App-Free Days: Choose at least one or two days per week where 
you don't check dating apps at all. This prevents dating from consuming your 
life and reminds you that your worth and your social life exist independent of 
these platforms. 

Avoid Using Apps as Emotional Regulation: If you notice you reach for 
dating apps when you're feeling lonely, rejected, anxious, or insecure, that's a 
red flag. Apps are not therapy. They're not a substitute for dealing with your 
emotions. When you notice this pattern, close the app and use a healthier 
coping mechanism—call a friend, journal, pray, go for a walk. 

When to Take Breaks 
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Sometimes the healthiest choice is to delete dating apps entirely for a 
season. Consider taking a break when: 

You're Compulsively Checking: If you're opening apps multiple times per 
hour, if you feel anxious when you're away from your phone, if checking for 
matches has become a primary way you spend your time, you've crossed into 
addiction territory. Delete the apps and take at least a month off. 

Apps Are Harming Your Mental Health: If dating apps consistently make you 
feel worse about yourself—more insecure, more anxious, more hopeless—
they're not serving you. The cost is too high. 

You're Using Apps to Avoid Other Areas of Growth: Sometimes people stay 
perpetually "dating" to avoid dealing with other life issues—career stagnation, 
unhealed wounds, spiritual dryness, or difficult relationships. If dating has 
become a distraction from growth you need to pursue, step away from apps. 

You're Dating Compulsively: If you're always talking to multiple people, 
always have a date scheduled, always in some stage of getting to know 
someone new—but none of it is leading to genuine connection—you're using 
dating as a compulsion. Take a break to understand what you're really looking 
for. 

You've Become Cynical: If you find yourself thinking, "Everyone on these 
apps is terrible," "There are no good options," "Dating is pointless," "I'll 
probably die alone"—your mindset has become toxic. Delete the apps, work 
on your own healing, and come back only if and when you can approach 
dating with hope and openness. 

God Is Prompting You: Sometimes you'll have a clear sense that God is 
asking you to set aside dating apps for a season—to focus on other areas of 
growth, to learn to be content in singleness, to address wounds that keep you 
from healthy relationships. Honor that prompting. 

In-Person Connection as Priority 
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First-Date Quickly: Don't spend weeks messaging someone before meeting. 
After a few exchanges to establish basic safety and interest, meet in person (in 
a public place). Text communication creates a false sense of connection and 
sets up unrealistic expectations. You need to meet the real person, not the 
curated text version. 

Limit Multi-Dating: If you're talking to multiple people, resist the urge to keep 
all options open indefinitely. After a few dates with someone you're genuinely 
interested in, have the courage to focus on that person exclusively for a 
season. You can't properly evaluate compatibility while maintaining a roster of 
alternatives. 

Prioritize Real-Life Community: Dating apps should supplement, not 
replace, in-person community. Continue investing in friendships, church 
involvement, hobbies, and activities that bring you into contact with real 
humans. Some of the best relationships start through genuine in-person 
connection rather than algorithmic matching. 

Meet Their Community: If you've been on several dates with someone, ask to 
meet their friends. See them in their natural environment, with their people. 
How someone is in their profile and on dates often differs significantly from 
who they are in their real life. 

Evaluate Based on In-Person Experience, Not Digital Interaction: The real 
question isn't "Do we have good text chemistry?" but "Do I enjoy spending 
time with this person in real life?" Text connection is not the same as actual 
compatibility. 

Dating One Person at a Time (When It Gets Serious) 

Once you've determined that you're genuinely interested in someone and 
they're interested in you, consider practicing "exclusive dating" or "intentional 
dating" where: 

You Both Agree to Pause Your Apps: You're not engaged or in a committed 
relationship yet, but you're both willing to stop actively pursuing other options 
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while you explore whether this relationship has potential. This creates the 
security necessary for real vulnerability. 

You Set a Timeline for Evaluation: Rather than indefinitely "seeing where 
things go," commit to a specific period (perhaps 6-8 weeks) of exclusive dating 
after which you'll evaluate whether you want to move toward commitment or 
part ways. This prevents the relationship from languishing in perpetual 
uncertainty. 

You're Honest About Your Intentions: Make clear that you're not casually 
dating—you're intentionally evaluating whether this person could be a life 
partner. This level of clarity prevents the ambiguity that fuels anxiety. 

This approach runs counter to modern dating culture, but it honors the reality 
that you can't truly get to know someone while you're also dating other 
people. It gives the relationship room to develop naturally without the 
constant pressure of competition. 

 

Practical Application 

Dating App Audit Exercise 

Take honest inventory of your dating app usage. Answer these questions in 
writing: 

Usage Patterns: 

1. How much time do I spend on dating apps per day/week? 

2. How often do I check apps? (Hourly? Multiple times per day?) 

3. What times of day do I typically use apps? 

4. Do I use apps more when I'm feeling a particular emotion? (Lonely, 
bored, anxious, rejected?) 

5. Do I check apps first thing in the morning or last thing before bed? 

Emotional Impact: 
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1. How do I typically feel before opening a dating app? 

2. How do I typically feel while using apps? 

3. How do I typically feel after using apps? 

4. Do dating apps generally make me feel better or worse about myself? 

5. Do I feel more hopeful or more cynical about dating after using apps? 

Behavioral Patterns: 

1. How many active conversations do I typically have at once? 

2. How often do conversations lead to actual dates? 

3. How often do dates lead to second dates or ongoing connection? 

4. Do I give people a fair chance, or do I eliminate potential matches for 
minor reasons? 

5. Do I present an authentic version of myself, or a curated version? 

Results: 

1. Have dating apps helped me form meaningful relationships? 

2. What percentage of my dating app activity leads to positive outcomes? 

3. If I've been using apps for more than a year without finding a serious 
relationship, why do I believe continuing will yield different results? 

Attachment Dynamics: 

1. Do apps trigger my anxious attachment patterns? 

2. Do I use apps for validation rather than genuine connection? 

3. Do I become obsessive about checking for responses or new matches? 

4. Do apps make me feel more or less secure about my desirability? 

Based on your answers, determine: 

• Should I take a break from apps entirely? 
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• What boundaries do I need to set? 

• What changes would make my app usage healthier? 

Setting Intention Before Opening Apps 

Before you open a dating app, pause and ask yourself these questions: 

The Why Question: 
"Why am I opening this app right now?" 

• Am I genuinely open to connecting with someone? 

• Am I bored and using this as entertainment? 

• Am I feeling insecure and seeking validation? 

• Am I avoiding something I should be doing? 

• Am I feeling lonely and trying to fill that void? 

The What Question: 
"What am I looking for?" 

• Am I looking for a serious relationship or casual dating? 

• What qualities genuinely matter to me in a partner? 

• Am I looking for someone real or someone perfect? 

• Am I evaluating people fairly or superficially? 

The How Question: 
"How will I use this app right now?" 

• How much time will I spend? (Set a timer) 

• How many people will I engage with? 

• Will I be selective and intentional, or mindlessly swipe? 

• Will I prioritize in-person meetings or endless messaging? 
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The When Question: 
"When will I stop?" 

• What's my time limit? 

• What will be my signal to close the app? 

• What will I do instead of continuing to scroll? 

This simple pause before opening apps can dramatically change your 
relationship with them. It shifts you from reactive to intentional, from 
compulsive to deliberate. 

Alternative Ways to Meet People 

Dating apps are not the only—or even the best—way to meet potential 
partners. Consider these alternatives: 

Through Shared Activities: 

• Join groups related to your interests (hiking clubs, book clubs, sports 
leagues, art classes) 

• Volunteer for causes you care about 

• Take classes or workshops 

• Attend community events 

Through Faith Community: 

• Get more involved in your church (small groups, service teams, events) 

• Attend young adult or singles groups (without making them feel like 
meat markets) 

• Participate in church-wide social events 

• Join a church with an active community of singles in your age range 

Through Friends: 

• Let trusted friends know you're open to being set up 
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• Say yes to social gatherings, even when you're not "in the mood" 

• Host gatherings yourself and ask friends to bring friends 

• Be intentional about expanding your social circle 

Through Daily Life: 

• Strike up conversations with people you encounter regularly (coffee 
shop, gym, dog park) 

• Be open and friendly in everyday interactions 

• Say yes to invitations, even from people you don't know well yet 

• Put away your phone in public spaces and be present 

Through Structured Programs: 

• Consider faith-based dating services or matchmakers 

• Join professional organizations in your field 

• Attend conferences, retreats, or seminars 

• Participate in alumni events from your school 

The advantage of these approaches is that you meet people in context—you 
see how they interact with others, what they value, how they show up in the 
world. You get to know them as humans first, rather than as profiles. And even 
if you don't meet a romantic partner, you'll build community, develop 
friendships, and create a richer life. 

 

A Word on Digital Sabbath 

One final practice I recommend to nearly everyone struggling with dating apps 
(and with digital life in general) is to implement a weekly Digital Sabbath—a 
24-hour period where you completely disconnect from all dating apps, social 
media, and non-essential digital communication. 
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For many people, the idea of being unreachable for a full day creates 
immediate anxiety. "What if someone messages me? What if I miss a match? 
What if people think I'm not interested?" 

But this anxiety reveals how enslaved we've become to our devices and to 
others' expectations of our availability. A Digital Sabbath isn't just about rest 
from technology; it's about: 

Remembering Your Worth Apart from Validation: When you disconnect 
from apps that tell you whether you're desirable, you're forced to root your 
identity elsewhere—ideally, in God's unchanging love for you. 

Practicing Presence: Without the distraction of apps, you can be fully present 
to your actual life—the people around you, the beauty of creation, your own 
thoughts and feelings, and God's voice. 

Breaking Addiction Cycles: Regular breaks disrupt the dopamine loops that 
create compulsive behavior. They remind you that you can survive—and 
thrive—without constant digital stimulation. 

Cultivating Contentment: A Digital Sabbath forces you to be content with 
what is, rather than constantly seeking what might be. It's a practice in 
satisfaction and gratitude. 

Reconnecting with God: So much of our anxiety about dating comes from 
making an idol of relationships—believing we need a partner to be complete, 
happy, or fulfilled. Regular time away from dating apps creates space to 
remember that God alone is sufficient. 

The Sabbath principle isn't legalism; it's a gift. God didn't command Sabbath 
rest because He's a cosmic killjoy, but because He knows we need regular 
rhythms of rest, disconnection, and reorientation toward what truly matters. 

In the context of dating, a Digital Sabbath reminds you that your future spouse 
(if you're meant to have one) won't be missed because you didn't check your 
apps for 24 hours. If anything, they'll be more likely to notice and appreciate 
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someone who has the discipline to be present, the confidence to be 
unavailable, and the priorities to value rest over constant pursuit. 

 

Conclusion: Where Your Treasure Is 

Let's return to where we started: "For where your treasure is, there your heart 
will be also" (Matthew 6:21). 

If you spend hours per day on dating apps, if your attention is constantly 
pulled back to your phone to check for matches, if your emotional state rises 
and falls based on whether someone responded to your message—then your 
treasure is there. And gradually, whether you intend it or not, your heart will 
follow. 

This isn't about demonizing technology or suggesting that anyone who uses 
dating apps is spiritually compromised. It's about recognizing that our 
attention is limited, our emotional energy is finite, and what we consistently 
focus on shapes who we become. 

Dating apps, for all their promise of connection, often lead us away from the 
very thing we're seeking. They train us in distraction rather than presence, in 
superficiality rather than depth, in anxiety rather than trust. They exploit our 
attachment wounds and intensify our insecurities. They create the illusion of 
progress while keeping us stuck in patterns that prevent genuine intimacy. 

But it doesn't have to be this way. With clear boundaries, honest self-
awareness, and intentional usage, apps can be a useful tool for meeting 
people. The key is ensuring that apps serve your goals rather than becoming 
the goal themselves. 

Ask yourself regularly: 

• Is my use of dating apps bringing me closer to the kind of person I want 
to be? 

• Is it helping me build the kind of relationships God designed me for? 
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• Is it making me more loving, more patient, more present, more secure? 

If the answer is no, you have permission—even the obligation—to change how 
you're using these tools, or to step away from them entirely. 

Your worth isn't determined by how many people swipe right on you. Your 
future isn't limited by the options in your queue. Your capacity for love isn't 
measured by how many conversations you can juggle. 

You are God's beloved. You are already chosen. You are already known. 

And when you truly believe that—when your treasure is found in God's 
unchanging love rather than in the validation of strangers—you'll find that you 
no longer need dating apps to give you what only God can give. 

You'll be free to approach dating from a place of wholeness rather than 
desperation, from peace rather than anxiety, from hope rather than fear. 

And that freedom—that peace—is worth far more than any match you'll ever 
get. 
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Chapter 5: When Chemistry Is Actually Chaos 

"The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can 
understand it?" 
—Jeremiah 17:9 (NASB) 

Megan couldn't explain it. On paper, Ryan was all wrong for her. He was 
unreliable—canceling plans at the last minute, showing up late without 
apology, disappearing for days without explanation. He was inconsistent—
some days attentive and affectionate, other days cold and distant. He was 
ambiguous about their relationship—one moment talking about their future 
together, the next moment pulling away and saying he "wasn't sure what he 
wanted." 

Her friends were concerned. Her family was skeptical. Her small group had 
gently expressed worry. Even Megan herself, in her clearer moments, could 
see the red flags. She'd journaled about them, prayed about them, made lists 
of all the reasons this relationship was unhealthy. 

And yet. 

"There's just something about him," she told me in our first session. "When I'm 
with him, I feel so alive. When he texts me after days of silence, my heart 
races. When he finally shows up after canceling twice, the relief is 
overwhelming. I know it sounds crazy, but I've never felt this way about 
anyone. The guys who were consistent and kind? I felt nothing. But Ryan? I 
can't stop thinking about him. Isn't that what love is supposed to feel like? 
Isn't chemistry important?" 

I asked her a question that caught her off guard: "When you're with Ryan, do 
you feel more like you're on a roller coaster or like you're sitting by a fire?" 

She thought for a moment. "Definitely a roller coaster. It's intense. Thrilling. 
Sometimes terrifying. But isn't that what passion is?" 

"Tell me," I continued, "when you're on a roller coaster, are you relaxed? Can 
you have a deep conversation? Can you truly see the person next to you? Are 
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you thinking clearly? Or are you just holding on, waiting for the next drop, 
wondering if you're safe?" 

Her eyes filled with tears. "I'm always holding on with Ryan. I'm always waiting 
for the other shoe to drop. I never feel safe." 

"That's not chemistry, Megan," I said gently. "That's chaos." 

The distinction between chemistry and chaos is one of the most critical—and 
most difficult—discernments in dating. Our culture has taught us that love 
should feel intense, that chemistry should be immediate and overwhelming, 
that if you don't feel "the spark" right away, the relationship isn't worth 
pursuing. We've been conditioned by rom-coms, love songs, and romance 
novels to equate love with a racing heart, obsessive thoughts, and emotional 
highs and lows. 

But what if much of what we've been taught to recognize as chemistry is 
actually our nervous system signaling danger? What if the "spark" we're 
chasing is actually the electrical jolt of anxiety? What if the passion we're 
pursuing is actually the chaos of trauma bonding? 

The prophet Jeremiah's words are unsettling but true: "The heart is more 
deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?" Our 
hearts—our emotions, our desires, our felt experiences—cannot always be 
trusted. They can lead us astray, confuse danger for desire, and convince us 
that dysfunction is actually destiny. 

Understanding the difference between healthy chemistry and toxic attraction 
isn't just important for dating well—it's essential for protecting yourself from 
relationships that can damage your mental health, spiritual wellbeing, and 
future capacity for genuine love. 

The Neuroscience of "Spark" 

Before we can distinguish healthy chemistry from chaos, we need to 
understand what's actually happening in our brains and bodies when we feel 
that "spark" with someone. The neuroscience of attraction reveals something 
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both fascinating and sobering: Our bodies are not particularly good at 
distinguishing between excitement and anxiety, between desire and danger. 

Why Danger Can Feel Like Desire 

There's a famous psychological experiment you may have heard about: In 
1974, researchers Dutton and Aron conducted what's now called the "bridge 
study." They had an attractive woman approach men in two different 
locations—some on a stable, safe bridge, and others on a precarious, swaying 
suspension bridge high above a gorge. After brief conversations, she gave the 
men her phone number and told them to call if they wanted to discuss the 
study further. 

The result? The men who met her on the dangerous bridge were significantly 
more likely to call her, and they rated her as more attractive than the men who 
met her on the safe bridge. The researchers' interpretation: The men 
misattributed the physiological arousal from fear (elevated heart rate, 
adrenaline, heightened alertness) as attraction to the woman. 

This phenomenon—misattribution of arousal—is a well-documented 
psychological effect. When our bodies are in a state of physiological arousal 
(racing heart, sweaty palms, heightened awareness, butterflies in stomach), 
our brains have to interpret what that arousal means. And our brains aren't 
always accurate. 

If you're on a dangerous bridge and meet someone, your brain might interpret 
your racing heart as attraction rather than fear. If you're in a volatile 
relationship where you never know what to expect, where you're constantly 
anxious about when they'll text back or whether they're still interested, your 
brain might interpret that anxiety as chemistry. 

This is why relationships characterized by uncertainty, unpredictability, and 
emotional volatility can feel so intensely passionate. You're not experiencing 
love—you're experiencing a stress response that your brain is labeling as 
attraction. 

Adrenaline vs. Oxytocin 



118 
 

Understanding the difference between adrenaline and oxytocin helps clarify 
the distinction between chaos and chemistry. 

Adrenaline is the hormone of stress and danger. It's released when your 
body perceives a threat. It makes your heart race, sharpens your attention, 
and creates a feeling of intense alertness. Adrenaline is associated with: 

• Uncertainty and unpredictability 

• Anxiety and hypervigilance 

• The highs and lows of intermittent reinforcement 

• Obsessive thoughts about the other person 

• Inability to relax or feel at peace 

• Compulsive checking behaviors (phone, social media, location) 

Oxytocin is the hormone of bonding and connection. It's released during 
physical touch, emotional intimacy, and moments of genuine connection. 
Oxytocin is associated with: 

• Trust and safety 

• Calm and contentment 

• Consistent, reliable interaction 

• Thoughts about the person that feel warm rather than anxious 

• Ability to be present and relaxed in their presence 

• Desire for closeness without desperation 

Here's the critical insight: Adrenaline feels more intense than oxytocin. The 
rush of anxiety-based attraction is more dramatic than the warmth of secure 
attachment. This is why chaos can feel more like "chemistry" than actual 
healthy connection does. 

When you're in a chaotic relationship, your body is flooded with adrenaline. 
You feel intensely alive, hyperaware, constantly stimulated. When you're in a 
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healthy relationship, your body is more regulated. You feel calm, safe, 
content. And if you've spent years mistaking adrenaline for attraction, calm 
will feel boring by comparison. 

One woman described it perfectly: "With the toxic relationships, I felt like I 
was constantly on a caffeine high—jittery, alert, unable to settle. With my 
now-husband, I felt like I was drinking warm tea by a fireplace—comforted, 
safe, at home. At first, I thought the tea was boring because I was addicted to 
the caffeine. It took me time to realize that the tea was actually what I 
needed." 

The Body's Inability to Distinguish Fear from Excitement 

Your body uses the same physiological signals for many different emotions: 

• Racing heart 

• Sweaty palms 

• Butterflies in stomach 

• Heightened alertness 

• Rapid breathing 

• Flushed face 

These symptoms appear whether you're excited, anxious, afraid, or attracted. 
Your body is simply in a state of arousal; your brain then interprets what that 
arousal means based on context. 

The problem is that our brains can get the interpretation wrong, especially 
when we have: 

Unhealed attachment wounds: If your early experiences taught you that love 
comes with anxiety, your brain may interpret anxious arousal as evidence of 
attraction. "This must be right because this is what love has always felt like." 

Exposure to media depictions of love: Movies and songs consistently 
portray intense, dramatic, often toxic relationships as the pinnacle of 
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romance. We've been trained to believe that if you're not obsessing over 
someone, if you're not experiencing dramatic highs and lows, it must not be 
real love. 

Limited experience with healthy relationships: If you've never experienced 
a calm, secure, healthy relationship, you have no template for what that feels 
like. You can only compare new relationships to past unhealthy ones. 

Belief that intensity equals importance: We often assume that the strength 
of our feelings indicates the significance of the relationship. If you feel 
intensely, it must mean this person is important. But intensity can indicate 
dysfunction just as easily as it can indicate genuine connection. 

This is why Scripture warns us to "watch over your heart with all diligence, for 
from it flow the springs of life" (Proverbs 4:23). We're not meant to simply 
follow wherever our hearts lead. We're meant to guard them, to examine what 
they're telling us, to distinguish between feelings that lead to life and feelings 
that lead to destruction. 

The Chemistry Checklist: Is It Connection or Chaos? 

When you feel intense attraction to someone, ask yourself these diagnostic 
questions: 

About Your Body's Response: 

1. Does being with them (or thinking about them) make you feel more calm 
or more agitated? 

2. Is your heart racing in an excited way or an anxious way? 

3. Can you eat normally around them, or does your stomach feel tight? 

4. Can you sleep well, or are you kept awake thinking/worrying about 
them? 

5. Do you feel energized or exhausted after spending time with them? 

About Your Mental State: 
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6. Are your thoughts about them occasional and pleasant, or obsessive 
and intrusive? 

7. Can you focus on other areas of your life, or does everything remind you 
of them? 

8. Do you feel more confident or more insecure when you think about the 
relationship? 

9. Are you excited about getting to know them, or anxious about whether 
they like you? 

10. Do you feel more like yourself or less like yourself around them? 

About Their Behavior: 

11. Are they consistent and predictable, or unpredictable and 
inconsistent? 

12. Do they show up when they say they will, or frequently 
cancel/flake? 

13. Are they clear about their interest and intentions, or ambiguous 
and confusing? 

14. Do they make you feel secure in their interest, or constantly 
unsure where you stand? 

15. Do interactions leave you feeling good, or analyzing what 
everything meant? 

If you answered the questions in ways that indicate agitation, anxiety, 
obsession, insecurity, unpredictability, and confusion—you're likely 
experiencing chaos, not chemistry. Your body is responding to danger signals, 
and your brain is misinterpreting those signals as attraction. 

Trauma Bonds Disguised as True Love 
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One of the most powerful and dangerous forms of toxic chemistry is trauma 
bonding. We touched on this concept in Chapter 2 when discussing love-
bombing, but it's important enough to explore more deeply here. 

A trauma bond is an attachment formed through cycles of abuse and positive 
reinforcement, or through the repeated experience of intense highs and 
painful lows. Trauma bonds feel intensely powerful because they operate on 
the same neurological mechanisms as addiction. 

The Addiction Cycle in Volatile Relationships 

Think about how addiction works: A person uses a substance, experiences a 
high, comes down from the high and feels worse than before, craves the 
substance again to recapture the high, and the cycle continues. Over time, 
they need more of the substance to achieve the same high, and the lows 
become lower. 

Volatile relationships follow the same pattern: 

The High: They're attentive, affectionate, pursuing you. They tell you you're 
special. They make grand gestures. You feel chosen, valued, euphoric. Your 
brain releases dopamine and you feel intensely happy. 

The Low: They pull away, become distant, stop communicating, seem less 
interested. You feel confused, anxious, rejected. Your brain experiences this 
as a threat and floods your system with stress hormones. You feel terrible. 

The Pursuit: You try to recapture the high. You reach out more, you try to be 
more attractive/interesting/accommodating, you analyze what went wrong, 
you're hypervigilant to their moods and behaviors. You're desperate to get 
back to the good feeling. 

The Reunion: They return—they text back, they're suddenly warm again, they 
give you attention and affection. The relief is overwhelming. Your brain gets a 
massive dopamine hit—even larger than the original high because the 
contrast from the low is so stark. This makes the reunion feel even more 
intense than the initial connection. 
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The Cycle Repeats: But the pattern continues. Push and pull. Close and 
distant. High and low. And each time, the bond gets stronger even though the 
relationship gets worse. 

This is why you can know intellectually that a relationship is terrible and still 
feel powerfully attached. Trauma bonds are not based on how good the 
relationship is; they're based on the intensity of the emotional rollercoaster. 
Your brain becomes addicted to the cycle itself. 

Why Calm Feels Boring When You're Used to Chaos 

If you've spent years in relationships characterized by drama, volatility, and 
intensity, your nervous system has become calibrated to chaos. Calm doesn't 
just feel unfamiliar—it feels wrong. 

Your brain has adapted: Just as someone who lives near train tracks 
eventually stops noticing the noise, your brain has adapted to high levels of 
emotional intensity. Normal, healthy levels of stimulation don't register 
anymore. You need drama to feel anything. 

You've associated arousal with attraction: Your brain has learned that 
relationship feelings should include anxiety, obsession, and hypervigilance. 
When those feelings are absent, your brain concludes that attraction must be 
absent too. 

You're withdrawing from an addiction: When you leave a chaotic 
relationship or meet someone who is calm and stable, you experience 
something similar to withdrawal. You feel restless, unsettled, even bored. This 
isn't evidence that the healthy person is wrong for you; it's evidence that your 
system is detoxing from chaos. 

You're afraid of the unfamiliar: Chaos, despite being painful, is familiar. You 
know how to navigate it, how to survive it. Calm and stability are unfamiliar 
territory. The unfamiliar often feels dangerous, even when it's actually safe. 

You've lost trust in your own judgment: If you've been burned by 
relationships that started with intense chemistry, you might now distrust any 
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strong feelings. But this can lead to the opposite error—rejecting healthy 
attraction because you're afraid it's another trap. 

This recalibration takes time. You don't go from chaos-addicted to peace-
appreciating overnight. You have to consciously retrain your nervous system 
to recognize safety and calm as desirable rather than boring. 

Breaking the Intermittent Reinforcement Trap 

Intermittent reinforcement—when rewards come unpredictably—is the most 
powerful form of behavioral conditioning. It's why gambling is addictive (you 
never know when you'll win), why social media is addictive (you never know 
when you'll get likes), and why volatile relationships are addictive (you never 
know when you'll get affection). 

When someone is consistently kind, your brain adjusts to that baseline and 
stops giving you dopamine hits for their kindness. When someone is 
inconsistently kind—sometimes warm, sometimes cold, unpredictably 
available—every instance of kindness feels like winning the lottery. Your brain 
releases massive amounts of dopamine, and you become hooked on trying to 
get that unpredictable reward. 

This is why the most damaging relationships often involve someone who is not 
consistently terrible. If they were terrible all the time, you'd leave. The power 
comes from the unpredictability—sometimes wonderful, sometimes awful, 
and you never know which version you'll get. 

Breaking this trap requires several steps: 

1. Recognize the pattern. The first step is simply seeing it clearly. When you 
notice yourself most drawn to someone precisely when they're being 
inconsistent or unpredictable, you can name what's happening: "This isn't 
attraction. This is intermittent reinforcement. My brain is being hijacked." 

2. Implement a consistency requirement. Decide that you will not continue 
dating anyone who is inconsistent in their interest, availability, or treatment of 
you. Consistency is not boring—it's evidence of character and respect. If 



125 
 

someone can't be consistent in early dating (when they're supposed to be on 
their best behavior), they certainly won't be consistent long-term. 

3. Notice when you're pursuing unpredictability. If you find yourself more 
interested when someone is playing hard to get, more attracted when they're 
ambiguous about their feelings, more engaged when there's drama—you're 
chasing the high of intermittent reinforcement. This is a red flag about your 
own patterns, not evidence that they're right for you. 

4. Practice tolerating the discomfort of consistency. When someone is 
reliably available, consistently kind, and predictably responsive, notice the 
discomfort you feel. Sit with it. Remind yourself: "This feels boring because my 
nervous system is addicted to chaos. I'm detoxing. The discomfort is part of 
healing, not evidence that something is wrong." 

5. Get support from people who aren't addicted to chaos. Your friends who 
are in healthy relationships can help you recognize patterns and remind you 
what normal looks like. If all your friends are also in volatile relationships, 
you'll normalize each other's dysfunction. 

6. Address underlying attachment wounds. If you're repeatedly drawn to 
intermittent reinforcement, it's almost certainly because of attachment 
wounds from childhood. Therapy, healing prayer, and inner work are essential 
for breaking these patterns at their root. 

The Difference Between Passion and Peace 

One of the most common objections I hear when teaching about healthy 
relationships is: "But doesn't that sound boring? Aren't relationships 
supposed to have passion?" The question reveals a fundamental confusion 
about what passion actually is and what peace actually offers. 

Redefining Passion 

Our culture has taught us that passion means: 

• Intense, overwhelming feelings 
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• Obsessive thoughts about the other person 

• Emotional highs and lows 

• Drama and intensity 

• Jealousy and possessiveness 

• All-consuming focus on the relationship 

But this isn't passion—it's dysregulation. It's what happens when your nervous 
system is constantly activated by uncertainty, threat, and chaos. 

True passion in healthy relationships includes: 

Desire that coexists with peace: You're attracted to the person, you want to 
spend time with them, you enjoy physical affection with them—but none of 
this happens in a context of anxiety. You desire them because being with them 
is good, not because you're desperate to capture their inconsistent attention. 

Excitement about who they are: You're genuinely interested in their 
thoughts, their character, their quirks. The passion comes from discovering 
who they really are, not from the drama of not knowing if they'll show up. 

Physical chemistry that builds: In healthy relationships, physical attraction 
often grows over time as emotional intimacy deepens. You become more 
attracted to them as you know them better, not less. 

Shared vision and values: There's passion in building something together, in 
having shared purpose, in being aligned about what matters most. This kind of 
passion sustains decades of marriage; chemistry based on chaos burns out 
quickly. 

Joy and laughter: Healthy passion includes playfulness, humor, and joy. You 
laugh together, you have fun, you enjoy each other's company. This is very 
different from the intensity of dysfunction. 

Safety for vulnerability: Real passion includes the ability to be fully yourself, 
to show your weaknesses, to be vulnerable without fear. This kind of intimacy 
creates deep connection that shallow intensity never can. 
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The passion of healthy relationships doesn't create the same adrenaline rush 
as chaos does. But it creates something better: sustainable, nourishing, life-
giving love that deepens over time rather than burning out. 

Augustine and the Restless Heart 

Augustine of Hippo, writing in the 4th century, penned one of the most famous 
lines in Christian literature: "You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our 
heart is restless until it rests in you." 

Augustine was writing about humanity's fundamental spiritual restlessness—
our inability to find ultimate satisfaction in anything other than God. But his 
insight applies powerfully to relationships as well. 

When we're pursuing chaos, we're exhibiting a kind of restless heart. We can't 
be satisfied with what's in front of us because we're always looking for more 
intensity, more drama, more proof that we're loved. We confuse this 
restlessness with passion, believing that if we're not constantly agitated about 
a relationship, it must not be the right one. 

But what if restlessness isn't evidence of passion—it's evidence of insecurity? 
What if the racing heart and obsessive thoughts aren't signs of true love, but 
signs that we're trying to find in a human relationship what only God can 
provide? 

The person who has found their rest in God—who knows they're loved, 
chosen, and secure in Him—doesn't need relationships to provide that 
constant hit of validation and intensity. They're free to pursue relationships 
from a place of wholeness rather than desperation, peace rather than anxiety. 

This doesn't mean passion is wrong or that desire is inappropriate. It means 
that passion rooted in security looks very different from passion rooted in fear. 
Desire that comes from wholeness looks very different from craving that 
comes from emptiness. 

Biblical Peace vs. Worldly Peace 
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Jesus made a profound distinction in John 14:27: "Peace I leave with you; My 
peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Do not let your heart 
be troubled, nor let it be fearful." 

The peace the world offers is circumstantial—if everything is going well, if you 
have what you want, if there are no problems, then you can have peace. But 
this peace is fragile and temporary. As soon as circumstances change, peace 
evaporates. 

The peace Jesus offers is different. It's a deep, abiding sense of being 
anchored in something unshakeable. It's peace that persists even in difficulty, 
confidence that remains even in uncertainty, security that doesn't depend on 
favorable circumstances. 

When you're evaluating a relationship, the question isn't "Do I have peace 
because everything is perfect?" The question is: "Do I have a deep, abiding 
sense of peace about this person and this relationship, even when we face 
challenges? Or do I only feel okay when they're pursuing me, affirming me, or 
when things are going smoothly?" 

Worldly peace in relationships: 

• Feels good when they're attentive; anxious when they're not 

• Dependent on constant reassurance 

• Fragile and easily disrupted 

• Based on external circumstances 

• Requires the relationship to be drama-free to feel okay 

God's peace in relationships: 

• Consistent regardless of minor fluctuations 

• Based on character and trust, not constant reassurance 

• Resilient through normal conflicts and challenges 

• Rooted in something deeper than circumstances 
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• Can handle difficulty without falling apart 

The chaos-based relationship can never provide real peace because it's built 
on the absence of peace. The thrill, the intensity, the passion—all of it requires 
anxiety, unpredictability, and threat. Remove those elements and the 
relationship has nothing left. 

The peace-based relationship, by contrast, can absolutely include passion, 
desire, and excitement. But all of those exist within a foundation of security, 
trust, and safety. This kind of relationship can weather storms because it's not 
dependent on constant intensity to survive. 

Peace as a Discernment Tool 

This is why peace is one of the most reliable indicators of God's will in 
relationships. Not just feeling-based peace that evaporates when things get 
hard, but the deep, settled sense that "this is right, even when it's not easy." 

When evaluating a relationship, ask yourself: 

Do I have peace about this person's character? Not "Are they perfect?" but 
"Is who they are—their values, their integrity, their relationship with God, their 
treatment of others—something I can respect and trust?" 

Do I have peace about their consistency? Do they show up reliably, treat me 
with respect consistently, and demonstrate stable character over time? 

Do I have peace about their trajectory? Are they growing in their faith, 
maturing in their character, and moving in a direction that aligns with my 
values? 

Do I have peace from my community? Do the wise, godly people in my life 
see this as a healthy relationship? If they have concerns, can I hear them 
without defensiveness? 

Do I have peace about the future? When I imagine building a life with this 
person—not based on potential, but based on who they are right now—do I 
feel settled and confident, or anxious and uncertain? 
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Do I have peace in prayer? When I bring this relationship before God, do I 
sense His affirmation, or do I feel resistance, hesitation, or a check in my 
spirit? 

If the answer to these questions is no—if you lack peace—no amount of 
chemistry, attraction, or intensity makes the relationship right. Chemistry 
without peace is just chaos in disguise. 

Learning to Trust the Quiet Connection 

For people who've spent years attracted to chaos, learning to trust a quiet, 
stable connection requires retraining not just your mind but your entire 
nervous system. It's a process that takes time, patience, and often support 
from a therapist or counselor who can help you identify and heal attachment 
wounds. 

Redefining Attraction 

The first step is consciously redefining what you consider attractive. Make a 
list—literally write it down—of the qualities that actually matter for a lifelong 
partnership: 

Character Qualities: 

• Integrity (they do what they say, even when it's hard) 

• Kindness (they're gentle with you and with others) 

• Emotional maturity (they can handle conflict, take responsibility, 
regulate their emotions) 

• Humility (they can admit when they're wrong and apologize genuinely) 

• Consistency (their behavior is predictable and reliable) 

• Respect (they honor your boundaries, value your input, treat you as an 
equal) 

Relational Qualities: 

• Availability (emotionally present and engaged) 
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• Communication (able and willing to discuss thoughts, feelings, and 
issues) 

• Commitment (clear about their intentions and willing to invest in the 
relationship) 

• Reciprocity (gives as much as they receive; the relationship is balanced) 

• Support (celebrates your wins, comforts you in losses, advocates for 
you) 

• Security (makes you feel safe, chosen, and confident in their interest) 

Spiritual Qualities: 

• Growing relationship with God (not perfect, but pursuing) 

• Shared values around faith, family, money, service 

• Fruit of the Spirit evident in their life 

• Commitment to the church and Christian community 

• Teachable and humble before God 

Now, be honest: How many of these qualities does the person you're attracted 
to actually possess? Not the person you hope they'll become, or the person 
they are on their good days, but the person they consistently demonstrate 
themselves to be. 

If they don't have most of these qualities, the attraction you feel is not based 
on what actually makes a good partner. It's based on something else—
familiarity, fantasy, chemistry that's actually chaos, or the appeal of a fixer-
upper project. 

Start practicing attraction to these qualities. When you meet someone who 
is genuinely kind, consistently reliable, emotionally mature, and spiritually 
grounded, intentionally notice and appreciate those qualities. Even if you 
don't feel an immediate spark, give the relationship time and space to 
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develop. Often, attraction grows as you experience someone's character over 
time. 

The Slow Burn of Healthy Love 

Hollywood has taught us that love is instant—eyes meet across a crowded 
room, hearts recognize their other half, and suddenly you just know. But real, 
lasting love almost never works that way. 

Healthy love typically develops as a slow burn: 

Stage 1: Initial Interest (Weeks 1-4) 

• You notice something attractive about the person—maybe physical, 
maybe personality, maybe character 

• There's enough interest to pursue getting to know them better 

• You feel pleasant when you're together, but you're not obsessed 

• The attraction is mild but real 

Stage 2: Growing Connection (Months 2-4) 

• As you spend time together and see them in various contexts, you 
discover more about who they are 

• You see them handle stress, conflict, disappointment—and you like 
how they handle it 

• You appreciate their character, values, and how they treat others 

• The attraction deepens as respect and admiration grow 

Stage 3: Deepening Intimacy (Months 4-8) 

• You've experienced some challenges together and seen how you 
navigate them 

• Emotional intimacy has developed—you trust each other with 
vulnerable parts of yourselves 

• Physical attraction has grown alongside emotional connection 
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• You begin to envision a future together based on who they actually are 

Stage 4: Committed Love (Months 8+) 

• You've seen each other in multiple seasons and contexts 

• Your community knows them and supports the relationship 

• You've discussed practical compatibility (finances, children, location, 
etc.) 

• The love is strong, but it's also peaceful—you're confident in each other 

This process can't be rushed. Each stage requires time to unfold. Trying to skip 
ahead—jumping to deep intimacy before you've established trust, committing 
before you've seen them in varied contexts—leads to relationships built on 
fantasy rather than reality. 

The slow burn doesn't feel as dramatic as instant chemistry, but it's far more 
reliable. Attraction based on gradually discovered character lasts. Attraction 
based on immediate intensity burns hot and fast, then flames out. 

Character Over Chemistry 

This phrase—"character over chemistry"—is not about settling or choosing 
someone you're not attracted to. It's about reordering your priorities so that 
character is the foundation and chemistry is built on top of it, rather than the 
reverse. 

Chemistry without character leads to: 

• Intense attraction to someone who treats you poorly 

• Justifying red flags because "the chemistry is so strong" 

• Staying in unhealthy relationships because leaving doesn't "feel right" 

• Being unable to trust your own judgment because feelings override 
wisdom 

Character with chemistry (that may develop more slowly) leads to: 
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• Attraction that grows as you know someone better 

• Respect that deepens love rather than undermining it 

• Relationships that improve over time rather than deteriorating 

• Trust in your own judgment because it's based on evidence, not just 
feelings 

Think of it this way: Chemistry gets you interested enough to explore the 
relationship. Character determines whether the relationship should continue. 
But we've been trained to make chemistry the determining factor, which is 
why so many people end up in relationships with people who are attractive 
but terrible partners. 

The goal is to find both—someone whose character you deeply respect AND 
who you're genuinely attracted to. But if you have to choose which comes first, 
choose character. Let yourself get to know someone with good character 
before deciding whether attraction is present or not. Often, you'll discover that 
attraction grows naturally as you see who they really are. 

One man described his experience this way: "I went on a first date with my 
now-wife and honestly wasn't that impressed. She was pretty, but not 
'stunning.' The conversation was nice, but not 'electric.' I almost didn't ask for 
a second date. But something told me to give it another chance. By date three, 
I was noticing how kind she was to everyone around her. By date five, I was 
impressed by her wisdom and emotional maturity. By date ten, I realized I was 
falling in love with her—and by then, she was the most beautiful, attractive 
woman I'd ever met. The attraction grew as I saw her character. If I'd only 
trusted first-date chemistry, I would have missed the love of my life." 

This is what slow-burn attraction looks like. It's not about forcing yourself to be 
attracted to someone you're not. It's about giving attraction time to develop 
based on the right foundation. 

 

Practical Application 
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Chemistry vs. Compatibility Worksheet 

For each person you're dating or considering dating, evaluate both chemistry 
and compatibility. Be ruthlessly honest—this is for your eyes only. 

Part 1: Chemistry Questions 

Rate each on a scale of 1-10: 

1. Physical attraction: How physically attracted are you to them? ____ 

2. Conversation flow: Do conversations feel easy and engaging? ____ 

3. Shared humor: Do you laugh together? ____ 

4. Enjoyment of time together: Do you genuinely enjoy spending time with 
them? ____ 

5. Comfortable silence: Can you be quiet together without awkwardness? 
____ 

6. Physical chemistry: Is there natural physical chemistry (appropriate to 
your boundaries)? ____ 

Chemistry Score: ____/60 

Part 2: Compatibility Questions 

Rate each on a scale of 1-10: 

1. Shared values: Do you align on core values (faith, family, money, 
lifestyle)? ____ 

2. Life goals: Are you heading in compatible directions? ____ 

3. Communication style: Do you communicate in ways that work for both 
of you? ____ 

4. Conflict resolution: Do you navigate disagreements in healthy ways? 
____ 

5. Emotional availability: Are they emotionally present and capable of 
intimacy? ____ 
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6. Reliability: Do they follow through on commitments consistently? ____ 

7. Respect: Do they treat you (and others) with respect? ____ 

8. Character: Do they demonstrate integrity, honesty, and maturity? ____ 

9. Spiritual compatibility: Are you aligned in faith and spiritual practices? 
____ 

10. Community approval: Do trusted people in your life support this 
relationship? ____ 

Compatibility Score: ____/100 

Interpreting Your Scores: 

• High chemistry (45+), Low compatibility (below 60): This is likely 
chemistry that's actually chaos. The attraction is strong but the 
foundation is weak. Proceeding will likely lead to heartbreak. 

• Low chemistry (below 30), High compatibility (80+): Give this 
relationship more time. Chemistry may develop as you see their 
character. But also be honest—some relationships are better as 
friendships. 

• Moderate chemistry (30-45), High compatibility (80+): This is 
promising. Continue investing and see if chemistry grows naturally 
alongside deepening connection. 

• High chemistry (45+), High compatibility (80+): This is the goal—
strong attraction built on a solid foundation. Continue with wisdom and 
appropriate pace. 

• Low chemistry (below 30), Low compatibility (below 60): This 
relationship isn't serving either of you. Time to respectfully end it. 

Body Awareness Check-Ins 

Your body often knows things before your mind does. Learning to tune into 
body signals can help you distinguish between healthy chemistry and chaos. 
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When you think about this person or spend time with them, notice: 

Chest/Heart: 

• Does your chest feel open or constricted? 

• Does your heart feel warm or anxious? 

• Can you breathe deeply and easily, or is breathing shallow? 

Stomach: 

• Does your stomach feel settled or churning? 

• Do you have butterflies of excitement or knots of anxiety? 

• Can you eat normally, or does your appetite disappear? 

Shoulders/Neck: 

• Are your shoulders relaxed or tense? 

• Is there tightness in your neck or jaw? 

Overall Energy: 

• Do you feel energized or drained after being with them? 

• Is your energy calm or agitated? 

• Do you feel more like yourself or less like yourself? 

Sleep: 

• Can you sleep well, or are you kept awake thinking about them? 

• If you're thinking about them before sleep, are the thoughts peaceful or 
anxious? 

General State: 

• Do you feel grounded and present, or scattered and distracted? 

• Do you feel more confident or more insecure? 
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• Do you feel free or trapped? 

Interpreting Body Signals: 

• Healthy attraction: Open chest, warm heart, settled stomach, relaxed 
body, energized feeling, ability to be present and sleep well. Even if there 
are butterflies, they feel more like excitement than anxiety. 

• Chaos disguised as chemistry: Constricted chest, anxious heart, 
churning stomach, tense body, agitated or drained energy, obsessive 
thoughts that disrupt sleep and presence. The butterflies feel like dread. 

Practice this body check-in regularly. Your body will often signal danger long 
before your mind is willing to acknowledge it. 

Distinguishing Excitement from Anxiety 

When you feel intense feelings about someone, use this diagnostic tool to 
determine whether you're experiencing healthy excitement or unhealthy 
anxiety: 

Excitement feels like: 

• Anticipation about seeing them 

• Happiness when they text or call 

• Interest in learning more about them 

• Energy that's positive and uplifting 

• Desire that coexists with peace 

• Thoughts about them that are pleasant rather than obsessive 

• Confidence in their interest and regard for you 

Anxiety feels like: 

• Dread or nervousness about seeing them 

• Relief when they text or call (because you were worried they wouldn't) 
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• Hyperanalysis of everything they say or do 

• Energy that's draining and agitating 

• Desire that feels desperate or needy 

• Obsessive thoughts about them, often negative or worried 

• Constant uncertainty about where you stand 

The Critical Question: 

"If this person never contacted me again, would I feel disappointed 
(excitement) or devastated (anxiety)?" 

Disappointment is a proportional response to losing out on something 
potentially good. Devastation is a disproportionate response that suggests 
you've made them your emotional stability. If losing someone you barely know 
would devastate you, that's not love—that's dependence, and likely a sign that 
anxious attachment is driving the relationship. 

The 24-Hour Rule 

When you feel intense chemistry with someone, especially early on, 
implement a 24-hour rule before making any decisions: 

The Rule: Wait 24 hours between feeling intense attraction and acting on it. 
This applies to: 

• Responding to messages 

• Agreeing to plans 

• Making commitments 

• Having important conversations 

• Physical intimacy decisions 

• Relationship-defining discussions 

Why It Works: 
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• It creates space between feeling and action 

• It allows the adrenaline to calm so you can think clearly 

• It prevents impulsive decisions driven by chemistry-chaos 

• It gives you time to consult God, your community, and your own wisdom 

• It demonstrates self-control and protects you from manipulation 

If you can't wait 24 hours—if the urge to respond, to see them, to act feels 
unbearably urgent—that's a sign that you're operating from anxiety or 
addiction, not from healthy attraction. 

The Community Check 

One of the most reliable ways to distinguish chemistry from chaos is to 
involve your community. But this only works if you're willing to be honest with 
them and listen to what they say. 

How to do a community check: 

1. Choose wisely: Select 2-3 people who know you well, have your best 
interests at heart, and demonstrate wisdom in their own lives and 
relationships. Ideally, at least one should be in a healthy long-term 
relationship. 

2. Be fully honest: Don't just share the highlights. Tell them about the red 
flags, the inconsistencies, the ways this person makes you feel anxious 
or uncertain. Share the whole picture. 

3. Ask specific questions:  

o "Based on what you know, do you think this relationship is 
healthy?" 

o "What concerns, if any, do you have?" 

o "If this were your daughter/son, would you support this 
relationship?" 
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o "Do I seem more like myself or less like myself since I started 
dating this person?" 

4. Listen without defensiveness: This is the hardest part. When people 
you trust express concerns, your first instinct may be to defend the 
relationship or explain why they don't understand. Resist that urge. Their 
outside perspective is valuable precisely because they're not caught up 
in the chemistry. 

5. Watch for patterns: If multiple people express similar concerns, pay 
attention. If your community is nearly unanimous in their worry, that's 
significant data. 

6. Consider their track record: Have these people been right about your 
past relationships? If they expressed concern about previous partners 
who later turned out to be unhealthy, their current concerns should 
carry even more weight. 

Remember: Healthy relationships are supported by community. Toxic 
relationships isolate you from community. If you find yourself hiding aspects 
of the relationship from people you trust, or if your partner discourages you 
from seeking input from others, these are major red flags. 

 

A Word on Patience 

I want to end this chapter with a word about patience, because one of the 
hardest aspects of retraining your attraction patterns is simply waiting. 

If you're used to immediate, intense chemistry, the slow burn of healthy 
attraction can feel excruciating. You meet someone with good character and 
you think, "They're great, but where's the spark?" You want to feel immediately 
what takes time to develop. 

But attraction worth having takes time to build. Character takes time to reveal 
itself. Trust takes time to establish. Real intimacy takes time to develop. 
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God's pattern in Scripture is almost always slow and gradual rather than 
instant and dramatic: 

• He took 40 years to prepare Moses for ministry 

• He took Joseph through years of suffering before elevating him 

• He had the Israelites wander 40 years in the wilderness 

• Jesus spent 30 years in obscurity before 3 years of ministry 

• Paul spent years in preparation before his missionary journeys 

God values the process, not just the result. He works slowly because slow 
work lasts. Quick fixes and instant transformations might feel satisfying in the 
moment, but they rarely produce lasting change. 

The same is true for relationships. The chemistry that develops quickly based 
on intensity tends to burn out just as quickly. The attraction that develops 
slowly, based on discovered character and built trust, tends to last a lifetime. 

So practice patience. Give the relationship time. Let chemistry develop as you 
see who this person really is. Trust that what God grows slowly, He grows 
strong. 

The chaos-based chemistry promises immediate intensity. The character-
based chemistry promises lasting depth. One feels better in the moment. The 
other feels better forever. 

Choose forever. 

Choose character. 

Choose peace. 

And trust that the attraction built on that foundation—while it may start as a 
small flame—will burn steady and true for decades to come. 
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Chapter 6: The Slow Fade of Self-Betrayal 

"But let your statement be, 'Yes, yes' or 'No, no'; anything beyond these is of 
evil." 
—Matthew 5:37 (NASB) 

The first time Lena said yes when she meant no, it seemed insignificant. 

She'd been dating Marcus for three weeks when he invited her to a concert on 
a night she'd already committed to attending her nephew's birthday party. She 
hesitated, started to explain that she had family plans, but then saw his face 
fall slightly. 

"It's okay," he said, with just enough disappointment in his voice. "I just 
thought it would be special to go together. But I understand if your family is 
more important." 

The way he said it—"if your family is more important"—made her feel guilty, as 
if choosing her nephew's party was choosing against him. So she texted her 
sister with an excuse, bought a concert ticket, and told herself it was fine. It 
was just one birthday party. Her nephew wouldn't really notice if she wasn't 
there. And building a relationship required sacrifice, didn't it? 

The second compromise came a few weeks later. Marcus made a comment 
about her friend group—said they seemed "negative" and "gossipy." Lena 
defended them initially, but he persisted. "I just don't think they're good for 
you. I've noticed you're more stressed after you see them. I'm just looking out 
for you." 

She started seeing her friends less. Not because Marcus explicitly asked her 
to, but because it was easier than dealing with his disapproval or the tension it 
created between them. 

Then came the compromise around her values. They'd agreed early on to save 
physical intimacy for marriage—a boundary that was important to Lena 
spiritually. But one evening, in a moment of closeness, Marcus pushed further 
than they'd agreed to. She felt uncomfortable but didn't want to make things 
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awkward or seem uptight. She told herself it was just once, that it didn't really 
count, that the boundary was maybe too rigid anyway. 

Six months in, Lena barely recognized herself. She'd stopped attending her 
small group because Marcus wasn't comfortable with her discussing their 
relationship with others. She'd declined a promotion at work because it would 
mean less time available for him. She'd given up her Thursday painting class—
something she loved—because Marcus said he felt lonely on Thursday nights. 
She dressed differently, laughed differently, even found herself adopting his 
opinions on topics she'd never thought about before. 

When her best friend asked, "Are you okay? You don't seem like yourself," Lena 
got defensive. But that night, alone in her apartment, she asked herself the 
question she'd been avoiding: Who am I anymore? And more frighteningly: 
How did I lose myself so completely without even noticing? 

This is the slow fade of self-betrayal. It doesn't happen in one dramatic 
moment. It happens in a thousand small compromises, each one seemingly 
reasonable, each one rationalized, each one moving you further from your 
center until one day you wake up and realize you've abandoned yourself 
completely. 

Jesus's words in Matthew 5:37—"Let your statement be, 'Yes, yes' or 'No, 
no'"—seem like simple instructions about honest communication. But they're 
actually profound guidance about personal integrity. When you can't say a 
clear yes or a clear no—when you have to qualify, justify, or apologize for your 
truth—you've already begun the process of self-betrayal. 

Understanding how self-betrayal happens, recognizing its signs, and learning 
to recover your voice and boundaries are essential skills not just for healthy 
dating, but for healthy living as a whole person in relationship with God. 

How It Starts: Small Compromises 

Self-betrayal in relationships almost never begins with dramatic violations. It 
begins with small compromises that seem reasonable, even virtuous. You tell 
yourself you're being flexible, accommodating, loving. You frame your self-
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abandonment as relationship skills. But beneath the surface, something 
crucial is eroding: your integrity. 

The Slippery Slope of People-Pleasing 

People-pleasing is often mistaken for kindness, but they're fundamentally 
different. 

Kindness says: "I care about your needs and feelings, and I'll help where I 
reasonably can." 

People-pleasing says: "I'm responsible for your happiness and comfort, even 
at the cost of my own." 

Kindness has boundaries. It gives freely but knows its limits. It says yes when 
able and no when necessary, without guilt. 

People-pleasing has no boundaries. It says yes to avoid conflict, 
disappointing others, or triggering abandonment fears—even when yes 
violates your own needs, values, or wellbeing. 

The slippery slope begins when you start prioritizing someone else's comfort 
over your own integrity. It might look like: 

Stage 1: Accommodating Preferences 

• They prefer Italian food; you prefer Thai, but you always go Italian 

• They like action movies; you prefer dramas, but you watch what they 
want 

• They're not morning people; you adjust your whole schedule around 
their rhythms 

These seem like small things—and individually, they are. Compromise is 
normal in relationships. The red flag isn't the accommodation itself; it's the 
pattern of one-sided accommodation where you're always the one adjusting. 

Stage 2: Suppressing Feelings 
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• They say something that hurts you, but you don't bring it up because you 
don't want to "start a fight" 

• They cancel plans again, but you say "it's fine" instead of expressing 
disappointment 

• They make decisions that affect you without consulting you, but you go 
along to keep the peace 

You start editing your emotional responses, suppressing legitimate feelings, 
convincing yourself that your hurt, anger, or disappointment is "too sensitive" 
or "making a big deal out of nothing." 

Stage 3: Violating Your Own Boundaries 

• You said you wouldn't lend money to a romantic partner, but they need 
help, so you do 

• You committed to sexual boundaries, but they pressure you, so you 
compromise 

• You needed a quiet evening alone, but they show up unexpectedly and 
you feel obligated to accommodate them 

You cross lines you said you wouldn't cross, violate standards you said you'd 
maintain, and sacrifice needs you know are legitimate—all to avoid 
disappointing or losing them. 

Stage 4: Abandoning Your Values 

• You stop attending church because they're not interested in going 

• You reduce time with friends or family they don't like 

• You compromise ethical standards that once mattered to you 

• You shape-shift your opinions, interests, or personality to align with 
theirs 

At this stage, you're not just accommodating—you're fundamentally changing 
who you are to maintain the relationship. 
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Stage 5: Complete Self-Abandonment 

• You no longer know what you think, feel, want, or need apart from what 
they want 

• Your entire sense of worth is tied to whether they're happy with you 

• You've lost connection to your own internal compass 

• You can't remember who you were before this relationship 

The progression is insidious precisely because each step seems small enough 
to justify. But like standing in slowly heating water, you don't realize you're 
being boiled alive until you've already sustained serious damage. 

Ignoring Your Own Needs to Keep Peace 

One of the most spiritually damaging patterns in self-betrayal is learning to 
ignore your own legitimate needs in service of keeping peace in a relationship. 

This pattern often begins in childhood. If you grew up in a home where: 

• Your needs were dismissed as inconvenient or burdensome 

• Expressing needs led to anger, withdrawal, or abandonment 

• You had to manage a parent's emotions 

• Conflict was dangerous or forbidden 

• Your value came from being "low-maintenance" or "easy" 

Then you learned a devastating lesson: Your needs are problems to be 
minimized, not legitimate realities to be addressed. 

As an adult, this shows up in dating as: 

Minimizing your needs: "I don't really need much." "I'm fine with whatever." 
"It's not a big deal." You've trained yourself to have small needs, or to pretend 
you do, so you won't be too much for someone to handle. 
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Apologizing for having needs: "I'm sorry to bother you, but..." "I know this is 
probably too much to ask..." "I feel bad even bringing this up..." You frame your 
needs as impositions rather than normal human requirements. 

Waiting for permission to have needs: You don't directly state what you 
need. Instead, you hint, suggest, or wait for them to notice and offer. When 
they don't, you conclude your needs weren't legitimate. 

Resenting needs you can't express: Because you can't directly ask for what 
you need, you become resentful when your partner doesn't intuitively provide 
it. But the resentment feels "wrong," so you suppress that too, creating layers 
of unexpressed emotion. 

Justifying others' inability to meet your needs: "They're just busy." "They 
have a lot going on." "I shouldn't need so much." You make excuses for why 
your legitimate needs can't be met, rather than questioning whether this 
person is capable of being in a healthy relationship. 

The irony is that by ignoring your needs to keep peace, you actually prevent 
real peace. You create a false peace—a smoothness on the surface that hides 
growing resentment, disconnection, and death of intimacy underneath. 

Scripture is clear: "If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in 
the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth" (1 John 1:6). When you 
suppress your true self, hide your real needs, and pretend everything is fine 
when it's not, you're walking in darkness—in dishonesty. And you can't have 
real fellowship, real intimacy, or real relationship in darkness. Only truth 
creates space for genuine connection. 

Rationalizing Away Discomfort 

Perhaps the most dangerous skill we develop in the process of self-betrayal is 
the ability to rationalize away our own discomfort. 

Your body and spirit often know something is wrong before your conscious 
mind is willing to acknowledge it. You feel: 

• Tightness in your chest when they text 
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• Knots in your stomach before seeing them 

• Exhaustion after spending time with them 

• Anxiety about their reaction to your choices 

• Dread instead of anticipation 

But instead of listening to these signals, you explain them away: 

The Spiritual Rationalization: "God is teaching me 
patience/sacrifice/unconditional love." You frame your suffering as spiritual 
growth, when actually God might be using your discomfort to show you that 
something is wrong. 

The Optimistic Rationalization: "Things will get better once [they finish 
school/get a new job/work through their issues/we're married]." You place your 
hope in a future change that may never come, rather than addressing present 
reality. 

The Comparative Rationalization: "At least they're not as bad as [previous 
partner/friend's partner/some other example]." You judge the relationship 
against a low bar rather than against a healthy standard. 

The Self-Blame Rationalization: "I'm probably just too sensitive/too 
needy/too difficult." You make yourself the problem, which paradoxically feels 
safer than acknowledging that the relationship might be the problem. 

The Love Rationalization: "But I love them, and love means sacrifice." You 
confuse love with self-erasure, as if loving someone well requires you to 
disappear. 

The Investment Rationalization: "We've been together [X months/years], and 
I don't want to throw that away." You stay because of sunk costs, not because 
the relationship is actually good. 

The Fear Rationalization: "What if I never find anyone else?" You stay in 
dysfunction because the unknown feels scarier than the known pain. 
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These rationalizations serve a purpose: They allow you to stay in a relationship 
that some part of you knows isn't right. They silence the warning signals your 
body and spirit are sending. They let you remain asleep to reality. 

But rationalizations are like painkillers—they don't heal the problem; they just 
numb you to it. And the longer you stay numb, the more damage accumulates. 

The Progressive Loss of Self 

When self-betrayal becomes habitual, something profound happens: You 
begin to lose your sense of self. Not all at once, but gradually, until you wake 
up one day and realize you no longer know who you are apart from this 
relationship. 

Abandoning Values to Maintain Connection 

Your values—the principles and convictions that guide your life—are meant to 
be the non-negotiables that define who you are. They're the lines you've drawn 
that say, "This is what I stand for. This is what matters to me. This is who I am." 

But in unhealthy relationships, values become negotiable. You find yourself 
compromising the very things you once said were essential: 

Spiritual Values: 

• You stop praying regularly because they think it's "too much" 

• You skip church because they want to sleep in or aren't interested 

• You compromise on sexual boundaries because "everyone does it" or 
"we love each other" 

• You stop talking about your faith because it makes them uncomfortable 

• You distance yourself from Christian community because they prefer 
you spend that time with them 

Relational Values: 

• You've always believed in the importance of family, but you see them 
less because your partner doesn't like them 
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• You've always valued deep friendships, but you let those relationships 
fade because your partner is jealous or demanding of your time 

• You've always believed in honest communication, but now you hide 
things to avoid conflict 

Personal Values: 

• You valued education or career development, but you sacrifice 
opportunities to accommodate their needs 

• You valued health and self-care, but now you neglect yourself 

• You valued creativity or hobbies, but you've given them up because they 
took time away from the relationship 

• You valued financial responsibility, but now you're overspending or 
lending money you can't afford 

Ethical Values: 

• You've always believed in honesty, but now you lie to cover for them or 
to avoid their reaction 

• You've always believed in treating people with respect, but you tolerate 
disrespectful behavior from your partner 

• You've always had standards for how you expect to be treated, but now 
you accept treatment you would never tolerate from anyone else 

The rationalization usually sounds like: "Love means compromise." But there's 
a profound difference between compromising on preferences (where we eat 
dinner, what movie we watch) and compromising on values (who you are, 
what you believe, how you expect to be treated). 

Compromising on preferences is flexibility. Compromising on values is self-
betrayal. 

Shape-Shifting to Please Partners 
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One of the most painful forms of self-abandonment is what I call "shape-
shifting"—fundamentally changing yourself to become what you think your 
partner wants you to be. 

You change your appearance: 

• Dressing differently than your natural style because they prefer it 

• Changing your hair, makeup, or body to fit their ideal 

• Feeling anxious about their attraction to you based on your appearance 

You change your personality: 

• Becoming quieter if they prefer subdued partners 

• Becoming more outgoing if they like extroverts 

• Suppressing aspects of your personality they find annoying or 
unattractive 

You change your opinions: 

• Adopting their political views without critical thought 

• Agreeing with their perspectives even when you genuinely disagree 

• Losing your own capacity for independent thought 

You change your interests: 

• Pretending to like activities you actually dislike 

• Abandoning hobbies you love because they don't share them 

• Becoming interested in things solely because they're interested 

You change your speech patterns: 

• Editing what you say to avoid triggering them 

• Speaking less to avoid conflict 

• Adopting their vocabulary, phrases, or communication style 



153 
 

You change your life direction: 

• Altering career plans to accommodate their preferences 

• Moving locations you don't want to move to 

• Making major life decisions based on what they want rather than what 
you want 

The insidious thing about shape-shifting is that it happens gradually. You don't 
wake up one day and decide to become a different person. Instead, you make 
a thousand small adjustments—each one seeming reasonable, each one 
justified by love—until you look in the mirror and don't recognize yourself. 

Thomas Merton wrote: "The beginning of love is to let those we love be 
perfectly themselves, and not to twist them to fit our own image." But self-
betrayal flips this wisdom. Instead of letting yourself be perfectly yourself, you 
twist yourself to fit what you think they want. And ironically, in trying to make 
yourself more lovable, you become less yourself—which means they're not 
actually loving you at all. They're loving the carefully curated version you've 
created. 

This is why shape-shifting never works long-term. Even if you successfully 
become what you think they want, you'll spend every day terrified that the real 
you will slip through. And the real you always does eventually—because 
pretending is exhausting, and no one can maintain a false self forever. 

The Spiritual Danger of Losing Your Identity 

From a spiritual perspective, self-betrayal isn't just psychologically 
damaging—it's a profound spiritual crisis. 

God created you as a unique individual—with specific gifts, personality, 
calling, and purpose. You are not a mistake or an accident. You are 
intentionally designed. Psalm 139:13-14 declares, "For You formed my inward 
parts; You wove me in my mother's womb. I will give thanks to You, for I am 
fearfully and wonderfully made." 
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When you abandon yourself to please a romantic partner, you're essentially 
saying: "The person God made me to be isn't good enough. I need to become 
someone else to be worthy of love." 

This has several spiritual consequences: 

You lose connection with God: When you suppress your true self, you can't 
be authentic in your relationship with God either. How can you pray honestly 
when you're not being honest with yourself? How can you hear God's voice 
when you've silenced your own? 

You reject God's design: Shape-shifting is a form of rejecting God's 
craftsmanship. It's saying, "You got it wrong when you made me this way. I 
need to remake myself." 

You worship the relationship: When you sacrifice everything—including your 
integrity, your values, and your identity—to maintain a relationship, you've 
made that relationship an idol. You're serving it rather than serving God. 

You model an unbiblical gospel: The gospel is about being loved as you are, 
not about changing yourself to earn love. When you shape-shift to maintain 
relationship, you're living out a works-based, performance-driven 
understanding of love that contradicts the truth of the gospel. 

You lose your witness: Part of your purpose as a Christian is to reflect God's 
image in the world. When you abandon your true self, you can't fulfill that 
purpose. You're not reflecting God's image; you're reflecting whatever image 
you think will keep your partner happy. 

The cost of losing yourself spiritually is far greater than the cost of losing a 
relationship. Jesus asked, "For what will it profit a man if he gains the whole 
world and forfeits his soul?" (Matthew 16:26). The same principle applies 
here: What profit is there in gaining a relationship but losing yourself in the 
process? 

Recognizing Your Own Voice 
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One of the most critical skills for breaking the pattern of self-betrayal is 
learning to recognize your own voice—to distinguish between what you 
actually think, feel, want, and need versus what you've been conditioned to 
think you should think, feel, want, or need. 

The Sheep and the Shepherd 

In John 10:27, Jesus says, "My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they 
follow Me." This isn't just about hearing God's voice in a mystical sense. It's 
about developing such familiarity with the Shepherd's voice that you can 
distinguish it from all other voices—including the voices of fear, people-
pleasing, and self-betrayal. 

But here's what many people miss: Part of hearing God's voice involves 
learning to hear your own voice as someone made in God's image. God gave 
you: 

• A mind capable of thought, discernment, and wisdom 

• Emotions that signal what matters to you 

• Desires that reflect how He designed you 

• Intuition that often knows truth before you can articulate it 

• A conscience that alerts you when something is wrong 

When you suppress your own voice—your thoughts, feelings, needs, 
intuitions—you're not just silencing yourself. You're also silencing one of the 
ways God speaks to you. 

People who've spent years in self-betrayal often say things like: 

• "I don't know what I think anymore." 

• "I can't tell what I really feel versus what I'm supposed to feel." 

• "I have no idea what I actually want." 

• "My intuition stopped working." 
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But these abilities didn't disappear. They were suppressed. And they can be 
recovered. 

The Holy Spirit as Internal Compass 

The Holy Spirit functions as an internal compass, guiding believers into truth 
and away from deception. Romans 8:14 says, "For all who are being led by the 
Spirit of God, these are sons of God." 

But the Spirit's leading often comes through the very channels we've learned 
to suppress: 

Peace (or lack thereof): Colossians 3:15 instructs, "Let the peace of Christ 
rule in your hearts." When you're considering a decision—including 
relationship decisions—the presence or absence of peace is significant data. 
If you lack peace about something, that's often the Spirit's way of warning you. 

But when you're committed to self-betrayal, you override this signal. You tell 
yourself peace isn't important, or that you'll have peace later, or that the 
absence of peace is just your fear. You refuse to let peace "rule"—to have 
authority in your decision-making. 

Conviction: The Holy Spirit convicts us when we're moving away from truth, 
health, or God's design. You might feel conviction when you: 

• Compromise a value you said was important 

• Lie or hide truth to avoid conflict 

• Treat yourself in ways you would never treat someone else 

• Prioritize a relationship above your relationship with God 

But conviction is uncomfortable, so we learn to ignore it, rationalize it, or 
rebuke it as "Satan trying to steal our joy." 

Wisdom and Discernment: James 1:5 promises, "But if any of you lacks 
wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, 
and it will be given to him." The Spirit grants wisdom to recognize red flags, 
discern character, and make sound decisions. 
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But when you're determined to stay in a relationship regardless of what 
wisdom reveals, you stop asking for wisdom—or you ask but refuse to heed 
the answer. 

Your Conscience: 1 Timothy 1:5 speaks of "a good conscience and a sincere 
faith." Your conscience is like an alarm system—it alerts you when something 
is wrong. But in patterns of self-betrayal, you disconnect the alarm system 
because it keeps going off and you don't want to hear it. 

Recovering your ability to recognize your own voice—and the Spirit's voice 
speaking through your faculties—requires reconnecting with signals you've 
learned to ignore. 

Recovering Intuition After Suppression 

Intuition is that wordless knowing—the sense that something is right or wrong 
before you can logically explain why. It's pattern recognition happening at a 
subconscious level, your brain processing thousands of data points and 
delivering a conclusion that feels like a "gut sense." 

Women especially are often told their intuition is wrong, overreactive, or "too 
sensitive." Men are often taught to ignore emotional intelligence in favor of 
logic alone. Both are damaging, because intuition is a valuable source of 
information. 

After years of suppressing intuition, recovering it requires: 

1. Noticing physical sensations: Before your mind can articulate what's 
wrong, your body often knows. Tightness in your chest, knots in your stomach, 
tension in your shoulders, shallow breathing—these are your body's intuitive 
responses. Start paying attention to them rather than dismissing them. 

2. Asking "What is this feeling trying to tell me?" When you have a "bad 
feeling" about something, instead of pushing it away, get curious. "What 
specifically am I sensing? What pattern am I recognizing? What data is my 
subconscious processing that my conscious mind hasn't caught up to?" 
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3. Tracking your intuition's accuracy: Start keeping a record. When your 
intuition tells you something, write it down. Then, later, check whether it was 
accurate. Most people discover that their intuition is far more reliable than 
they thought—they just hadn't been listening to it. 

4. Distinguishing intuition from fear: This is tricky because both intuition and 
anxiety can create similar physical sensations. The difference: 

• Intuition is usually calm and quiet, even when it's warning you. It says, 
"Something's off here." 

• Anxiety is usually loud and catastrophic. It says, "Everything is terrible 
and I can't handle it." 

• Intuition is specific. It points to particular behaviors, patterns, or 
situations. 

• Anxiety is general. It's a free-floating dread without clear cause. 

5. Practicing in low-stakes situations: You don't have to start by trusting your 
intuition about major relationship decisions. Start smaller. What does your 
intuition tell you about which route to take home? About whether to accept a 
social invitation? About whether you'll enjoy a movie? Build confidence in 
smaller decisions so you can trust your intuition in bigger ones. 

6. Getting support: A good therapist or spiritual director can help you learn to 
distinguish between the voice of intuition, the voice of fear, the voice of past 
trauma, and the voice of the Spirit. Sometimes we need outside perspective 
to help us sort through internal voices. 

One woman described recovering her intuition this way: "It was like I'd been 
living with static on the radio for so long that I'd forgotten what a clear signal 
sounded like. As I started paying attention to my body, my feelings, my honest 
thoughts—as I stopped overriding every internal signal that made me 
uncomfortable—the static gradually cleared. And what I heard was my own 
voice, which I'd been silencing for years. And underneath my voice, I could 
finally hear God's voice again too." 
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The Cost of Betraying Yourself 

Self-betrayal isn't a victimless crime. When you abandon yourself to maintain 
a relationship, there are real costs—physically, emotionally, relationally, and 
spiritually. 

Resentment as a Warning Sign 

One of the clearest indicators that you've betrayed yourself is the presence of 
resentment. Resentment is anger that's been suppressed, accumulated, and 
left to ferment. It's what happens when you say yes but mean no, when you go 
along but don't agree, when you give more than you want to give and feel 
trapped doing so. 

Resentment shows up as: 

• Passive-aggressive behavior (doing what was asked, but poorly or with 
attitude) 

• Score-keeping (mentally tracking everything you've sacrificed) 

• Disproportionate anger over small things (exploding over minor issues 
because you've stuffed down major ones) 

• Fantasizing about the relationship ending (not because you want it to 
end, but because you need an escape from your own resentment) 

• Feeling like a martyr (pride in how much you've sacrificed mixed with 
bitterness that it's not appreciated) 

• Critical thoughts about your partner (noticing every flaw, every failure, 
every way they fall short) 

The presence of resentment is a clear sign that somewhere along the line, you 
violated your own boundaries, suppressed your own needs, or said yes when 
you should have said no. 

The mistake people make with resentment is thinking the problem is the 
resentment itself. They try to pray it away, confess it as sin, or suppress it 
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further. But resentment is not the problem—it's the symptom. The problem is 
the self-betrayal that created the resentment. 

The solution isn't to stop feeling resentful. The solution is to stop 
betraying yourself. 

This means: 

• Identifying where you've said yes when you meant no 

• Recognizing which boundaries you've violated 

• Acknowledging what you've given that you didn't want to give 

• Starting to speak honestly about your needs, feelings, and limits 

When you address the root (self-betrayal), the symptom (resentment) 
naturally dissipates. But if you only address the symptom while continuing the 
self-betrayal, the resentment will keep returning, often stronger each time. 

Physical Symptoms of Self-Abandonment 

Your body keeps score. When you chronically betray yourself, your body 
manifests that betrayal in physical ways: 

Stress-Related Symptoms: 

• Chronic headaches or migraines 

• Digestive issues (stomach aches, IBS, nausea) 

• Sleep disturbances (insomnia, nightmares, exhaustion despite 
adequate sleep) 

• Muscle tension and pain, especially in neck, shoulders, and jaw 

• Compromised immune system (getting sick frequently) 

Anxiety Manifestations: 

• Chest tightness or difficulty breathing 

• Racing heart or heart palpitations 
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• Dizziness or feeling faint 

• Panic attacks 

• Constant feeling of being on edge 

Depression Indicators: 

• Chronic fatigue and exhaustion 

• Changes in appetite (eating much more or much less) 

• Loss of interest in activities you used to enjoy 

• Difficulty concentrating or making decisions 

• Feeling numb or emotionally flat 

Somatic Responses: 

• Skin issues (eczema, hives, acne flares) 

• Hair loss 

• Weight changes (significant gain or loss) 

• Hormonal disruptions 

These physical symptoms aren't "all in your head." They're your body's way of 
communicating that something is profoundly wrong. Your body is trying to get 
your attention because you've stopped paying attention to your emotional and 
spiritual signals. 

Treating the symptoms without addressing the cause (self-betrayal) rarely 
works. You can take medication for anxiety, but if the anxiety is being caused 
by staying in a relationship where you can't be yourself, the medication is just 
masking the problem. Your body is telling you the truth; the question is 
whether you're willing to listen. 

Spiritual Disconnection 

Perhaps the most significant cost of self-betrayal is the spiritual 
disconnection it creates. When you're living in darkness—hiding your truth, 
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suppressing your real self, pretending to be fine when you're not—it becomes 
nearly impossible to maintain authentic connection with God. 

Prayer becomes difficult: How can you pray honestly when you're not being 
honest with yourself? Your prayers become shallow, rote, or focused entirely 
on the relationship ("Please make them change," "Please make this work") 
rather than on your own growth and healing. 

Scripture stops speaking: The Word of God convicts, challenges, and calls 
us to truth. When you're committed to living in dishonesty (even if you're being 
dishonest with yourself), Scripture becomes threatening rather than life-
giving. You avoid verses that challenge your choices. 

Conviction feels like condemnation: The Holy Spirit's conviction—meant to 
guide you back to health—feels like judgment. You can't distinguish between 
the voice of God calling you to integrity and the voice of shame telling you 
you're bad. 

Worship becomes performance: You show up to church, sing the songs, say 
the right things, but there's no authentic engagement. You're performing 
spirituality rather than living it. 

Community feels dangerous: Other Christians might see what you're 
unwilling to see. Their questions, concerns, or gentle challenges feel 
threatening, so you isolate or present a false version of yourself to them too. 

You lose your sense of calling: When you've shape-shifted to fit a 
relationship, you lose touch with who God made you to be and what He's 
called you to do. Your purpose becomes maintaining the relationship rather 
than fulfilling your God-given calling. 

God feels distant: This is perhaps the most painful cost. God hasn't moved; 
you have. You've moved away from truth, from integrity, from your true self. 
And in that place of dishonesty, you can't sense God's presence clearly. 

The good news: God is patient and pursues us even in our self-betrayal. The 
moment you turn back toward truth—toward being honest about what you 
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think, feel, need, and want—you'll find that He was there all along, waiting for 
you to come home to yourself so you could come home to Him. 

 

Practical Application 

Boundary Violations Inventory 

This exercise helps you identify where you've betrayed yourself. Answer each 
question honestly. This is for your eyes only—be ruthlessly truthful. 

Values: 

1. What values did I hold before this relationship that I've compromised 
since? 

2. Have I compromised spiritual practices (prayer, church, community)? 

3. Have I changed ethical standards to accommodate this person? 

4. Have I violated sexual boundaries I said were important to me? 

5. What would my younger self think about how I'm living now? 

Relationships: 

6. Have I distanced from friends or family because of this relationship? 

7. Do I hide information from people I trust because I know they'd be 
concerned? 

8. Have I stopped investing in relationships that were once important to 
me? 

9. Am I isolated in ways I wasn't before? 

10. Do I make excuses for why I can't spend time with others? 

Self-Care: 

11. Have I neglected my physical health (sleep, nutrition, exercise)? 

12. Have I abandoned hobbies or activities I loved? 
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13. Have I sacrificed career opportunities or educational goals? 

14. Do I have time and space for rest and solitude? 

15. Am I taking care of my emotional and mental health? 

Communication: 

16. Do I regularly say yes when I mean no? 

17. Do I hide my true feelings to keep the peace? 

18. Do I apologize for things that aren't my fault? 

19. Do I suppress legitimate needs or desires? 

20. Do I edit what I say to avoid triggering negative reactions? 

Identity: 

21. Have I changed how I dress, speak, or present myself? 

22. Have I adopted opinions I don't genuinely hold? 

23. Do I feel like myself in this relationship, or like I'm playing a role? 

24. Have I lost touch with what I actually want apart from what they 
want? 

25. If this relationship ended tomorrow, would I know who I am? 

For each "yes" answer, write specifically what was compromised and 
when it started. This helps you see patterns and recognize the progressive 
nature of self-betrayal. 

Identifying Your Non-Negotiables 

Non-negotiables are the boundaries and values you will not compromise, no 
matter what. They're the lines that define who you are and what you stand for. 

Many people have never clearly defined their non-negotiables, which makes it 
easy to slowly compromise them. This exercise helps you identify yours. 

Part 1: Brainstorm 
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In each category, list what's truly non-negotiable for you: 

Spiritual Non-Negotiables: 

• Examples: Regular prayer life, church attendance, sexual boundaries, 
importance of faith in partner's life, raising children in the faith 

• Your non-negotiables: 

Relational Non-Negotiables: 

• Examples: Emotional availability, honesty, respect, fidelity, non-
violence, sobriety 

• Your non-negotiables: 

Personal Non-Negotiables: 

• Examples: Career goals, maintaining friendships, time for hobbies, 
financial responsibility, geographic location 

• Your non-negotiables: 

Treatment Non-Negotiables: 

• Examples: No name-calling, no yelling, no controlling behavior, no 
manipulation, no isolation from community 

• Your non-negotiables: 

Part 2: Prioritize 

Not everything can be equally non-negotiable. Identify your top 5-10 absolute 
non-negotiables—the things you would end a relationship over if violated. 

Part 3: Assess 

For each non-negotiable, honestly evaluate: 

• Is this actually non-negotiable, or am I already compromising it? 

• If I'm compromising it, when did that start? 

• What would it look like to re-establish this boundary? 
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• Am I willing to risk the relationship to maintain this non-negotiable? 

Part 4: Communicate 

If you're currently in a relationship, your partner needs to know your non-
negotiables. This isn't about issuing ultimatums; it's about being clear about 
who you are and what matters to you. 

Draft a script: "I need to be honest about something that's important to me. 
[Non-negotiable] is a core value/need/boundary for me. I realized I haven't 
been clear about this, and I need to be. This is non-negotiable for me moving 
forward." 

Practice: Saying No Without Explanation 

One of the most powerful skills for breaking self-betrayal patterns is learning 
to say no without over-explaining, justifying, or apologizing. 

Why this matters: 

When you say no but then provide lengthy explanations, you're: 

• Implicitly asking permission for your no 

• Suggesting your no is negotiable if your reasons aren't good enough 

• Training others that your boundaries require justification 

• Exhausting yourself by needing to build a case for every boundary 

Jesus modeled this in Matthew 5:37: "Let your statement be, 'Yes, yes' or 'No, 
no'; anything beyond these is of evil." A simple, clear, kind no is complete. 

The Practice: 

This week, practice saying no to something without explanation. Start with 
low-stakes situations: 

Instead of: "I can't make it to dinner because I have a work thing and I'm really 
tired and I've been busy all week and I need to catch up on sleep and..." 

Say: "I can't make it to dinner, but thank you for inviting me." 
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Instead of: "I don't want to lend you money because I'm trying to save and I 
have bills coming up and I'm not comfortable mixing money and relationships 
and..." 

Say: "I'm not able to lend you money." 

Instead of: "I don't want to have that conversation right now because I'm not 
in the right headspace and I need to process my thoughts and maybe we 
could talk about it later when..." 

Say: "I'm not available to discuss this right now. Let's revisit it another time." 

Notice what happens: 

1. How does it feel in your body to say no without explanation? 

2. How does the other person respond? 

3. Do they respect your no, or do they push for justification? 

4. Can you sit with any discomfort without backtracking? 

Important: If someone consistently refuses to accept your no without 
detailed justification, that's a major red flag about their respect for your 
autonomy. 

Recovery Exercise: Timeline of Self 

Create a timeline that shows who you were before and during this 
relationship. This visual often makes the pattern of self-betrayal starkly clear. 

Materials: Large paper, markers, or a digital document 

Instructions: 

1. Create a "Before" column. List:  

o Hobbies and interests you had 

o Friends you spent time with 

o How you spent your free time 
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o Values you held 

o Goals you were pursuing 

o How you would have described yourself 

o What brought you joy 

o Your relationship with God 

2. Create a "Now" column. List the same categories, but describe your 
current reality. 

3. Highlight what's changed. Use different colors:  

o Green: Changes that feel positive and healthy 

o Yellow: Changes you're uncertain about 

o Red: Changes that represent loss or compromise 

4. Reflect:  

o What percentage of changes are red (loss/compromise)? 

o If you could see this timeline about someone else, what would 
you tell them? 

o What would you need to change to return more of the "before" 
elements? 

o Which losses do you most grieve? 

This exercise isn't about going back to exactly who you were before—
relationships should involve some change and growth. It's about recognizing 
when change has been loss rather than growth, when you've shrunk rather 
than expanded, when you've abandoned rather than integrated. 

The Voice Meditation 

This guided meditation helps you reconnect with your own voice after 
suppression. 
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Find a quiet place. Sit comfortably. Close your eyes. 

Take several deep breaths. With each exhale, imagine releasing the pressure 
to be anything other than who you are. 

Now, imagine yourself before this relationship began. See yourself clearly—
how you dressed, how you carried yourself, what you cared about, who you 
spent time with. 

Ask this version of yourself: 

• What did you need that you're not getting now? 

• What did you know then that you've forgotten? 

• What would you want me to remember? 

• What warnings would you give me? 

Listen. Don't filter, rationalize, or dismiss. Just listen. 

Now imagine your best self—the person God created you to be, fully alive and 
fully yourself. Ask this version: 

• What would you have me change? 

• What am I tolerating that you wouldn't? 

• What have I lost that you want me to reclaim? 

• What do you know that I need to remember? 

Listen. 

Now imagine Jesus sitting beside you. Feel His presence—no judgment, only 
love. Ask Him: 

• What do You see that I can't see? 

• What truth do I need to hear? 

• What am I afraid to acknowledge? 

• What would You have me do? 
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Listen. 

When you're ready, open your eyes. Write down what you heard—all three 
voices. This is your truth. This is your wisdom. This is your way forward. 

 

A Word on Rebuilding 

If you've recognized yourself in this chapter—if you've seen the ways you've 
betrayed yourself—you might be feeling overwhelmed or even hopeless. How 
do you rebuild a self you've dismantled? How do you recover a voice you've 
silenced? 

Here's the truth: The self you abandoned is still there. Buried, perhaps. 
Silenced, yes. But not destroyed. You don't have to create a new self from 
scratch. You need to excavate the self that's always been there, waiting for you 
to come home. 

This work takes time. You didn't lose yourself overnight, and you won't recover 
yourself overnight either. But every time you: 

• Say no when you mean no 

• Express a need instead of suppressing it 

• Maintain a boundary instead of compromising it 

• Choose honesty instead of pretending 

• Listen to your intuition instead of dismissing it 

• Prioritize your wellbeing instead of sacrificing it 

You're taking your self back. Piece by piece. Choice by choice. Truth by truth. 

And here's what you'll discover: The person you are when you're not betraying 
yourself is more lovable, not less. More attractive, not less. More worthy of real 
love, not less. 
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The right person won't need you to shrink, shape-shift, or silence yourself. 
They'll love the real you—the you that says no when you mean no, the you that 
has needs and expresses them, the you that maintains boundaries and 
honors values. 

And if the person you're currently with can't love that version of you? That's not 
evidence that you're unlovable. It's evidence that they're not your person. 

You don't need to be smaller to be loved. You need to be yourself. And the 
person who truly loves you will want exactly that—not a carefully managed 
version, but the real, messy, honest, fully alive you. 

That person is still in there, waiting. 

It's time to let them out. 
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Chapter 7: Texting Patterns That Reveal Trouble 

"A man of too many friends comes to ruin, but there is a friend who sticks 
closer than a brother." 
—Proverbs 18:24 (NASB) 

The text came in at 11:47 PM on a Thursday: "Hey beautiful, I've been thinking 
about you all day." 

Maya's heart jumped. She hadn't heard from Ethan in three days—not since 
their date on Monday night, which had gone so well she'd been certain he'd 
text the next day. When Tuesday came and went with silence, she'd started 
analyzing everything she'd said, wondering if she'd misread the connection, 
checking her phone compulsively. By Wednesday, she'd drafted and deleted 
five different "just checking in" texts. By Thursday morning, she'd convinced 
herself he'd lost interest. 

Now, nearly midnight, her phone finally lit up with his name. The relief was 
immediate and overwhelming. He did like her. He had been thinking about her. 
Everything was fine. 

She responded within seconds: "I've been thinking about you too!" 

His reply came quickly: "You're so beautiful. Wish I could see you right now." 

They texted for the next hour—him being flirty and affectionate, her feeling 
chosen and special again. At 1 AM, he said he had to go, that he'd text her 
tomorrow. 

Tomorrow came and went. So did the next day. And the next. 

Five days later, the pattern repeated: late-night text, intense attention for an 
hour, promises of more contact, then disappearance. 

When Maya finally mentioned the pattern to her friend Sarah, she got 
defensive. "At least he's reaching out. He's busy. He's probably just not a big 
texter. I don't want to be clingy or demanding." 
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Sarah asked a simple question: "If someone told you they thought about you 
all day, would you go three days without contacting them?" 

The question hung in the air. Because Maya knew the answer. If she genuinely 
thought about someone all day, she'd send a text. A real one. At a reasonable 
hour. She wouldn't wait three days, reach out at midnight, and then disappear 
again. 

Ethan's words said one thing. His behavior—his pattern of communication—
said something entirely different. And the pattern, not the words, was telling 
the truth. 

In modern dating, texting has become the primary mode of early 
communication. This isn't inherently bad, but it creates new challenges for 
discernment. How someone texts you—the timing, frequency, consistency, 
and substance of their messages—reveals far more about their character, 
intentions, and interest level than the actual words they use. 

The Proverb quoted above warns about "too many friends"—people who offer 
surface-level connection but lack genuine commitment. In our digital age, this 
manifests as people who can send sweet texts but can't show up consistently, 
who offer words without follow-through, who create the illusion of connection 
without actual investment. 

Learning to recognize unhealthy texting patterns isn't about being suspicious 
or cynical. It's about developing discernment—about learning to read the 
signs that reveal someone's true level of interest, emotional availability, and 
character before you invest your heart deeply. 

The Inconsistency Pattern 

Inconsistency in communication is one of the clearest early warning signs 
that someone is not ready for, not interested in, or not capable of a healthy 
relationship. Yet it's also one of the easiest red flags to rationalize away, 
especially when the person says all the right things during their periods of 
contact. 
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Hot and Cold Messaging 

The hot-and-cold pattern looks like this: 

Hot Phase: 

• Frequent texts throughout the day 

• Quick responses 

• Enthusiastic tone 

• Lots of compliments and affection 

• Future-oriented language ("I can't wait to see you," "We should...") 

• Questions about your day, your life, your thoughts 

• Initiation of conversations 

Cold Phase: 

• Hours or days between responses 

• Brief, one-word answers when they do respond 

• Lack of enthusiasm 

• No initiation of conversation 

• Avoidance of making plans 

• Generic responses that could be sent to anyone 

• Suddenly "too busy" to engage 

Then, just when you're about to write them off, the cycle flips back to hot. 

Why this happens: 

There are several possible explanations for hot-and-cold behavior, none of 
them good: 
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They're dating multiple people: When they're focused on you, you get the hot 
phase. When they're focused on someone else or evaluating their options, you 
get the cold phase. You're one of several people in rotation. 

They're emotionally unavailable: They can only handle intimacy in small 
doses. When they feel themselves getting close, they pull back to create 
distance, then return when the closeness no longer feels threatening. 

They're keeping you as a backup option: They're not sure about you, but they 
don't want to let you go entirely. The sporadic contact keeps you engaged 
without requiring them to commit. 

They're manipulative: The inconsistency is intentional. By making their 
attention unpredictable, they create anxiety in you, which ironically makes 
their attention feel more valuable when you receive it. This is classic 
intermittent reinforcement—the pattern that creates addiction. 

They're simply not that interested: People make time for what they prioritize. 
If someone genuinely wanted consistent connection with you, they'd create it. 
The hot-and-cold pattern reveals that you're not a priority. 

What makes this pattern so damaging: 

The unpredictability creates anxiety. During the cold phases, you're anxious 
about whether they're still interested. You obsess over what went wrong, 
analyze your last interaction, wonder if you did something to cause the 
withdrawal. When the hot phase returns, the relief is so overwhelming that 
you bond even more strongly to them—not despite the anxiety they caused, 
but partially because of it. 

This is trauma bonding in its early stages. Your nervous system becomes 
activated by the uncertainty, and then gets a massive dopamine hit when they 
return with warmth. The contrast between the cold and the hot makes the hot 
feel even better than consistent warmth would. 

Scripture is clear about the value of consistency. James 5:12 instructs, "But 
above all, my brethren, do not swear, either by heaven or by earth or with any 
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other oath; but your yes is to be yes, and your no, no, so that you may not fall 
under judgment." While this verse is specifically about oath-taking, the 
principle applies to all communication: Say what you mean. Mean what you 
say. Be consistent between your words and your actions. 

When someone's communication pattern is hot and cold, their yes isn't yes 
and their no isn't no. You never know what you're getting. That inconsistency is 
not just annoying—it's a character issue that will manifest in every area of 
relationship with them. 

Breadcrumbing Behavior 

Breadcrumbing is a specific type of inconsistent communication where 
someone sends just enough messages to keep you interested, but never 
enough to actually develop a real relationship. Like leaving a trail of 
breadcrumbs, they give you just enough to keep you following, but the trail 
never leads anywhere. 

Breadcrumbing looks like: 

• Occasional "thinking of you" texts with no follow-through 

• Liking or commenting on your social media but not actually texting you 

• Vague plans that never materialize ("We should hang out sometime") 

• Sporadic late-night texts that disappear by morning 

• Enough engagement to keep you from moving on, but not enough to 
move forward 

• Compliments and sweet words, but no actual investment of time or 
energy 

The intention behind breadcrumbing: 

Sometimes breadcrumbing is unconscious—the person is genuinely 
ambivalent and doesn't realize what they're doing. But often, it's strategic: 
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Keeping options open: They're not ready to commit to you, but they don't 
want you to be unavailable if their other options don't work out. 

Ego boost: Your continued interest and responsiveness makes them feel 
desirable without requiring them to do the work of actual relationship. 

Avoiding confrontation: It's easier to breadcrumb than to have an honest 
conversation about not wanting to pursue the relationship seriously. 

The cost of accepting breadcrumbs: 

When you accept breadcrumbing—when you respond enthusiastically to 
crumbs as if they're a full meal—you train the person that minimal effort will 
keep you engaged. You also prevent yourself from being available for someone 
who would actually offer you consistent, substantial connection. 

One woman described it this way: "I spent six months following breadcrumbs, 
convincing myself that the occasional sweet text meant he cared. Meanwhile, 
I turned down invitations from friends, declined dates with other people, and 
spent emotional energy analyzing his every message. When I finally realized 
the breadcrumbs would never lead to an actual relationship, I'd wasted half a 
year on someone who was never genuinely interested." 

Why Inconsistency Indicates Ambivalence 

Here's a hard truth: When someone is genuinely interested in you and ready 
for relationship, they're consistent. They don't disappear for days. They don't 
play hot and cold. They don't breadcrumb. 

Think about it in other contexts: 

• If you were genuinely interested in a job, would you respond to the 
employer's emails three days late with one-word answers? 

• If you were excited about a friendship, would you go silent for a week 
and then suddenly send a "miss you!" text? 

• If you cared about a family member, would you be warm and engaged 
one day and completely unavailable the next? 
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Of course not. When something matters to us, we show up for it consistently. 
We make time. We prioritize. We're reliable. 

The same is true in dating. Inconsistent communication is not a personality 
quirk or a different "communication style." It's a clear indicator of 
ambivalence at best, manipulation at worst. 

The only appropriate response to inconsistency is to match it—or leave. 

If someone texts you after days of silence, you don't need to respond 
immediately. You don't need to be available whenever they decide to show up. 
And you absolutely don't need to continue investing in someone who treats 
your time and attention as something they can pick up and put down at their 
convenience. 

Better yet, have a direct conversation: "I've noticed our communication is 
inconsistent. I need more reliability than this. If you're interested in getting to 
know me, I need you to show up consistently. If you're not able to do that, 
that's okay, but I need to know so I can move on." 

Their response—and more importantly, their behavior after that 
conversation—will tell you everything you need to know. 

Red Flags in Digital Communication 

Beyond inconsistency, there are specific texting behaviors that should raise 
immediate red flags. These patterns reveal character issues, lack of genuine 
interest, manipulation, or unavailability for healthy relationship. 

Late-Night-Only Texts 

If someone consistently texts you only late at night (typically after 10 PM) and 
rarely or never during normal waking hours, this is a significant red flag. 

What late-night-only texting usually means: 

You're not a priority: They're texting you when they have nothing else to do, 
when they're bored and lonely, or when they're in bed and thinking about 
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physical connection. You're not important enough to make time for during 
their productive hours. 

They're hiding you: If they're only texting when other people aren't around, it 
may be because they don't want others (a current partner, other romantic 
interests, or even friends who would call out their behavior) to see them 
texting you. 

They're looking for physical connection, not emotional connection: Late-
night texts often have a sexual undertone. If every conversation happens when 
they're in bed, their interest is likely physical, not romantic in a relationship-
building sense. 

They have poor boundaries: People with healthy boundaries don't text new 
romantic interests at midnight unless there's an established relationship and 
mutual understanding that late-night communication is acceptable. 

The exception that proves the rule: 

Yes, some people work night shifts or have unusual schedules. But even then, 
healthy interested people make time during overlapping waking hours for 
substantive conversation. They explain their schedule. They make plans to 
talk when both parties are alert and available. The pattern is still one of 
intentionality and respect. 

If someone only texts you late at night and responds with vague excuses when 
you suggest talking at other times, trust the pattern. 

Avoiding Direct Questions 

Pay attention to how someone responds to direct questions, especially 
questions about: 

• Their intentions ("What are you looking for in dating right now?") 

• Their interest level ("Are you interested in pursuing this or should we just 
be friends?") 

• Their availability ("Are you dating other people?") 
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• Their past ("Why did your last relationship end?") 

• Making plans ("Can we set a specific day to see each other?") 

Red flag responses include: 

Deflection: Answering a different question than the one you asked. You ask 
about their relationship intentions; they tell you about their day at work. 

Vagueness: "I'm just seeing where things go." "I'm keeping my options open." 
"I don't like to put labels on things." These non-answers are actually clear 
answers—they're not interested in commitment. 

Turning it back on you: "Why are you asking?" "Are you trying to trap me?" 
"You seem really anxious about this." Making you feel bad for asking legitimate 
questions is manipulation. 

Humor or charm to avoid answering: They crack a joke, send a meme, 
change the subject to something flirty. You forget you didn't get an answer 
until later. 

Annoyance or anger: Getting defensive or irritated when you ask 
straightforward questions. "Why do you need to know?" "Can't we just enjoy 
this without overthinking?" This is especially concerning. 

The pattern of avoidance: 

One time might be awkward timing. A pattern of avoidance means they don't 
want to be honest with you about something—either because the truth would 
make you leave, or because they want to keep things ambiguous enough that 
they can maintain flexibility. 

Healthy people answer direct questions directly. They might need to think 
about their answer, might ask for time to process, but they don't consistently 
dodge, deflect, or make you feel bad for asking. 

If you can't get straight answers to basic questions about someone's life, 
intentions, or availability, you can't make informed decisions about whether to 
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continue dating them. And someone who doesn't want you making informed 
decisions is not someone who has your best interests at heart. 

Love-Bombing Via Text 

We discussed love-bombing in Chapter 2, but it's worth noting how it 
specifically manifests in texting: 

• Excessive texting from the very beginning—constant messages all day 
long 

• Over-the-top compliments that feel generic ("You're perfect," "You're the 
most beautiful woman I've ever seen") 

• Premature declarations of serious feelings ("I think I'm falling for you" 
after a few days) 

• Future-faking via text ("I can't wait to marry you," "We're going to have 
such a great life together") 

• Creating urgency around communication ("I need to talk to you right 
now," "Can you call me immediately?") 

• Expecting immediate responses and getting anxious or upset when you 
don't respond quickly 

• Texting at inappropriate times (very early morning, late at night) with the 
expectation that you'll respond 

The key distinction: Genuine interest builds gradually. Someone who is 
genuinely interested wants to get to know you, which takes time. Love-
bombing via text is trying to create intense attachment before you've had time 
to see their character. 

When someone is texting you constantly, saying intense things very early, and 
creating pressure for you to reciprocate that intensity, slow way down. Don't 
match their pace. In fact, intentionally create more space and see how they 
respond. If they respect it, that's a good sign. If they pressure you, guilt-trip 
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you, or escalate their intensity to try to pull you back in, you're seeing 
manipulation. 

The "Good Morning" Text That Means Nothing 

This might seem counterintuitive—aren't "good morning" texts sweet? 
Sometimes, yes. But sometimes they're a manipulation tactic. 

The pattern to watch for: 

Someone sends "Good morning beautiful" (or similar) every single day—but 
that's the extent of their communication. They don't follow up with actual 
conversation. They don't make plans. They don't ask about your life. It's just a 
daily "good morning" text that: 

• Makes you think about them first thing every day 

• Creates a sense of routine and relationship 

• Requires minimal effort on their part 

• Keeps you emotionally engaged 

• But doesn't lead to actual connection or relationship development 

It's breadcrumbing dressed up to look like attentiveness. 

Why this matters: 

Words are cheap. Anyone can copy and paste "Good morning beautiful" to 
multiple people. It's the equivalent of liking your Instagram post—a minimal 
investment that creates the appearance of interest. 

What matters is: Do they ask meaningful questions? Do they remember 
details about your life? Do they make actual plans to see you? Do they invest 
time and energy in getting to know you? Do they show up consistently in ways 
that matter? 

If someone is sending sweet texts but not doing any of the actual work of 
relationship-building, the texts are a distraction from the lack of substance. 
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Ghosting and the Cowardice of Avoidance 

Ghosting—suddenly cutting off all communication without explanation—has 
become so normalized in modern dating culture that many people accept it as 
inevitable. But it's worth naming clearly: Ghosting is cowardly, disrespectful, 
and reveals significant character issues. 

What ghosting reveals: 

Conflict avoidance: The person would rather disappear than have a difficult 
conversation. This tells you how they'd handle conflict in a relationship—by 
running away. 

Lack of empathy: They're either unable or unwilling to consider how their 
disappearance affects you. They prioritize their own comfort over your dignity. 

Poor emotional regulation: They can't tolerate the minor discomfort of 
sending a "I don't think we're a match, but I wish you well" text. 

Immaturity: Adults communicate. They end things clearly. They treat others 
with basic respect. 

The exception: 

There is one situation where ghosting is not only acceptable but 
recommended: When you feel unsafe. If someone has been threatening, 
aggressive, boundary-violating, or has made you fear for your safety, you do 
not owe them closure. Your safety takes precedence over etiquette. 

But in normal situations where someone simply isn't interested anymore, 
adult communication is required. And if someone ghosts you, that's valuable 
information—you've learned they lack the character you need in a partner. 

How to respond to being ghosted: 

You can send one final message: "I'm assuming from your silence that you're 
no longer interested in continuing to get to know each other. I would have 
appreciated a direct conversation, but I respect your decision. I wish you well." 
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Then move on. Don't chase. Don't send multiple messages asking what 
happened. Don't try to get closure from someone who's shown they're 
unwilling to communicate. Their ghosting is your closure—you now know they 
don't have the character for healthy relationship. 

Words Without Follow-Through 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told a parable about two builders—one 
who built on rock (heard Jesus's words and acted on them) and one who built 
on sand (heard the words but didn't act). The conclusion was stark: "But 
everyone who hears these words of Mine and does not act on them, will be 
like a foolish man who built his house on the sand" (Matthew 7:26). 

The principle applies perfectly to dating: Words without corresponding action 
are built on sand. They sound good in the moment but collapse under any 
pressure. 

Why Actions Matter More Than Words 

In texting, it's easy to say anything: 

• "I can't wait to see you" (but they don't make plans) 

• "You're so important to me" (but they don't make time for you) 

• "I'm falling for you" (but their behavior doesn't demonstrate care) 

• "I'll call you tomorrow" (but they don't) 

• "Let's get together this week" (but they never follow up with a specific 
day) 

Words create feelings. But actions reveal truth. 

The question to ask about any text: Is this backed up by behavior? 

If someone texts "I miss you" but hasn't made any effort to see you, the text is 
meaningless—or worse, it's manipulation designed to keep you emotionally 
engaged while they invest nothing real. 
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If someone says "You're a priority to me" but consistently cancels plans, 
shows up late, or goes days without communication, their words are lies. 
Maybe lies they believe themselves, but lies nonetheless. 

The pattern to watch for: 

Promises without action: 

• "I'll take you to that restaurant" (never makes a reservation) 

• "We should do something this weekend" (Friday comes and goes 
without plans) 

• "I'll call you later" (doesn't call) 

• "Let me check my schedule and get back to you" (never does) 

Declarations without demonstration: 

• Says you're important but treats you as optional 

• Says they're serious about you but keeps their dating app profile active 

• Says they want a relationship but won't define what you are to them 

• Says they care but doesn't show up when you need support 

Apologies without change: 

• "I'm sorry I've been distant" (but the distance continues) 

• "I know I need to be better about communication" (but communication 
doesn't improve) 

• "You're right, I should have made plans" (but they still don't make plans) 

Empty apologies are particularly insidious because they create the 
appearance of accountability while changing nothing. Someone who is 
genuinely sorry doesn't just say the words—they modify their behavior. 

Testing Character Through Consistency 
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Character isn't revealed in grand gestures or poetic texts. It's revealed in 
consistent, small actions over time. 

How to test character through communication: 

Notice patterns over time: One forgotten callback might be an accident. A 
pattern of not following through is character. Track whether their behavior 
matches their words over weeks and months, not just days. 

Pay attention to how they handle small commitments: If they say they'll 
text you after work and don't, that's data. Small commitments are practice for 
big ones. Someone who can't keep small promises won't keep big ones. 

Watch what they do when it's inconvenient: Anyone can text when they're 
bored or lonely. Do they reach out when they're busy? Do they make time even 
when it costs them something? That's when you see what you actually mean 
to them. 

Observe how they treat others: How do they text with friends? Family? 
Coworkers? Do they follow through with them? Or is everyone in their life 
dealing with flakiness and broken promises? If so, you're seeing character, not 
just how they happen to treat you. 

Notice the gap between words and actions: The bigger the gap, the bigger 
the problem. Some people are all words and no action. They say everything 
right but do nothing to back it up. Conversely, some people aren't verbose but 
their actions speak volumes. 

One man described his realization this way: "I was dating a woman who sent 
the sweetest texts—really poetic, emotional messages about how much she 
cared. But when I actually needed her—when my mom went to the hospital—
she sent one 'thinking of you' text and then was silent for three days. 
Meanwhile, my friend who barely texts at all showed up at the hospital with 
coffee and just sat with me. That was when I understood the difference 
between words and character." 

The Appropriate Response to Words Without Follow-Through 
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When you notice a pattern of words without corresponding action, address it 
directly: 

Name the pattern: "I've noticed you often talk about wanting to see me, but 
we haven't actually made plans in three weeks. What's going on?" 

State your needs: "I need someone whose actions match their words. When 
you say you'll call and don't, it erodes my trust." 

Create a boundary: "I'm not available for texting relationships. If you want to 
get to know me, I need to see you in person regularly. If that's not possible, I 
understand, but this level of communication doesn't work for me." 

Watch their response: Do they get defensive? Make excuses? Promise to 
change but then don't? Or do they acknowledge the problem and actually 
modify their behavior? 

Someone with good character will hear your concern, take responsibility, and 
change their behavior. Someone without it will make you feel bad for bringing 
it up, promise to change but not follow through, or blame you for being 
demanding. 

Don't accept words alone. Require behavior that backs them up. And if the 
gap between words and actions remains consistently wide, believe the 
actions and move on. 

Healthy Communication Patterns 

Now that we've covered what unhealthy texting looks like, let's clarify what 
healthy communication patterns look like in early dating. 

Responsiveness and Respect 

Healthy texting in dating is characterized by: 

Reasonable response times: Not instant (that's usually anxiety or love-
bombing), but within several hours to a day for non-urgent communication. 
Both people understand that adults have jobs, responsibilities, and lives 
outside of texting. 
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Mutual initiation: Both people reach out to start conversations. It's not 
always one person texting first. 

Appropriate timing: Texts generally come during reasonable waking hours 
unless there's an established understanding that late-night or early-morning 
communication is welcome. 

Respect for stated boundaries: If someone says "I'm not available to text 
while I'm at work," that's honored. If someone says "I need time to think about 
that before responding," that's respected without pressure. 

Clear communication about availability: "I'm going to be in meetings all day, 
so I won't be able to text much" or "This week is really busy for me, so my 
responses might be slower than usual." This prevents the other person from 
misinterpreting delayed responses as disinterest. 

Quality over quantity: The texts are substantive when they happen. There's 
actual conversation, not just constant superficial check-ins. 

Appropriate Vulnerability 

In healthy early dating, vulnerability happens gradually through text: 

Early stages (first few weeks): 

• Sharing basic information about life, work, interests 

• Light personal stories and experiences 

• Some hopes and dreams, but not deepest wounds 

• Friendly, warm, interested tone 

• Questions to get to know each other 

Middle stages (1-2 months in): 

• More personal sharing about family, past experiences, values 

• Some vulnerability about challenges or struggles, but not trauma-
dumping 
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• Deeper questions about each other's beliefs, goals, character 

• Building understanding of each other's communication styles and 
needs 

Later stages (2+ months, as relationship develops): 

• Appropriate sharing of more difficult emotions and experiences 

• Vulnerability that's reciprocated—both people opening up, not just one 

• Deep conversations, but with increasing amounts happening in person 
rather than only via text 

• Growing trust demonstrated by increasing openness 

Red flags around vulnerability in texting: 

Too much too soon: Sharing deep trauma, intense emotions, or very personal 
information within the first few texts or dates. This creates false intimacy and 
often indicates poor boundaries. 

One-sided vulnerability: One person constantly sharing deep things while 
the other remains surface-level. This suggests the vulnerable person is 
looking for a therapist, not a partner, or the reserved person is emotionally 
unavailable. 

Using vulnerability as manipulation: Sharing difficult things in a way that 
makes you feel obligated to stay engaged, provide emotional support, or prove 
your care. "I've been really depressed and you're the only one who 
understands me" is a red flag, not romance. 

Refusing to be vulnerable in person: If someone will text deeply emotional 
things but can't have these conversations face-to-face, they're using the 
distance of texting to avoid real intimacy. 

Moving from Text to Face-to-Face 

Here's a critical principle: Texting should lead to in-person time, not 
replace it. 
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Healthy progression: 

Initial contact (first few text exchanges): 

• Brief conversation to establish baseline compatibility and safety 

• Moving toward setting up an actual date within a few exchanges 

• Not spending weeks texting before meeting 

Between early dates: 

• Light check-ins, confirming plans, occasional "thinking of you" 
messages 

• Building anticipation for the next time you'll see each other 

• Not having hours-long text conversations that prevent you from seeing 
each other accurately in person 

As relationship develops: 

• Using text for logistics, quick check-ins, sweet messages 

• Saving substantive conversations for in-person time 

• Texting enhances the relationship; it doesn't constitute the relationship 

Red flags: 

Preferring texting over in-person time: If someone consistently chooses to 
text rather than make plans to see you, they're not genuinely interested in a 
relationship. They're interested in the idea of you or the entertainment of the 
interaction, but not the reality of being with you. 

Hours-long daily text conversations but rare dates: You're building false 
intimacy based on curated text communication rather than reality. Many 
people are different via text than they are in person. 

Resistance to phone or video calls: If they won't graduate to actual voice or 
video conversation, they may be hiding something or keeping you at arm's 
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length. Yes, some people genuinely prefer texting, but someone who never 
wants to hear your voice or see your face is suspicious. 

Being a different person in text than in person: Some people are witty, deep, 
and engaging via text but awkward, distant, or very different in person. Pay 
attention to this gap—the in-person version is the real version. 

The healthy approach: 

After establishing initial compatibility through brief texting, move to in-person 
dates. Use texting between dates to maintain connection, but insist on regular 
face-to-face time. If someone wants to text for hours daily but never make 
concrete plans to see you, call it out: "I enjoy our conversations, but I'd like to 
get together in person. Are you interested in that, or are you looking for more of 
a texting connection?" 

Their response will tell you everything you need to know. 

 

Practical Application 

Texting Red Flag Checklist 

Use this checklist to evaluate texting patterns with someone you're dating or 
considering dating. Be honest—this is for you, not them. 

Frequency and Consistency: 

• ☐ Do they text only sporadically with no consistent pattern? 

• ☐ Are there unexplained gaps of days or weeks between 
communication? 

• ☐ Do they only text late at night (after 10 PM)? 

• ☐ Is communication frequent one week and minimal the next with no 
explanation? 

Quality and Content: 
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• ☐ Are texts superficial without real substance? 

• ☐ Do they avoid answering direct questions? 

• ☐ Are the texts generic (could be sent to anyone)? 

• ☐ Is there an over-reliance on emojis, memes, or gifs instead of actual 
conversation? 

• ☐ Do they send long, intense messages early on that feel premature? 

Responsiveness: 

• ☐ Do they consistently take an unreasonably long time to respond 
(days)? 

• ☐ Do they leave texts on "read" for extended periods without 
responding? 

• ☐ Do they expect immediate responses from you but don't reciprocate? 

• ☐ Do they get upset or anxious if you don't respond immediately? 

Words vs. Actions: 

• ☐ Do they often say they'll do things (call, make plans) but not follow 
through? 

• ☐ Are there frequent apologies but no behavior changes? 

• ☐ Do they express strong feelings via text but their actions don't match? 

• ☐ Do they make vague plans ("let's hang out soon") that never 
materialize? 

Boundaries and Respect: 

• ☐ Do they text at inappropriate times despite you expressing 
discomfort? 

• ☐ Do they pressure you for responses or get upset when you set 
boundaries? 
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• ☐ Do they ignore your stated communication preferences? 

• ☐ Do they become defensive when you try to discuss communication 
concerns? 

Red Flag Behaviors: 

• ☐ Have they ghosted you previously and then reappeared? 

• ☐ Do they breadcrumb (sporadic minimal contact to keep you 
engaged)? 

• ☐ Do they love-bomb with excessive messages and intensity? 

• ☐ Do they only communicate when they want something (attention, 
validation, physical connection)? 

• ☐ Are they clearly texting you while also texting others (you can tell from 
context)? 

In-Person Disconnect: 

• ☐ Do they prefer texting to actually getting together? 

• ☐ Are they different in person than via text? 

• ☐ Do they make excuses for why you can't meet despite frequent 
texting? 

• ☐ Is there more text communication than in-person time? 

Scoring: 

• 0-2 checks: Generally healthy communication with minor areas to 
monitor 

• 3-5 checks: Warning signs present; need to address concerns and 
observe response 

• 6-9 checks: Significant red flags; serious evaluation needed 

• 10+ checks: Unhealthy communication pattern; strong consideration 
for ending contact 
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48-Hour Pattern Assessment 

This exercise helps you see patterns objectively rather than getting lost in the 
emotions of individual texts. 

Instructions: 

For 48 hours (two full days), track every text interaction with this person using 
a simple log: 

Day 1: 

Time 
Who 
Initiated 

Content 
Summary 

Your Emotional 
Response 

Their Response 
Time 

Day 2: 

Time 
Who 
Initiated 

Content 
Summary 

Your Emotional 
Response 

Their Response 
Time 

After 48 hours, analyze: 

Initiation: 

• Who initiated more conversations? 

• If you hadn't initiated, how long would have passed with no contact? 

• Is there a pattern of you always reaching out first? 

Response Times: 

• Are their response times consistent or wildly variable? 

• Do they respond quickly sometimes and take hours/days other times? 

• Is there a pattern to when they respond quickly vs. slowly (time of day, 
day of week)? 

Content: 

• Were the conversations substantive or superficial? 
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• Did they ask questions about you or just talk about themselves? 

• Was there any movement toward making in-person plans? 

• Did words match actions? 

Your Emotional State: 

• Did you feel anxious more often than peaceful? 

• Were you checking your phone compulsively? 

• Did receiving texts bring relief rather than simple pleasure? 

• Did gaps in communication create anxiety? 

Pattern Recognition: 

• What does the 48-hour log reveal that you might not notice message by 
message? 

• Are there clear patterns of inconsistency, low investment, or red flag 
behaviors? 

• Would you tolerate this communication pattern from a friend? From a 
business colleague? 

Often, when we look at texting interactions over a compressed time period 
objectively, patterns become obvious that we miss when we're caught up in 
the moment-to-moment emotions. 

When to Address Communication Concerns 

Not every communication hiccup needs to be addressed immediately. But 
there are times when speaking up is necessary: 

When to address concerns: 

Tier 1: Address immediately (these are serious red flags): 

• Any communication that is disrespectful, demeaning, or boundary-
violating 
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• Pressure for sexual content or conversation you're uncomfortable with 

• Angry or aggressive texts 

• Ghosting followed by reappearance without explanation or apology 

• Discovering they're texting you while in another relationship 

Tier 2: Address within a few days (patterns you shouldn't tolerate long): 

• Consistent inconsistency (hot and cold for more than 2 weeks) 

• Repeated failure to follow through on stated plans 

• Clear gap between words and actions over multiple instances 

• Avoiding direct questions repeatedly 

• One-sided communication where you're always initiating 

Tier 3: Address when you have a good in-person opportunity (concerns 
worth discussing): 

• Different communication preferences (they prefer texts, you prefer 
calls) 

• Timing issues (they text late, you prefer daytime) 

• Frequency mismatch (they text constantly, you prefer more space) 

• Moving from text to more in-person time 

How to address concerns: 

Be direct and specific: 

Poor: "You're bad at texting." 

Better: "I've noticed you often say you'll call but then don't. For example, on 
Tuesday you said you'd call that evening, and I didn't hear from you until 
Thursday afternoon. This pattern makes it hard for me to trust what you say." 

State your needs clearly: 
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"I need more consistency in communication. If you say you'll do something, I 
need you to follow through. If plans change, I need you to let me know." 

Watch their response: 

Green flag responses: 

• Takes responsibility without defensiveness 

• Asks clarifying questions to understand your needs better 

• Proposes specific changes 

• Actually implements those changes in subsequent days/weeks 

Red flag responses: 

• Gets defensive or angry 

• Makes you feel bad for bringing it up ("You're too sensitive," "You're 
demanding") 

• Makes excuses without proposing solutions 

• Promises to change but behavior doesn't change 

• Turns it around on you ("Well, you do X...") 

The outcome: 

After addressing a concern, give it 1-2 weeks to see if behavior changes. If it 
doesn't, you have your answer. They either can't or won't meet your needs for 
communication, which means they're not right for you. 

Don't keep having the same conversation repeatedly. If you've addressed an 
issue clearly and the behavior doesn't change, further discussion won't help. 
Decide whether you can accept their communication style as-is, or whether 
you need to move on. 

The Communication Standards Template 

Create your own communication standards—what you need to feel respected 
and secure in early dating. 
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My Communication Non-Negotiables: 

1. Response Time: I need responses within [timeframe]. I understand that 
everyone gets busy, but as a pattern, I need someone who responds 
within [X hours/days] when we're getting to know each other. 

2. Consistency: I need [daily/every few days/weekly] contact at minimum 
when we're dating. I need that contact to be relatively consistent, not 
hot-and-cold. 

3. Initiation: I need mutual initiation. I'm willing to reach out, but I'm not 
willing to be the only one initiating contact. 

4. Follow-Through: I need someone whose actions match their words. If 
you say you'll call, text, or make plans, I need you to do it—or proactively 
communicate if something changes. 

5. Respect for Boundaries: I'm not comfortable with [late-night 
texting/constant texting/sexual content/etc.]. I need these boundaries 
respected without me having to repeatedly remind you. 

6. In-Person Priority: I need texting to lead to regular in-person time, not 
replace it. I need to see you in person [X times per week/month] for this 
to feel like we're building a real relationship. 

7. Direct Communication: I need someone who answers questions 
directly, doesn't ghost, and communicates honestly even when it's 
uncomfortable. 

Using this template: 

This isn't a contract you hand someone on Date 1. It's for you—to clarify what 
you need so you can recognize when those needs aren't being met. Share 
these standards when relevant in conversation, and be willing to walk away 
from people who can't or won't meet them. 

Remember: Having standards doesn't make you demanding. It makes you 
someone who values themselves enough to require respectful treatment. The 
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right person will meet these standards naturally; the wrong person will make 
you feel bad for having them. 

 

A Word on Grace and Wisdom 

I want to end this chapter with an important balance: We need both grace and 
wisdom in evaluating texting patterns. 

Grace means: 

• Recognizing that everyone has off days, busy seasons, and moments of 
distraction 

• Not interpreting a single delayed response as a red flag 

• Understanding that people have different communication styles and 
preferences 

• Giving benefit of the doubt when someone explains a pattern and works 
to change it 

• Recognizing that we all make mistakes in communication 

Wisdom means: 

• Distinguishing between one-time mistakes and consistent patterns 

• Recognizing when someone's communication style is fundamentally 
incompatible with your needs 

• Trusting your gut when something feels off 

• Believing people's actions over their words when there's a disconnect 

• Refusing to accept treatment that doesn't honor your dignity 

The balance is in being generous about individual instances while being 
discerning about patterns. One forgotten callback isn't a character flaw. A 
pattern of not following through is. 
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Scripture calls us to be "wise as serpents and innocent as doves" (Matthew 
10:16). In modern dating, this means: 

Wise as serpents: Observant, discerning, not naive about red flags, 
protecting yourself from people who would exploit your kindness. 

Innocent as doves: Not cynical, still believing in good people and good love, 
not becoming hardened or suspicious of everyone, maintaining hope and 
openness. 

You can hold both. You can believe that healthy people exist and that healthy 
communication is possible, while also being discerning enough to recognize 
when someone's texting patterns reveal that they're not healthy or not 
genuinely interested. 

Trust yourself. Trust your community. Trust the Holy Spirit's guidance. Trust 
patterns over words. 

And remember: The right person won't make you wonder. Their 
communication will be consistent, respectful, and will clearly demonstrate 
interest and investment. You won't need to analyze, decode, or rationalize. 

With the right person, their texts will feel like what they are—a simple tool to 
stay connected between the in-person time where your relationship actually 
develops. 

With the wrong person, their texts will feel like what they are—a substitute for 
actual relationship, a source of anxiety, a reminder that words without action 
are meaningless. 

You deserve someone whose communication makes you feel secure, not 
anxious. Whose words match their actions. Who treats their commitment to 
text you back with the same respect they'd treat any other commitment. 

Don't settle for breadcrumbs when God has a full meal prepared for you with 
someone whose character matches their words. 
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Chapter 8: Meeting Their Representative, Not Them 

"The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the 
outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart." 
—1 Samuel 16:7 (NASB) 

On their first date, Daniel was everything Natalie had been praying for. He held 
the door open, asked thoughtful questions, spoke warmly about his family, 
and shared how his faith was the center of his life. He was attentive without 
being overwhelming, funny without being crude, and when the check came, 
he insisted on paying with a gracious smile. As they said goodnight, he texted 
her before she even got to her car: "I had such a great time. I'd love to see you 
again soon." 

By date three, Natalie was certain God had answered her prayers. Daniel 
seemed perfect—respectful, spiritual, emotionally available, and genuinely 
interested in her. He talked about wanting marriage and family. He seemed 
intentional about pursuing her. He even asked if he could pray with her at the 
end of their dates. 

Six weeks in, small cracks began to appear. Daniel snapped at a waiter who 
got his order wrong. He made a dismissive comment about Natalie's career 
aspirations. When she mentioned wanting to maintain her Thursday night 
Bible study, he seemed irritated that she wasn't available. When she gently 
raised these concerns, he was immediately apologetic, explaining that he'd 
been stressed at work and wasn't being his best self. 

By three months, the person sitting across from Natalie bore little 
resemblance to the man from that first date. He was critical of how she 
dressed, dismissive of her opinions, and demanded to know where she was 
and who she was with at all times. The faith he'd spoken so eloquently about 
seemed to be more performance than practice—he'd quote Scripture to 
support his positions but showed little actual fruit of the Spirit in how he 
treated her or others. The warmth was gone, replaced by control and criticism. 
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When she finally ended the relationship, confused and hurt, her friend asked a 
simple question: "Who do you think was the real Daniel—the man from the 
first month, or the man from the third month?" 

Natalie thought about it carefully. "The first month was his representative—
the version of himself he wanted me to see. The third month was him. The real 
him. The him I would have gotten if I'd married him." 

This is one of the most common and painful dynamics in modern dating: You 
don't initially meet the real person. You meet their representative—the 
carefully curated, best-version-of-themselves persona they present in hopes 
of winning your interest and affection. 

Everyone does this to some degree. We all put our best foot forward in early 
dating. We dress well, mind our manners, show interest, and generally behave 
better than we do on an average Tuesday when we're tired and stressed. This 
is normal human behavior and not inherently deceptive. 

But there's a crucial difference between showing your best self and creating a 
false self. Between managing impressions appropriately and deliberately 
misleading someone about who you are. Between the natural performance of 
early dating and calculated deception designed to secure commitment before 
your true character is revealed. 

The scripture at the beginning of this chapter reminds us that while humans 
look at outward appearance, God looks at the heart. In dating, your job is to 
develop enough discernment to see past the polished exterior and glimpse 
the actual heart of the person you're considering as a life partner. Because the 
representative you meet in month one won't be who you wake up next to in 
year one of marriage. 

The First-Date Persona 

Understanding why and how people create personas in early dating is the first 
step toward seeing through them. This isn't about becoming cynical or 
suspicious of everyone you date. It's about being wise enough to distinguish 
between genuine character and skillful performance. 
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Why Everyone Performs Initially 

There are legitimate reasons why people present a curated version of 
themselves early in dating: 

Social norms dictate it: We're taught from childhood to be on our "best 
behavior" in new situations. Just as you wouldn't burp at a job interview or 
show up to church in pajamas, you naturally present yourself well on early 
dates. This is appropriate social calibration, not deception. 

Anxiety and nervousness: First dates are anxiety-inducing. When we're 
nervous, we often default to a more formal, controlled version of ourselves. 
We're not being fake; we're managing our anxiety. 

Genuine desire to make a good impression: When you like someone, you 
want them to like you back. You highlight your strengths and downplay your 
weaknesses. You talk about your accomplishments, not your failures. You 
show your humor, not your bad moods. This is natural and not problematic in 
itself. 

Lack of safety for authenticity: Early in dating, there hasn't been enough 
trust built for full vulnerability. You don't share your deepest wounds, most 
embarrassing moments, or worst characteristics with someone you barely 
know. Appropriate self-disclosure happens gradually. 

Unconscious self-presentation: Much of our "representative" behavior isn't 
even conscious. We're not deliberately trying to deceive; we're simply 
operating from our social conditioning about how to behave in new relational 
contexts. 

All of these create a version of ourselves that's real but incomplete—polished 
but not comprehensive. And that's okay, to a point. 

The Difference Between Best Foot Forward and Deception 

The line between appropriate self-presentation and deceptive performance 
lies in intention and sustainability. 
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Best Foot Forward (Appropriate): 

Intent: To make a good impression while being fundamentally honest about 
who you are. 

Characteristics: 

• You're highlighting strengths that actually exist 

• You're managing normal human flaws (not picking your nose at dinner 
isn't deception) 

• You can sustain this version of yourself because it's actually you, just 
slightly polished 

• Over time, you relax into more authenticity without dramatic personality 
shifts 

• You're omitting some information temporarily but not lying about it 

• Your core values, character, and personality remain consistent even as 
you become more comfortable 

Example: You don't talk about your anxiety disorder on Date 1, but you don't 
lie about it either. You dress nicely and are polite. You talk about your interests 
and career. You don't dominate the conversation or ignore the other person. 
You're being a more controlled version of yourself, but it's still you. 

Deception (Problematic): 

Intent: To secure someone's interest and commitment before they discover 
who you really are. 

Characteristics: 

• You're creating characteristics that don't exist (pretending to share 
interests you don't have, claiming values you don't hold) 

• You're deliberately hiding major aspects of yourself that would be 
dealbreakers 
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• You can't sustain this version long-term because it's performance, not 
reality 

• Once comfortable, you undergo a dramatic personality change 

• You're actively lying about important things (relationship status, 
employment, beliefs) 

• Your core character proves to be completely different from what you 
initially presented 

Example: You say you love hiking and want an active lifestyle when you 
actually hate exercise and plan to stop once they're committed. You present 
as emotionally available when you're actually avoidant. You claim faith is 
important when you have no relationship with God and no intention of 
developing one. You act generous and engaged early on but become 
controlling and dismissive once secure. 

The key questions to distinguish between the two: 

• Is this version of me sustainable, or am I pretending to be someone I'm 
not? 

• Am I highlighting real strengths or creating fake ones? 

• Am I temporarily managing anxiety or deliberately deceiving? 

• Would I feel comfortable continuing to be this version of myself, or am I 
counting the days until I can "relax" into who I really am? 

Scripture addresses this in Proverbs 31:30: "Charm is deceitful and 
beauty is vain, but a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised." 

Charm—the polished, attractive surface-level presentation—can be 
deceptive. It can mask what's underneath. Beauty—outward appearance—is 
fleeting and tells you little about character. But the fear of the Lord—genuine 
reverence for God that produces godly character—is what actually matters 
and what will last. 
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In dating, many people fall for charm and beauty (the representative) and miss 
the question of whether the person actually fears the Lord (has genuine 
character). By the time they discover the truth, they're already emotionally 
invested. 

The Performance Spectrum 

Not everyone engages in the same level of performance. Understanding where 
someone falls on this spectrum helps you calibrate your discernment: 

Level 1: Mild Impression Management (Normal) 

• Dressing nicely, using good manners, being attentive 

• Emphasizing positive traits while not broadcasting flaws immediately 

• Managing anxiety and nervousness 

• Being the best version of who they actually are 

Level 2: Strategic Self-Presentation (Caution) 

• Carefully curating which aspects of themselves to reveal 

• Timing disclosures strategically to maximize positive impression 

• Downplaying or hiding characteristics they know might be dealbreakers 

• Creating a somewhat idealized but not entirely false version of 
themselves 

Level 3: Significant Persona Creation (Red Flag) 

• Adopting interests, opinions, or values they don't actually hold 

• Pretending to be someone they're not in substantive ways 

• Deliberately hiding major aspects of their life (relationship status, 
children, employment situation, legal issues) 

• Creating a character to play rather than being themselves 

Level 4: Calculated Deception (Dangerous) 
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• Lying about fundamental realities of who they are 

• Creating elaborate false narratives 

• Love-bombing and mirroring to create false intimacy 

• Consciously manipulating to secure commitment before revealing their 
true self 

• Often involves patterns of narcissism or other personality disorders 

Most people operate at Level 1, and many move into Level 2 without even 
realizing it. But Level 3 and especially Level 4 are where real harm happens, 
and these are the patterns you need to be able to identify. 

How Long Does the Mask Last? 

If someone is presenting a representative rather than their authentic self, how 
long can they maintain the performance? When does the real person typically 
emerge? Understanding these timelines helps you know when to expect—and 
insist on—seeing the person beneath the presentation. 

The 3-6 Month Reveal 

In my years of counseling and in research on relationship development, a 
pattern emerges: Most people can maintain a performance for about 3-6 
months before their authentic self begins to show consistently. 

Why this timeframe? 

Sustained performance is exhausting: Pretending to be someone you're not 
requires constant vigilance and energy. You have to remember what you said, 
monitor your behavior, suppress your natural reactions. After several months, 
the exhaustion of performance overwhelms the motivation to continue it. 

Comfort breeds authenticity: As people become more comfortable in a 
relationship, they naturally relax their guard. This is healthy when both people 
are being authentic. It's revealing when one person was performing. 
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Life circumstances intrude: After a few months, it's impossible to keep 
someone entirely separate from your real life. They meet your friends or family. 
They see your home. They experience you in stressful situations. The carefully 
controlled environment of early dates gives way to messier reality. 

Attachment creates security: Once someone feels secure that you're 
committed or attached, the motivation to maintain the performance 
diminishes. They've "won" you, so they can relax into who they really are. 

The biochemistry changes: Remember the discussion of dopamine and 
neurochemistry from earlier chapters? The intense brain chemistry of new 
romance typically lasts 3-6 months. As it normalizes, the heightened state 
that supported performance fades. 

This is why the 3-6 month mark is so critical in dating. It's the timeframe 
where you typically begin to see: 

• How they handle stress and disappointment 

• What they're like when they're tired or sick 

• How they treat you when the novelty has worn off 

• Whether their stated values align with their lived behavior 

• What their actual character is like when they're not performing 

The dangerous decision: Many people make major relationship 
commitments (moving in together, getting engaged, becoming sexually 
involved) right around the 3-6 month mark—exactly when the representative is 
starting to fade and the real person is emerging. This timing is not 
coincidental. Some people (consciously or unconsciously) push for 
commitment before the mask fully comes off. 

Wisdom suggests: Wait at least 6 months, ideally closer to a year, before 
making major commitments. This gives you time to see someone in multiple 
seasons, stressors, and contexts. The person you're with at 9 months is far 
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more likely to be the person you'll be with at 9 years than the person you're 
with at 2 months is. 

Stress as a Character Revealer 

The fastest way to see someone's true character is to observe them under 
stress. Stress strips away the performance and reveals what's underneath. 

Why stress matters: 

When life is easy, anyone can be patient, kind, and generous. When things go 
wrong—when there's pressure, disappointment, conflict, or challenge—you 
see what someone is really made of. As the saying goes, "Pressure doesn't 
create character; it reveals it." 

Types of stress that reveal character: 

Personal stress: 

• Job loss, work pressure, or career disappointment 

• Health issues or physical pain 

• Financial problems 

• Family crises 

• Sleep deprivation or exhaustion 

How do they handle it? Do they: 

• Take responsibility or blame others? 

• Become irritable and take it out on you? 

• Communicate their stress or shut down? 

• Ask for support appropriately or become needy/demanding? 

• Maintain their values and character or abandon them when it's 
inconvenient? 

Relational stress: 
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• Your first disagreement 

• Times when you can't meet their expectations 

• When you have needs that are inconvenient for them 

• When they don't get their way 

• When you set a boundary 

How do they respond? Do they: 

• Listen and try to understand, or dismiss and defend? 

• Regulate their emotions or escalate? 

• Apologize and take responsibility or blame you? 

• Respect your boundaries or violate them? 

• Work toward resolution or punish through withdrawal? 

External stress: 

• Traffic, long lines, technology failures 

• Bad service at a restaurant 

• Unexpected changes in plans 

• Weather or travel delays 

How do they react? Are they: 

• Patient and adaptable or impatient and rigid? 

• Kind to service workers or rude when frustrated? 

• Able to go with the flow or controlling and demanding? 

• Gracious about minor inconveniences or disproportionately angry? 

Social stress: 

• Meeting your friends or family 
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• Being around people who are different from them 

• Social situations where they're not the center of attention 

• Interactions with people who can't benefit them 

What do you see?: 

• Are they genuinely interested in your people or performative? 

• Do they treat everyone with respect or only those they want to impress? 

• Can they handle not being the most important person in the room? 

• Are they the same person in public and private? 

The pattern matters more than the instance: 

Everyone has bad days. Everyone can be impatient in traffic once, short-
tempered when sick, or withdrawn when stressed. A single instance of poor 
behavior under stress isn't necessarily a red flag. 

What matters is the pattern. If every time they're stressed, disappointed, or 
challenged, they respond with anger, blame, or mistreatment of you or others, 
that's who they are. If they consistently can't handle not getting their way, 
that's character. If their values only hold when life is convenient, they don't 
actually hold those values. 

How to intentionally observe character under stress: 

You don't need to create artificial stress, but you should pay attention when 
stress naturally occurs. And you should make sure you see someone in 
enough varied circumstances that stress inevitably arises: 

• See them when they're tired, hungry, sick 

• See them when plans change or fall through 

• Experience at least one disagreement or conflict 

• Observe them in multiple social contexts 

• See how they handle disappointment 
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• Notice how they treat people who can't do anything for them 

If someone seems perfect but you've only seen them in carefully controlled, 
low-stress environments, you haven't seen them yet. You've seen their 
representative in ideal conditions. 

Why Conflict Is Necessary for True Knowing 

Many people avoid conflict in early dating, thinking that keeping everything 
smooth and pleasant is the path to building a relationship. But conflict—
respectful disagreement, differing opinions, minor tensions—is actually 
essential for truly knowing someone. 

What conflict reveals: 

Communication skills: Can they articulate their perspective clearly? Can 
they listen to yours? Do they talk over you or shut down? 

Emotional regulation: Do they stay calm or escalate? Can they discuss 
difficult topics without becoming flooded with emotion? 

Respect: Do they honor your perspective even when they disagree? Or do 
they dismiss, mock, or belittle views different from theirs? 

Problem-solving approach: Do they want to find solutions or just be right? 
Can they compromise? Do they work with you or against you? 

Conflict style: Do they address issues directly or passive-aggressively? Do 
they bring up issues in the moment or store them up? Do they fight fair or fight 
dirty? 

Character under pressure: When you disagree, do they show respect, 
kindness, and self-control, or does different character emerge? 

Repentance and repair: When they're wrong, can they admit it and 
apologize? Or do they defend, deflect, and blame? 

Blaise Pascal wrote: "People almost invariably arrive at their beliefs not on 
the basis of proof but on the basis of what they find attractive." 
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This is profoundly true in dating. We often fall for people based on what we 
find attractive about them—how they make us feel, how they present 
themselves, the life we imagine with them—rather than on proof of their 
actual character. 

Conflict provides that proof. It's the testing ground where character is 
demonstrated, not just claimed. Someone can say they're patient, respectful, 
and kind. But you don't know if that's true until you disagree with them and 
see how they respond. 

The dangerous pattern: 

Some people will avoid conflict at all costs in early dating—they'll agree with 
everything you say, defer to all your preferences, never push back or express a 
contrary opinion. This seems like compatibility, but it's often actually: 

• People-pleasing and lack of authentic self 

• Strategic behavior to secure commitment 

• Conflict avoidance that will lead to explosive conflict later 

• Inability to be authentic in relationship 

Healthy relationships require the ability to have different perspectives and 
work through them respectfully. If someone can't disagree with you in month 
three, they won't magically develop that ability in year three. 

Don't avoid conflict; observe it carefully: 

You don't need to create drama or pick fights. But when natural disagreements 
arise—about where to eat, what movie to see, how to spend time, values or 
beliefs, or anything else—don't smooth over them immediately to keep the 
peace. 

Instead: 

• Express your perspective honestly 

• Listen to theirs 



214 
 

• See how they handle the difference 

• Notice whether resolution can be reached respectfully 

• Pay attention to how you feel after—closer or more distant? 

If you can navigate small conflicts well, you're building the foundation for 
navigating the larger conflicts that inevitably arise in long-term relationship. If 
you can't handle small disagreements, that's critical information about 
whether this relationship can go the distance. 

Seeing Through the Performance 

So how do you distinguish between someone's representative and who they 
really are? How do you see past the performance to the authentic person 
underneath? There are specific strategies and observations that help reveal 
true character. 

Questions That Reveal Character 

The questions you ask in early dating matter. Surface-level questions ("What 
do you do for work?" "Where did you grow up?") give you surface-level 
information. Character-revealing questions give you insight into who someone 
actually is. 

Questions about their past: 

"Tell me about your last serious relationship. What went wrong?" 

• Do they take any responsibility or blame everything on the ex? 

• Do they speak respectfully about past partners or trash them? 

• Do you hear patterns that concern you (all exes were "crazy," all 
relationships ended the same way)? 

"What's something you've failed at, and what did you learn?" 

• Can they acknowledge failure or do they reframe everything as success? 

• Do they learn from mistakes or repeat them? 
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• Are they humble or defensive? 

"Describe your relationship with your family." 

• How do they talk about their parents and siblings? 

• Are they able to see their family with nuance (good and bad) or is it all 
idealized or all terrible? 

• Do they take responsibility for their role in family dynamics? 

Questions about their values: 

"What does your faith look like in practice, not just belief?" 

• Do they have specific examples of how faith shapes their life? 

• Is their faith active or just cultural/intellectual? 

• How do they integrate faith in daily decisions? 

"What would your closest friends say is your biggest weakness?" 

• Are they self-aware enough to know their weaknesses? 

• Can they be vulnerable about flaws or do they deflect? 

• Do they have close friends who would give honest feedback? 

"How do you handle anger or frustration?" 

• Their answer will tell you something, but watching them in real 
situations tells you more 

• Do they have insight into their emotional patterns? 

• Have they done work to grow in areas where they struggle? 

Questions about their character: 

"Tell me about a time you had to make a sacrifice for someone else." 

• Can they think of examples or is everything about self? 

• Do they sacrifice begrudgingly or generously? 



216 
 

• Who do they sacrifice for and why? 

"What's something you believe that most people disagree with you about?" 

• Do they have convictions or just go with the flow? 

• Can they hold unpopular positions respectfully? 

• Are they a critical thinker or a people-pleaser? 

"How do you handle it when you're wrong about something?" 

• This reveals humility, defensiveness, and growth capacity 

• Can they apologize well? 

• Do they see being wrong as failure or as opportunity for growth? 

Listen for: 

• Specificity: General, vague answers might indicate they're telling you 
what they think you want to hear. Specific examples and stories reveal 
actual experience. 

• Consistency: Do their answers align with other things they've told you? 
With behavior you've observed? 

• Self-awareness: Do they know themselves? Can they articulate their 
patterns, weaknesses, growth areas? 

• Responsibility: Do they take ownership for their life or are they always 
the victim of circumstances? 

• Values alignment: Do their stated values match their life choices and 
priorities? 

Observing Treatment of Service Workers 

There's an old adage: "You can tell a lot about a person by how they treat 
waiters." This is profoundly true and extends to anyone in a service position. 

Why this matters: 
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Power dynamics reveal character: How someone treats people who have 
less power or who they don't need to impress shows their actual character 
more than how they treat you (someone they're trying to impress) or their boss 
(someone with power over them). 

They're not performing for service workers: When someone interacts with a 
waiter, cashier, or Uber driver, they're not thinking "I need to make a good 
impression." They're just being themselves. This is as close to unguarded as 
you'll see someone in early dating. 

Kindness as a value vs. kindness as a strategy: If someone is only kind 
when it benefits them, that's strategy. If they're kind even to people who can't 
do anything for them, that's character. 

What to observe: 

Waitstaff: 

• Are they polite or dismissive? 

• Do they say please and thank you? 

• If there's a mistake, are they gracious or rude? 

• Do they tip appropriately? 

• Do they make conversation or ignore the server as beneath notice? 

Cashiers, baristas, clerks: 

• Do they acknowledge them as humans or treat them as vending 
machines? 

• Are they patient or irritable? 

• Do they put their phone down to interact or talk while scrolling? 

Customer service (when something goes wrong): 

• Are they patient and understanding or angry and entitled? 

• Do they yell at people just doing their job? 
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• Can they advocate for themselves without being abusive? 

People in their way (crowds, traffic, etc.): 

• Are they gracious about inconveniences or angry? 

• Do they have empathy for others' humanity or only care about their own 
convenience? 

Red flags: 

• Rudeness, condescension, or dismissiveness toward service workers 

• Snapping fingers, speaking harshly, or making demeaning comments 

• Refusing to tip or tipping poorly without just cause 

• Yelling at or berating people for mistakes 

• Acting entitled or superior 

Green flags: 

• Consistent kindness to everyone regardless of status 

• Patience with mistakes or inconveniences 

• Generosity with tips and appreciation 

• Treating service workers with the same respect they show you 

• Apologizing if they're short or frustrated 

Pay attention to this: If someone is charming and wonderful to you but rude 
to the waiter, you're not seeing their character. You're seeing their 
performance. Once you're in a committed relationship and they no longer 
need to impress you, you'll be treated the way they treat the waiter. 

How They Speak About Exes 

How someone talks about their past relationships tells you an enormous 
amount about their character, emotional maturity, and what being in 
relationship with them will be like. 
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Red flags in how they discuss exes: 

All exes are terrible: "She was crazy." "He was a narcissist." "They were all 
psycho." If every single past partner was terrible, either they have 
extraordinarily bad judgment in choosing partners, or the common 
denominator (them) is the actual problem. 

Sharing inappropriate details: Telling you intimate details about past 
relationships—sexual specifics, deeply personal information about the ex, or 
private struggles—shows poor boundaries. If they'll violate their ex's privacy 
with you, they'll violate your privacy with the next person. 

Bitterness and anger: Some hurt after a breakup is normal, especially if it's 
recent. But ongoing, vitriolic anger toward all exes suggests unhealed wounds 
and inability to take responsibility for their role. 

Playing victim: "They destroyed me." "I gave them everything and they just 
used me." "I'm so damaged from that relationship." While abuse does happen, 
perpetual victim narratives without any acknowledgment of their own 
contribution are concerning. 

Comparison: Constantly comparing you to an ex—favorably or unfavorably. 
"You're not like her; she was so..." This means they're not over the ex and 
you're being evaluated against that template. 

Staying overly involved: If they're still deeply enmeshed in their ex's life 
(frequent contact, doing favors, unresolved drama) when there's no children 
or shared obligations, they're not emotionally available for new relationship. 

Green flags in how they discuss exes: 

Balanced perspective: "We weren't right for each other." "We wanted 
different things." "We both made mistakes." They can see their role and the 
ex's role with nuance. 

Respect and discretion: They speak respectfully about past partners even 
when the relationship ended poorly. They don't share private details or violate 
confidences. 
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Growth narrative: "That relationship taught me..." "I learned I needed to work 
on..." They can articulate what they learned and how they've grown. 

Appropriate emotional closure: They've processed the relationship, done 
their healing work, and have genuinely moved on emotionally. 

Taking responsibility: "I wasn't ready for commitment then." "I handled 
conflict poorly in that relationship." "Looking back, I can see how my issues 
contributed." They own their part. 

Clear boundaries with exes: They're neither overly enmeshed nor cutting off 
all contact in unhealthy ways (when there are children or legitimate shared 
responsibilities). They maintain appropriate boundaries. 

Listen for: 

The ratio of responsibility they take versus blame they assign. Healthy people 
take responsibility for their 50%. Unhealthy people take 0% (it's all the ex's 
fault) or 100% (everything was their fault, martyr mentality). 

Family Dynamics and Friend Quality 

Two of the best predictors of who someone actually is: Look at their family 
dynamics and look at their friends. 

Family dynamics: 

"Show me your family, and I'll show you your future." While people can break 
generational patterns, it requires intentional work. Most people unconsciously 
repeat what they saw modeled, for better or worse. 

Observe: 

How do they speak about family? 

• With respect, even when discussing difficult relationships? 

• With contempt, blame, or unresolved anger? 

• With nuance (can see both good and bad)? 
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How do they treat family members? 

• With kindness, even when frustrated? 

• With dismissiveness or disrespect? 

• Do they maintain appropriate boundaries? 

What patterns exist in their family? 

• How did parents handle conflict? 

• How was love expressed (or not)? 

• What messages did they receive about relationships? 

• Are there patterns of addiction, abuse, infidelity? 

Have they done the work? 

• If their family of origin was dysfunctional, have they done therapy, 
healing work, broken patterns? 

• Or are they repeating without awareness? 

How do they balance family relationships? 

• Enmeshed (can't make decisions without parents, no boundaries)? 

• Distant (estranged from everyone, unwilling to work on relationships)? 

• Balanced (maintains connection while having separate adult life)? 

Red flags: 

• Contempt for parents or family 

• Enmeshment and inability to differentiate 

• Obvious patterns they're repeating without awareness 

• Refusal to discuss family at all 

Green flags: 
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• Can discuss family with both love and honesty 

• Has done work to heal from family wounds 

• Maintains healthy boundaries 

• Breaking destructive patterns consciously 

Friend quality: 

"Show me your friends, and I'll show you your future." We become like the 
people we spend time with. Someone's friend group reveals what they value, 
what they tolerate, and who they're becoming. 

Observe: 

Do they have close, long-term friendships? 

• Or only surface-level, recent connections? 

• Can they maintain relationships over time? 

What are their friends like? 

• Character, values, how they treat others? 

• Are these people you'd want in your life? 

• Do they bring out the best in your date or the worst? 

How do they speak about friends? 

• With affection and loyalty? 

• With criticism and judgment? 

• Do they gossip or protect confidences? 

How do friends speak about them? 

• Do friends light up around them or seem guarded? 

• Do friends have positive things to say about their character? 

• Or are friends the same representative they are? 
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How do they treat friends? 

• Generously and loyally? 

• As an audience for their performance? 

• Only when convenient? 

Red flags: 

• No close friendships (can't maintain intimate relationships) 

• Only superficial friendships (can't do depth) 

• Friends who are all problematic (birds of a feather) 

• Talking badly about friends behind their back 

• Using friends but not showing up for them 

Green flags: 

• Long-term, deep friendships 

• Friends of good character who clearly care about them 

• Mutual investment in friendships (giving and receiving) 

• Speaking well of friends and protecting their confidence 

• Friends who enhance rather than detract from their character 

The principle: If someone can't maintain healthy friendships, they won't be 
able to maintain healthy romantic relationship. Friendship is relationship on 
easier mode—if they fail there, they'll fail in romance too. 

The Spiritual Component 

For Christians, one of the most important aspects of seeing past the 
representative to the real person is evaluating someone's actual faith, not just 
their claimed faith. This is especially important because it's one of the easiest 
areas for people to perform, and one of the most consequential areas to get 
wrong. 
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"You Will Know Them By Their Fruits" 

Jesus was clear about how to evaluate whether someone's faith is genuine: 
"You will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes 
nor figs from thistles, are they?" (Matthew 7:16). 

In other words, what someone produces in their life—their character, their 
choices, their lifestyle, their treatment of others—reveals the reality of their 
faith far more than what they claim to believe. 

The problem: 

Many people in Christian dating circles know the "right" answers. They know 
what language to use, what beliefs to profess, what behaviors to display to 
appear spiritual. They can talk about faith, quote Scripture, pray before meals, 
and attend church—all while having no genuine relationship with God and no 
fruit of the Spirit in their character. 

This performance is especially common because: 

• It's what they grew up with: They were raised in church and know how 
to perform Christianity without actually being transformed by it 

• It's socially advantageous: In Christian circles, appearing spiritual 
opens doors relationally, socially, and sometimes professionally 

• It attracts certain partners: Some people specifically target Christians 
because they perceive them as more trusting, naive, or willing to 
tolerate poor treatment in the name of grace 

• It's easier than change: Performing faith is easier than actually letting 
God transform your character 

How to see through spiritual performance: 

Look for fruit, not just profession: 

Galatians 5:22-23 lists the fruit of the Spirit: "But the fruit of the Spirit is love, 
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-
control." 
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Ask: 

• Is there consistent evidence of these qualities in their life? 

• Do they demonstrate them in private and under stress, not just in public 
and when things are easy? 

• Are they growing in these areas over time? 

Watch for consistency between profession and practice: 

They say faith is important, but: 

• Do they actually spend time with God (prayer, Scripture, worship)? 

• Do their financial priorities reflect kingdom values? 

• Do they serve others or just receive service? 

• Does faith inform their decisions or just their identity? 

They claim to follow Jesus, but: 

• Do they love their enemies or hold grudges? 

• Do they forgive as they've been forgiven? 

• Do they treat others as they want to be treated? 

• Do they pursue holiness or just grace? 

They speak Christian language, but: 

• Is it hollow performance or genuine expression? 

• Can they speak about their actual relationship with God or just about 
doctrine? 

• Do they use Scripture to manipulate or to genuinely seek truth? 

Notice spiritual maturity, not just spiritual activity: 

Immature faith (red flag): 

• Uses Scripture to justify selfishness 
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• Spiritual pride (judges others harshly) 

• Focused on appearance and performance 

• Lacks humility, teachability, growth 

• Faith is compartmentalized (Sunday only) 

• Uses God-talk to avoid responsibility ("God told me...") 

• Demands grace for self but doesn't extend it to others 

Mature faith (green flag): 

• Humble, teachable, growing 

• Integrates faith into all of life 

• Shows fruit of the Spirit consistently 

• Takes responsibility for choices 

• Extends grace while maintaining boundaries 

• Serves without needing recognition 

• Pursues holiness and growth 

Active Faith vs. Cultural Christianity 

There's a critical distinction between someone who has active, living faith 
versus someone who has cultural Christianity. 

Cultural Christianity: 

• Identifies as Christian because of family background 

• May attend church occasionally, especially on holidays 

• Knows Christian vocabulary and can use it appropriately 

• Holds some Christian beliefs intellectually 

• May pray in crisis situations 
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• But has no personal relationship with Jesus 

• Faith doesn't transform behavior, priorities, or character 

• Religion is a cultural identity, not a transforming reality 

Active Faith: 

• Personal relationship with Jesus that's alive and growing 

• Regular spiritual practices (prayer, Scripture, worship, community) 

• Faith actively shapes decisions, priorities, values 

• Pursuing sanctification—allowing God to transform character 

• Part of a faith community and growing there 

• Fruit of the Spirit evident and increasing 

• Can articulate their faith journey and God's work in their life 

• Faith is tested and proven through trials 

Why this distinction matters: 

If you marry someone with cultural Christianity thinking they have active faith, 
you'll find yourself in spiritual mismatch. They'll resist: 

• Joint spiritual practices 

• Prioritizing church and community 

• Raising children in active faith 

• Making decisions based on kingdom values 

• Growing in Christ together 

They'll use the Christian label to gain your trust and your yes, but you won't 
actually have the spiritual partnership you hoped for. 

How to discern the difference: 

Ask specific questions: 
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• "Tell me about your relationship with God right now." 

• "How has God been working in your life lately?" 

• "What are you learning in Scripture these days?" 

• "How does your faith inform your approach to [sex, money, career, 
relationships]?" 

Listen for: 

• Specificity (actual experiences, not just general claims) 

• Current tense (what's happening now, not just past) 

• Personal relationship language (not just doctrinal statements) 

• Evidence of growth and transformation 

Observe: 

• Do they have regular spiritual practices? 

• Are they connected to a church community? 

• Do they talk about faith naturally or only when prompted? 

• Does their lifestyle align with their stated beliefs? 

• Do they have Christian friends who sharpen them? 

• Are they growing or stagnant? 

Watch for misuse of spiritual language: 

Red flags: 

• Using "God told me" to avoid discussion or justify selfishness 

• Quoting Scripture to manipulate or control 

• Spiritual pride or judgment of others 

• Expecting grace for themselves while offering none to others 
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• Using Christianity as cover for abuse or control 

• Performing spirituality publicly but no private evidence 

The warning from Scripture: 

Matthew 7:21-23 is sobering: "Not everyone who says to Me, 'Lord, Lord,' will 
enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father who is in 
heaven will enter. Many will say to Me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not 
prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name 
perform many miracles?' And then I will declare to them, 'I never knew you; 
depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness.'" 

People can use all the right language, perform spiritual activities, and still not 
actually know Jesus. Your job in dating is to discern between those who say 
"Lord, Lord" and those who actually do the will of the Father—whose faith is 
evidenced by transformed character and obedient life. 

Don't be impressed by spiritual talk. Look for spiritual fruit. 

 

Practical Application 

Character Assessment Questions 

Use these questions (asked over time, not all at once!) to assess character 
beyond the representative: 

Self-Awareness Questions: 

1. What's something about yourself you're actively working to change or 
improve? 

2. What feedback do you get from people who know you well that's hard to 
hear? 

3. What's a mistake you made in a past relationship that you've learned 
from? 

4. What triggers you emotionally, and how do you handle it? 
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5. What's an area where you know you need to grow? 

Values and Priorities Questions: 

1. How do you make major decisions? 

2. What would you do if you had to choose between career advancement 
and a relationship commitment? 

3. What does generosity look like in your life practically? 

4. How do you approach money and financial responsibility? 

5. What are you not willing to compromise on in a relationship? 

Relationship Pattern Questions: 

1. What patterns have you noticed in your past relationships? 

2. How do you handle conflict or disagreement? 

3. What role do you tend to play in relationships (pursuer, distancer, fixer, 
etc.)? 

4. What did your last partner appreciate most about you? What frustrated 
them most? 

5. How do you know when you can trust someone? 

Faith and Spiritual Questions: 

1. How would you describe your relationship with God right now? 

2. What are you learning from God lately? 

3. How does your faith practically influence your daily life? 

4. What does spiritual growth look like for you? 

5. What role would you want faith to play in a marriage? 

Character Under Pressure Questions: 

1. Tell me about a time you had to make a difficult ethical decision. 
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2. How do you handle it when life doesn't go according to plan? 

3. Describe a time you failed at something important. What happened? 

4. How do you treat people when you're stressed or under pressure? 

5. What do you do when you're wrong about something? 

Listen for patterns in their answers: 

• Responsibility vs. blame 

• Self-awareness vs. defensiveness 

• Growth orientation vs. fixed patterns 

• Humility vs. pride 

• Specificity vs. vagueness 

Red Flag Timeline (When to Get Concerned) 

Not every concerning behavior is immediately disqualifying. But patterns over 
time are significant. Here's a timeline for when to get concerned: 

First Month (Get to Know Phase): 

Watch but don't judge yet: 

• Minor inconsistencies (could be nerves) 

• Occasional phone/communication lapses 

• Some guardedness or performance (expected early on) 

Red flags even this early: 

• Love-bombing or excessive intensity 

• Pushing for physical intimacy or commitment 

• Lying about basic facts 

• Disrespect or boundary violations 
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• Treatment of service workers or others 

Months 2-3 (Pattern Recognition Phase): 

Start looking for patterns: 

• How they handle the first conflict 

• Whether words match actions consistently 

• How they treat you when novelty wears off 

• Whether they follow through on commitments 

• How they respond to your boundaries 

Red flags at this point: 

• Hot and cold behavior continuing 

• Significant gap between words and actions 

• Poor treatment during stress or conflict 

• Avoiding questions or introductions to their life 

• Pressure to commit before really knowing each other 

Months 4-6 (Character Revelation Phase): 

By now you should be seeing: 

• Authentic character, not just representative 

• Consistency in how they treat you 

• Their real conflict style and stress response 

• Integration into each other's lives 

• Alignment (or misalignment) of values and goals 

Red flags at this point: 

• Dramatic personality shifts 
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• Inability to resolve conflict respectfully 

• One or both still unclear about commitment 

• Continued isolation from friends/family 

• Ongoing gap between profession and practice 

Months 7-12 (Commitment Evaluation Phase): 

Should have by now: 

• Seen them in multiple contexts and seasons 

• Experienced various types of stress together 

• Met important people in each other's lives 

• Had substantive conversations about future 

• Clear sense of compatibility and character 

Red flags at this point: 

• Still discovering major aspects of their life/character 

• Persistent problems that haven't improved 

• Sense that you don't really know them 

• Resistance to deeper commitment or clarity 

• Your community has concerns 

The principle: 

Red flags early (month 1) might be performance or nervousness. Red flags at 6 
months are character. Pay attention to trajectory—are things improving, 
staying same, or getting worse? Is the person you're with at month 6 someone 
you'd want to be with at year 6? 

Distinguishing Impression Management from Authenticity 

Impression Management (Performance): 
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Characteristics: 

• Feels curated and controlled 

• Doesn't vary much across contexts 

• Responses seem scripted or practiced 

• Too perfect—no flaws or vulnerabilities shown 

• You feel like you're seeing a persona 

• They're different when they think you're not watching 

• Stories don't quite add up or change in the telling 

Questions to ask: 

• Does this feel genuine or performed? 

• Am I getting to know a person or an image? 

• Do they have the same personality in all contexts? 

• Can they be vulnerable and imperfect? 

• Do I feel like I'm seeing the real them? 

Authenticity: 

Characteristics: 

• Feels real and grounded 

• Varies appropriately across contexts (professional at work, relaxed with 
friends) 

• Spontaneous and un-scripted 

• Can show appropriate vulnerability and imperfection 

• You feel like you're meeting an actual person 

• Consistent across contexts in core character 
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• Stories are specific and consistent 

The test: 

• See them in multiple contexts (work events, with friends, with family, in 
stress, in relaxation) 

• Do they remain fundamentally the same person? 

• Or do they shift personality depending on audience? 

Impression management means the person changes who they are. 
Authenticity means they adjust their presentation while remaining 
themselves. 

 

Conclusion: Patience Reveals Truth 

Time is the great revealer. The representative can only be maintained so long. 
Stress will eventually come. Life will intrude. The performance will become 
too exhausting to sustain. 

This is why rushing into commitment is so dangerous. The person who seems 
perfect at 6 weeks might show their true character at 6 months. The 
representative might fade at 3 months or might last 9 months, but it will fade 
eventually. 

Your job is to wait long enough to meet the real person. 

Don't make permanent commitments based on temporary performances. 
Don't say yes to the representative. Wait for the real person to emerge, and 
then decide if that's someone you want to build a life with. 

This requires: 

• Patience: Resisting pressure to commit before you truly know someone 

• Discernment: Learning to distinguish performance from authenticity 

• Community: Inviting trusted people to observe and give feedback 
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• Wisdom: Paying attention to patterns, not just words 

• Courage: Being willing to walk away if the real person doesn't match the 
representative 

Remember 1 Samuel 16:7: "The Lord does not look at the things people look 
at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart." 

You can't see someone's heart on date three. You can barely see it at month 
three. But by month nine, by a year, by the time you've seen them in varied 
contexts and stressors—by then, the heart becomes visible. 

Wait long enough to see it. And when you see it, believe what you see, not 
what you were told in month one. 

The right person won't need to hide who they are. They'll be the same person 
in private and public, under stress and in ease, with you and with others. Their 
character will be consistent, their values evident, their faith demonstrated in 
daily life. 

That person is worth waiting for. 

The representative? Let them go. Wait for the real thing. 
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Chapter 9: God's Design for Dating Clarity 

"For God is not a God of confusion but of peace." 
—1 Corinthians 14:33 (NASB) 

Melissa had been dating Jordan for eight months, and she was exhausted. Not 
from the relationship itself, but from trying to discern God's will about it. Every 
time she felt clarity in one direction, something would happen to create 
doubt. Every time she had peace about staying, a red flag would appear. Every 
time she considered ending it, Jordan would have a breakthrough moment 
that gave her hope. 

She'd prayed more about this relationship than anything else in her life. She'd 
fasted. She'd sought counsel. She'd journaled. She'd asked for signs. And still, 
she felt no clearer than she had at month one. 

Her small group leader asked a simple question: "In all this seeking God's will, 
have you noticed what you already know?" 

Melissa looked confused. "What do you mean?" 

"You've been asking God to reveal whether Jordan is the one. But what has 
God already revealed to you about this relationship? What do you know that 
you're afraid to acknowledge?" 

The question hung in the air. Because the truth was, Melissa did know. She 
knew that Jordan treated her poorly when stressed. She knew that he 
dismissed her spiritual concerns. She knew that every time she set a 
boundary, he pushed against it. She knew that she felt smaller, not larger, in 
the relationship. She knew that her community had serious reservations. She 
knew that she'd compromised values she swore she wouldn't compromise. 

But she'd been so focused on seeking a dramatic word from God—a sign, a 
vision, an unmistakable divine directive—that she'd missed what God had 
already been showing her through circumstances, through Scripture, through 
community, through the peace she lacked, and through the fruit (or lack 
thereof) in the relationship itself. 
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"I think," her leader said gently, "that God has been speaking clearly. You just 
didn't like what He was saying, so you kept asking Him to say something 
different." 

This is one of the most common struggles in Christian dating: the search for 
clarity about God's will. We want God to tell us definitively whether this 
person is "the one." We want a burning bush moment, an audible voice, an 
unmistakable sign that removes all doubt and makes the decision easy. 

But God rarely works that way. Instead, He typically provides clarity through 
multiple streams of wisdom—Scripture, peace, community, circumstances, 
the fruit of the relationship itself, and the still, small voice of the Holy Spirit 
speaking to our hearts. 

The problem is that we often mistake confusion for a divine test of faith, when 
actually confusion is usually a warning sign. We think persevering through 
chaos is faithfulness, when often it's denial. We believe that if we just pray 
harder, fast longer, or seek more counsel, God will finally give us permission to 
do what we want to do—stay in a relationship we know is wrong. 

Scripture is clear: "For God is not a God of confusion but of peace" (1 
Corinthians 14:33). If you're experiencing chronic confusion about a 
relationship, that confusion itself is significant information. It may not be God 
testing your faith; it may be God speaking clearly and you're not listening. 

Understanding how God actually guides us in relationships—and learning to 
distinguish His peace from our anxiety, His clarity from our wishful thinking—
is essential for honoring Him in dating and protecting yourself from 
relationships that don't reflect His design. 

The Myth of the Divine Mystery 

There's a persistent belief in Christian dating culture that God deliberately 
hides His will in confusion, making us search and struggle to discern whether 
a relationship is right. This belief suggests that God is testing our faith by 
withholding clarity, or that He's playing a cosmic game where we have to 
guess correctly or miss out on His best. 
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This is not the God of Scripture. 

Why God Doesn't Hide His Will in Confusion 

God's nature is clarity, not confusion: 

The verse at the beginning of this chapter—"God is not a God of confusion but 
of peace"—was written in the context of orderly worship, but it reveals 
something fundamental about God's character. He is not chaotic, deceptive, 
or intentionally confusing. He doesn't play games with us or hide truth like a 
treasure hunt. 

Throughout Scripture, when God has a specific will for someone, He makes it 
clear: 

• He told Noah to build an ark—specific dimensions, specific purpose 

• He told Abraham to leave his country—clear direction 

• He told Moses to go to Pharaoh—unmistakable commission 

• He told prophets what to say—His words, not guessing games 

• He told disciples whom to follow—"Come, follow Me" 

Yes, faith is often required to obey what God has made clear. But the clarity 
comes first, then the call to faith. God doesn't ask us to have faith about what 
His will is; He asks us to have faith to do what He's revealed. 

Proverbs 3:5-6 is not about confusion: 

This passage is often quoted in dating contexts: "Trust in the Lord with all your 
heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways 
acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight." 

Notice what it promises: "He will make your paths straight." Not confusing. 
Not ambiguous. Not impossible to discern. Straight. 

The command to not lean on our own understanding doesn't mean we 
abandon reason, wisdom, or discernment. It means we don't trust our 
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understanding alone—we acknowledge God, seek His wisdom, and trust that 
He will provide clarity about the right path. 

When you acknowledge God in a dating relationship—when you truly seek His 
will through prayer, Scripture, counsel, and observation—He promises to 
make the path straight. If the path remains perpetually crooked, confused, 
and unclear, that itself is an answer. 

God's guidance is often gradual, but it's not confusing: 

Sometimes people confuse "gradual" with "confusing." God may reveal His 
will over time, allowing you to gather information and grow in wisdom. But 
growing clarity is different from perpetual confusion. 

Gradual clarity looks like: 

• Initial interest, growing knowledge, deepening peace 

• Questions getting answered over time 

• Increasing conviction about the right direction 

• Progressive revelation through experience and observation 

• Movement from "I don't know yet" to "I'm becoming clear" 

Perpetual confusion looks like: 

• Constant back and forth with no resolution 

• Every time you gain clarity, something creates doubt 

• Red flags that create questions you can't resolve 

• Lack of peace that persists despite prayer 

• Conflicting guidance from every source 

• Anxiety and turmoil rather than increasing certainty 

If you've been seeking clarity about a relationship for months or years and 
you're no closer to peace than when you started, God is answering. The 
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answer is probably "no," and the confusion is coming from your resistance to 
accepting that answer. 

Confusion as a Warning Sign, Not a Test 

In Christian dating, we often reframe confusion as a test of faith: "Maybe God 
is seeing if I'll trust Him through the confusion." "Maybe this is like Abraham 
being asked to sacrifice Isaac—a test of my obedience." "Maybe I'm supposed 
to move forward in faith despite the lack of peace." 

But this reframing is almost always wrong. Here's why: 

God's tests in Scripture are clear in retrospect: 

When God tested Abraham, Abraham knew what was being asked. The test 
wasn't "I wonder if I should sacrifice Isaac?" The test was "God clearly asked 
me to do this impossible thing—will I obey?" The clarity of the command was 
the very thing that made it a test. 

God's tests are about obeying what He's made clear, not about guessing what 
He hasn't. 

Confusion usually indicates a problem with the relationship, not a test of 
your faith: 

When you experience ongoing confusion about whether to stay in a 
relationship, it's usually because: 

• The person's character is inconsistent, so you can't assess whether 
they're trustworthy 

• There are significant red flags you're trying to rationalize away 

• The relationship violates your values but you want it anyway 

• Your desire for the relationship is in conflict with wisdom 

• The person is manipulating you to keep you off-balance 

• You're not being honest with yourself about what you see 
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In these cases, the confusion isn't God testing you. It's your internal wisdom 
(often the Holy Spirit) sending warning signals that you're not ready to heed. 

Peace is the marker of God's will, not confusion: 

Colossians 3:15 instructs: "Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts." The 
word "rule" here means to act as an umpire or arbiter—to make the call. God's 
peace is meant to be a decisive factor in discerning His will. 

When you're in God's will: 

• There may be fear about the difficulty ahead 

• There may be sacrifice required 

• There may be challenges to face 

• But underneath it all, there's a deep sense of peace, of "yes, this is right" 

When you're outside God's will: 

• There may be desire and excitement 

• There may be hope and possibility 

• There may be persuasive arguments for staying 

• But underneath it all, there's a lack of peace, a sense of "something isn't 
right" 

God doesn't need you to stay in confusion: 

Some people believe that leaving a confusing relationship shows lack of 
faith—that they should stay and keep seeking clarity until God makes it 
unmistakably obvious. But this reveals a misunderstanding of faith. 

Faith is not staying where there's no peace and waiting for God to change your 
circumstances. Faith is trusting God enough to act on the wisdom He's 
already provided, even when it costs you something you want. 
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If God has shown you (through red flags, lack of peace, community concerns, 
scriptural conviction) that a relationship isn't right, faith is leaving it—not 
staying and asking God to contradict what He's already revealed. 

The trap of "fleeces": 

In Judges 6, Gideon asked God for signs (fleeces) to confirm His will. Some 
Christians use this as justification for asking God for signs about 
relationships: "If he texts me tonight, I'll know he's the one." "If we don't fight 
this week, it's confirmation to stay." 

But notice several things about Gideon's fleeces: 

• Gideon had already received clear communication from God 

• He was asking for confirmation because of his fear, not because of 
confusion about what God wanted 

• This is not held up as a model to emulate—it's descriptive, not 
prescriptive 

• Even in Gideon's case, God graciously accommodated his fear, but that 
doesn't make it the norm 

Asking for signs often becomes a way to avoid taking responsibility for 
decisions God has given you wisdom to make. God has given you Scripture, 
community, the Holy Spirit, wisdom, and discernment. Use them. Don't 
demand that God work around your unwillingness to act on what He's already 
shown you. 

What God Actually Promises 

God doesn't promise to eliminate all uncertainty from relationships. He 
doesn't promise to make decisions for you or to remove all risk from love. 

What God does promise: 

Wisdom when you ask: "But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, 
who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him" 
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(James 1:5). Notice it doesn't say God will give you a specific person or a clear 
yes/no. He gives wisdom—the ability to discern rightly. 

Peace that guards your heart: "And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
comprehension, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus" 
(Philippians 4:7). This peace is a protection, a guide, an indicator. 

His Spirit to guide: "When He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you 
into all the truth" (John 16:13). The Holy Spirit guides, teaches, convicts, and 
illuminates. 

Straight paths when you acknowledge Him: "In all your ways acknowledge 
Him, and He will make your paths straight" (Proverbs 3:6). Not confusing, not 
impossible to discern—straight. 

Community to provide counsel: "Where there is no guidance the people fall, 
but in abundance of counselors there is victory" (Proverbs 11:14). God speaks 
through wise community. 

God has given you everything you need to make wise decisions about 
relationships. The question is whether you're willing to use what He's 
provided, or whether you're demanding a different kind of certainty that He 
hasn't promised to give. 

Biblical Markers of Right Relationships 

Rather than asking God for a sign or waiting for mystical certainty about 
whether someone is "the one," a better approach is to evaluate whether a 
relationship demonstrates the biblical markers of healthy, God-honoring 
connection. These markers provide a framework for discernment grounded in 
Scripture rather than in feelings. 

Mutual Respect and Honor 

Scripture consistently emphasizes the importance of honor and respect 
in relationships: 
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"Be devoted to one another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in 
honor" (Romans 12:10). 

"But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the 
man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ" (1 Corinthians 
11:3). Regardless of your interpretation of headship, the passage assumes 
mutual respect and order, not contempt or domination. 

"Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave 
Himself up for her" (Ephesians 5:25). This is sacrificial, honoring love—not 
control or disrespect. 

"Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord" (Ephesians 5:22). 
True biblical submission is only possible in the context of mutual respect—it's 
a response to loving, Christ-like leadership, not to control or abuse. 

In a relationship that bears God's marks, both people: 

Honor each other's dignity: They treat each other as image-bearers of God, 
with inherent worth not based on performance. They speak respectfully, even 
in disagreement. They don't belittle, mock, or demean. 

Value each other's perspectives: They listen to each other, consider each 
other's views, and make space for differences without demanding conformity. 
Neither person's thoughts or feelings are dismissed as invalid. 

Protect each other's reputation: They speak well of each other to others. 
They don't gossip about the relationship or share private matters to make 
themselves look good or the other person look bad. 

Celebrate each other's growth: They're genuinely happy when the other 
succeeds, grows, or flourishes. There's no competition or resentment about 
the other's advancement. 

Maintain appropriate boundaries: They respect each other's need for time 
with friends, family, and God. They don't isolate, control, or demand exclusive 
access to each other's time and attention. 
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Communicate honestly but kindly: They can be truthful without being cruel. 
They address issues directly but with grace. As Timothy Keller writes: "Love 
without truth is sentimentality; it supports and affirms us but keeps us in 
denial about our flaws. Truth without love is harshness; it gives us information 
but in such a way that we cannot really hear it." 

Red flags that indicate lack of mutual respect: 

• Name-calling, insults, or contemptuous language 

• Dismissing or mocking each other's feelings or perspectives 

• Speaking badly about each other to friends or family 

• Jealousy or resentment of each other's success 

• Controlling or isolating behavior 

• Inability to have honest conversations without it becoming a fight 

• One person's needs consistently trumping the other's 

If a relationship lacks mutual respect and honor, it doesn't bear the mark of 
God's design—regardless of how much chemistry exists, how strong the 
feelings are, or how convinced you are that this is "the one." 

Spiritual Growth, Not Compromise 

One of the clearest markers of a God-honoring relationship is that both 
people are growing spiritually because of the relationship, not 
compromising spiritually to maintain it. 

2 Corinthians 6:14 warns: "Do not be bound together with unbelievers; for 
what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship has 
light with darkness?" 

While this verse is often applied to forbid dating non-Christians (which is 
wisdom), it also establishes a broader principle: Your closest relationships 
should move you toward God, not away from Him. 

In a relationship marked by God's design: 
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Both are actively pursuing God: Not just culturally Christian or nominally 
religious, but genuinely seeking to know God more, grow in Christ-likeness, 
and live according to Scripture. 

The relationship enhances rather than replaces spiritual practices: You 
don't stop praying, reading Scripture, attending church, or serving because 
the relationship consumes all your time. The relationship integrates into your 
spiritual life; it doesn't displace it. 

You can worship and serve God together: You can pray together naturally 
(not just performatively). You can discuss Scripture and grow from it. You can 
serve others together. Your faith is a shared foundation, not just a shared 
label. 

You encourage each other's obedience: When one of you is struggling with 
sin or facing a difficult obedience choice, the other encourages faithfulness to 
God, not compromise for comfort. 

You challenge each other toward holiness: You lovingly challenge each 
other's sin, selfishness, and areas of needed growth. You don't enable or 
ignore character issues out of fear of conflict. 

Your values align on crucial matters: You agree on essentials of faith, on 
how to raise children spiritually, on financial stewardship, on sexual 
boundaries, on the role of the church in your lives. 

Red flags of spiritual compromise: 

• Dating someone who doesn't share your faith or commitment to Christ 

• Reducing church involvement because it takes time from the 
relationship 

• Compromising sexual boundaries you believed were important 

• Hiding the relationship from your spiritual community 

• Experiencing conviction about the relationship but suppressing it 

• Feeling distant from God since the relationship began 
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• Being unable to pray together or discuss faith meaningfully 

• One person using faith to manipulate or control the other 

• Significant disagreement on core theological or moral issues 

If a relationship is pulling you away from God rather than toward Him, it's not 
God's design—even if the person calls themselves a Christian, even if they go 
to church, even if they use spiritual language. Evaluate the fruit, not just the 
profession. 

Peace That Passes Understanding 

Philippians 4:6-7 says: "Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer 
and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 
And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your 
hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus." 

God's peace—the kind that surpasses understanding—is a tangible gift that 
guards our hearts and minds. It's not just the absence of conflict; it's a deep, 
settled assurance that transcends circumstances. 

In the context of relationships, this peace manifests as: 

Deep assurance despite challenges: Every relationship has difficulties, but 
beneath the challenges, there's a settled confidence that "this is right, this is 
good, this is where I'm supposed to be." 

Lack of constant anxiety: You're not perpetually worried about where you 
stand, whether they really care, whether the relationship will last. There's 
security in the commitment and consistency. 

Ability to rest: Your mind isn't constantly churning, analyzing, trying to figure 
out what's wrong or how to fix it. You can be at peace even when not actively 
engaged with the relationship. 

Alignment with internal sense of rightness: When you pray, when you sit 
quietly, when you listen to your deepest self, you sense congruence—this 
relationship aligns with who God made you to be and what He's calling you to. 
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Confirmation from multiple sources: The peace you feel internally is echoed 
by your community, by circumstances, by Scripture that speaks to your 
situation. Multiple streams converge toward the same conclusion. 

This is different from: 

Comfort: Peace is not the same as comfort. You can have peace about a 
relationship that requires sacrifice, growth, or difficulty. Peace is about 
rightness, not ease. 

Absence of fear: You can have peace about marrying someone and still feel 
fear about the commitment, the unknown, the vulnerability. Peace coexists 
with appropriate fear; it doesn't eliminate it. 

Constant feelings of happiness: Relationships have ups and downs. Peace 
is deeper than momentary emotions—it's the bedrock underneath the waves. 

Red flags that indicate lack of God's peace: 

• Chronic anxiety about the relationship despite prayer 

• Inability to rest or stop obsessing over the relationship 

• Sense of internal conflict that won't resolve ("My head says yes but my 
gut says no") 

• Ignoring the lack of peace and pushing forward anyway 

• Trying to generate peace through rationalizing or positive thinking 

• Community consistently expressing concerns that create doubt 

• Lack of peace that's been present from the beginning and never 
resolves 

The critical question: "When I'm quiet before God, when I'm honest with 
myself, when I strip away what I want and what others expect—do I have 
peace about this relationship?" 

If the answer is no, that's God speaking. If you have to work hard to convince 
yourself you have peace, you don't have it. 
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Community Confirmation 

God designed us for community, and part of community's role is to 
provide wisdom, accountability, and confirmation about major life 
decisions. 

Proverbs 11:14: "Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in 
abundance of counselors there is victory." 

Proverbs 15:22: "Without consultation, plans are frustrated, but with many 
counselors they succeed." 

Proverbs 12:15: "The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a wise man is 
he who listens to counsel." 

Scripture consistently emphasizes that wisdom comes through community, 
not through isolated individual discernment. 

In a relationship that bears God's mark: 

Your community knows about it: You're not hiding the relationship or keeping 
it separate from your faith community. You welcome your people knowing and 
engaging with your significant other. 

Your community supports it: The wise, godly people in your life—those who 
know you well, love you deeply, and aren't afraid to speak hard truth—
generally affirm the relationship. They see good fruit and genuine 
compatibility. 

Your community can speak into it: You're open to feedback, questions, and 
concerns. You don't become defensive when people express reservations. 
You give your community permission to speak honestly. 

Integration happens naturally: Your significant other becomes integrated 
into your community. They develop their own relationships with your people. 
They're not an isolated addition but part of the fabric of your life. 
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Concerns are addressed, not dismissed: If your community raises 
concerns, you take them seriously, investigate them, and address them rather 
than dismissing them as "people who don't understand." 

Red flags around community: 

• Hiding the relationship from your spiritual community 

• Isolating from community as the relationship progresses 

• Becoming defensive when people express concerns 

• Dismissing all concerns as jealousy, misunderstanding, or judgment 

• Your community is unanimously concerned or opposed 

• The person you're dating discourages you from being close to your 
community 

• You find yourself lying to or hiding information from people you trust 

The principle: If every wise, godly person in your life has concerns about a 
relationship, that's not everyone else being wrong. That's God speaking 
through community, and you need to listen. 

This doesn't mean community has veto power over your relationships, or that 
one person's concern is automatically disqualifying. But when the pattern is 
consistent concern from multiple people who love you and know you well, 
that's significant data you ignore at your own peril. 

When to Stay, When to Go 

One of the hardest questions in dating is discerning when to persevere 
through challenges and when to end a relationship that isn't right. Christians 
often struggle with this because we value commitment, perseverance, and 
working through difficulty. How do you know when staying is faithfulness and 
when it's denial? 

The Role of the Holy Spirit in Decision-Making 
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John 16:13: "But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all 
the truth." 

The Holy Spirit's role is to guide believers into truth. In the context of 
relationships, this means: 

Conviction about sin or compromise: If you're compromising your values, 
violating boundaries, or engaging in sin within the relationship, the Holy Spirit 
will convict you. This conviction is a form of guidance—"this isn't the path to 
walk." 

Illumination of Scripture: As you read Scripture, the Holy Spirit makes it 
relevant to your situation. Passages about character, relationships, wisdom, 
and God's design will stand out and speak to your circumstances. 

Internal witness: Romans 8:16 says "The Spirit Himself testifies with our 
spirit." There's an internal sense—a deep knowing—that comes from the 
Spirit's witness. It's not the same as your preferences or fears; it's a deeper 
knowing that often contradicts what you want. 

Peace or lack thereof: As discussed above, the peace of God is one way the 
Spirit guides. Persistent lack of peace is often the Spirit saying "this isn't right." 

Alignment with fruit of the Spirit: Galatians 5:22-23 lists the fruit of the 
Spirit. Is the relationship producing these in you? Or is it producing the works 
of the flesh listed earlier (jealousy, strife, anger, disputes)? The Spirit produces 
His fruit in environments aligned with His will. 

How to hear the Spirit's guidance: 

Create space for listening: Quiet your own desires, fears, and noise. Spend 
time in silence and solitude. Ask God to speak and then listen. 

Test what you hear against Scripture: The Spirit never contradicts Scripture. 
If you sense a leading that violates biblical principles, it's not the Spirit. 
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Look for confirmation through multiple channels: The Spirit rarely speaks 
through only one avenue. Look for alignment between internal conviction, 
Scripture, community, circumstances, and peace. 

Watch for fruit: Jesus said you'll know them by their fruit. Similarly, you'll 
know the Spirit's guidance by its fruit. Does following what you sense leads to 
more fruit of the Spirit or less? 

Be willing to hear "no": Sometimes we pray "God, show me Your will" when 
we really mean "God, confirm what I want." If you're only willing to hear yes, 
you're not truly listening. 

Distinguishing Patience from Denial 

Patience in a relationship looks like: 

Giving time for growth: Recognizing that people are works in progress and 
allowing space for change and maturation in areas where the person is 
actively working and showing progress. 

Working through normal conflict: Every relationship has conflict. Patience is 
staying engaged in the hard conversations, learning each other's 
communication styles, and growing in your ability to navigate differences. 

Supporting during difficult circumstances: When external stressors (job 
loss, family crisis, health issues) impact the relationship, patience is standing 
with the person through the difficulty rather than bailing when things get hard. 

Allowing trust to build over time: Early in a relationship, it's normal not to 
have complete trust or knowledge of each other. Patience allows the 
relationship to unfold naturally rather than demanding immediate certainty. 

Learning each other's quirks and preferences: People have different habits, 
preferences, and ways of being. Patience is extending grace for differences 
that are preferences, not character issues. 

Denial in a relationship looks like: 
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Waiting for someone to become who they've shown no evidence of 
becoming: Hoping the person will change when they've demonstrated no 
genuine commitment to change, no consistent progress, and often no 
acknowledgment that change is needed. 

Tolerating mistreatment repeatedly: Accepting behavior that violates your 
boundaries, harms you emotionally or spiritually, or contradicts your values—
and staying because you believe you should be more patient or forgiving. 

Ignoring red flags because you've "invested so much time": Sunk cost 
fallacy—staying because of how long you've been together rather than 
because the relationship is actually healthy. 

Making excuses for character issues: "They're just stressed." "It's because of 
their past." "They didn't mean it that way." Consistently rationalizing poor 
character rather than acknowledging it as a dealbreaker. 

Waiting for different circumstances to fix the relationship: "Once they 
graduate..." "Once they get a new job..." "Once the busy season is over..." 
Banking on external changes fixing internal problems. 

Staying despite consistent lack of peace: Pushing through persistent lack of 
peace because you think you should be more faithful, more patient, or more 
trusting. 

The question to ask: "Am I exercising biblical patience in the context of a 
generally healthy relationship that's going through normal growth and 
challenges? Or am I in denial about fundamental issues that indicate this 
relationship isn't right?" 

Romans 12:18 provides helpful guidance: "If possible, so far as it depends 
on you, be at peace with all men." 

Notice two key phrases: 

• "If possible": Paul acknowledges that peace isn't always possible. 
Sometimes, despite your best efforts, a relationship can't be peaceful 
because the other person won't cooperate with peace. 
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• "So far as it depends on you": You're responsible for your part in 
creating peace, but you can't control the other person's part. 

Applied to dating: 

• Do everything that depends on you to make the relationship healthy—
communicate honestly, maintain boundaries, address issues directly, 
extend grace, work on your own issues. 

• If, despite your best efforts, the relationship remains unhealthy, chaotic, 
or harmful, recognize that you've done what depends on you. The lack of 
peace isn't your responsibility to fix alone. 

• Sometimes the most peace-promoting action is to end a relationship 
that cannot be peaceful, freeing both people to find better-fit partners. 

When to Go: Clear Indicators That a Relationship Should End 

While every relationship requires discernment, there are some clear biblical 
and wisdom-based indicators that a relationship should end: 

Immediate dealbreakers (end the relationship now): 

• Physical, sexual, or severe emotional abuse 

• Active addiction that the person refuses to address 

• Infidelity or ongoing deception 

• Illegal or seriously harmful behavior 

• They're married or in another committed relationship 

• Complete lack of genuine faith or active opposition to Christianity (for 
believers) 

Serious concerns (require immediate addressing; end if unresolved): 

• Persistent patterns of manipulation or control 

• Inability to respect your boundaries despite clear communication 

• Consistent mistreatment that doesn't improve despite conversations 
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• Fundamental incompatibility in values, life goals, or faith 

• Complete lack of emotional availability or intimacy 

• Chronic dishonesty or secretiveness 

• Your community is unanimously concerned 

• You lack peace consistently despite prayer and time 

Patterns requiring evaluation (address directly; may indicate need to end): 

• Same issues recurring without resolution 

• Compromise of your values to maintain the relationship 

• Spiritual decline since the relationship began 

• Isolation from friends, family, or community 

• Consistent anxiety or dread rather than joy 

• Treatment of others (service workers, family, exes) that reveals poor 
character 

• Inability to have healthy conflict resolution 

• Significant life vision misalignment 

When in doubt, create space: 

If you're uncertain whether to end a relationship, consider taking a defined 
break (with clear terms and timeframe) to: 

• Gain perspective outside the emotional intensity 

• Pray and seek God's guidance with some distance 

• Get feedback from community 

• Assess how you feel when not actively in the relationship 
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Often, space reveals what constant engagement obscures. If during the break 
you feel relief, freedom, and peace rather than longing to return, that's 
significant information. 

When to Stay: Indicators of Healthy Perseverance 

Stay and continue investing when: 

The relationship demonstrates the biblical markers: Mutual respect, 
spiritual growth, peace, and community confirmation are present even amid 
challenges. 

You're both growing: You're both becoming more Christ-like, more mature, 
more healthy because of the relationship. 

Conflict is resolved healthily: You can disagree, work through issues, 
apologize, forgive, and grow closer through the process. 

There's reciprocal investment: Both people are putting in effort, making 
sacrifices, and prioritizing the relationship appropriately. 

Character is solid: Even under stress, both people demonstrate integrity, 
kindness, self-control, and the fruit of the Spirit. 

You have peace: Deep-down peace about the rightness of the relationship, 
even when circumstances are challenging. 

Your community supports it: Wise people who know and love you see good 
fruit and encourage the relationship. 

Vision alignment: You're heading in the same direction in terms of faith, 
family, vocation, and values. 

The timeline makes sense: You've had enough time to truly know each other 
(minimum 6-12 months) and are seeing consistency in character across 
contexts. 

Prayer and Discernment 
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Ultimately, discerning God's will in relationships comes down to seeking Him 
earnestly through prayer and spiritual disciplines, then trusting Him to provide 
the clarity He's promised. 

Seeking God First in Relationships 

Matthew 6:33: "But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all 
these things will be added to you." 

The principle: Prioritize God above the relationship. Seek His kingdom and 
righteousness first, and trust that He will provide what you need—including 
clarity about relationships. 

What "seeking first" looks like practically: 

Pray before pursuing: Before pursuing someone romantically, bring the 
potential relationship to God. Ask for wisdom, for His will, for protection from 
deception and self-deception. 

Maintain spiritual disciplines: Don't let the relationship displace time with 
God. Continue prayer, Scripture reading, worship, fellowship, and service 
even as the relationship develops. 

Submit to God's timeline: Don't force the relationship forward faster than 
wisdom warrants just because of desire or pressure. Trust God's timing. 

Be willing to walk away: Hold the relationship with open hands. Be willing to 
surrender it if God makes clear it's not His will. 

Invite God into the relationship: Pray together (when appropriate), discuss 
faith, encourage each other spiritually. Make God central, not peripheral. 

Check your motivations: Regularly examine whether you're seeking God's 
will or seeking God's approval for what you've already decided you want. 

Fasting for Clarity 

Fasting is a biblical spiritual discipline that can be particularly helpful when 
seeking clarity about major decisions like relationships. 
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Why fasting helps with discernment: 

It creates space: By setting aside food (or other normal activities), you create 
space in your life to focus on God and listen for His voice. 

It demonstrates seriousness: Fasting shows God (and yourself) that you're 
serious about seeking His will, willing to sacrifice comfort for clarity. 

It quiets competing desires: Physical hunger reminds you of your spiritual 
hunger. It helps quiet the noise of your wants so you can hear God's voice. 

It builds dependence: Fasting is a physical demonstration of dependence on 
God rather than on your own resources or understanding. 

It has biblical precedent: Throughout Scripture, people fasted when seeking 
God's guidance, when facing major decisions, when needing clarity about 
God's will. 

How to fast for relationship clarity: 

Choose a specific timeframe: Could be one meal, one day, multiple days, or 
a regular practice (e.g., every Wednesday while seeking clarity). 

Have a specific focus: "God, should I continue this relationship?" "God, is 
this person right for me?" "God, give me clarity about what to do." 

Replace eating time with prayer: Use mealtimes to pray specifically about 
the relationship, to read Scripture, to journal, to listen for God's voice. 

Pay attention to what surfaces: During the fast, notice what anxieties, 
desires, fears, or truths emerge. These are often what the busyness and noise 
usually drown out. 

Look for confirmation: Fasting is not magic—it doesn't force God to speak 
audibly. But it does create space to hear Him. Look for clarity that comes 
through Scripture, through peace (or lack thereof), through circumstances, 
through community. 

Important notes: 
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• Fasting should be between you and God, not announced to the person 
you're dating 

• If you have health conditions that make fasting unsafe, consider fasting 
from something other than food (social media, entertainment, etc.) 

• Fasting is not a way to manipulate God into giving you the answer you 
want—it's surrendering your will to His 

Waiting for Peace vs. Forcing Decisions 

There's a tension between waiting for clarity and making timely decisions. 
How do you know when to wait for more peace versus when to make a 
decision based on what you know? 

Wait for peace when: 

The relationship is new: Early on (first few months), it's normal to lack 
complete certainty. Give the relationship time to develop, gather information, 
and see if peace grows. 

You're facing a major decision: Before making major commitments 
(engagement, moving, major sacrifice), it's reasonable to wait for clear peace 
rather than forcing a decision prematurely. 

You need more information: If there are questions that could be answered 
with a bit more time or observation, waiting is wisdom. 

You're healing from past trauma: If past relationship trauma is creating 
anxiety that might not be related to the current relationship, waiting while you 
do healing work can be appropriate. 

Make a decision based on what you know when: 

You've waited a reasonable time: If you've been seeking clarity for many 
months or years and still lack peace, the lack of peace is your answer. 

The information is clear: If you have clear red flags, clear concerns from 
community, clear lack of biblical markers, waiting longer won't change those 
realities. 
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Waiting is causing harm: If staying in confusion is damaging you spiritually, 
emotionally, or mentally, it's time to make a decision even if you don't feel 
complete certainty. 

The other person needs an answer: If they're asking for clarity about 
commitment and you've had sufficient time to know, indefinite waiting isn't 
fair to either of you. 

You're waiting to avoid responsibility: If you're using "waiting for clarity" as a 
way to avoid making a hard decision you already know you need to make, 
that's not faith—it's fear. 

The principle from James 1:5-8: "But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask 
of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given 
to him. But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts 
is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind. For that man ought 
not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord, being a double-
minded man, unstable in all his ways." 

God promises wisdom to those who ask. But He also warns against double-
mindedness—perpetual wavering back and forth. At some point, you must 
trust that God has given you the wisdom you need and make a decision 
accordingly. 

 

Practical Application 

Clarity vs. Confusion Checklist 

Use this checklist to assess whether you're experiencing clarity or confusion 
about a relationship: 

Indicators of Clarity (Even If Decision Is Hard): 

• ☐ I have increasing certainty about the right direction over time 

• ☐ Multiple streams of wisdom point the same direction (Scripture, 
community, peace, circumstances) 
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• ☐ When I'm quiet before God, I sense a consistent answer (even if I 
don't like it) 

• ☐ My community generally supports the direction I'm sensing 

• ☐ The biblical markers of healthy relationship are present (or clearly 
absent) 

• ☐ I can articulate specific reasons for my decision 

• ☐ I have underlying peace even though the decision may be difficult 

• ☐ The fruit in the relationship is generally good (or clearly problematic) 

• ☐ I'm able to make a decision and stand by it without constant second-
guessing 

Indicators of Confusion (Warning Signs): 

• ☐ I've been seeking clarity for many months with no resolution 

• ☐ Every time I gain certainty, something happens to create doubt again 

• ☐ Different people/sources give me completely conflicting guidance 

• ☐ I have no peace regardless of which direction I consider 

• ☐ I can't articulate why I'm staying/leaving—it's just a feeling 

• ☐ I'm constantly asking for signs rather than using wisdom God's 
already provided 

• ☐ My decision changes based on my mood or recent interactions 

• ☐ I'm unable to pray clearly about the relationship 

• ☐ I feel more anxious than peaceful regardless of what I decide 

• ☐ I keep asking different people until someone tells me what I want to 
hear 

Interpretation: 
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If you checked mostly Clarity indicators: You likely have the information you 
need to make a decision. Trust the clarity God has given you and act on it. 

If you checked mostly Confusion indicators: The confusion itself is 
information. It likely indicates either: (1) the relationship isn't right, or (2) 
you're not willing to accept what God's showing you. 

Prayer Guide for Relationships 

Use this as a framework for praying about a relationship: 

Daily Prayer (5-10 minutes): 

"Father, I bring this relationship before You. I ask for Your wisdom, Your 
perspective, Your clarity. 

Show me [person's name] as You see them—not through the lens of my 
desires or fears, but as they truly are. 

Show me myself in this relationship—where I'm growing and where I'm 
compromising, where I'm healthy and where I need healing. 

Give me eyes to see red flags I might be ignoring. Give me courage to act on 
what You show me. 

Grant me Your peace if this relationship is right. Remove peace if it's not. 

Protect me from self-deception. I don't just want to hear what I want to hear—I 
want to know Your will. 

I surrender this relationship to You. I want Your best more than I want my way. 

In Jesus' name, Amen." 

Weekly Extended Prayer (20-30 minutes): 

1. Thanksgiving (5 min): Thank God for what He's teaching you through this 
relationship journey, for His faithfulness, for the ways He's provided clarity so 
far. 

2. Examination (10 min): Ask God to search your heart. Reflect on: 
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• What am I afraid of acknowledging about this relationship? 

• What am I wanting that might be clouding my judgment? 

• Where am I experiencing peace? Where am I lacking it? 

• What has God already shown me that I'm not willing to accept? 

3. Intercession (5 min): Pray for the other person—for their relationship with 
God, their growth, their wellbeing. Pray you can want God's best for them even 
if that means not being together. 

4. Petition (5 min): Ask specifically for what you need: clarity, wisdom, 
courage, peace, the ability to see truth. 

5. Listening (5 min): Be quiet. Listen for God's voice through Scripture that 
comes to mind, through internal conviction, through the peace or lack thereof 
you experience. 

Monthly Evaluation Prayer (1 hour): 

Set aside an hour each month to evaluate the relationship before God: 

1. Review the biblical markers: Does this relationship demonstrate 
mutual respect, spiritual growth, peace, and community confirmation? 

2. Assess fruit: What fruit is this relationship producing in your life? In 
theirs? 

3. Check alignment with Scripture: Read passages about relationships, 
character, wisdom. Do they speak to your situation? 

4. Listen to community: What have trusted people been saying? 

5. Examine peace: When you strip away all the noise, do you have deep 
peace about this relationship? 

6. Make any needed decisions: Based on what God has shown you this 
month, what action (if any) do you need to take? 

Questions to Ask in Spiritual Direction 
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If you have access to a spiritual director, pastor, or mature believer who can 
help you discern, ask these questions: 

About the Relationship: 

1. Based on what you know about this relationship, what concerns (if any) 
do you have? 

2. Do you see evidence of the biblical markers of healthy relationship 
here? 

3. What questions do you think I should be asking that I'm not asking? 

4. If this were your daughter/son in this relationship, what would you 
advise? 

5. What am I not seeing that you can see from the outside? 

About Me: 

6. What patterns do you see in how I approach relationships? 

7. Where do you see me compromising or rationalizing? 

8. Do I seem more or less like myself since this relationship began? 

9. What fears do you think might be driving my decisions? 

10. Am I seeking God's will or seeking affirmation for what I've already 
decided? 

About Discernment: 

11. How do I distinguish between God's voice and my own 
desires/fears? 

12. What do you hear from God when you pray about my situation? 

13. Where do you think I need to grow in discernment? 

14. What Scripture passages would you recommend I spend time 
with? 
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15. What additional steps would you recommend for gaining clarity? 

Be prepared to: 

• Hear hard truths without becoming defensive 

• Consider perspectives different from your own 

• Act on the wisdom provided, not just collect advice 

 

A Final Word: Trust the God Who Guides 

God doesn't promise to make every relationship decision easy. He doesn't 
promise to eliminate all uncertainty or remove all risk from love. Relationships 
require faith, vulnerability, and courage—and that's by design. 

But God does promise to guide those who seek Him. He promises wisdom to 
those who ask. He promises peace to guard your heart. He promises His Spirit 
to lead you into truth. 

The question is not whether God will guide you. The question is whether 
you'll listen. 

Often, we already know what God is saying. We know through the red flags 
we're trying to ignore, through the peace we lack, through the concerns our 
community keeps expressing, through the Scripture that keeps convicting us, 
through the fruit (or lack thereof) in the relationship. 

We know. We just don't like the answer, so we keep asking—hoping God will 
say something different, hoping the next sign will contradict the last one, 
hoping that if we wait long enough, the decision will be made for us. 

But that's not faith. That's avoidance. 

Faith is trusting that God has given you what you need to make a wise 
decision—Scripture, community, wisdom, peace, the Holy Spirit's guidance—
and then acting on what He's shown you, even when it costs you something 
you want. 
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The God who created you, who loves you, who sent His Son to die for you, who 
has good plans for your future—that God is fully capable of making His will 
clear enough for you to follow it. He doesn't play games. He doesn't hide truth. 
He doesn't delight in your confusion. 

If you're confused, it's not because God is being unclear. It's because either: 

1. You need more time to gather information (early in relationship) 

2. You're not willing to accept what He's showing you 

3. You're trying to override wisdom with desire 

Trust Him. Seek Him first. Wait for His peace. Listen to your community. Pay 
attention to the fruit. Read His Word. And then, when He makes the path 
straight—as He promises He will—have the courage to walk it. 

Even if the straight path leads away from someone you wanted. Even if it 
requires waiting longer than you hoped. Even if it means trusting Him when 
you can't see the full picture. 

He is faithful. He is good. He will guide you. 

And His design for your relationships—whether that includes marriage or 
includes season of purposeful singleness—is better than anything you could 
design for yourself. 

Trust Him. 
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Chapter 10: Building Discernment Skills 

"But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses 
trained to discern good and evil." 
—Hebrews 5:14 (NASB) 

When Lauren first started dating after college, every relationship felt like a 
mystery she couldn't solve. Was this person right for her? Were the things that 
bothered her legitimate concerns or just her being too picky? Should she give 
it more time or trust her hesitation? She felt like she was stumbling in the dark, 
hoping to somehow accidentally find the right path. 

After her third painful breakup—each following a similar pattern of ignoring 
early warning signs, rationalizing concerning behavior, and staying far too 
long—she sat across from her mentor with a desperate question: "How do I 
know? How do people know who's right and who's wrong for them? Why can't I 
see what I should see?" 

Her mentor's answer surprised her: "Lauren, you actually can see. You saw 
the problems in each of those relationships within the first few months. You 
told me about red flags every time. The issue isn't that you can't discern—it's 
that you don't trust your discernment. You override what you know with what 
you want." 

The mentor pulled out Lauren's old journals, where she'd written concerns 
about each ex-boyfriend early in the relationships—concerns that had proven 
prophetic. "Look. In this one, two months in, you wrote 'He makes me feel 
small when he's correcting me.' That pattern got worse, not better. In this one, 
six weeks in: 'I noticed he lies to his mom about small things.' That dishonesty 
eventually extended to you. In this one: 'Something feels off but I can't name 
it.' Your body knew before your mind would admit it." 

Lauren stared at the pages, stunned. She had known. All along, she had 
known. She just hadn't trusted what she knew enough to act on it. 

"Discernment," her mentor continued, "isn't some mystical ability that some 
people have and others don't. It's a skill. A spiritual gift, yes, but also a skill 
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that improves with practice. The writer of Hebrews says mature believers have 
trained their senses to discern good and evil. Trained. Through practice. You 
can learn this, Lauren. But you have to stop overriding what you already see." 

That conversation changed Lauren's approach to dating. She started keeping 
a discernment journal—tracking her observations, her gut feelings, her 
questions. She built a team of trusted people and gave them permission to 
speak honestly about who she dated. She created clear categories for what 
she would and wouldn't tolerate. She learned to pay attention to her body's 
signals instead of dismissing them. 

Two years later, when she met her now-husband, the difference was 
remarkable. She could assess him clearly because she'd trained herself to see 
clearly. The red flags she'd tolerated in past relationships were glaringly 
absent. The green flags she'd missed before were obvious. And when her 
community confirmed what she was seeing, when her body remained at 
peace, when every evaluation pointed in the same direction, she knew she 
could trust her discernment. 

This chapter is about developing that same skill—learning to see clearly, trust 
what you see, and act on wisdom rather than wishful thinking. Discernment 
isn't magic. It's a learnable, trainable, improvable capacity that will serve you 
not just in dating but in every area of life. 

Discernment as a Spiritual Gift and Skill 

The Bible presents discernment as both a spiritual gift and a capacity that all 
believers should develop. Understanding this dual nature—that discernment 
is both given by God and cultivated through practice—is essential for growth. 

The Holy Spirit's Role in Wisdom 

Scripture is clear that wisdom comes from God: 

James 1:5: "But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all 
generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him." 
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This is one of the most remarkable promises in Scripture. If you lack wisdom—
if you don't know how to discern, how to see clearly, how to make wise 
decisions—you can simply ask God, and He will give it generously, without 
making you feel bad for asking. 

The Holy Spirit is specifically called the Spirit of wisdom: 

"That the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give to you a 
spirit of wisdom and of revelation in the knowledge of Him" (Ephesians 1:17). 

The Holy Spirit's role in discernment includes: 

Illuminating Scripture: The Spirit helps you understand how biblical 
principles apply to your specific situation. As you read about character, 
wisdom, relationships, and God's design, the Spirit makes relevant passages 
stand out and speak to your circumstances. 

Providing internal witness: Romans 8:16 says "The Spirit Himself testifies 
with our spirit." There's an internal knowing that comes when the Spirit 
confirms truth. It's not audible, but it's real—a deep sense of "yes, this is right" 
or "no, this isn't." 

Granting supernatural insight: Sometimes the Spirit gives wisdom that 
transcends your natural ability to see or know. You notice details you wouldn't 
normally notice. You understand patterns you haven't consciously analyzed. 
You know things you couldn't know through reason alone. 

Convicting of truth: When you're deceiving yourself or being deceived, the 
Spirit creates discomfort, lack of peace, or direct conviction that something 
isn't right. This conviction is a gift, even when it's uncomfortable. 

Growing fruit that aids discernment: The fruit of the Spirit—particularly 
peace, patience, kindness, and self-control—creates the internal 
environment where discernment can flourish. Anxiety, impatience, and lack of 
self-control cloud discernment. 

How to position yourself to receive the Spirit's wisdom: 
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Ask specifically: Don't just pray generally. Ask specifically: "God, give me 
wisdom about this relationship. Help me see clearly. Show me what I'm 
missing." 

Create space to listen: The Spirit speaks in the quiet. If your life is constant 
noise and busyness, you won't hear Him. Build in regular times of silence, 
solitude, and stillness. 

Obey what you've already been shown: Jesus said if we obey His 
commands, we'll know His teaching (John 7:17). If you're ignoring wisdom God 
has already given, He's unlikely to give you more. Obedience creates capacity 
for more revelation. 

Cultivate spiritual disciplines: Prayer, Scripture reading, worship, fasting, 
and fellowship position you to hear God. These aren't methods to manipulate 
God into speaking; they're ways of tuning your spiritual ears to His voice. 

Examine your motives: James 4:3 says "You ask and do not receive, because 
you ask with wrong motives." If you're asking God for wisdom but really just 
wanting Him to confirm what you've already decided, you're not truly asking. 
Approach with genuine openness. 

The caveat: While the Spirit grants wisdom, He doesn't override your 
responsibility to think, observe, and act. The Spirit works through your 
faculties—your mind, your observations, your community, your experiences—
not instead of them. You don't stop using your brain and observations just 
because you're praying for wisdom. 

Developing Spiritual Sensitivity Through Practice 

Here's where the verse at the beginning of this chapter becomes so important: 
"But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses 
trained to discern good and evil" (Hebrews 5:14). 

Notice: "because of practice." "trained." These are action words. They indicate 
that discernment is not just passively received but actively developed. 

Discernment as a muscle: 



272 
 

Think of discernment like a muscle. Some people are naturally stronger, but 
everyone can build strength through consistent exercise. Similarly, some 
people have a natural gift for discernment, but everyone can improve through 
intentional practice. 

How discernment develops through practice: 

Pattern recognition: The more experiences you have, the more patterns you 
can recognize. You start to notice: "This behavior is similar to what I saw in 
that previous relationship, and it led to this outcome." "This dynamic reminds 
me of that book I read about manipulation." "This feeling in my body is what I 
felt before when something was wrong." 

Refined intuition: Your subconscious mind processes thousands of data 
points that your conscious mind doesn't notice. Through experience, you get 
better at trusting the conclusions your subconscious reaches—what we call 
intuition or "gut feeling." 

Faster processing: Early in developing discernment, you might need days or 
weeks to process whether something is a red flag. As you practice, you 
recognize red flags more quickly because you've seen them before and know 
what they mean. 

Increased confidence: The more your discernment proves accurate, the 
more you trust it. You stop second-guessing yourself as much because you 
have a track record of seeing clearly. 

Better questions: Experience teaches you what questions to ask, what to 
observe, what matters and what doesn't. You learn where to focus your 
attention. 

Courage to act: Seeing clearly is one thing; acting on what you see is another. 
Practice builds not just the ability to discern but the courage to act on your 
discernment. 

Specific ways to practice discernment: 
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In everyday decisions: Don't wait for relationship discernment to develop. 
Practice on smaller decisions. Before accepting a social invitation, check: 
What does my gut say? What does my body feel? What does wisdom suggest? 
Then make a decision and observe the outcome. Did you discern accurately? 

By evaluating past relationships: Look back at relationships that didn't work. 
What early signs did you miss? What did you ignore? What did your body tell 
you that your mind dismissed? Write these down. This is training your senses. 

Through observation of others' relationships: Watch the relationships 
around you—friends, family, public figures. Notice patterns. What predicts 
success? What predicts failure? What dynamics lead to health? To 
dysfunction? You're training your pattern recognition. 

By reading and learning: Books on psychology, attachment, healthy 
relationships, and red flags give you categories and language for what you 
observe. Knowledge enhances intuition rather than replacing it. 

Through reflection and journaling: After interactions with someone you're 
dating, pause and reflect: What did I notice? How did I feel? What questions 
arose? What seemed off? What seemed right? This turns experiences into 
learning. 

By getting feedback: Ask trusted people what they notice that you don't. 
When their observations prove accurate, you learn to pay attention to similar 
signs in the future. 

The compound effect: Small investments in discernment practice 
accumulate over time. Each observation, each reflection, each conversation 
with wise people, each time you trust your gut and it proves right (or you ignore 
it and suffer consequences)—all of this builds your capacity. 

You're not the same person dating-wise at 30 that you were at 20, not because 
you've aged but because you've practiced. The key is to practice intentionally 
rather than just repeat the same patterns unconsciously. 

The Interplay of Spirit and Skill 
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The beautiful thing about biblical discernment is that it's both supernatural 
and practical. The Spirit grants wisdom that transcends your natural ability, 
and He also works through the natural development of skill. 

You don't have to choose between: 

• Praying for wisdom OR developing practical discernment skills 

• Relying on the Spirit OR using your mind and observations 

• Supernatural insight OR learned pattern recognition 

It's both/and. The Spirit often works through your growing capacity to see 
clearly. As you practice discernment, you become a better vessel for the 
Spirit's wisdom. As you seek the Spirit's wisdom, He enhances your natural 
capacities. 

Pray for wisdom. And also do the work of training your senses. Ask the Spirit 
for insight. And also pay attention to what your body, community, and 
experiences are telling you. Trust God for supernatural guidance. And also 
trust the wisdom He's building in you through practice. 

The Role of Community in Discernment 

One of the most consistent themes in biblical wisdom literature is that 
discernment happens in community, not in isolation. While personal prayer 
and reflection are important, they're not sufficient. We need other people to 
see what we can't see and say what we need to hear. 

Why Isolation Breeds Deception 

Proverbs 18:1: "He who separates himself seeks his own desire, he quarrels 
with sound wisdom." 

When we isolate ourselves—from community, from counsel, from input—we 
become vulnerable to self-deception. Here's why: 

You can't see your own blind spots: By definition, you don't know what you 
don't know. Your blind spots are invisible to you but often obvious to others. 
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Without community to point them out, you stumble in areas you don't even 
know are there. 

Emotions cloud judgment: When you're emotionally invested in someone, 
your judgment is compromised. You want it to work. You want to believe the 
best. You rationalize red flags. Community members who aren't emotionally 
invested can see more clearly. 

Patterns are easier to see from outside: You might not notice that you're 
repeating the same relationship pattern for the fifth time, but your friends 
who've watched you cycle through similar dynamics absolutely notice. 

Isolation enables denial: When you keep a relationship private, you can 
control the narrative. You can hide the concerning parts, minimize the 
problems, and maintain the illusion that everything is fine. Community 
exposure makes denial harder. 

Abusers and manipulators isolate you intentionally: One of the first tactics 
of people with ill intentions is to separate you from people who would see 
through them. If someone is discouraging your relationships with friends, 
family, or faith community, that's a massive red flag—and you need those very 
people to help you see it. 

You're more susceptible to manipulation: In isolation, you only have one 
perspective about the relationship—yours and your partner's. Without other 
voices, it's easy to be gaslit, to doubt your perceptions, to be convinced that 
your concerns aren't valid. 

Scripture warns against this: "The way of a fool is right in his own eyes, but a 
wise man is he who listens to counsel" (Proverbs 12:15). If you trust only your 
own perception, you're being foolish. Wisdom requires humility to hear 
others. 

The pattern in unhealthy relationships: 

Watch how isolation often develops: 

1. You start dating someone 
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2. You're excited and spend lots of time together 

3. Time with friends and community decreases (feels natural at first) 

4. Your partner subtly (or overtly) criticizes your community 

5. You start hiding parts of the relationship from others 

6. When friends express concern, you become defensive 

7. You pull further away from people who question the relationship 

8. You're now isolated and fully vulnerable to deception 

This isn't always intentional or malicious. Sometimes it happens because new 
relationships are consuming. But the effect is the same: You lose the external 
perspective that protects you from bad decisions. 

The antidote: Intentional connection and vulnerability with trusted 
community throughout the dating process. 

Submitting Relationships to Trusted Counsel 

Proverbs 11:14: "Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in 
abundance of counselors there is victory." 

Notice: "abundance of counselors." Not just one person, but multiple wise 
voices. And not just any people, but specifically counselors—people with 
wisdom, maturity, and your best interests at heart. 

What "submitting to counsel" means: 

This doesn't mean your community gets to choose who you date or veto your 
relationships. But it does mean: 

Transparency: You're honest with trusted people about the relationship—the 
good, the challenging, the concerning. You don't hide or minimize. 

Invitation: You actively invite people to speak into the relationship. You ask for 
observations, concerns, and feedback rather than waiting for them to 
volunteer it (which many won't out of politeness). 
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Non-defensiveness: When people share concerns, you listen with openness 
rather than immediately defending or justifying. You consider what they're 
saying rather than dismissing it. 

Integration: Your significant other meets and spends time with your 
community. They're not kept separate from your "real life." They become 
integrated into your existing relationships. 

Weight to collective wisdom: If one person has a concern, you consider it. If 
multiple people independently have similar concerns, you take that very 
seriously. If your entire community is worried, that's not everyone else being 
wrong—it's critical information. 

Willingness to act: Seeking counsel is meaningless if you're not willing to act 
on it. If wise people tell you things you don't want to hear and you ignore them, 
you're not actually submitting to counsel—you're just collecting opinions until 
you hear what you want. 

Who should be in your "counsel circle": 

Not everyone's opinion matters equally. Choose your counselors wisely: 

Spiritually mature believers: People who know God, live according to 
Scripture, demonstrate fruit of the Spirit, and have wisdom beyond their years. 

People who know you well: Those who've seen you in various contexts, know 
your history, understand your patterns, and genuinely care about your 
wellbeing. 

People in healthy relationships: Especially if you're seeking relationship 
advice, include people who have what you want—healthy marriages or dating 
relationships characterized by mutual respect and spiritual health. 

People who will tell you hard truths: Not just people who affirm and 
encourage, but people who love you enough to speak difficult words when 
necessary. 
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People from different life stages: A mix of peers, mentors, and perhaps even 
someone younger who sees things you might miss. 

People who have nothing to gain from your decision: Not someone who 
wants you available for themselves, not someone who's jealous, not someone 
with their own agenda. 

Ideally 3-5 people: Enough to provide multiple perspectives but not so many 
that you're drowning in conflicting advice. 

Richard Foster wrote: "The desperate need today is not for a greater number 
of intelligent people, or gifted people, but for deep people." 

When building your discernment team, prioritize depth over credentials. You 
want people who have done their own inner work, who know themselves, 
who've wrestled with their own shadows, who've developed wisdom through 
lived experience and spiritual formation. These deep people will see things 
that merely smart or talented people miss. 

How to actually submit to counsel: 

1. Before pursuing someone seriously, introduce them to your key people: 

• Bring them to group settings where your community can observe 

• Create opportunities for one-on-one conversation between your 
significant other and trusted friends 

• Don't keep the relationship hidden or separate 

2. Have explicit conversations with your counselors: 

• "I'm dating someone and I want your input. Will you please pay attention 
and let me know what you notice—both good and concerning?" 

• "I give you permission to tell me hard things. I promise to listen without 
defensiveness." 

• "What questions should I be asking that I might not be asking?" 

3. Check in regularly: 
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• Don't just consult them once at the beginning. Have ongoing 
conversations as the relationship develops. 

• Share updates, concerns, observations 

• Ask for their continued input 

4. Create a standing invitation: 

• "If you ever have concerns about this relationship, please tell me. I want 
to know." 

• This gives people permission to speak up even when you're not actively 
asking 

5. When they share concerns, respond well: 

• Thank them for caring enough to speak 

• Ask clarifying questions rather than defending 

• Take time to consider what they've said 

• Follow up after you've reflected 

6. Look for patterns in what you hear: 

• If one person says something, consider it 

• If multiple people say similar things, that's strong confirmation 

• If everyone is saying the same thing, that's as close to certainty as you'll 
get 

7. Make it reciprocal: 

• Be someone others can come to for counsel 

• Practice giving honest, loving feedback to others 

• This helps you understand both sides and builds the community of 
mutual accountability 

When Community Gets It Wrong 
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Community counsel isn't infallible. Sometimes even wise people miss things 
or bring their own biases. So how do you handle it when: 

Your community has concerns but you disagree: 

• Don't dismiss immediately. Sit with their concerns for several weeks. 

• Ask: "What are they seeing that I might be missing because I'm too 
close?" 

• Look for whether what they're concerned about shows up in other areas 

• Be willing to create some space in the relationship to gain perspective 

• If you ultimately decide they're wrong, explain why to them and ask 
them to continue observing 

Your community is enthusiastic but you have doubts: 

• Trust your gut over community enthusiasm 

• Your internal warning system matters, even if others don't see what you 
see 

• Ask yourself: Am I suppressing my true concerns because everyone's 
excited? 

• Give yourself permission to have a different assessment 

Community members have conflicting views: 

• Look for patterns in who's concerned and why 

• Weight the input based on who knows you best and who has the most 
wisdom 

• See if the concerns cluster around particular issues 

• Bring the conflicting input to prayer and further reflection 

The principle: Community counsel is essential but not ultimate. The Holy 
Spirit speaks to you directly, and you're responsible for your own decisions. 
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But if you're consistently at odds with all wise counsel, you need to seriously 
question whether you're seeing clearly. 

Red Flags vs. Yellow Flags vs. Personal Preferences 

Not every concern is equally serious. Learning to categorize what you observe 
helps you make proportional responses rather than either dismissing 
legitimate concerns or ending relationships over minor differences. 

Creating a Framework for Assessment 

Think of relationship concerns on a spectrum: 

  Green Flags (Positive Indicators): Things that indicate health, character, 
and compatibility. These are what you're looking for. 

  Yellow Flags (Caution/Watch): Concerns worth noting and monitoring 
but not immediately disqualifying. May indicate areas needing growth, 
patterns to track, or things requiring conversation. 

  Red Flags (Serious Warnings): Significant concerns that indicate 
character issues, incompatibility, or danger. These require immediate 
addressing and often warrant ending the relationship. 

   Personal Preferences: Things you like or don't like but aren't moral issues 
or predictors of relationship health. These are about fit, not about right or 
wrong. 

Let's define each category more specifically: 

Red Flags (Deal-Breakers) 

Red flags are serious issues that indicate the person is either: 

• Not emotionally/spiritually healthy enough for relationship 

• Not safe to be in relationship with 

• Fundamentally incompatible with you in ways that matter 
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Red flags should lead to immediate serious conversation and often to 
ending the relationship. 

Examples of Red Flags: 

Character Issues: 

• Dishonesty (lying, deception, secretiveness) 

• Manipulation or gaslighting 

• Inability to take responsibility (always blaming others) 

• Lack of empathy or concern for others 

• Cruelty (to you, to service workers, to animals) 

• Unrepentant pattern of sin 

Behavioral Warnings: 

• Any form of abuse (physical, emotional, sexual, spiritual) 

• Controlling or isolating behavior 

• Jealousy that manifests as control 

• Addiction that's unaddressed 

• Illegal or seriously unethical behavior 

• Violence or threats of violence 

Relational Patterns: 

• Cheating or infidelity 

• Inability to maintain any close relationships 

• All exes are "crazy" or terrible (pattern of blaming) 

• Refuses to meet your friends/family or allow you to meet theirs 

• Love-bombing followed by withdrawal 
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• Ghosting and reappearing repeatedly 

Spiritual Incompatibility: 

• Unbeliever or nominal Christian with no real faith (for believers) 

• Active opposition to your faith 

• Uses faith to manipulate or control 

• Fundamental disagreement on core values 

• No fruit of the Spirit despite profession of faith 

Response to Boundaries: 

• Consistent violation of stated boundaries 

• Anger or punishment when you set limits 

• Making you feel bad for having boundaries 

• Escalating pressure despite your "no" 

How to handle red flags: 

• Address immediately and directly 

• If there's no genuine acknowledgment and change, end the relationship 

• Don't stay hoping they'll change 

• Don't minimize or rationalize 

• Seek support from your community 

Yellow Flags (Areas of Caution) 

Yellow flags are concerns that warrant attention and monitoring but aren't 
automatic deal-breakers. They might indicate: 

• Areas where the person needs to grow 

• Patterns you want to understand better 
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• Potential future problems 

• Things that need direct conversation 

Yellow flags require watching, discussing, and evaluating over time. 

Examples of Yellow Flags: 

Communication Concerns: 

• Occasional delayed responses (pattern unclear yet) 

• Difficulty articulating feelings (but trying) 

• Mild conflict avoidance (but not refusing to engage) 

• Different communication style than yours 

Behavioral Patterns to Monitor: 

• Inconsistency in some areas (occasional lateness, sometimes flaky) 

• Mild people-pleasing tendencies 

• Some difficulty with boundaries (but open to feedback) 

• Oversharing or slight under-sharing 

Emotional/Relational: 

• Some anxiety about the relationship (especially early) 

• Slight emotional unavailability (but improving) 

• Mild jealousy (expressed, not acted on) 

• Past relationship baggage affecting current behavior 

Practical/Lifestyle: 

• Financial irresponsibility (not severe, but concerning) 

• Some disorganization or different cleanliness standards 

• Different activity level or lifestyle pace 
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• Minor differences in important areas (how to spend time, social needs) 

Family/Friend Dynamics: 

• Somewhat distant from family (but has reasons) 

• Limited close friendships (but has some) 

• One or two people expressing mild concerns 

How to handle yellow flags: 

• Note the pattern—does it continue or improve? 

• Have direct conversations about your observations 

• Set clear expectations and see if they're met 

• Give reasonable time to see change 

• Evaluate whether it's improving, staying same, or worsening 

• If multiple yellow flags persist or worsen, they may collectively indicate 
a red flag 

Personal Preferences (Non-Moral Differences) 

These are things you like or don't like, but they're not indicators of character or 
relationship health. They're about personal fit and compatibility in lifestyle. 

Examples of Personal Preferences: 

Lifestyle: 

• Introvert vs. extrovert 

• Morning person vs. night owl 

• Outdoorsy vs. indoor activities 

• Urban vs. rural living preference 

• Spontaneous vs. planned approach 

Aesthetics and Interests: 
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• Different taste in music, movies, books 

• Different hobbies 

• Different decorating styles 

• Different fashion sense 

Personality: 

• More talkative vs. more quiet 

• More emotional vs. more reserved 

• More analytical vs. more intuitive 

• Different sense of humor 

Practical: 

• Different food preferences 

• Different approaches to finances (within healthy range) 

• Different career ambitions 

• Different ideas about ideal vacation 

How to handle preferences: 

• Recognize these are differences, not deficiencies 

• Assess: "Can we both be ourselves and still work well together?" 

• Look for compromise and respect for differences 

• Don't try to change the person to match your preferences 

• Some differences add richness; others create friction—discern which 

Important: If you're trying to force someone to change fundamental aspects 
of who they are to match your preferences, that's a sign you're not compatible. 
Accept them as they are or find someone who naturally fits better. 

Deal-Breakers vs. Areas for Growth 
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One of the hardest discernment questions is: "Is this a deal-breaker, or is this 
an area where this person can grow?" 

Questions to help distinguish: 

Is it a character issue or a maturity issue? 

• Character: Dishonesty, cruelty, manipulation (deal-breaker) 

• Maturity: Poor communication skills, some selfishness, learning 
boundaries (growth area) 

Is the person aware and actively working on it? 

• Aware and working on it with evidence of progress: Growth area 

• Unaware or defensive when you raise it: Potential deal-breaker 

• Aware but no action or change: Deal-breaker 

Is it getting better or worse over time? 

• Improving: Growth area 

• Same: Depends on severity—may be deal-breaker 

• Worsening: Deal-breaker 

Can you accept them if this never changes? 

• If yes: Not a deal-breaker, just preference 

• If no: It's a deal-breaker; don't date potential 

Does it violate your core values or non-negotiables? 

• Yes: Deal-breaker 

• No: May be growth area or preference 

Is your community concerned about it? 

• Community sees it as serious: Likely deal-breaker 

• Community sees it as minor or growth area: Probably not a deal-breaker 
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Example applications: 

"They're not great at communication but they're in counseling and improving" 
= Growth area, monitor progress 

"They get defensive every time I try to discuss problems" = Potential deal-
breaker, needs immediate attention 

"They're not very tidy and I am" = Preference, need to assess compatibility 

"They're occasionally late but always apologize and try to improve" = Yellow 
flag, monitor 

"They lie to avoid conflict" = Red flag, deal-breaker 

"They're still working through family of origin issues in therapy" = Growth area 
if actively addressing 

"They use anger to control conversations" = Red flag, deal-breaker 

Distinguishing Conviction from Preference 

One final important distinction: Is what you're feeling biblical conviction (from 
the Holy Spirit) or personal preference? 

Conviction from the Holy Spirit: 

• Aligns with Scripture 

• Persists over time 

• Grows stronger with prayer 

• Is confirmed by community 

• Often comes with specific biblical passages that speak to the situation 

• Challenges you even when inconvenient 

• Brings peace when obeyed, turmoil when ignored 

Personal preference: 

• Might contradict Scripture or not be addressed by it 
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• Fluctuates based on mood or circumstances 

• Changes with your desires 

• Community doesn't confirm it 

• Based more on comfort or cultural conditioning 

• Only challenges you when convenient 

• Brings temporary satisfaction when followed 

Example: 

"I'm convicted that I shouldn't marry someone who isn't a committed 
believer" = Biblical conviction (2 Cor 6:14) 

"I'm convicted that I should only date someone over 6 feet tall" = Personal 
preference 

"I sense in my spirit that this relationship isn't right despite no clear red flags" 
= Potentially Holy Spirit conviction (requires discernment) 

"I don't want to date them because my friends wouldn't think they're cool" = 
Personal preference (and shallow) 

When you're uncertain whether something is conviction or preference, ask: 

• Does Scripture address this? 

• Do mature believers confirm this sense? 

• Does it persist when I pray about it? 

• Is this about righteousness or comfort? 

• Would I give someone else this same guidance? 

Trusting Your Gut 

One of the most powerful but most frequently dismissed sources of wisdom is 
your own intuition—what we often call "gut feeling" or "something feeling off." 
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Learning to trust this internal knowing, especially when it contradicts what 
you want to believe, is crucial for good discernment. 

The Body as Messenger 

Your body is constantly gathering and processing information, much of it 
below the level of conscious awareness. When something is wrong—when 
you're in danger, when you're being deceived, when something doesn't add 
up—your body often knows before your mind is willing to acknowledge it. 

How the body signals warning: 

Gut sensations: 

• Literal knots or discomfort in your stomach 

• Nausea or queasiness when thinking about the person or situation 

• A tight, heavy feeling in your abdomen 

Chest and heart: 

• Tightness or constriction in your chest 

• Heart racing in an anxious way (different from excitement) 

• Difficulty breathing deeply 

Muscle tension: 

• Shoulders rising toward ears 

• Jaw clenching 

• Neck or back tension 

• Overall body rigidity 

Energy and nervous system: 

• Exhaustion after being with the person 

• Hypervigilance (always on alert) 
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• Inability to relax in their presence 

• Feeling drained rather than energized 

Sleep and appetite: 

• Difficulty sleeping 

• Obsessive thoughts that keep you awake 

• Loss of appetite or stress eating 

• Nightmares or disturbed sleep 

General unease: 

• Feeling "off" without being able to name why 

• Sense of dread before seeing them 

• Relief when you're apart 

Why these physical signals matter: 

Your subconscious mind processes far more information than your conscious 
mind. It notices: 

• Micro-expressions that flash across someone's face 

• Inconsistencies between words and body language 

• Patterns across time that your conscious mind hasn't connected yet 

• Similarities to past dangerous situations 

• Violations of social norms so subtle you don't consciously register them 

When your body signals distress, it's not random. Your system has detected 
something—even if you can't consciously articulate what. This is survival 
wisdom that's kept humans alive for millennia. Don't dismiss it just because 
you can't explain it. 

When Something Feels "Off" 
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One of the most common things I hear from people reflecting on past 
unhealthy relationships is: "Looking back, I knew something was off. I just 
couldn't name it. I felt it in my body but ignored it." 

That sense of "off" is information. It's not paranoia, not oversensitivity, not 
your imagination. It's your system telling you something important. 

Common experiences of "off": 

"I can't put my finger on it, but something doesn't feel right." 

• Trust this. Your finger doesn't need to identify it for it to be real. 

"Everything looks good on paper, but I don't have peace." 

• The absence of peace is a form of communication from God and from 
your deeper self. 

"My head says yes but my gut says no." 

• Your gut is often wiser than your head, especially in relationships. 

"I feel anxious all the time and I don't know why." 

• The anxiety might be your body's alarm system responding to danger 
your mind won't acknowledge. 

"I feel like I'm going crazy—they say one thing but I feel another." 

• This might be gaslighting, where your perceptions are being deliberately 
undermined. Trust your perceptions. 

"I feel smaller/less myself/like I'm walking on eggshells." 

• Your body is telling you that this relationship is diminishing you. 

"Everyone says they're great but something in me resists." 

• Everyone else isn't in relationship with them; you are. Your experience 
matters most. 

What to do when something feels off: 
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1. Don't dismiss it: The most common mistake is to talk yourself out of what 
you're feeling. "I'm just being paranoid." "I'm too picky." "I need to give them a 
chance." Stop. The feeling is data. 

2. Create space: When something feels off, create physical and emotional 
distance so you can evaluate more clearly. Don't make major decisions while 
in the thick of confusion. 

3. Journal it: Write down specifically what you're experiencing: 

• When do I feel this way? (Always? In certain contexts?) 

• What specifically triggers the feeling? 

• What does my body do when I feel this? 

• How long has this been present? 

4. Share with trusted others: Describe the "off" feeling to people in your 
discernment circle. Often, naming it out loud helps clarify it. And they might 
see what you're sensing. 

5. Look for patterns: Is this the same "off" feeling you had in past 
relationships that ended badly? If so, you're recognizing a familiar pattern—
trust that recognition. 

6. Test it: Create a small test. Set a boundary and see how they respond. Have 
a vulnerable conversation. Introduce them to a close friend. Often, tests 
reveal what your gut is sensing. 

7. Give it time: Sometimes "off" feelings resolve as you get to know someone 
better and anxiety decreases. But if the feeling persists or intensifies over 
weeks and months, that's significant. 

8. Ask specifically in prayer: "God, what is this feeling trying to tell me? What 
am I sensing? Please make it clear." Then pay attention to what surfaces. 

9. Consider past trauma: Sometimes "off" feelings are triggered by past 
trauma rather than current danger. If you've been hurt before, your system 
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might be hypervigilant. This is where community input and therapy can help 
you distinguish between trauma response and accurate intuition. 

10. If it doesn't resolve, act on it: If you've done all this and the "off" feeling 
persists, trust it. You don't need to be able to explain it to everyone's 
satisfaction. End the relationship. 

Overriding Intuition for Logic: A Dangerous Pattern 

Perhaps the most dangerous pattern in dating is when you consistently 
override your intuition with logic: 

The pattern looks like: 

Intuition says: "Something's wrong here." Logic responds: "But they haven't 
done anything objectively bad. I have no proof. I can't end a relationship just 
based on a feeling." 

Intuition says: "I don't feel safe." Logic responds: "That's irrational. They're 
nice. They haven't hurt me. I'm being paranoid." 

Intuition says: "This person isn't right for me." Logic responds: "But we're 
compatible on paper. We share values. We have similar backgrounds. It 
should work." 

Intuition says: "I need to leave." Logic responds: "But we've been together so 
long. They're trying. I should give them another chance." 

Why this pattern is dangerous: 

It trains you to distrust yourself: Every time you override intuition and it 
proves right later, you damage your self-trust. Eventually, you can't hear your 
own voice because you've silenced it so many times. 

It keeps you in harmful situations: Often, by the time something is logically 
provable and undeniable, significant damage has already occurred. Intuition 
tries to get you out before that point. 
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It assumes logic is superior: Western culture particularly values rational 
thought over intuitive knowing. But for relational decisions, intuition (which 
processes far more data) is often more reliable than logic. 

It ignores how predators work: Manipulators and abusers are skilled at 
making everything seem logical and explainable while your gut screams 
warnings. If you only trust logic, you're vulnerable to sophisticated 
manipulation. 

It disconnects you from your body: The more you override body signals, the 
less you can hear them. You become numb to your own wisdom. 

The healthier approach: 

Give intuition and logic equal weight: Don't privilege one over the other. 
Instead, ask: "What is my intuition telling me? What is logic telling me? If they 
conflict, why? What am I missing?" 

Recognize what each does well: 

• Logic is good for analyzing facts, spotting inconsistencies, making 
practical assessments 

• Intuition is good for sensing danger, recognizing patterns, assessing 
character holistically 

When they conflict, explore why: 

• "My gut says no but logic says yes" might mean: Logic is seeing surface 
compatibility but intuition is sensing deeper incompatibility 

• "My gut says yes but logic raises concerns" might mean: You're attracted 
but ignoring real red flags 

• Either way, the conflict itself is important information 

Trust your body in matters of safety and relationship: When it comes to 
whether someone is safe, whether you should be in relationship with them, 
whether something is wrong—your body's wisdom is often more accurate 
than your rationalization. 
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Use logic to investigate, not override: If your gut says something's wrong, 
use logic to investigate what specifically your intuition might be noticing. 
Don't use logic to talk yourself out of what you know. 

Remember: You can always explain why you ignored your gut. You can 
rationalize anything. The question is whether you should. 

 

Practical Application 

Building Your Discernment Team 

Step 1: Identify Your Team Members 

List 3-5 people who meet these criteria: 

• Spiritually mature and demonstrates fruit of the Spirit 

• Knows you well and cares about your wellbeing 

• Has wisdom in relationships (either from healthy relationship or from 
healing well) 

• Will tell you hard truths, not just what you want to hear 

• You trust their judgment and discernment 

Your Discernment Team: 

1. _________________ (Role in your life: ________________) 

2. _________________ (Role in your life: ________________) 

3. _________________ (Role in your life: ________________) 

4. _________________ (Role in your life: ________________) 

5. _________________ (Role in your life: ________________) 

Step 2: Have the Invitation Conversation 

Reach out to each person individually: 
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"I'm working on making wiser decisions in dating, and I'd like your help. Would 
you be willing to be part of my 'discernment team'? What that would mean is: 

• I'd introduce you to anyone I date seriously 

• I'd ask for your observations and input 

• I'd give you permission to share concerns even when I don't ask 

• I'd promise to listen without defensiveness 

You wouldn't have veto power, but your voice would really matter to me. 
Would you be willing to do this?" 

Step 3: Set Expectations 

Once they agree, clarify: 

• How often you'll check in 

• How they can best share concerns (in person? Text?) 

• What you specifically want them to watch for 

• That you'll update them on how you're receiving their input 

Step 4: Use Your Team 

When dating someone: 

• Introduce them to team members within first 2-3 months 

• Create opportunities for observation (group settings, one-on-ones) 

• Proactively ask for input: "What are you noticing? Any concerns?" 

• When they share observations, thank them and consider carefully 

• Update them on how things progress 

Step 5: Maintain the Team 

• These relationships aren't just about vetting dates—they're about 
ongoing spiritual friendship 
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• Be there for them when they need counsel 

• Express gratitude for their role in your life 

• If someone proves unwise or unhelpful, it's okay to adjust the team 

Red/Yellow/Green Flag Categories 

Create your own personalized framework. For each category, list specific 
examples relevant to you. 

  RED FLAGS (Deal-Breakers): 

Character Issues That Disqualify: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

Behavioral Patterns That End It: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

Spiritual/Value Incompatibilities: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

Response to My Boundaries: 

1.  

2.  

  YELLOW FLAGS (Monitor & Discuss): 
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Communication Concerns: 

1.  

2.  

Patterns to Watch: 

1.  

2.  

Areas Needing Growth: 

1.  

2.  

Community Concerns: 

1.  

  GREEN FLAGS (What I'm Looking For): 

Character Qualities: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

Relational Patterns: 

1.  

2.  

Spiritual Health: 

1.  

2.  

Communication & Conflict: 
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1.  

   PERSONAL PREFERENCES (Nice But Not Essential): 

Lifestyle Preferences: 

1.  

2.  

Personality Traits: 

1.  

2.  

Interests/Hobbies: 

1.  

How to Use This Framework: 

When evaluating someone you're dating: 

1. Note which flags you observe (be specific in your journal) 

2. If red flags appear, address immediately or end relationship 

3. If yellow flags appear, discuss and monitor over time 

4. Look for multiple green flags before moving toward commitment 

5. Don't expect all preferences to align—that's not realistic 

6. Revisit this list every few weeks while dating 

Intuition Journaling Exercise 

Week 1-4: Building Awareness 

For four weeks, practice tuning into your intuition through daily journaling. 
Each day, before bed, answer: 

Daily Intuition Check: 
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1. Body Scan: Today, what did my body tell me?  

o Where did I feel tension? _______________________________ 

o Where did I feel ease? _______________________________ 

o What sensations did I notice? _______________________________ 

2. Gut Responses: Were there moments when my gut told me something?  

o What was the situation? _______________________________ 

o What did my gut say? _______________________________ 

o Did I honor it or override it? _______________________________ 

3. "Off" Feelings: Did anything feel "off" today?  

o What specifically? _______________________________ 

o Could I name why? _______________________________ 

o What did I do with that information? 
_______________________________ 

4. Accuracy Check: Looking back at past gut feelings this week:  

o Which proved accurate? _______________________________ 

o Which didn't? _______________________________ 

o What can I learn? _______________________________ 

Weekly Synthesis (End of Each Week): 

1. What patterns am I noticing in my intuition? 

2. When am I most likely to trust my gut? To override it? 

3. What does my body consistently tell me about [person I'm 
dating/considering]? 

4. What "off" feelings have persisted this week? 

5. What do I need to act on based on what my intuition is telling me? 
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Month-End Review: 

After four weeks, review your daily and weekly entries: 

• What has your body been consistently telling you? 

• Which gut feelings proved most accurate? 

• Where did you override intuition and regret it? 

• Where did you trust intuition and benefit from it? 

• What have you learned about your personal intuitive signals? 

• What patterns need addressing? 

Ongoing Practice: 

Continue this journaling whenever you're dating or facing major relational 
decisions. Over time, you'll: 

• Become more attuned to your body's signals 

• Learn your personal intuition patterns 

• Build confidence in trusting your gut 

• Develop faster recognition of warnings 

• Create a record you can review when tempted to ignore what you know 

 

Conclusion: Discernment as a Lifelong Practice 

The ability to discern well in relationships isn't something you master once 
and then you're done. It's a lifelong practice that deepens with experience, 
with spiritual maturity, with intentional cultivation. 

Every relationship—whether it leads to marriage or ends after a few dates—is 
an opportunity to grow in discernment. Every red flag you notice and act on, 
every gut feeling you honor, every wise counsel you receive, every pattern you 
recognize strengthens your capacity. 
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The goal isn't perfection. You'll still make mistakes, miss things, occasionally 
override wisdom. But with practice, you get better. You see more clearly, trust 
yourself more readily, act on wisdom more quickly, and protect yourself more 
effectively. 

Remember the verse at the beginning: Discernment comes through practice. 
Through training your senses. Through repeated experience of observing, 
reflecting, deciding, and learning from outcomes. 

So practice: 

• Pay attention to what your body tells you 

• Build and use your discernment team 

• Create clear categories for what you observe 

• Trust your gut even when you can't fully explain it 

• Learn from every relationship, even the failed ones 

• Seek God's wisdom continuously 

• Be patient with yourself as you grow 

You're building a skill that will serve you not just in dating but in every area of 
life—in friendships, in work relationships, in parenting, in ministry, in every 
situation where wisdom is required. 

The writer of Hebrews says this capacity is a mark of maturity—solid food for 
the mature. Becoming someone who can discern good and evil, health and 
dysfunction, wisdom and foolishness, is part of growing up in Christ. 

So invest in this growth. Build this capacity. Practice this skill. 

Your future self—and your future relationships—will thank you. 
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Chapter 11: Healing Between Relationships 

"He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds." 
—Psalm 147:3 (NASB) 

Three weeks after ending her four-year relationship with Jason, Emma 
downloaded a dating app. She told herself she was just "seeing what was out 
there," that she wasn't looking for anything serious, that staying busy was 
better than sitting around feeling sad. 

Within a month, she was dating someone new. Within two months, she was in 
an exclusive relationship. Within three months, she'd said "I love you" to 
someone whose last name she sometimes forgot. 

When her small group leader gently asked if she'd taken time to heal from the 
previous relationship, Emma got defensive. "I'm fine. Jason and I were 
basically over for the last year anyway. I don't need to sit around mourning 
something that was already dead. I'm ready to move forward." 

But six months into the new relationship, the cracks began to show. Emma 
noticed herself reacting to her new boyfriend with fears that had nothing to do 
with him and everything to do with Jason. She found herself building walls she 
didn't know she'd built. She realized she was comparing everything to her past 
relationship—sometimes favorably, sometimes not, but always in reference to 
it. She hadn't let go of Jason; she'd just placed someone else on top of the 
unhealed wound. 

Worse, she realized she didn't actually know if she loved her new boyfriend or 
if she just loved not being alone. She couldn't tell if she was building 
something real or just using another person to avoid feeling the pain she 
hadn't processed. 

Her therapist asked a question that changed everything: "Emma, can you tell 
me who you are when you're not in a relationship?" 

The silence was deafening. Emma realized she hadn't been single—truly 
single, not just between relationships—since she was seventeen. She'd 
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always had someone. The thought of being alone terrified her. She'd spent a 
decade moving from relationship to relationship, never stopping long enough 
to heal from the last one, never learning who she was apart from a partner. 

"I think," Emma said slowly, tears starting to fall, "I need to step back from this 
relationship. I think I need to be alone for a while. Really alone. And I think I 
need to figure out why that idea scares me so much." 

Emma's story is more common than most people realize. In a culture that 
treats being single as a problem to solve and relationships as the solution to 
loneliness, many people move from one relationship to the next without ever 
taking time to heal, to grow, to learn who they are apart from romantic 
partnership. 

But healing can't happen while you're jumping into the next relationship. 
Wounds don't close while you're rubbing them. Growth doesn't occur when 
you're too distracted to do the inner work. And you can't build something 
healthy on a foundation of unresolved pain. 

The scripture at the beginning of this chapter offers a profound promise: God 
heals the brokenhearted and binds up wounds. But healing is a process that 
requires time, attention, and often the pain of staying still while God does His 
work. You can't rush it. You can't skip it. And you can't substitute a new 
relationship for the healing work only God can do in solitude. 

This chapter is about the sacred space between relationships—the 
wilderness season where healing happens, where identity is formed, where 
God prepares you for the healthy love you couldn't receive before. 

Why You Can't Heal in a New Relationship 

The temptation after a painful relationship ends is to immediately find 
someone new. The logic seems sound: Why sit around feeling sad when you 
could be happy with someone else? Why process old pain when you could 
create new joy? Why be alone when you could be companioned? 
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But this logic misunderstands how healing works and what relationships 
require. 

The Temptation to Fill the Void 

When a relationship ends—especially a significant one—it leaves a void. A 
space in your life that was occupied is now empty. Routines change. The 
future you imagined evaporates. The person you talked to every day is gone. 
The companionship, the physical affection, the sense of being chosen—all of 
it disappears, leaving a gaping hole. 

The void feels unbearable, so we rush to fill it: 

With distractions: We stay busy, overschedule, binge-watch shows, scroll 
social media for hours, work excessively—anything to avoid sitting with the 
emptiness. 

With substances: Alcohol, food, exercise, shopping—we numb the pain with 
whatever makes us feel something other than the ache. 

With another person: We download dating apps, accept dates from anyone 
who asks, pursue people we wouldn't normally be interested in—desperate 
for someone, anyone, to fill the space. 

Why we're tempted to fill the void immediately: 

Pain avoidance: It hurts to sit with loss. The void is painful, and we're wired to 
avoid pain. A new relationship offers an anesthetic—it stops the hurting by 
replacing what was lost. 

Fear of being alone: For many people, aloneness equals loneliness, which 
equals something being wrong with them. A new relationship provides proof: 
"See, I'm not unlovable. Someone else wants me." 

Identity crisis: If you've defined yourself by your relationship status or by who 
you're with, being single creates an identity crisis. A new relationship restores 
the familiar identity: "I am someone's girlfriend/boyfriend." 
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Comparison and competition: If your ex has moved on or you're worried they 
will, jumping into a new relationship feels like winning. "I found someone 
better/faster than you did." 

Cultural pressure: We live in a culture that treats singleness as a waiting 
room, not as a valid state of being. The constant questions—"Are you seeing 
anyone? Why are you still single? You should try online dating!"—create 
pressure to couple up. 

Validation seeking: A new person's interest feels like proof that you're 
desirable, worthwhile, not the problem in the last relationship. It's external 
validation when you haven't developed internal worth. 

The problem with filling the void immediately: 

You don't heal; you cover the wound: Imagine trying to bandage a wound 
without cleaning it first. You might cover it, but it will get infected underneath. 
Similarly, a new relationship covers the wound of the last one without actually 
healing it. 

You bring your baggage: All the unprocessed pain, all the unlearned lessons, 
all the patterns that contributed to the last relationship failing—you bring 
these into the new relationship. The baggage doesn't disappear; it just gets 
transferred. 

You can't discern well: When you're running from pain, you're not thinking 
clearly. You're more likely to overlook red flags, to settle for less than you 
deserve, to make decisions based on fear of being alone rather than genuine 
compatibility. 

You use the person: Whether consciously or unconsciously, you're using the 
new person as pain management, as a distraction, as proof that you're okay. 
That's not fair to them, and it's not a foundation for real relationship. 

You rob yourself of growth: The space between relationships is where crucial 
growth happens. When you fill it immediately, you miss the opportunity to 
learn, to heal, to become someone capable of healthier love. 
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Scripture speaks to this: "Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him" 
(Psalm 37:7). This verse is about trusting God's timing rather than anxiously 
striving. Applied to relationships, it means: Be still. Don't rush to fill the void. 
Wait patiently for God's healing and for His timing. Trust that He's doing 
something in the waiting. 

Using People as Pain Management 

When you jump into a new relationship before healing, you're essentially using 
that person as a medication for pain you haven't dealt with. This is unfair, 
unsustainable, and unhealthy for both of you. 

What using someone as pain management looks like: 

You're not really interested in who they are: You're interested in how they 
make you feel—specifically, in how they make you not feel the pain you're 
avoiding. You don't learn their depths; you use their surface to distract from 
your depths. 

The relationship moves too fast: You rush toward intimacy, commitment, 
and intensity because the deeper the connection, the less you have to feel 
your pain. The relationship becomes a drug, and like any drug, you need 
increasing doses. 

You're grateful for the wrong reasons: You're grateful not because they're 
wonderful (though they might be), but because they make you forget about 
your ex, make you feel wanted again, make you not be alone. 

You can't be alone: When they're not available, you panic. When there's 
space in the relationship, you create drama to fill it. You need constant 
contact because without them, you'd have to face yourself. 

You compare constantly: Everything they do is evaluated against what your 
ex did. "They're so much better than my ex" or "My ex would never have..." 
Either way, the ex is still the reference point, which means you haven't let go. 
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You're building on sand: Without a foundation of self-knowledge and healing, 
the relationship is built on the shifting sand of your unresolved pain. When the 
newness wears off and real life sets in, everything collapses. 

The cost to you: 

• You don't learn from the last relationship 

• You repeat the same patterns 

• You can't be authentic because you don't know who you are 

• You remain in a cycle of serial relationships that never quite work 

• You never develop the capacity to be alone, which means you're never 
truly free 

The cost to them: 

• They get a version of you that's not whole 

• They're loved for what they provide (relief from pain) not for who they are 

• They can never quite measure up because they're compared to 
someone else 

• They're responsible for your emotional state in ways that aren't fair 

• When you eventually heal (or the relationship ends), they realize they 
never really knew you 

The only ethical path: 

Don't date until you can bring a whole self to the relationship—not a perfect 
self, but a self that's not actively running from pain, a self that wants 
companionship rather than completion, a self that's choosing rather than 
escaping. 

The Biblical Pattern of Stillness 

Throughout Scripture, God's pattern for healing and preparation often involves 
stillness, waiting, and being alone with Him: 
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Psalm 46:10: "Be still, and know that I am God." Knowing God deeply requires 
stillness, not constant activity or distraction. 

Isaiah 30:15: "In repentance and rest you will be saved, in quietness and trust 
is your strength." Healing and strength come through quietness, not through 
frantically filling every void. 

Lamentations 3:25-26: "The Lord is good to those who wait for Him, to the 
person who seeks Him. It is good that he waits silently for the salvation of the 
Lord." Waiting silently is good, even when it feels unbearable. 

Mark 1:35: "In the early morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the 
house, and went away to a secluded place, and was praying there." Even 
Jesus—perfect, sinless, fully God—needed time alone with the Father. 

The principle: If Jesus needed solitude for communion with God, if Scripture 
repeatedly calls us to stillness and waiting, if healing is described as 
something that happens in rest rather than in striving, then we should be 
suspicious of any impulse that says we need to immediately fill the void with 
another relationship. 

God does some of His best work in the wilderness, in the waiting, in the alone 
places. Don't rob yourself of that work by filling the space before He's finished. 

The Wilderness Season 

In Scripture, wilderness seasons are not punishment—they're preparation. 
They're where God shapes, refines, and prepares people for what He's calling 
them to. Understanding the purpose of your wilderness season can help you 
embrace it rather than escape it. 

Embracing Singleness as Sacred 

Our culture treats singleness as a problem. Churches often reinforce this with 
their emphasis on marriage ministries while single adults feel overlooked or 
pitied. Dating culture presents singleness as a deficit—a waiting room where 
you mark time until the "real life" of partnership begins. 
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But Scripture presents a radically different view: 

1 Corinthians 7:32-35: Paul speaks of singleness as a gift that allows 
undivided devotion to the Lord. He's not saying marriage is bad, but he is 
saying singleness has unique advantages and opportunities. 

Jesus Himself was single. The Son of God, the perfect human, lived His 
entire earthly life without a romantic partner. If marriage were necessary for 
completeness or holiness, Jesus would have married. 

Singleness in Scripture is often a season of:* 

• Preparation for calling 

• Deepening relationship with God 

• Developing character 

• Learning to depend on God alone 

• Freedom for ministry and service 

• Becoming whole before becoming partnered 

Reframing your season of singleness: 

Instead of: "I'm still single" (implies deficiency) Try: "I'm currently single" 
(acknowledges a season, not a problem) 

Instead of: "I'm waiting to find someone" Try: "I'm becoming who I'm meant to 
be" 

Instead of: "I'm alone" Try: "I have solitude with God" 

Instead of: "I'm incomplete without a partner" Try: "I'm whole in Christ, and 
companionship is a gift, not a necessity" 

The shift in perspective matters: 

When singleness is a problem, you'll do anything to escape it—including 
jumping into unhealthy relationships. 
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When singleness is sacred, you'll honor it—using the time to heal, grow, and 
prepare for healthy love. 

This doesn't mean you can't desire partnership. Longing for marriage is 
normal and God-given. But there's a difference between: 

• Longing for partnership while being content in singleness 

• Feeling incomplete, deficient, or less-than without a partner 

The first is healthy. The second will drive you to use people and make poor 
choices. 

God's Pattern of Wilderness Preparation 

Throughout Scripture, God consistently uses wilderness seasons to prepare 
people for their calling. The wilderness is where transformation happens. 

Moses: Forty years in the wilderness tending sheep before God called him to 
lead Israel. Those forty years weren't wasted; they were preparation. God used 
that time to humble the man who'd been raised as Egyptian royalty, to teach 
him patience, to develop the character required for leadership. 

David: Years alone as a shepherd, then years fleeing from Saul, hiding in 
caves and deserts. The boy who killed Goliath had to become the man who 
could lead a nation, and that becoming happened in isolation and hardship. 

Elijah: Alone by the brook Cherith, alone in the wilderness, alone in the cave. 
In the isolation, God provided for him, spoke to him, prepared him for the next 
assignment. 

Paul: After his conversion, he spent years in Arabia (Galatians 1:17-18) before 
his public ministry began. God used that wilderness time to transform a 
persecutor into an apostle. 

Jesus: Forty days in the wilderness, fasting and being tempted, before He 
began His public ministry. Even the Son of God needed wilderness 
preparation. 

The pattern is consistent: 
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1. God has a calling/purpose for the person 

2. Before they can step into that purpose, they need preparation 

3. The preparation happens in the wilderness—alone, away from 
distraction, dependent on God 

4. In the wilderness, they face their weaknesses, their temptations, their 
need for God 

5. They emerge changed, ready for what's ahead 

Your wilderness season between relationships follows the same pattern: 

God has a purpose for your life—which may or may not include marriage, but 
definitely includes becoming who He created you to be. Before you can step 
into healthy relationship (or healthy singleness), you need preparation. The 
preparation happens in the in-between—alone with God, without the 
distraction of romance, dependent on Him to heal and provide. In this season, 
you face your patterns, your wounds, your need for Him. You emerge changed, 
ready for what's ahead. 

Don't despise the wilderness. It's not punishment; it's preparation. 

Henri Nouwen on Being With People in Pain: 

Henri Nouwen wrote: "The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of 
despair or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour of grief and 
bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing... not healing, not curing... that is 
a friend who cares." 

This quote is usually applied to how we support others, but it's relevant to your 
relationship with yourself in this season. Can you be that friend to yourself? 
Can you sit with your own despair without rushing to fix it? Can you tolerate 
not knowing what's next without forcing a solution? Can you stay with your 
grief without trying to cure it with a new relationship? 

This is part of what the wilderness teaches: how to be present with yourself, 
with your pain, with your not-knowing. It's sacred work that can't be rushed. 
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The Gifts of the Wilderness 

While it's hard to see it in the middle of it, the wilderness season offers unique 
gifts: 

Intimacy with God: When human companionship is removed, you learn to 
find companionship in God. You discover that He really is enough, that His 
presence satisfies in ways human relationships can't. 

Self-knowledge: Without the mirror of a relationship reflecting back a version 
of yourself, you discover who you actually are. You learn your preferences, 
your values, your patterns, your needs. 

Healing: Wounds heal in rest. The wilderness provides the rest—the 
cessation of performance, of trying to make a relationship work, of managing 
another person—that healing requires. 

Preparation: You develop the character, wisdom, and wholeness that will 
allow you to participate in healthy relationship when the time comes. 

Freedom: There's a freedom in wilderness seasons that's impossible when 
you're partnered. Freedom to pursue callings, to say yes to opportunities, to 
focus entirely on your growth without negotiating another person's needs and 
preferences. 

Proving ground: The wilderness is where you prove to yourself (and to God) 
that you can depend on Him, that you don't need a relationship to be okay, 
that you can be faithful even when it's hard. 

What Healing Actually Looks Like 

Healing isn't passive waiting. It's not just sitting around being single until you 
feel better. Healing is active work—painful, intentional, often requiring help 
from others. Understanding what this work involves helps you do it rather than 
just endure the time between relationships. 

Processing Pain, Not Bypassing It 

There are two ways to deal with pain: process it or bypass it. 
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Bypassing pain looks like: 

• Immediately jumping into a new relationship 

• Staying constantly busy so you don't have to feel 

• Numbing with substances, food, shopping, work, or any compulsive 
behavior 

• Spiritualizing without actually feeling ("I'm just trusting God" without 
acknowledging the grief) 

• Minimizing ("It's fine, I'm fine, we're better off apart") 

• Blaming everything on the other person without examining your part 

Processing pain looks like: 

• Actually feeling the sadness, anger, grief, fear 

• Crying when you need to cry 

• Journaling about what you've lost and what you're feeling 

• Talking to safe people about the hard emotions 

• Letting yourself miss the person while also knowing the relationship was 
unhealthy 

• Acknowledging both what was good and what was broken 

• Taking responsibility for your part while not taking responsibility for 
theirs 

Why processing matters: 

Unprocessed pain doesn't disappear—it just gets stored: Your body keeps 
the score. What you don't process consciously, you'll act out unconsciously. 
The pain will surface in your next relationship in the form of triggers, walls, 
patterns you can't explain. 
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Bypassed pain compounds: Each relationship you leave without processing 
adds to the pile of unresolved pain. Eventually, you're carrying so much 
unprocessed grief that you can't function well in any relationship. 

Healing requires going through, not around: There's no shortcut. You can't 
skip the pain and get to the healing. The only way out is through. 

What "going through" requires: 

Feel it: Set aside time to actually feel your emotions. Put on sad music and 
cry. Yell into a pillow. Let yourself be angry. Don't rush past the feeling in the 
name of "moving on." 

Name it: Put words to what you're experiencing. "I feel betrayed." "I'm grieving 
the future we won't have." "I'm angry at how I was treated." "I'm sad about the 
time I lost." Naming gives you power over the pain. 

Express it safely: Find outlets that don't harm you or others: 

• Journaling 

• Talking with a therapist or trusted friend 

• Creating art, music, or poetry 

• Physical exercise that releases the emotion 

• Prayer that's honest about the pain 

Give it time: Grief has its own timeline. You can't rush it. Some days will be 
hard long after you thought you'd be over it. That's normal. 

Resist the urge to fix it: Healing isn't the same as feeling better immediately. 
Sometimes healing means sitting with hard feelings until they naturally begin 
to resolve. 

Psalm 40:2 captures this: "He brought me up out of the pit of destruction, out 
of the miry clay, and He set my feet upon a rock making my footsteps firm." 

Notice the progression: He brought me up out of—this implies being down in 
the pit first. You have to be in the pit to be brought out of it. If you bypass the 
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pit by immediately jumping into a new relationship, you never experience the 
bringing up and the firm footsteps that follow. 

Therapy, Community, Spiritual Direction 

Healing isn't a solo endeavor. God designed us for community, and healing 
happens most effectively in the context of healthy relationships and 
professional help. 

Therapy: 

Why therapy matters after a relationship: 

• A therapist provides objective perspective you can't have about your 
own situation 

• They help you identify patterns you can't see 

• They create a safe space to process pain without burdening friends 

• They have tools and expertise to help you heal trauma 

• They can diagnose and treat any mental health issues that contributed 
to or resulted from the relationship 

What to look for in a therapist: 

• Licensed professional (LPC, LMFT, psychologist, etc.) 

• Ideally someone who shares your faith or at least respects it 

• Experience with relationship issues, attachment, and trauma 

• Someone you feel safe with and can be honest with 

How long: At minimum, several months. More likely, the healing work takes a 
year or more. This isn't a quick fix; it's deep work. 

Community: 

Why community matters: 

• Isolation breeds deception; community brings perspective 



318 
 

• You need people who knew you before the relationship and can remind 
you of who you are 

• Community provides practical support (meals, company, 
accountability) 

• Healing happens in the context of healthy relationships 

What healthy community looks like in this season: 

• Friends who let you grieve without rushing you to "get over it" 

• People who speak truth when you're tempted to go back or jump into 
something new 

• Support that's consistent even when you're not fun to be around 

• Accountability to help you stick with your healing commitments 

• Companionship that reminds you you're not alone 

What to avoid: 

• People who trash your ex constantly (not helpful for forgiveness) 

• Friends who push you to date before you're ready 

• Community that enables victim mentality without calling you to growth 

• Isolation disguised as "I just need to be alone" 

Spiritual Direction: 

Why spiritual direction helps: 

• A spiritual director helps you discern what God is doing in this season 

• They provide wisdom for navigating the spiritual dimensions of healing 

• They can help you distinguish God's voice from other voices 

• They hold you accountable to spiritual practices that support healing 

What spiritual direction involves: 
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• Regular meetings (monthly or quarterly) with a trained spiritual director 

• Discussion of your prayer life, what you're noticing about God, where 
you're struggling 

• Guidance in spiritual practices that support your healing 

• Help in discerning next steps 

The three together—therapy, community, and spiritual direction—create a 
holistic healing environment. Therapy addresses the psychological, 
community addresses the relational, spiritual direction addresses the 
spiritual. You need all three. 

The Practices of Healing 

Beyond professional help and community, there are practices you can engage 
in that support healing: 

Spiritual Practices: 

• Daily prayer that's honest about your pain 

• Scripture reading focused on God's faithfulness, healing, and character 

• Worship—both corporate and private 

• Fasting for clarity and dependence on God 

• Sabbath rest—practicing weekly rhythms that remind you God provides 

Emotional Practices: 

• Journaling feelings, observations, prayers 

• Grief rituals (writing a goodbye letter, creating a memorial, marking the 
ending) 

• Therapy homework and exercises 

• Allowing yourself to cry, rage, feel 

Physical Practices: 
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• Regular exercise to process stress and emotion 

• Adequate sleep (grief is exhausting) 

• Nourishing food (not comfort eating or restriction, but caring for your 
body) 

• Time in nature (creation has healing properties) 

• Creative expression (art, music, writing, etc.) 

Relational Practices: 

• Consistent time with safe friends 

• Service to others (helps you get outside yourself) 

• Small group or support group participation 

• Regular check-ins with your healing team (therapist, spiritual director, 
key friends) 

Intellectual Practices: 

• Reading books on healing, attachment, healthy relationships 

• Identifying your patterns through reflection 

• Learning from the relationship—what worked, what didn't, what you 
contributed 

• Studying what healthy relationships actually look like 

The timeline: 

Healing takes time. There's no universal timeline, but here are some general 
markers: 

First 3 months: Acute grief. The pain is sharpest. Focus on simply feeling and 
surviving. 

3-6 months: Processing. You're able to reflect more, identify patterns, begin 
real healing work. 
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6-12 months: Rebuilding. You're rediscovering who you are outside the 
relationship, developing new rhythms, feeling more stable. 

12+ months: Integration. You've incorporated the lessons, healed most of the 
acute pain, and are ready to consider what's next. 

These are general—your timeline might be shorter or longer depending on: 

• Length of the relationship 

• Depth of the wounding 

• Whether there was abuse or trauma 

• Your attachment history 

• How much healing work you do 

• Support available to you 

Don't rush it. Better to take the time needed and enter the next relationship 
whole than to rush and bring your baggage with you. 

Readiness Assessment 

How do you know when you're ready to date again? There's no perfect 
formula, but there are indicators that suggest you've done enough healing 
work to engage in dating from a healthy place. 

Can You Be Alone Without Being Lonely? 

This is perhaps the most important question. 

Being alone is a physical state—you're not in a romantic relationship. 

Being lonely is an emotional state—you feel incomplete, deficient, or in pain 
because of being alone. 

The distinction matters because: 

If you can't be alone without being lonely, you'll date from desperation. You'll 
settle for less than you deserve because anything is better than the pain of 
loneliness. You'll use the other person to fill a void only God can fill. 
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If you can be alone without being lonely, you'll date from wholeness. You'll 
choose companionship rather than needing completion. You'll be able to walk 
away from what's not right because being alone isn't something to avoid at all 
costs. 

Questions to assess this: 

Do you enjoy your own company? 

• Can you spend an evening or a weekend alone without feeling desperate 
for company? 

• Do you have hobbies, interests, and activities you genuinely enjoy by 
yourself? 

• Are you comfortable in silence, or do you need constant 
noise/distraction? 

How do you feel on Friday/Saturday nights alone? 

• Peaceful and content? 

• Or anxious and depressed? 

Do you make desperate choices to avoid being alone? 

• Saying yes to invitations you don't want just to not be alone? 

• Keeping unhealthy friendships or relationships because something is 
better than nothing? 

• Staying constantly busy to avoid time with yourself? 

Can you sit with your thoughts without spiraling? 

• Or does alone time immediately lead to catastrophizing about being 
forever alone? 

Do you define yourself by your relationship status? 

• "I'm single" as your primary identity? 
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• Or do you have an identity—daughter of God, professional, friend, artist, 
etc.—that exists independent of romantic status? 

If you answered these questions and realized you're lonely when alone: 

That's okay. It's common. But it means you're not ready to date yet. Instead: 

• Work on building a life you enjoy 

• Develop friendships that provide companionship 

• Cultivate hobbies and interests that engage you 

• Address the fears that drive the loneliness 

• Learn to find your sufficiency in God 

The goal: To reach a place where being alone is genuinely okay. Not preferred 
necessarily, but okay. Where you'd rather be alone than in the wrong 
relationship. 

When you get there, you're ready to date from choice rather than from 
need. 

Have You Forgiven Your Ex? 

Unforgiveness keeps you bound to the past and poisons your future. 

This doesn't mean: 

• Saying what they did was okay (it's not) 

• Forgetting what happened (you shouldn't) 

• Trusting them again (you might never) 

• Reconciling the relationship (often not wise or possible) 

Forgiveness means: 

• Releasing them from the debt they owe you 

• Choosing not to nurse the wound or seek revenge 
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• Letting go of bitterness 

• Acknowledging your own part without taking all the blame 

• Being able to think of them without rage or deep pain 

Why forgiveness matters before dating again: 

Unforgiveness keeps you emotionally entangled: As long as you're 
consumed with anger or hurt toward your ex, they still have power over you. 
You're not free. 

Bitterness poisons new relationships: If you're bitter toward your ex, that 
bitterness will leak into your next relationship. You'll punish the new person for 
the old person's sins. 

Inability to forgive reveals inability to process: If you can't forgive after 
sufficient time and work, it suggests you haven't processed the pain 
adequately. 

Questions to assess forgiveness: 

Can you think about your ex without intense emotion? 

• Some sadness is normal, but rage or obsessive hurt suggests 
unforgiveness 

Can you acknowledge both the good and bad of the relationship? 

• All-bad narratives ("they were terrible, I was perfect") or all-good 
narratives ("it was perfect, I ruined it") both indicate you haven't 
processed honestly 

Can you wish them well? 

• You don't have to be friends, but can you genuinely hope they find 
healing and happiness? 

Can you take responsibility for your part? 
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• No relationship failure is 100% one person's fault (except in abuse 
cases). Can you see what you contributed? 

Do you still obsessively check on them? 

• Social media stalking, asking mutual friends about them, driving by their 
place—these indicate you're not released 

Can you talk about the relationship without it dominating the 
conversation? 

• If every conversation still somehow comes back to your ex or the 
breakup, you're not free yet 

If you haven't forgiven: 

• Work on this in therapy 

• Journal about it 

• Pray specifically for the ability to forgive 

• Practice speaking well of them (or at least neutrally) 

• Address the pain underneath the anger 

• Give it more time 

When you've forgiven, you'll know: The thought of them won't trigger you. 
You can genuinely wish them well. You're free to move forward without 
carrying them with you. 

Are You Seeking Completion or Companionship? 

This question gets at your motivation for dating. 

Seeking completion looks like: 

• "I need someone to make me happy" 

• "I'm incomplete without a partner" 

• "A relationship will fix what's wrong with my life" 
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• "I need someone to make me feel valuable/lovable/enough" 

• Looking for someone to fill the God-shaped hole 

Seeking companionship looks like: 

• "I'm whole in Christ and would enjoy sharing my life with someone" 

• "I want a partner to do life alongside" 

• "I'm complete as I am, and companionship would add to an already 
good life" 

• "I want to give and receive love as part of the human experience" 

• Looking for someone to walk alongside, not someone to complete you 

Why the distinction matters: 

If you're seeking completion: 

• You'll put impossible pressure on the relationship 

• No human can complete you—they'll always disappoint 

• You'll be devastated if it ends because you've built your identity on it 

• You'll tolerate poor treatment because you need them 

If you're seeking companionship: 

• The relationship enhances life but isn't necessary for life to be good 

• You can appreciate the person without making them responsible for 
your wholeness 

• If it ends, you'll grieve but you'll still be okay 

• You can walk away from what's not right because you don't need them 

Questions to assess this: 

How would you describe your life right now? 

• "Good, and it would be better with a partner" (companionship) 
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• "Missing something essential" (completion) 

What are you looking for in a relationship? 

• "Someone to share experiences with, to grow with, to serve alongside" 
(companionship) 

• "Someone to make me happy, to fill my time, to make me feel worthy" 
(completion) 

How do you feel about God right now? 

• "He's sufficient for me, and I trust Him with my future" (ready for 
companionship) 

• "I'm frustrated with Him for not giving me a relationship yet" (seeking 
completion) 

Can you imagine a fulfilling single life? 

• "Yes, and I'm living one now" (ready for companionship) 

• "No, singleness feels like waiting for real life to start" (seeking 
completion) 

If your honest answers reveal you're seeking completion: 

You're not ready yet. Instead: 

• Work on finding your identity and worth in Christ 

• Build a life you genuinely enjoy as a single person 

• Address the wounds that make you feel incomplete 

• Learn that God alone completes you 

• Develop to the point where you want companionship but don't need 
completion 

When you're truly seeking companionship from wholeness, you're ready 
to date in a healthy way. 
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Additional Readiness Indicators 

Beyond the big three questions above, here are other signs you're ready: 

✓ You've learned from the last relationship: 

• You can articulate what went wrong 

• You know what you contributed 

• You've identified patterns you want to change 

• You have a plan for doing relationships differently 

✓ You're not comparing everyone to your ex: 

• You're looking at new people as individuals 

• You're not seeking someone exactly like or completely unlike your ex 

✓ You have a life: 

• Friendships, hobbies, interests, spiritual practices 

• A dating relationship would add to this life, not become it 

✓ Your community confirms you're ready: 

• People who know you well think you've healed sufficiently 

• They don't have concerns about your readiness 

✓ You have peace: 

• When you think about dating, you feel peaceful rather than desperate or 
anxious 

✓ You've processed the pain: 

• You can talk about the past relationship without intense emotion 

• You've grieved what needs to be grieved 

✓ You have realistic expectations: 
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• You're not looking for perfect 

• You understand relationships require work 

• You're willing to be patient in getting to know someone 

✓ You're spiritually grounded: 

• Your relationship with God is solid 

• You're not using dating to fill what only God can fill 

✓ You can be alone: 

• As discussed above, you're comfortable with yourself 

✓ You've forgiven: 

• As discussed above, you've released your ex 

If you can honestly check most of these, you're likely ready to consider 
dating again. 

 

Practical Application 

Healing Season Commitments 

When you end a relationship, before you start dating again, make these 
commitments to yourself: 

Time Commitment: 

I commit to being fully single (not dating, not pursuing, not being pursued) for 
at minimum: ☐ 3 months (for relationships under 6 months) ☐ 6 months (for 
relationships 6 months to 2 years) ☐ 1 year (for relationships over 2 years or 
involving significant trauma) 

Therapy Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ Finding a therapist within the next month ☐ Attending therapy 
at least twice a month ☐ Doing the homework my therapist assigns ☐ Being 
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honest in therapy even when it's hard ☐ Continuing therapy until both my 
therapist and I agree I've processed sufficiently 

Community Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ Staying connected to my faith community ☐ Attending small 
group/Bible study weekly ☐ Having at least one person I check in with weekly 
about my healing ☐ Not isolating even when I want to ☐ Being honest with 
friends about how I'm really doing 

Spiritual Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ Daily prayer and Scripture reading ☐ Weekly Sabbath rest ☐ 
Monthly spiritual direction or pastoral check-in ☐ Worship (corporate and 
private) ☐ Serving others despite my pain 

Personal Growth Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ Reading at least 3 books on relationships, attachment, or 
healing ☐ Journaling at least weekly ☐ Identifying and working on my patterns 
☐ Taking responsibility for my part in the last relationship ☐ Developing 
hobbies and interests outside of dating 

Boundary Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ No contact with my ex (except as absolutely necessary for 
logistics) ☐ No social media stalking ☐ No dating apps, no dates, no pursuing 
or being pursued ☐ No rebounds or casual relationships ☐ Setting boundaries 
with anyone who pushes me to date before I'm ready 

Readiness Commitment: 

I commit to: ☐ Not dating until I can be alone without being lonely ☐ Not 
dating until I've forgiven my ex ☐ Not dating until I'm seeking companionship, 
not completion ☐ Not dating until my community confirms I'm ready ☐ Not 
dating until I have peace about being ready 

Sign and date: 

I, _________________________, commit to honoring this healing season. 
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Signature: _________________________ Date: _____________ 

Accountability: Share this with your therapist, spiritual director, and close 
friends. Ask them to help you keep these commitments. 

Questions to Assess Readiness 

Before you start dating again, work through these questions with a 
therapist, spiritual director, or trusted mentor: 

About Your Ex: 

1. Can I think about my ex without intense emotion? 

2. Have I forgiven them? 

3. Can I acknowledge both the good and bad of that relationship honestly? 

4. Am I free from checking on them constantly? 

5. Do I wish them well? 

About Yourself: 6. Do I know who I am outside of a relationship? 7. Can I be 
alone without being lonely? 8. Do I enjoy my own company? 9. Have I built a 
life I genuinely like? 10. Am I whole in Christ, or am I looking for someone to 
complete me? 

About Patterns: 11. Have I identified my patterns in relationships? 12. Do I 
understand what I contributed to the last relationship failing? 13. Have I done 
work to change my unhealthy patterns? 14. Can I articulate what I'm looking 
for based on character, not just chemistry? 15. Do I know my non-
negotiables? 

About Community: 16. Does my community think I'm ready? 17. Am I 
integrated in healthy community? 18. Do I have people who can speak into my 
dating decisions? 19. Am I willing to listen to concerns my community raises? 
20. Have I stopped isolating? 

About Spiritual Health: 21. Is my relationship with God solid? 22. Am I 
seeking Him first? 23. Do I have peace about dating again? 24. Have I 
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processed this season spiritually? 25. Can I trust God with the outcome of 
future relationships? 

About Practical Readiness: 26. Have I been single for a reasonable amount 
of time? 27. Have I done significant therapy or inner work? 28. Can I go on a 
date without it meaning everything? 29. Can I walk away from what's not right? 
30. Am I dating from wholeness rather than from desperation? 

Scoring: If you can honestly answer "yes" to at least 25 of these 30 questions, 
you're likely ready. If you're below 20, you need more time. If you're unsure on 
many, discuss them with your therapist or mentor. 

Self-Care Practices for the In-Between 

The time between relationships is hard. These practices help you care for 
yourself while you heal: 

Daily: 

• Morning: 15 minutes prayer/Scripture/quiet with God 

• Throughout the day: Notice and feel your emotions rather than stuffing 
them 

• Evening: Journal briefly—what you felt, what you noticed, what you're 
grateful for 

• Before bed: Review the day with God, express any pain or grief 

Weekly: 

• Therapy session (or every other week) 

• Small group or community gathering 

• Sabbath rest (full day of rest and worship) 

• Physical exercise (3-4 times) 

• One activity purely for joy (hobby, creativity, nature) 

• Coffee/meal with a friend 
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Monthly: 

• Spiritual direction or extended time with mentor 

• Full check-in: How am I doing emotionally, spiritually, physically? 

• Evaluate healing progress: What's better? What needs more work? 

• Plan next month's self-care 

• Do something kind for someone else (service pulls you out of self-focus) 

Quarterly: 

• Extended retreat (day or weekend) for prayer, reflection, rest 

• Reassess readiness for dating (using questions above) 

• Read a book on relationships, healing, or spiritual formation 

• Evaluate if you need to adjust therapy frequency or approach 

As Needed: 

• Extra therapy sessions when you're struggling 

• Call a friend when lonely 

• Grief rituals when pain resurfaces 

• Nature time when overwhelmed 

• Creative expression when you need to process nonverbally 

Things to AVOID: 

• ✗ Isolation for extended periods 

• ✗ Excessive social media (especially stalking ex) 

• ✗ Numbing behaviors (excessive drinking, shopping, eating, screen 
time) 

• ✗ Jumping into new relationships 
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• ✗ Making major life decisions (moving, job changes) while in acute grief 

• ✗ Cutting off all support because you're "fine" 

 

Conclusion: The Gift of the Wilderness 

I want to end with this truth: The season between relationships, as painful as it 
is, is a gift. 

It's the gift of becoming whole. The gift of learning who you are. The gift of 
deep healing that can only happen in solitude with God. The gift of preparation 
for the healthy love you couldn't sustain before. The gift of discovering that 
God is enough, even when it doesn't feel like it. 

You won't waste this time if you use it well. 

Every tear cried in healing is not wasted. Every therapy session is an 
investment. Every journal entry is progress. Every moment of sitting with pain 
instead of running from it is growth. Every day of choosing to be alone rather 
than jumping into something unhealthy is victory. 

The wilderness isn't punishment—it's sacred preparation. 

Moses needed his wilderness. David needed his. Jesus needed His. And you 
need yours. 

Don't rush it. 

I know you're tired of being alone. I know you long for partnership. I know 
you're afraid that if you take time to heal, you'll miss out on someone 
wonderful. 

But here's the truth: The person worth having will still be there when you're 
ready. Or better yet, God will bring someone even better at the right time. 

And if you rush into relationship before you're healed, you'll sabotage 
something that could have been beautiful. You'll bring your wounds, your 
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patterns, your desperate need for completion, and you'll watch another 
relationship fail. 

Give yourself the gift of healing time. 

Lean into the wilderness. Do the hard work. Feel the pain. Forgive. Grow. 
Learn. Become. 

And when you emerge—when you can be alone without being lonely, when 
you've forgiven, when you're whole in Christ and seeking companionship 
rather than completion—you'll be ready for the kind of love that lasts. 

The kind of love that's built on two whole people choosing each other, not two 
broken people needing each other. 

That kind of love is worth waiting for. 

And you're worth the healing work required to receive it. 

Psalm 147:3 promises: "He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their 
wounds." 

Let Him do that work. Don't interrupt it. Don't rush it. Don't bypass it. 

Trust the Healer. Honor the wilderness. Do the work. 

And when the time is right—when you're ready, when He brings the right 
person, when your community confirms it—you'll step into relationship from a 
completely different place. 

From wholeness. From peace. From readiness. 

And that will make all the difference. 
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Chapter 12: Preparing for Healthy Partnership 

"Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor." 
—Ecclesiastes 4:9 (NASB) 

After three years of therapy, intentional singleness, and focused personal 
growth, Rachel barely recognized herself. The woman who had once cycled 
through toxic relationship after toxic relationship—who had compromised her 
values, ignored red flags, and lost herself completely in pursuit of love—was 
gone. 

In her place was someone she actually liked. Someone with boundaries. 
Someone who could be alone without being lonely. Someone who knew her 
worth because it was rooted in Christ, not in whether anyone was pursuing 
her. Someone who had done the hard work of healing, who understood her 
patterns, who could recognize red flags from a mile away. 

But something else had shifted too, something she hadn't anticipated: She'd 
built a life she genuinely loved. 

She had deep friendships that nourished her soul. She'd discovered a passion 
for mentoring younger women at her church. She'd started painting again—
something she'd abandoned years ago when a boyfriend mocked her work. 
She served on the worship team, led a small group, and volunteered at a local 
nonprofit. She had routines that brought her joy: Saturday morning hikes, 
Sunday afternoon phone calls with her sister, Tuesday evening pottery class, 
daily morning prayer on her balcony with coffee. 

Her life wasn't on hold anymore. She wasn't waiting for the "real life" of 
partnership to begin. She was fully alive, right now, as a single woman. 

When her small group leader asked if she was ready to consider dating again, 
Rachel surprised herself with her answer: "I am. But honestly? For the first 
time in my adult life, I'm not desperate for it. I have peace either way. If God 
brings someone, wonderful. If not, I have a beautiful life as it is." 
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A few months later, she met David at a church service event. He was kind to 
the elderly woman struggling with her groceries. He knew half the volunteers 
by name and asked about their families. He served joyfully without needing 
recognition. He seemed genuinely present, not scanning the room for 
someone more interesting. 

Rachel noticed him, but she didn't immediately strategize how to get his 
attention or anxiously wonder if he'd noticed her. She simply observed, took 
note of his character, and went back to focusing on the work. 

When he approached her later and asked if she'd like to grab coffee 
sometime, she said yes—not with desperate relief that someone had finally 
asked, but with curious openness. She was interested in getting to know him, 
but she wasn't invested in a specific outcome. She could walk away if he 
wasn't right. She didn't need him; she was simply open to seeing if they could 
build something together. 

On their first date, everything was different from her past relationships. She 
didn't morph into what she thought he wanted. She didn't ignore the small 
things that mattered to her. She asked real questions and listened carefully to 
his answers. She noticed how he treated the waitress, how he spoke about his 
ex-wife (with respect and appropriate boundaries), how he talked about his 
relationship with God (with genuine depth, not performance). 

And critically, she noticed green flags: He was consistent. He followed 
through on what he said he'd do. He asked thoughtful questions and 
remembered her answers. He was emotionally available—able to discuss 
feelings without shutting down or becoming defensive. He respected when 
she said she needed to leave by 9pm for an early morning commitment. He 
integrated her naturally into his existing life rather than love-bombing her with 
constant attention. 

Six months later, when he told her he loved her, it felt different from every 
other time someone had said those words. It felt earned. It felt real. It felt like 
it was based on actually knowing her, not on the fantasy he hoped she'd fulfill. 
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"I love you too," she said. "And you know what's amazing? I know that if this 
doesn't work out, I'll be okay. Not because I don't care—I do, deeply. But 
because I'm whole without you. You're not completing me; you're walking 
alongside someone who's already complete in Christ. And that makes what 
we're building so much better than anything I've had before." 

This is the transformation that's possible when you do the inner work, when 
you build a life you love, when you become the person you want to attract, and 
when you learn what healthy actually looks like. You stop desperately seeking 
partnership as the solution to your emptiness and start receiving it as the gift 
it was meant to be—two whole people, two lives already full, choosing to 
journey together because together is even better than apart. 

This final chapter is about preparing yourself for that kind of partnership—not 
by perfecting yourself, but by becoming whole, by building a life worth sharing, 
and by learning to recognize and receive the healthy love you've been asking 
God for. 

Becoming the Person You Want to Attract 

One of the most transformative shifts in dating happens when you stop 
focusing primarily on finding the right person and start focusing on becoming 
the right person. This isn't about perfectionism or earning love through self-
improvement. It's about the simple reality that healthy people attract healthy 
people, and if you want a healthy relationship, you must first become healthy 
yourself. 

Character Development Over Partner Search 

Philippians 2:3 instructs: "Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but 
with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves." 

This verse about how to treat others starts with something foundational: not 
acting from selfishness or empty conceit. Before you can regard others as 
more important than yourself, you have to have dealt with your own 
selfishness and pride. Before you can love well, you have to become someone 
capable of loving well. 
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The principle: The quality of your character determines the quality of your 
relationships. 

This means: 

Your capacity for healthy relationship is limited by your own health: If you 
haven't dealt with your own wounds, you'll wound others. If you haven't 
developed emotional maturity, you'll create emotional chaos. If you haven't 
learned self-control, you'll be controlled by impulses. You can't give what you 
don't have. 

You'll attract people at your level of health: Like attracts like. Healthy, 
emotionally mature people are drawn to other healthy, emotionally mature 
people. Unhealthy people are drawn to unhealthy people (or to healthy people 
they hope will fix them). If you want a healthy partner, become healthy 
yourself. 

Character issues will sabotage even good matches: You could meet 
someone perfect for you, but if you haven't dealt with your jealousy, your 
communication issues, your need for control, your inability to be vulnerable—
those character issues will destroy the relationship. 

The work you do on yourself is never wasted: Even if you never marry, 
becoming a person of character, emotional health, and spiritual maturity 
makes your life better in every way. This work benefits you, benefits everyone 
around you, and honors God. 

What character development looks like practically: 

Emotional Health: 

• Work with a therapist to heal past wounds 

• Learn to identify and express your emotions appropriately 

• Develop the ability to self-soothe rather than needing others to manage 
your emotions 



340 
 

• Build emotional resilience—the ability to handle disappointment, 
conflict, stress 

• Practice emotional regulation—not suppressing emotions, but not being 
controlled by them 

Relational Skills: 

• Learn healthy communication—how to express needs, set boundaries, 
resolve conflict 

• Develop empathy—the ability to see others' perspectives and feel with 
them 

• Practice active listening—truly hearing rather than just waiting to speak 

• Build capacity for intimacy—the ability to be known and to know others 
deeply 

• Learn appropriate vulnerability—neither oversharing nor hiding 

Spiritual Maturity: 

• Cultivate actual relationship with God, not just religious activity 

• Develop fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control 

• Learn to hear God's voice and follow His leading 

• Grow in biblical knowledge and wisdom 

• Develop a prayer life that's honest and consistent 

Practical Life Skills: 

• Financial responsibility—living within means, saving, tithing, wise 
spending 

• Basic adulting—cooking, cleaning, managing schedule, maintaining 
health 

• Career development—contributing meaningfully through work 
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• Time management—balancing various responsibilities well 

• Self-care—taking care of physical, emotional, spiritual health 

Character Qualities: 

• Integrity—being the same person in public and private 

• Humility—teachability, ability to admit wrong, willingness to learn 

• Kindness—treating others well, especially those who can't benefit you 

• Responsibility—taking ownership for your choices and their 
consequences 

• Self-control—ability to delay gratification and resist unhealthy impulses 

The process never ends: You'll never arrive at perfect. But the trajectory 
matters—are you actively working on growth, or have you stagnated? Are you 
self-aware enough to know your weak areas? Are you humble enough to seek 
help? Are you committed enough to do the work? 

The Dangerous Prayer: "Change Me First" 

There's a prayer that many people are afraid to pray because they know how 
much it will cost: "God, change me first before You bring someone." 

Why this prayer is dangerous: 

It invites deep conviction: When you ask God to change you, He will show 
you what needs changing. This often means seeing your own sin, selfishness, 
and brokenness clearly—which is humbling and painful. 

It requires surrender: You're essentially saying, "I'm willing to become who 
You want me to be, even if that's uncomfortable, even if it requires letting go of 
patterns I've relied on." 

It delays gratification: You're prioritizing transformation over timeline. You're 
saying you'd rather wait and be changed than rush in unchanged. 
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It shifts focus: Instead of focusing on what you want (a partner), you're 
focusing on who you're becoming. This requires letting go of control over 
timing and outcomes. 

Why this prayer is necessary: 

God uses the wait to prepare you: The time between relationships, the 
seasons of singleness—God isn't wasting them. He's using them to shape 
you, if you'll let Him. 

You can't receive what you're not ready for: If God brought you a healthy 
relationship before you were healthy enough to participate in it, you'd 
sabotage it. He loves you too much to give you something you'd destroy. 

The transformation serves you beyond dating: Becoming someone of 
character, emotional health, and spiritual maturity benefits every area of your 
life. This isn't just about getting ready to date; it's about becoming who God 
created you to be. 

Healthy partnership requires two healthy people: You can't control whether 
the other person does their work. But you can control whether you do yours. 

How to pray this prayer: 

"God, I want a healthy relationship. But more than I want a relationship, I want 
to be healthy. I want to be the kind of person who can love well. 

Show me where I'm selfish, where I'm immature, where I'm unhealthy. Reveal 
my blind spots. Convict me of my patterns that harm others. 

Change me. Heal my wounds. Develop my character. Grow fruit of Your Spirit 
in me. 

I'm willing to wait as long as it takes for You to do this work. I'd rather be single 
and whole than partnered and broken. 

Make me someone who can give love, not just someone who needs it. Make 
me someone who can receive love, not someone who sabotages it. 



343 
 

Change me first. And then, in Your timing, if it's Your will, bring someone who's 
also done the work. 

I trust You with the outcome." 

The transformation that follows: 

When you genuinely pray this and mean it, God begins a deep work: 

• He surfaces issues you didn't know were there 

• He brings you into situations that reveal your character and refine it 

• He uses community to speak truth you need to hear 

• He breaks patterns that have controlled you 

• He builds in you what was missing 

• He makes you into someone capable of the love you're asking for 

This doesn't mean you become perfect. It means you become self-aware, 
humble, growing, and increasingly healthy. It means when God does bring 
someone, you're ready to receive them well. 

The Mirror Principle 

Here's a hard truth: The person you attract is often a mirror of who you are. 

If you're emotionally unavailable, you'll attract someone emotionally 
unavailable (or someone desperate to crack your walls). 

If you're insecure and need constant validation, you'll attract someone who 
needs the same (creating mutual desperation) or someone who's controlling 
(seeing your insecurity as weakness to exploit). 

If you haven't healed from past wounds, you'll attract someone who triggers 
those wounds or someone who also hasn't healed, creating a relationship 
built on mutual wounding. 

If you're spiritually immature, you'll attract someone at a similar level, 
creating a relationship that doesn't grow either of you toward God. 
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But the flip side is also true: 

If you're emotionally healthy, you'll attract others who are emotionally 
healthy. 

If you're secure in who you are, you'll attract others who are also secure. 

If you've done your healing work, you'll attract others who've done theirs. 

If you're spiritually mature, you'll attract others pursuing God seriously. 

The principle: Become who you want to attract. Don't just make a list of 
qualities you want in a partner—develop those qualities in yourself. Want 
someone emotionally available? Become emotionally available. Want 
someone financially responsible? Get your finances in order. Want someone 
spiritually mature? Pursue God wholeheartedly. 

This isn't about earning love or becoming perfect. It's about the simple 
reality that birds of a feather flock together. Healthy seeks healthy. Mature 
attracts mature. Whole partners with whole. 

What Healthy Actually Looks Like 

Many people have never seen a truly healthy romantic relationship. They don't 
have a template for what they're aiming toward. Their parents' marriage was 
dysfunctional, their friends' relationships are drama-filled, and media depicts 
either unrealistic fairy tales or toxic intensity as romance. 

Understanding what healthy actually looks like—what you're working 
toward—is essential for recognizing it when you encounter it and building it 
when you commit to someone. 

Mutual Respect and Admiration 

At the foundation of every healthy relationship is mutual respect—both 
people holding each other in high regard, valuing each other's thoughts and 
feelings, treating each other with honor. 

Respect looks like: 
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Listening when the other speaks: Not just waiting for your turn, but actually 
hearing and considering what they're saying. Even when you disagree, you 
value their perspective. 

Speaking well of each other: In public and in private. To others and to each 
other. No contempt, mockery, or belittling—even in jest. 

Honoring boundaries: When one person says no or sets a limit, the other 
respects it without pressure, guilt-tripping, or punishment. 

Valuing opinions: You don't have to agree on everything, but you take each 
other's views seriously. Decisions that affect both of you are made together. 

Protecting reputation: You don't gossip about your partner, share private 
information, or paint them in a negative light to make yourself look good. 

Appreciating differences: You don't need your partner to be exactly like you. 
You value the ways they're different and see those differences as strengths, 
not threats. 

Admiration goes beyond respect to genuine appreciation: 

You're not just tolerating who they are—you actually admire them. You respect 
their character, their work ethic, their way of showing up in the world. You're 
proud to be with them, not because of status or appearance, but because of 
who they are. 

Questions to assess mutual respect and admiration: 

• Do you speak highly of each other to others? 

• Can you disagree without it becoming contemptuous? 

• Do you genuinely admire aspects of their character? 

• Do they make you want to be a better person? 

• Do you feel valued for who you actually are, not who they hope you'll 
become? 

• Do they respect your needs even when inconvenient for them? 
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• Can you both maintain your own opinions and identity? 

Gary Thomas's question: "What if God designed marriage to make us holy 
more than to make us happy?" 

This provocative question reframes the purpose of marriage. If the goal is 
holiness (Christlikeness) more than happiness, then a healthy relationship is 
one that challenges you to grow, that surfaces your selfishness so you can 
address it, that requires you to love sacrificially. 

This doesn't mean settling for an unhealthy relationship in the name of 
holiness. It means that in a healthy relationship: 

• You're both committed to becoming more like Christ 

• You challenge each other's sin and selfishness with grace 

• You encourage each other's growth even when it's uncomfortable 

• You see conflict as opportunity for refinement rather than as failure 

• You're both becoming better people because of the relationship 

Mutual respect and admiration create the foundation for this kind of 
sanctifying partnership. 

Healthy Conflict Resolution 

Conflict is inevitable in any close relationship. What distinguishes healthy 
relationships from unhealthy ones isn't the absence of conflict—it's how 
conflict is handled. 

Healthy conflict resolution includes: 

Addressing issues directly: Not avoiding, not passive-aggressively hinting, 
not letting resentment build. When something bothers you, you bring it up 
directly and respectfully. 

Fighting fair: No name-calling, no bringing up past issues, no going for the 
jugular. You stick to the current issue and address it without attacking the 
person. 
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Listening to understand: When your partner shares their perspective, you 
genuinely try to understand it rather than just defending yourself or planning 
your rebuttal. 

Taking responsibility: When you've contributed to the problem (and you 
almost always have), you own it. You apologize genuinely. You commit to 
doing better. 

Seeking resolution, not victory: The goal isn't to win the fight—it's to solve 
the problem together. You're on the same team, not opposing sides. 

Knowing when to take breaks: If emotions are too high, you can pause the 
conversation and return to it when you can engage more calmly. But you do 
return to it—you don't just drop it and pretend it didn't happen. 

Forgiving and moving forward: Once the issue is addressed, you forgive, and 
you don't keep bringing it up as ammunition in future fights. 

Learning from conflict: Each conflict teaches you something about each 
other, about yourselves, about how to do relationship better. You actually grow 
closer through working through hard things together. 

Red flags in conflict: 

• One or both people shutting down completely 

• Yelling, name-calling, or other verbal abuse 

• Physical intimidation or violence 

• Bringing up every past mistake 

• Refusing to take any responsibility 

• Walking out or threatening to leave the relationship 

• Using silent treatment as punishment 

• Gaslighting—making the other person doubt their perceptions 

• One person always "winning" and the other always giving in 
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The goal: To reach a place where conflict, while never pleasant, doesn't feel 
threatening to the relationship. You can fight and still feel secure that you're 
committed to each other. You can disagree and know you'll work it out. You 
can be angry and still be kind. 

Maintained Individual Identity 

A healthy relationship involves two whole people who maintain their individual 
identities while also building a shared life. This is different from either 
enmeshment (losing yourself in the relationship) or excessive independence 
(maintaining such separate lives that you're basically roommates). 

What maintained individuality looks like: 

Separate interests and friendships: You don't have to share every hobby or 
friend. You each have things you do independently and people you're close to 
outside the relationship. 

Time apart without anxiety: You can spend time apart—whether hours or 
days—without one person panicking or the other feeling guilty. 

Different opinions: You don't have to agree on everything. You can have 
different political views, different preferences, different perspectives—and 
that's okay. 

Personal goals and growth: You each have individual goals, dreams, and 
areas where you're growing. The relationship supports these rather than 
requiring you to abandon them. 

Separate relationship with God: You worship together and encourage each 
other's faith, but you each also have your own personal walk with God that 
isn't dependent on the other person. 

Healthy boundaries: You each know where you end and the other begins. 
You're not responsible for managing their emotions, solving all their problems, 
or being their everything. 
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Identity beyond the relationship: If someone asks "Who are you?" you can 
answer with more than just "I'm [partner's name]'s girlfriend/boyfriend." You 
have an identity—professional, creative, friend, servant, child of God—that 
exists independent of the relationship. 

The "we" that doesn't erase the "I": In healthy relationships, there's a "we"—
shared life, shared decisions, shared future. But there's still also an "I"—
individual personhood, individual calling, individual relationship with God. 
Both exist without one eliminating the other. 

Red flags of enmeshment or unhealthy merger: 

• Can't make any decision without the other person's input 

• Feel anxious or guilty when apart 

• Have given up all individual interests or friendships 

• Don't know who you are outside the relationship 

• Feel responsible for their emotions and happiness 

• Can't disagree with them 

• Have no privacy or separate space 

• Lost connection with God apart from them 

Red flags of excessive independence: 

• Never make decisions together 

• Have completely separate lives with minimal overlap 

• Don't prioritize time together 

• Keep significant parts of life hidden 

• Can't depend on each other 

• Don't consult each other about major decisions 
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• Relationship feels more like friends who occasionally hook up than like 
partnership 

The balance: Enough togetherness to build genuine intimacy and partnership, 
enough separateness to maintain healthy individuality. 

Shared Values and Vision 

While you don't have to be identical, healthy long-term relationships require 
alignment in core values and life direction. 

Values that need alignment: 

Faith: If faith is central to your identity, you need a partner for whom faith is 
also central. This goes beyond denomination to actual lived faith—how you 
relate to God, how faith shapes decisions, commitment to church and 
community. 

Family: Views on marriage, children (whether to have them, how many, 
parenting approach), roles within marriage, relationship with extended family. 

Finances: Not necessarily how much money you make, but values around 
money—saving vs. spending, generosity, stewardship, lifestyle expectations, 
financial goals. 

Vocation/Calling: What you each feel called to do with your life. These don't 
have to be identical, but they need to be compatible. If one person wants to be 
a missionary in another country and the other is committed to staying near 
family, that's a problem. 

Lifestyle: Big city vs. small town, adventurous vs. homebody, social vs. 
private, where you want to live, how you want to spend time. 

Ethics/Morality: What you believe is right and wrong, how you treat others, 
integrity in business, approach to difficult ethical questions. 

You don't need to agree on everything: You can have different political views 
(within reason), different taste in entertainment, different hobbies, different 
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personality types. But the core values—the things that shape major life 
decisions—need to align. 

Shared vision means: 

You're heading in the same direction: You might not have identical dreams, 
but your dreams are compatible and you're both willing to support each 
other's. 

You want similar things out of life: Not every detail, but the big picture—type 
of family life, financial approach, how you want to serve God and others. 

You can envision a future together: When you think about 10, 20, 30 years 
from now, you can imagine being together and still being aligned. 

Your timelines are compatible: If one person wants kids in the next few years 
and the other never wants kids, or wants them eventually but not for a decade, 
that's misalignment. 

How to assess alignment: 

• Have explicit conversations about values and vision 

• Don't assume you know what they want—ask 

• Share your own dreams and calling honestly 

• Look at how they actually live, not just what they say 

• Notice where your values show up in daily decisions 

• Observe how they spend time, money, energy—that reveals values 

• Discuss hypothetical scenarios to see how aligned your thinking is 

• Introduce them to your vision for life and see if they're excited or 
resistant 

The danger of "we'll figure it out later": Major value misalignments don't 
resolve themselves with time. If you're not aligned before marriage, you'll 
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struggle in marriage. Better to discover incompatibility while dating than after 
you've said vows. 

Green Flags to Look For 

We've spent much of this book discussing red flags—what to avoid, what to 
run from. But it's equally important to know what to run toward. What does 
healthy look like in a person? What are the green flags that indicate someone 
is ready for and capable of healthy partnership? 

Consistency and Reliability 

Green flag #1: They do what they say they'll do. 

This seems basic, but it's foundational. Healthy people are consistent and 
reliable: 

• If they say they'll call, they call 

• If they make plans, they keep them or communicate ahead if something 
changes 

• Their words match their actions 

• They're the same person in private as in public 

• Their character is steady across different contexts 

• They follow through on commitments 

Why this matters: Consistency builds trust. Reliability demonstrates respect. 
Follow-through shows character. These are non-negotiable for healthy 
relationship. 

What to observe: 

• Over several months, is there a pattern of consistency or inconsistency? 

• Do they treat commitments to you with the same respect as 
commitments to work or others? 

• When they can't follow through, do they communicate proactively? 
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• Are there valid reasons for the occasional inconsistency, or is it a 
pattern? 

Emotional Availability 

Green flag #2: They can access, express, and regulate emotions in healthy 
ways. 

Emotionally available people: 

Can identify their emotions: They know what they're feeling and can name it. 
They don't just say "fine" or "I don't know" when asked how they feel. 

Can express emotions appropriately: They can share vulnerable feelings 
without being overly dramatic or shut down. They can cry, express joy, admit 
fear, acknowledge anger—all in appropriate contexts. 

Can regulate emotions: They're not controlled by their feelings. They can feel 
anger without acting out violently. They can feel sad without being completely 
incapacitated. They can experience fear without being paralyzed. 

Can handle your emotions: When you're upset, they don't make it about 
them, dismiss your feelings, or try to fix it immediately. They can sit with your 
emotion, empathize, and support. 

Are vulnerable appropriately: They share their inner world—thoughts, 
feelings, struggles—in ways that build intimacy rather than trauma-dumping 
or remaining entirely closed off. 

Can receive vulnerability: When you share deeply, they respond with 
empathy and care rather than judgment, advice-giving, or distancing. 

Why this matters: Intimacy requires emotional availability. Partnership 
requires both people to access their inner worlds and share them. Without 
emotional availability, you can't have real closeness. 

Red flags of emotional unavailability: 

• Never shares feelings 
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• Changes subject when things get deep 

• Makes everything intellectual instead of emotional 

• Dismisses or mocks vulnerability 

• Can't empathize with your emotions 

• Shuts down during conflict 

• Seems detached or distant emotionally 

Active Faith and Spiritual Maturity 

Green flag #3: Their faith is real, active, and evident in daily life. 

For Christians, a partner's faith isn't just about agreeing on doctrine—it's 
about actual relationship with God that shapes how they live. 

Active faith looks like: 

Personal relationship with God: They don't just attend church; they have 
their own prayer life, read Scripture personally, worship privately. Their faith is 
relationship, not just religion. 

Fruit of the Spirit: You see evidence of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control growing in their life. 

Integration into decisions: When facing choices, they consider God's will, 
pray about it, seek biblical wisdom. Faith shapes actual decisions, not just 
Sundays. 

Humility and teachability: They're aware of their need for God, their own sin 
and weakness. They're not spiritually arrogant or unteachable. 

Service and generosity: They serve others, give financially, use their gifts for 
the kingdom. Faith leads to action. 

Community involvement: They're connected to a church, serve there, have 
Christian friends who challenge and encourage them. 



355 
 

Talk about faith naturally: They can discuss what God is teaching them, how 
they're struggling or growing, what they're learning from Scripture—not 
performatively, but naturally as part of life. 

Apply Scripture to themselves: Not just using Bible verses to judge others or 
win arguments, but applying God's word to their own life and choices. 

Why this matters: If faith is central to your identity, you need a partner for 
whom it's also central. Spiritual intimacy is as important as emotional or 
physical intimacy. You want someone who will lead you toward God, not away 
from Him. 

Questions to assess: 

• Can they articulate their faith journey and current walk with God? 

• Do you see consistent evidence of spiritual disciplines? 

• Do they serve and give sacrificially? 

• How do they respond to teaching/correction from Scripture? 

• Is their faith culturally inherited or personally owned? 

• Do they exhibit fruit of the Spirit or just religious knowledge? 

Healthy Family Relationships 

Green flag #4: They have generally healthy relationships with family or 
have done the work to heal from family dysfunction. 

This doesn't mean their family is perfect or their childhood was ideal. It 
means: 

If their family is relatively healthy: They maintain appropriate, loving 
connection. They speak respectfully about family even when discussing 
disagreements. They've differentiated (become their own person) while 
maintaining relationship. 

If their family was dysfunctional: They've done the work to heal. They can 
talk about family issues with honesty and appropriate emotion (not all rage or 
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all denial). They've established healthy boundaries. They're not repeating 
patterns unconsciously. 

Either way, they demonstrate: 

• Ability to maintain long-term relationships (if they can stay connected to 
family, they can stay connected to you) 

• Capacity for forgiveness and grace 

• Understanding of healthy vs. unhealthy family dynamics 

• Self-awareness about how family shaped them 

• Ability to set and maintain boundaries 

• Respect for family without being enmeshed 

Why this matters: How someone relates to family often predicts how they'll 
relate to you long-term. Family dynamics are the template for relationships. If 
someone can't maintain any family relationships, can't set boundaries with 
family, or is completely enmeshed—these are concerning patterns. 

Red flags: 

• Completely estranged from all family with no work toward healing 

• Speaks with contempt or constant blame about family 

• Can't see any nuance (family is all good or all bad) 

• Enmeshed—can't make decisions without parents, doesn't have own 
identity 

• Repeating family patterns unconsciously without awareness 

Takes Accountability 

Green flag #5: They take responsibility for their choices, admit when 
they're wrong, and genuinely apologize. 

Healthy people: 
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Own their mistakes: When they mess up, they admit it. They don't deflect, 
minimize, or blame others. 

Apologize genuinely: Not just "I'm sorry you feel that way" but "I was wrong. I 
hurt you. I'm genuinely sorry. How can I make this right?" 

Make amends: They don't just apologize; they change behavior. They make 
things right when possible. 

Can handle feedback: When you raise a concern, they don't get immediately 
defensive. They listen, consider, and take responsibility for their part. 

Learn from mistakes: They don't repeat the same patterns endlessly. They 
actually grow and change based on experience. 

Don't play victim: While they acknowledge when they've been hurt or when 
circumstances were difficult, they don't use this to avoid responsibility for 
their choices. 

Can admit "I don't know": They're not so prideful they have to pretend to 
know everything. They can acknowledge limitations and uncertainty. 

Why this matters: Accountability is essential for relationship health. You 
can't work through issues with someone who won't take responsibility. You 
can't grow together if one person never admits they're wrong. Humility and 
accountability create safety for vulnerability and growth. 

What to observe: 

• Have they ever genuinely apologized to you? 

• How do they respond when you raise concerns? 

• Do they ever admit they were wrong, or is it always your fault? 

• Can they learn from feedback or do they repeat the same mistakes? 

• How do they talk about failures in their past? 

Building a Life You Love 
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One of the most important preparations for healthy partnership is building a 
life you genuinely love as a single person. This accomplishes several things: It 
ensures you're not dating from desperation, it gives you something meaningful 
to share, it demonstrates that you can steward your own life, and it means 
you'll be okay whether partnership happens or not. 

Not Waiting for Partnership to Start Living 

Many people put their lives on hold while waiting for a partner. They delay 
dreams, avoid opportunities, maintain a placeholder existence, assuming that 
"real life" begins when they find someone. 

This is problematic because: 

It makes finding a partner feel urgent: If your life only begins when 
partnered, you'll be desperate to find someone—any someone—so your life 
can start. 

You have nothing to bring: If you've been waiting rather than living, you have 
no developed interests, no depth of experience, no stories to share. You're 
boring, because you've been boring yourself. 

You'll resent them: If you've put your life on hold and the relationship doesn't 
work, you'll resent the time you wasted waiting. If it does work, you'll resent 
having delayed your dreams. 

You can't steward partnership if you can't steward singleness: If you can't 
create a good life alone, you won't magically be able to create one with 
someone else. 

The alternative: Live fully now. 

Pursue dreams: The dream to travel? Do it. The degree you want to complete? 
Start. The hobby you're interested in? Begin. The move you've been 
considering? Evaluate it seriously. Don't wait for a partner's permission or 
participation. 
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Invest in friendships: Build deep, meaningful friendships. These won't 
disappear when you partner (if they do, you're doing partnership wrong), and 
they'll enrich your life now. 

Serve meaningfully: Find ways to use your gifts, serve others, contribute to 
kingdom work. Singleness often allows more freedom for service than 
marriage does—use that freedom. 

Develop yourself: Read, learn, grow. Take classes. Develop skills. Become 
interesting by being interested. 

Create routines and rhythms you love: Don't live in chaos waiting for 
someone to bring order. Create rhythms that nourish you—morning prayer, 
weekly Sabbath, regular exercise, creative pursuits. 

Enjoy your life: Do things that bring you joy. Laugh with friends. Explore your 
city. Try new restaurants. Attend concerts. Have adventures. Life is happening 
now, not later. 

Matthew 6:33 instructs: "But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, 
and all these things will be added to you." 

The principle: Prioritize God's kingdom. Seek His righteousness. Live for His 
purposes. And trust that as you do, He'll add to your life what you need—
including, potentially, partnership. But even if partnership never comes, a life 
built on kingdom priorities is a life well-lived. 

Cultivating Community 

One of the biggest mistakes people make while single is neglecting 
community in hopes that a romantic relationship will fill their relational needs. 
But community is essential—both now and in future partnership. 

Why community matters: 

Humans need multiple types of relationships: Romance doesn't eliminate 
need for friendship, family, mentorship, or community. Healthy partnership 
supplements community; it doesn't replace it. 
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Community provides perspective: Your friends keep you grounded, call out 
your patterns, celebrate your wins, mourn your losses. You need people who 
know and love you beyond romantic interest. 

Isolation makes you vulnerable: Without community, you're desperate for 
anyone to fill the loneliness. You'll overlook red flags just to not be alone. 
Community protects you from this desperation. 

Community is practice for relationship: Learning to maintain friendships, 
resolve conflict, communicate needs, show up consistently—all of this 
prepares you for romantic partnership. 

Partnership integrated into community is healthier: When you eventually 
do partner, that relationship should be integrated into your broader 
community, not isolated from it. Building community now sets that pattern. 

How to cultivate community: 

Commit to a church: Not just attend, but actually become part of the 
community. Join a small group. Serve. Get to know people beyond Sunday 
morning. 

Invest in friendships: Be the friend you want to have. Initiate. Show up. Be 
consistent. Go deep, not just surface-level. 

Create regular rhythms: Weekly dinners with friends, monthly gatherings, 
regular coffee dates. Consistency builds community. 

Be vulnerable: Community deepens when people move beyond surface 
conversation to real sharing. Be willing to share your struggles and invite 
others to share theirs. 

Serve together: Community is often built best in the context of shared 
mission. Serve at church, volunteer together, pursue a cause you care about 
alongside others. 

Have healthy boundaries: Community isn't enmeshment. You can be close 
to people while still maintaining appropriate boundaries. 
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Initiate and invite: Don't wait for others to create community for you. Host 
gatherings, organize activities, invite people into your life. 

The beautiful thing: When you've built genuine community and you do 
eventually partner, you bring your partner into a rich relational world. You're 
not expecting them to be your everything because you already have 
meaningful relationships. And your relationship is supported by community 
rather than isolated from it. 

Pursuing Purpose 

Beyond relationships, beyond personal enjoyment, what are you here for? 
What's your calling? What's the work God has given you to do in this world? 

Purpose matters because: 

It gives your life meaning: Humans need more than pleasure and 
relationships to thrive. We need purpose—something we're working toward 
that matters. 

It keeps life from revolving around relationship status: When you have 
meaningful work, whether you're partnered becomes one aspect of life, not 
the aspect. 

It makes you more attractive: People pursuing purpose are attractive. There's 
something compelling about someone who knows what they're about and is 
actively working toward it. 

It prepares you for partnership: Two people with individual callings who 
choose to support each other's purposes while building shared purpose—
that's a powerful partnership. 

Your purpose probably isn't just finding a spouse: While partnership might 
be part of God's plan for you, it's not your entire purpose. God has work for you 
to do, gifts for you to use, people for you to serve—now, while single, and later 
if you partner. 

How to pursue purpose: 
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Identify your gifts and passions: What are you good at? What energizes you? 
What problems in the world break your heart? Where do your gifts and the 
world's needs intersect? 

Serve where you are: You don't need to wait for the perfect role or calling to 
become clear. Serve where you're planted. Use your gifts in your current 
context. 

Take steps: If you sense God calling you toward something, take actual steps 
toward it. Don't just dream—act. 

Get training/education: If you need skills or knowledge to pursue your 
calling, get them. Take classes, find mentors, read, learn. 

Be faithful in the small: Before God gives you more responsibility, He often 
tests your faithfulness in small things. Serve well where you are, with what you 
have. 

Stay open: Purpose sometimes unfolds gradually. Stay open to God 
redirecting you, to opportunities you didn't expect, to callings that develop 
over time. 

The result: A life that's meaningful and full, whether or not partnership 
comes. And if partnership does come, you bring a developed sense of 
purpose that enriches the relationship. 

 

Practical Application 

Your Healthy Relationship Vision 

Take time to articulate what a healthy relationship actually looks like for you. 
Not a fantasy or a checklist of superficial qualities, but a vision rooted in 
character, values, and biblical principles. 

Part 1: Core Values 

What values must be shared for this relationship to work? 
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1. Faith: 
_______________________________________________________________ 

2. Family: 
______________________________________________________________ 

3. Finances: 
____________________________________________________________ 

4. Vocation/Calling: 
_____________________________________________________ 

5. Lifestyle: 
____________________________________________________________ 

6. Other non-negotiables: 
________________________________________________ 

Part 2: Character Qualities 

What character qualities are essential in a partner? 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

Part 3: Relationship Dynamics 

Describe what you want the actual relationship to feel like and function like: 

Emotionally: _________________________________________________________ 
Spiritually: __________________________________________________________ In 
conflict: __________________________________________________________ In 
communication: _____________________________________________________ In 
decision-making: ____________________________________________________ 
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With community: _______________________________________________________ 
With individual identity: ______________________________________________ 

Part 4: Vision for Life Together 

What do you want to build together? How do you envision life? 

 

 

 

Part 5: Your Commitment 

To receive the relationship I've described, I commit to becoming: 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

5.  

Personal Growth Goals 

What do you need to work on to become the person capable of the 
relationship you want? 

Emotional Health Goals: 

Current state: __________________________________________________________ 
Goal: __________________________________________________________________ 
Action steps: ___________________________________________________________ 

Relational Skills Goals: 

Current state: __________________________________________________________ 
Goal: __________________________________________________________________ 
Action steps: ___________________________________________________________ 
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Spiritual Maturity Goals: 

Current state: __________________________________________________________ 
Goal: __________________________________________________________________ 
Action steps: ___________________________________________________________ 

Character Development Goals: 

Current state: __________________________________________________________ 
Goal: __________________________________________________________________ 
Action steps: ___________________________________________________________ 

Practical Life Skills Goals: 

Current state: __________________________________________________________ 
Goal: __________________________________________________________________ 
Action steps: ___________________________________________________________ 

Accountability: 

Who will help you work toward these goals? 

1.  

2.  

3.  

How will you track progress? ____________________________________________ 

What support do you need? ______________________________________________ 

Timeline for goals: _____________________________________________________ 

Green Flag Checklist 

Use this when evaluating someone you're dating. Not everyone will have every 
green flag immediately, but look for the trajectory and the foundation. 

Consistency and Reliability: 

• ☐ Does what they say they'll do 
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• ☐ Shows up when expected 

• ☐ Follows through on commitments 

• ☐ Communicates proactively if plans change 

• ☐ Is the same person across contexts 

• ☐ Actions match words consistently 

Emotional Availability: 

• ☐ Can identify and name emotions 

• ☐ Expresses feelings appropriately 

• ☐ Can be vulnerable in appropriate ways 

• ☐ Can handle my emotions without making them about themselves 

• ☐ Shows empathy and compassion 

• ☐ Doesn't shut down during emotional conversations 

Active Faith: 

• ☐ Has personal relationship with God (not just religious activity) 

• ☐ Demonstrates fruit of the Spirit 

• ☐ Integrates faith into daily decisions 

• ☐ Serves and gives generously 

• ☐ Connected to church community 

• ☐ Can discuss faith naturally and personally 

• ☐ Shows humility and teachability 

• ☐ Growing spiritually over time 

Healthy Family Relationships: 

• ☐ Has healthy connection with family OR 
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• ☐ Has done work to heal from family dysfunction 

• ☐ Speaks about family with appropriate honesty and grace 

• ☐ Has differentiated while maintaining connection 

• ☐ Can set healthy boundaries with family 

Takes Accountability: 

• ☐ Admits when wrong 

• ☐ Apologizes genuinely 

• ☐ Makes amends through changed behavior 

• ☐ Can receive feedback without defensiveness 

• ☐ Takes responsibility for their choices 

• ☐ Learns from mistakes 

• ☐ Doesn't play victim 

Communication: 

• ☐ Communicates clearly and directly 

• ☐ Listens actively 

• ☐ Can discuss difficult topics 

• ☐ Resolves conflict healthily 

• ☐ Asks questions and shows interest in my life 

Respect and Treatment: 

• ☐ Treats me with consistent respect 

• ☐ Honors my boundaries 

• ☐ Speaks well of me to others 

• ☐ Values my opinions 
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• ☐ Treats others (service workers, family, friends) with kindness 

• ☐ Makes me feel valued and appreciated 

Values Alignment: 

• ☐ Shares my core values 

• ☐ Has compatible life vision 

• ☐ Similar views on marriage, family, money 

• ☐ Compatible life stage and timeline 

Character: 

• ☐ Demonstrates integrity 

• ☐ Shows kindness consistently 

• ☐ Exhibits self-control 

• ☐ Takes responsibility 

• ☐ Shows humility 

• ☐ Generous with time, resources, service 

Community Integration: 

• ☐ Welcomes meeting my friends/family 

• ☐ Integrates me into their life 

• ☐ Has healthy friendships 

• ☐ Positive feedback from my community about them 

• ☐ Doesn't isolate me from my people 

Interpretation: 

• Most boxes checked: This person demonstrates significant green flags. 
Continue getting to know them and watch for consistency over time. 
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• Some boxes checked: Some positive signs, but significant areas to 
observe and discuss. Don't rush. 

• Few boxes checked: Either they're not showing green flags, or it's too 
early to tell. Give it more time or reconsider. 

• Red flags present despite green flags: If there are any red flags (abuse, 
dishonesty, manipulation, etc.), those override green flags. Address or 
leave. 

 

Conclusion: The Work Before the Wedding 

This book has been about the work that comes before—before the right 
relationship, before the wedding, before the "happily ever after" that our 
culture promises but that requires so much more than finding the right 
person. 

The work is this: 

Healing from past wounds so you don't bring them into the next relationship. 

Learning your patterns so you can change them rather than repeat them. 

Developing discernment so you can recognize red flags and green flags. 

Building a life you love so you're not desperate for anyone to fill the void. 

Becoming whole so you can enter partnership from wholeness rather than 
from need. 

Cultivating character so you can be the partner you want to attract. 

This work is hard. It requires time you wish you didn't have to spend alone. It 
requires facing pain you'd rather avoid. It requires changing patterns that feel 
like home. It requires honesty that's uncomfortable. It requires community 
accountability you'd prefer to skip. It requires submitting to God's timing when 
you want to force your own. 

But this work is worth it. 
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Because when you've done it—when you're healed enough, whole enough, 
wise enough, and healthy enough—and when God brings someone who's also 
done the work, what you'll build together will be completely different from 
anything you could have built before. 

It will be built on two whole people choosing each other, not two broken 
people needing each other. 

It will be built on character and compatibility, not just chemistry. 

It will be built on shared values and vision, not just shared attraction. 

It will be built on mutual respect and genuine intimacy, not on intensity and 
drama. 

It will be built to honor God, not just to satisfy desire. 

It will be built to last. 

Ecclesiastes 4:9 promises: "Two are better than one because they have a 
good return for their labor." 

But notice what makes two better than one: the good return for their labor. 
Partnership is about what two people can build together through mutual 
effort, support, and labor. It's not about one person completing the other or 
fixing the other or saving the other. It's about two people who are already 
laboring well in their individual lives choosing to labor together because 
together they can accomplish more. 

That's the kind of partnership worth waiting for. That's the kind of partnership 
worth preparing for. That's the kind of partnership that reflects God's design. 

So do the work. Be patient with yourself as you grow. Be honest about where 
you need to change. Be humble enough to seek help. Be brave enough to stay 
single until you're ready for healthy partnership. Be faithful to pursue God first 
and trust Him with the outcome. 
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And remember: You are not incomplete without a partner. You are complete in 
Christ. Partnership, if it comes, is a gift—a wonderful gift, but not the source of 
your identity or worth or wholeness. 

Build a life you love. Become who God created you to be. Do the healing 
work. Develop the discernment. Cultivate the character. 

And when the time is right—when you're ready, when they're ready, when God 
says yes—you'll step into partnership from a completely different place. 

From wholeness. From health. From readiness. 

And that will make all the difference. 

The journey you've taken through this book—from recognizing patterns to 
understanding attachment, from identifying red flags to building discernment, 
from healing in the wilderness to preparing for healthy partnership—this 
journey is sacred work. 

It's the work of becoming. 

And becoming who God created you to be is never wasted work, whether you 
marry or remain single, whether partnership comes soon or years from now. 

Trust the process. Trust the Healer. Trust that God's design for your 
relationships—and for your life—is better than anything you could design 
for yourself. 

You've got this. 

And more importantly, God's got you. 

Now go build a life worth sharing. 

And when the time is right, share it with someone who's done the same. 
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Conclusion: A New Trail Forward 

"Behold, I will do something new, now it will spring forth; will you not be aware 
of it? I will even make a roadway in the wilderness, rivers in the desert." 
—Isaiah 43:19 (NASB) 

Do you remember where you started? 

Maybe you picked up this book because a relationship had just ended 
painfully. Maybe you were in the middle of confusion, wondering why you kept 
attracting the same type of person. Maybe you were tired of the cycle—the 
hope, the disappointment, the heartbreak, the repeat. Maybe someone who 
loved you handed you this book and said, "I think you need to read this." 

Wherever you started, you're not there anymore. 

If you've read this far, if you've sat with the hard truths in these chapters, if 
you've done even some of the exercises and self-reflection this book has 
asked of you, you've already changed. You've already begun walking a 
different trail. 

You're aware now. And awareness, as uncomfortable as it can be, is the 
birthplace of transformation. 

You know what breadcrumbs you've been following—those familiar emotional 
patterns that feel like home but lead you in circles. You understand how your 
attachment history shapes who you're attracted to and how you show up in 
relationships. You can recognize love-bombing, spot the difference between 
chemistry and chaos, identify when you're fixing instead of loving. You know 
what your body is telling you when something feels off. You've learned what 
healthy actually looks like. 

This is not small. 

This is revolutionary. 

Because you can't unknow what you now know. You can't unsee what you've 
seen. And while that might feel overwhelming—now that you see the patterns 
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so clearly, now that you recognize red flags you used to rationalize away—it's 
actually a gift. 

Awareness is the light that makes a new path visible. 

For so long, you've been walking in the dark, following emotional 
breadcrumbs by feel, hoping they'd lead somewhere good. Now you have a 
map. You have a flashlight. You can see the trails branching before you, and 
you can choose—actually choose—which one to take. 

The old trail is still there. The familiar patterns, the chaotic chemistry, the fixer-
upper fantasies, the self-betrayal, the desperate search for someone to 
complete you—that trail is worn smooth by your repeated steps. It would be 
so easy to slip back onto it, especially when you're lonely, or when someone 
attractive but unhealthy shows interest, or when waiting feels unbearable. 

But there's a new trail now. 

It's less familiar. It might feel harder at first because it requires things you're 
not used to: patience, discernment, boundaries, self-awareness, the courage 
to be alone, the willingness to walk away from what's not right even when your 
heart is screaming to stay. 

This new trail doesn't promise the adrenaline rush of chaos or the temporary 
relief of filling the void with anyone willing. It doesn't offer the familiar comfort 
of dysfunction or the drama that makes you feel alive. 

But this trail leads somewhere real. 

It leads to healing. To wholeness. To self-knowledge. To peace. To the kind of 
love that's built on character instead of chemistry, on truth instead of 
performance, on two whole people choosing each other rather than two 
broken people needing each other. 

This trail leads home—to yourself and to God. 

Celebrating Growth and Awareness 
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Before we talk about moving forward, let's pause and honor how far you've 
already come. 

If you've recognized patterns you've been repeating, that's growth. 

Most people cycle through the same relationship dynamics their entire lives 
without ever seeing the pattern. You see it now. You can name it. That alone 
puts you ahead of where you were. 

If you've identified your attachment style and how it shapes your 
relationships, that's growth. 

Understanding that your anxious or avoidant patterns aren't who you are but 
how you learned to cope—that's profound self-knowledge. 

If you can now spot red flags you used to ignore, that's growth. 

You're training your senses to discern good from evil, health from dysfunction. 
Your discernment is developing. 

If you've begun to understand the difference between chemistry and 
compatibility, intensity and intimacy, fixing and loving, that's growth. 

These distinctions will protect you from years of pain. 

If you've started to trust your gut, to honor what your body tells you, to 
listen to the still, small voice instead of overriding it with logic, that's 
growth. 

Your intuition is a gift from God. You're learning to receive it. 

If you've built or are building a discernment team, if you're in therapy, if 
you're doing the healing work, that's growth. 

You're not trying to figure this out alone anymore. You're humble enough to 
need help. That's wisdom. 

If you've taken a break from dating to heal, if you've chosen to be alone 
rather than jump into something unhealthy, that's growth. 
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The courage to be still when everything in you wants to run toward someone—
anyone—is profound. 

If you're learning to be alone without being lonely, if you're building a life 
you love, if you're finding your identity and worth in Christ rather than in 
whether someone chooses you, that's growth. 

You're becoming whole. And wholeness is the foundation for everything else. 

If you're beginning to believe that you deserve to be treated well, that you 
don't have to settle, that red flags are dealbreakers and not challenges to 
overcome, that's growth. 

Your standards are rising because your sense of worth is solidifying. 

If you've started praying "change me first" instead of just "bring me 
someone," that's growth. 

You're prioritizing transformation over timeline. That's faith. 

Celebrate this. Don't minimize it. Don't say "Yeah, but I still have so far to go." 
Of course you do—we all do. Growth is a lifelong process. But you've begun. 
You're on the trail. You're moving in the right direction. 

That's worth celebrating. 

The Courage to Choose Differently 

Knowing what to do and actually doing it are two different things. You can have 
all the awareness in the world, all the tools and frameworks and checklists, 
and still find yourself pulled toward the familiar patterns. 

This is where courage comes in. 

It takes courage to: 

Walk away from intensity when your whole body is craving it. When that 
person who makes your heart race shows up—the one who's chaotic but 
compelling, unavailable but attractive—it takes courage to recognize the 
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pattern and choose differently. To say, "I know what this is, and I'm not doing it 
anymore." 

Say no to someone who on paper seems right but in reality doesn't give 
you peace. When everyone tells you they're great, when you can't articulate 
exactly what's wrong, when there's no dramatic red flag—it takes courage to 
trust the quiet knowing that this isn't right. 

Set boundaries with someone you care about and risk losing them. When 
setting a boundary might mean they walk away, when you're terrified of being 
alone, when you want to believe that maybe this time they'll respect it—it 
takes courage to maintain the boundary anyway. 

Be alone when loneliness is screaming. When Friday night stretches empty 
before you, when your friends are all partnered, when you're tired of being 
strong and whole and content—it takes courage to sit with the loneliness 
instead of filling it with anyone available. 

Do the healing work when it would be easier to run. When therapy brings up 
pain you'd rather avoid, when sitting with your grief is excruciating, when 
facing your patterns is humbling—it takes courage to stay in the process 
instead of numbing or escaping. 

Trust God's timing when you're desperate for your own. When you've been 
waiting so long, when you're afraid you're missing your chance, when 
everyone around you seems to be finding love easily—it takes courage to keep 
trusting that God's timing is better than your urgency. 

Tell the truth about what you really want instead of settling. When you're 
tired of waiting, when the dating pool feels small, when you're afraid that 
wanting someone emotionally available and spiritually mature is "too picky"—
it takes courage to hold to your standards. 

Introduce someone to your community when you know they might not 
approve. When you suspect your friends will have concerns but you're hoping 
they won't, when you'd rather keep the relationship separate than face 
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feedback—it takes courage to integrate your dating life with your community 
life. 

End a relationship that's comfortable but not right. When they're not bad, 
just not good enough, when ending it means starting over, when you've 
invested time and hope—it takes courage to walk away. 

Believe you deserve better. When your history says otherwise, when your 
wounds say you're too much or not enough, when the lies feel more believable 
than the truth—it takes courage to believe that God's design for you includes 
being truly loved and valued. 

This courage doesn't come from you alone. 

It comes from the God who goes before you, who promises to make a roadway 
in the wilderness, who is faithful to complete the work He's begun in you. 

Isaiah 43:19 is God speaking: "Behold, I will do something new, now it will 
spring forth; will you not be aware of it? I will even make a roadway in the 
wilderness, rivers in the desert." 

God is doing something new in you. The old patterns, the familiar trails, the 
ways you've always done relationships—He's creating something different. A 
roadway in the wilderness of your confusion. Rivers in the desert of your 
loneliness. 

Will you be aware of it? 

Will you notice the new thing He's doing? Will you see the roadway He's 
making? Will you trust that He can bring life and direction even in the barren 
places? 

The courage to choose differently comes from believing that God is at 
work, that He's trustworthy, that His design for your relationships is good and 
beautiful and worth waiting for. 

Hope for Transformation 



378 
 

If you're in the middle of the journey—if you're still struggling with patterns, 
still tempted by the familiar, still battling loneliness, still working on healing—
hear this: 

Transformation is possible. 

You are not doomed to repeat the same cycles forever. You are not destined to 
end up like your parents' marriage or your past relationships. You are not stuck 
being the person you've always been. 

Romans 12:2 promises: "Do not be conformed to this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will 
of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect." 

Transformation happens. Not through willpower or self-help techniques 
alone, but through the renewing of your mind—through God's work in you, 
through your cooperation with that work, through the gradual rewiring of how 
you think, feel, and relate. 

The evidence of transformation: 

You'll find yourself attracted to different qualities in people—character over 
chaos, peace over intensity, consistency over drama. 

You'll notice red flags early and actually respond to them instead of 
rationalizing them away. 

You'll be able to be alone without panicking or immediately seeking someone 
to fill the void. 

You'll have conversations with potential partners from a place of curiosity 
rather than desperation. 

You'll walk away from what's not right without second-guessing yourself 
endlessly. 

You'll trust your discernment because you've seen it prove accurate. 

You'll have peace about being single and peace about dating when the time is 
right. 
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You'll find your worth in Christ rather than in whether someone chooses you. 

You'll build healthy relationships because you've become a healthy person. 

This doesn't happen overnight. Transformation is usually gradual, like 
physical therapy after an injury. You do the exercises, you show up to the 
sessions, you're faithful to the process, and slowly—sometimes so slowly you 
don't notice—you get stronger. You regain mobility. You heal. 

And one day you realize: I'm different. I don't respond the way I used to. I 
don't choose what I used to choose. I don't accept what I used to accept. I've 
changed. 

The transformation is worth the wait. Every therapy session, every journal 
entry, every time you choose the new trail over the familiar one, every moment 
of sitting with loneliness instead of running from it, every boundary you 
maintain, every pattern you interrupt—all of it is building toward the person 
you're becoming. 

And that person—the healed, whole, discerning, boundaried, God-centered 
you—that person is capable of the healthy love you've been asking for. 

Trusting God's Timing and Provision 

One of the hardest parts of this journey is the waiting. You've done the work, 
you're making different choices, you're becoming healthier—and you still 
don't have what you long for. 

The waiting feels cruel sometimes. You see people who haven't done any 
work finding partnerships. You watch friends who are less healthy, less 
mature, less intentional—and they're getting married while you're still single. 
The unfairness of it can be overwhelming. 

And then there are the fears: 

What if I do all this work and still end up alone? 

What if the "right" person doesn't exist? 

What if I'm too damaged, too old, too picky, too much, too broken? 
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What if I've missed my chance? 

What if God's plan doesn't include partnership for me? 

These fears are real, and they're valid. Don't spiritualize them away or 
pretend they don't exist. Bring them to God honestly. Let Him hold them with 
you. 

But alongside the fears, hold these truths: 

God's timing is not punishment; it's preparation. Every season of waiting is 
a season of becoming. He's not withholding good from you arbitrarily. He's 
preparing you for what you couldn't have received before. 

God's provision is faithful. He knows what you need, and He knows when 
you need it. His timing is better than your urgency, even when it doesn't feel 
like it. 

God's design for you is good. Whether that includes marriage or long-term 
singleness, His plan is for your flourishing, your holiness, your deepest joy. 
You can trust His heart toward you. 

Your life has meaning and purpose right now. You are not in a waiting room. 
You are fully alive, right now, single or not. God has work for you to do, people 
for you to love, purpose for you to fulfill—today, not someday when you find a 
partner. 

God wastes nothing. Every moment of this journey—every heartbreak, every 
lesson learned, every pattern broken, every tear cried, every step toward 
wholeness—none of it is wasted. All of it is shaping you, teaching you, 
preparing you. 

Psalm 37:7 instructs: "Be still before the Lord and wait patiently for Him." 

Not because waiting is easy, but because in the waiting, in the being still, you 
learn to trust God in ways you couldn't learn any other way. You discover that 
He really is enough. That His presence really does satisfy. That His timing 
really is trustworthy. 
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And here's what often happens: When you finally reach the place where you 
genuinely mean "I'm okay either way, God. I want partnership, but I'm content 
if You have something different for me"—when you can say that and mean it—
that's often when you're actually ready to receive what you've been asking for. 

Because at that point, you're not seeking completion. You're not desperate. 
You're not looking for someone to fix you or fill the void. You're whole, seeking 
companionship. You're healthy, looking for someone equally healthy. You're 
ready to build something beautiful with someone rather than needing them to 
build you. 

Trust the timing. Trust that if partnership is in God's plan for you, He'll bring it 
at exactly the right time—when you're ready, when they're ready, when the 
season is right. And if His plan is a beautiful single life of deep purpose and 
rich community, trust that too. 

Either way, you're held. You're loved. You're known. You're His. 

You Are Not Alone in This Journey 

I want you to know something that's easy to forget when you're in the middle 
of struggle: 

You are not alone. 

You're not the only one who's struggled with these patterns. You're not the 
only one who's been drawn to the wrong people. You're not the only one who's 
ignored red flags, lost yourself in relationships, or cycled through the same 
dynamics repeatedly. 

Every person reading this book has felt some version of what you've felt. 

The loneliness. The confusion. The frustration with yourself for choosing 
poorly again. The fear that you'll never get it right. The weariness of being 
alone. The hope that maybe this time will be different. The disappointment 
when it's not. 
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You're part of a community—a community of people doing this hard work 
of healing and growth. 

Some are a few steps ahead of you on the trail, and they can offer hope: "I've 
been where you are, and I promise it gets better. Keep going." 

Some are walking alongside you right now, in the same struggles, learning the 
same lessons. 

Some are a few steps behind, and you can offer them the hope you're learning 
to hold: "I know it's hard. You're not crazy. You can do this." 

And beyond the human community, you're accompanied by God Himself. 

He knows what it's like to love people who don't love Him back. He knows 
what it's like to be rejected. He knows longing and loneliness—Jesus wept 
over Jerusalem, felt abandoned on the cross. He knows. 

And He's with you. In every moment of loneliness, every tear cried over 
another failed relationship, every brave choice to walk away, every hard day of 
doing the healing work—He's there. 

Psalm 147:3 promises: "He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their 
wounds." 

Not "He might heal" or "He occasionally heals" but "He heals." Present tense. 
Active. It's what He does. It's who He is. The Healer of broken hearts, the One 
who binds up wounds. 

Your broken heart is not invisible to Him. Your wounds are not overlooked. 
He sees. He cares. He's healing. 

And He's given you companions for the journey—therapists, friends, 
community, spiritual directors, mentors—people who can walk with you, hold 
hope when you can't, speak truth when you need to hear it, remind you who 
you are when you forget. 

You don't have to do this alone. You're not meant to. 

The Trail Leads Home 
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Here's the beautiful paradox at the heart of this whole journey: 

The trail you thought was leading you toward finding someone is actually 
leading you home to yourself and to God. 

All the work of healing, of building discernment, of learning patterns, of 
developing boundaries, of becoming whole—you thought this was preparation 
for partnership. And it is. 

But it's also something else entirely. 

It's you coming home to who you really are beneath all the performance and 
people-pleasing. It's you discovering your worth not in whether someone 
chooses you but in whose you are. It's you learning that you're complete in 
Christ, that God is enough, that your life has meaning and purpose regardless 
of your relationship status. 

Coming home to yourself means: 

You know who you are outside of a relationship. You have interests, passions, 
opinions, preferences that are yours—not adopted from a partner. 

You're comfortable in your own skin. You don't need to perform or pretend to 
be someone else to be acceptable. 

You can be alone without feeling lonely. You enjoy your own company. You've 
built a life you love. 

You trust yourself. You trust your gut, your discernment, your boundaries. You 
don't override your own wisdom anymore. 

You know your worth. Not arrogantly, but securely. You know you're valuable 
because God says you are, not because someone else validates you. 

Coming home to God means: 

Your primary relationship is with Him. Everything else—friendship, 
community, romantic partnership—flows from that central relationship. 
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You find your identity in being His beloved, not in being someone's partner. 
Your worth is rooted in whose you are, not in who wants you. 

You trust His design for your life. You believe He wants your flourishing, your 
joy, your abundant life. 

You seek His kingdom first, trusting that He'll add what you need. Your life is 
about His purposes, and you trust Him with how partnership does or doesn't 
fit into those purposes. 

You've learned to hear His voice. In the silence, in the Scripture, in the 
community, in the peace or lack thereof—you can distinguish His voice from 
the noise. 

And here's the mystery: When you come home to yourself and to God—when 
you reach that place of wholeness and contentment, when you're genuinely 
okay whether partnership comes or not—you're finally ready for the kind of 
partnership that honors God and reflects His design. 

Because you're not looking for someone to complete you. You're not seeking 
someone to fix your loneliness or validate your worth. You're not desperate for 
anyone to fill the God-shaped hole. 

You're whole, seeking companionship. 

You're healthy, looking for someone equally healthy. 

You're home in yourself and in God, and you're open to sharing that home 
with someone who's also found their way home. 

And that kind of partnership? That's worth every step of the journey. Every hard 
choice. Every moment of loneliness. Every tear. Every prayer. Every time you 
chose the new trail over the familiar one. 

That kind of partnership is the fruit of the faithfulness—yours and God's—
through the wilderness. 

A Benediction for the Journey Ahead 
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As you close this book and step forward on the trail, I want to speak a blessing 
over you: 

May you have the courage to choose differently—to walk away from what's 
familiar but unhealthy, to say no when everything in you wants to say yes, to 
be alone rather than settle. 

May you have the patience to wait for what's right rather than rushing toward 
what's available, to trust God's timing even when it feels unbearably slow, to 
let healing happen at its own pace. 

May you have the wisdom to see clearly—to recognize red flags, to trust 
green flags, to distinguish chemistry from compatibility, to know the 
difference between your voice and God's voice and the voice of fear. 

May you have the grace with yourself as you grow—to celebrate progress 
without demanding perfection, to honor how far you've come instead of 
fixating on how far you have to go, to be patient with yourself as God patiently 
transforms you. 

May you have the faith to believe that transformation is possible, that God is 
working even when you can't see it, that the trail leads somewhere good, that 
your story isn't over. 

May you have the community to support you—people who speak truth, who 
hold hope when you can't, who celebrate your growth, who call you higher, 
who remind you who you are. 

May you have the love of God deeply rooted in your heart—the love that casts 
out fear, that completes what's lacking, that heals what's broken, that never 
fails. 

And may you build a life so beautiful, so full, so meaningful, that whether 
partnership comes or not, you know—really know—that you're living the 
abundant life Jesus promised. 

The apostle Paul wrote: "Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you 
entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be preserved complete, 
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without blame at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. Faithful is He who calls 
you, and He also will bring it to pass" (1 Thessalonians 5:23-24). 

The God of peace Himself—not you through your striving, not you through 
perfect choices, but God Himself—is sanctifying you entirely. Making you 
whole. Healing your spirit, soul, and body. Preserving you complete. 

He is faithful. He who calls you to this journey, to this growth, to this 
transformation—He is faithful. He will bring it to pass. 

Not might. Not if you're good enough. But will. 

He will complete the work He's begun in you. He will make you whole. He will 
lead you home—to yourself and to Him. He will give you the discernment you 
need, the healing you long for, the relationships that honor His design. 

He is faithful. 

Trust Him. 

Trust the process. 

Trust that the trail you're on—even when it's hard, even when you're tired, 
even when you can't see the end—is leading you somewhere good. 

Behold, He is doing something new. 

A roadway in the wilderness. 

Rivers in the desert. 

Healing in the brokenness. 

Wholeness in the waiting. 

And when the time is right—when you're ready, when they're ready, when 
the season is right—perhaps a partnership that reflects His heart, built on 
two whole people choosing each other from places of health and 
wholeness and deep dependence on God. 

But until then, and even if that never comes, you have Him. 
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And He is enough. 

The old trail is behind you. The new one stretches ahead. 

You know the way now. 

Walk it with courage. 

Walk it with faith. 

Walk it with the confidence that you are loved, held, known, and guided by 
the God who makes all things new. 

Welcome home. 

 

"I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know 
what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of His 
inheritance in the saints, and what is the surpassing greatness of His power 
toward us who believe." 
—Ephesians 1:18-19 (NASB) 
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Appendix A: Comprehensive Red Flag Checklist 

How to Use This Checklist: 

This comprehensive red flag checklist consolidates warning signs discussed 
throughout this book. Use it to: 

• Evaluate someone you're currently dating 

• Reflect on past relationships to identify patterns 

• Share with your discernment team for objective assessment 

• Remind yourself of dealbreakers when emotions cloud judgment 

Important Notes: 

• Not all red flags are equally serious. Some indicate immediate danger 
(abuse, violence) while others indicate incompatibility or areas of 
concern. 

• One or two flags don't necessarily disqualify someone, but patterns 
matter. Multiple flags in the same category or across categories indicate 
serious concern. 

• Trust your gut. If something feels wrong, it probably is—even if you 
can't find it on this list. 

• Don't rationalize. The purpose of this list is to see clearly, not to find 
reasons why the flags don't count. 

• Immediate dealbreakers (marked with    ) should lead to ending the 
relationship immediately and seeking support. 

 

Category 1: Character and Integrity Issues 

Dishonesty and Deception 

• ☐ Lies about small things regularly 
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• ☐ Lies about significant things (job, living situation, relationship status, 
past) 

• ☐ Stories don't add up or change in the telling 

• ☐ Caught in lies and responds with more lies 

• ☐ Gaslights (makes you doubt your own perceptions and memory) 

• ☐ Hides significant information or parts of their life 

• ☐ Creates false impressions or misleads without technically "lying" 

• ☐ Has fake or significantly exaggerated social media presence 

Lack of Accountability 

• ☐ Never admits when they're wrong 

• ☐ Blames everyone else for problems (parents, exes, employers, 
friends) 

• ☐ Makes excuses rather than taking responsibility 

• ☐ Apologizes but never changes behavior 

• ☐ Defensive when you raise legitimate concerns 

• ☐ Turns things around to make you the problem 

• ☐ Can't acknowledge their role in conflicts or failures 

• ☐ Plays victim constantly 

Poor Character Qualities 

• ☐ Shows cruelty or meanness (even "as a joke") 

• ☐ Lacks empathy for others' pain or struggles 

• ☐ Gossips maliciously or enjoys others' misfortune 

• ☐ Steals, cheats, or engages in unethical behavior 

• ☐ Demonstrates road rage or violent outbursts 
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• ☐ Is unkind to animals 

• ☐ Shows contempt for others regularly 

• ☐ Exhibits pride or arrogance without humility 

 

Category 2: Behavioral Red Flags 

Addictive or Destructive Behaviors 

• ☐ Active addiction to substances (alcohol, drugs) they refuse to address 

• ☐ Gambling problems 

• ☐ Pornography addiction 

• ☐ Shopping/spending addiction causing financial harm 

• ☐ Any illegal activities 

• ☐ Reckless or dangerous behavior (driving, lifestyle) 

• ☐ Self-harm behaviors 

• ☐ Pattern of impulsive decisions with serious consequences 

Aggression and Anger Issues 

• ☐     Any physical violence toward you 

• ☐     Physical violence toward others, objects, or animals 

• ☐     Threats of violence 

• ☐ Explosive anger that seems out of proportion 

• ☐ Punches walls, throws things, breaks objects 

• ☐ Uses anger to intimidate or control 

• ☐ Road rage or angry outbursts in public 

• ☐ Can't calm down once angry 
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• ☐ Blames you for their anger ("You made me do this") 

Irresponsibility 

• ☐ Chronically unemployed or can't keep a job without valid reason 

• ☐ Doesn't follow through on commitments regularly 

• ☐ Constantly late without apology 

• ☐ Unreliable in basic ways (showing up, calling, etc.) 

• ☐ Can't manage basic adult responsibilities 

• ☐ Leaves messes for others to clean up (literal or metaphorical) 

 

Category 3: Communication Patterns 

Poor Communication 

• ☐ Can't have difficult conversations without shutting down 

• ☐ Uses silent treatment as punishment 

• ☐ Stonewalls during conflict (refuses to engage) 

• ☐ Yells, screams, or becomes verbally aggressive 

• ☐ Name-calls or insults during disagreements 

• ☐ Brings up every past mistake during arguments 

• ☐ Can't stay on topic during conflict (brings up unrelated issues) 

• ☐ Refuses to discuss important topics 

Manipulation Through Communication 

• ☐ Twists your words or takes things out of context 

• ☐ Uses your vulnerabilities against you 

• ☐ Guilt-trips regularly 
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• ☐ Uses passive-aggressive communication 

• ☐ Gives backhanded compliments 

• ☐ Says hurtful things then claims "just joking" 

• ☐ Uses Scripture or spiritual language to manipulate 

• ☐ Makes you feel crazy for having normal reactions 

Avoidance and Evasiveness 

• ☐ Avoids direct questions consistently 

• ☐ Changes subject when uncomfortable topics arise 

• ☐ Vague about their life, past, or feelings 

• ☐ Won't define the relationship or discuss future 

• ☐ Deflects with humor when things get serious 

• ☐ Won't commit to plans or keeps everything ambiguous 

 

Category 4: Emotional and Relational Red Flags 

Emotional Unavailability 

• ☐ Can't or won't discuss feelings 

• ☐ Shuts down emotionally when you need support 

• ☐ Seems detached or disconnected 

• ☐ Doesn't want emotional intimacy 

• ☐ Keeps you at arm's length emotionally 

• ☐ Can't be vulnerable or share their inner world 

• ☐ Treats relationship like it's casual when you want depth 

Unhealthy Attachment Patterns 
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• ☐ Extremely clingy or needy (anxious attachment extreme) 

• ☐ Extremely distant or avoidant (avoidant attachment extreme) 

• ☐ Hot and cold—intensely close then distant in cycles 

• ☐ Creates drama to maintain intensity 

• ☐ Needs constant reassurance but never feels reassured 

• ☐ Tests you constantly to see if you'll stay 

• ☐ Threatens to leave during conflicts 

Control and Jealousy 

• ☐     Wants to know where you are at all times 

• ☐     Checks your phone, email, or social media without permission 

• ☐     Accuses you of cheating without evidence 

• ☐     Tries to control what you wear 

• ☐     Tells you who you can and can't see 

• ☐ Jealous of your friends, family, or coworkers 

• ☐ Uncomfortable when you spend time with others 

• ☐ Wants all your free time 

• ☐ Makes you feel guilty for having a life outside the relationship 

• ☐ Monitors your social media obsessively 

Manipulation and Coercion 

• ☐     Pressures you sexually despite your stated boundaries 

• ☐     Threatens self-harm if you leave or set boundaries 

• ☐ Uses tears or emotional displays to manipulate 

• ☐ Love-bombs then withdraws to keep you off balance 
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• ☐ Makes you doubt your perceptions (gaslighting) 

• ☐ Uses your insecurities to control you 

• ☐ Withholds affection as punishment 

• ☐ Creates fear of consequences if you don't comply 

 

Category 5: Spiritual Red Flags 

Lack of Genuine Faith (For Christian Relationships) 

• ☐ No personal relationship with God (just cultural Christianity) 

• ☐ No spiritual practices (prayer, Scripture, worship) 

• ☐ Doesn't attend church or connect with Christian community 

• ☐ Can't discuss faith in personal terms (only doctrine) 

• ☐ No evidence of fruit of the Spirit 

• ☐ Faith seems performative rather than authentic 

• ☐ Only religious when it benefits them 

Spiritual Manipulation 

• ☐ Uses "God told me" to avoid discussion or justify choices 

• ☐ Quotes Scripture to manipulate or control you 

• ☐ Spiritually superior or judges others harshly 

• ☐ Claims special spiritual authority over you 

• ☐ Discourages your spiritual practices or community 

• ☐ Uses faith to pressure physical intimacy ("God brought us together") 

• ☐ Won't submit to spiritual authority or accountability 

Values Misalignment 
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• ☐ Fundamentally different beliefs about God/theology 

• ☐ Incompatible views on marriage roles 

• ☐ Major differences in moral/ethical standards 

• ☐ Different views on church involvement 

• ☐ Incompatible beliefs about children and parenting 

• ☐ Values that contradict biblical teaching 

• ☐ Active opposition to your faith 

 

Category 6: Treatment of Others 

How They Treat Service Workers and "Unimportant" People 

• ☐ Rude or dismissive to waiters, cashiers, service workers 

• ☐ Doesn't say please or thank you 

• ☐ Tips poorly or not at all without good reason 

• ☐ Yells at people doing their jobs 

• ☐ Acts superior to those in service positions 

• ☐ Different person in public vs. private 

• ☐ Only kind to people who can benefit them 

How They Speak About Others 

• ☐ Trash-talks all their exes (everyone was "crazy") 

• ☐ Speaks disrespectfully about family members 

• ☐ Gossips maliciously 

• ☐ Mocks or makes fun of others 

• ☐ No empathy for others' struggles 
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• ☐ Dismissive of people different from them 

• ☐ Racist, sexist, or otherwise discriminatory 

Friendship Patterns 

• ☐ Has no close, long-term friendships 

• ☐ All friendships are superficial 

• ☐ Falls out with friends constantly 

• ☐ Uses friends but doesn't show up for them 

• ☐ Talks badly about friends behind their backs 

• ☐ All their friends exhibit poor character 

• ☐ Can't maintain any long-term relationships 

 

Category 7: Past Relationship Patterns 

Pattern of Dysfunction 

• ☐ All past relationships ended the same way 

• ☐ Still entangled with ex (when no children or valid reason) 

• ☐ Serial cheater in past relationships 

• ☐ History of abuse (as perpetrator) 

• ☐ Can't acknowledge their role in any past relationship failure 

• ☐ Recently ended long-term relationship and immediately dating 

• ☐ Constant overlap between relationships (never single) 

• ☐ Pattern of leaving when things get difficult 

Concerning Relationship History 

• ☐ Left someone at the altar or disappeared from serious relationship 
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• ☐ Cheated on everyone they've dated 

• ☐ Married multiple times with no insight into pattern 

• ☐ Engaged multiple times but never married 

• ☐ History of restraining orders or legal issues related to relationships 

• ☐ Still married or in another relationship 

• ☐ Secret relationship history they hide 

 

Category 8: Boundary Violations 

Sexual Boundaries 

• ☐     Pressures you sexually in any way 

• ☐     Doesn't stop when you say no 

• ☐     Tries to push physical boundaries "a little further" each time 

• ☐ Makes you feel guilty for sexual boundaries 

• ☐ Uses affection as manipulation or reward 

• ☐ Sexualizes everything inappropriately 

• ☐ Makes you uncomfortable with sexual comments or touch 

Personal Boundaries 

• ☐ Shows up unannounced despite you asking them not to 

• ☐ Goes through your belongings without permission 

• ☐ Reads your phone/email/journal 

• ☐ Invades your privacy in other ways 

• ☐ Doesn't respect when you say you need space 

• ☐ Ignores your stated needs or limits 
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• ☐ Pushes against boundaries to "test" them 

• ☐ Makes you feel bad for having boundaries 

Time and Availability 

• ☐ Expects you to be available 24/7 

• ☐ Gets upset when you prioritize other commitments 

• ☐ Demands immediate responses to texts/calls 

• ☐ Shows up at your work or home unexpectedly 

• ☐ Can't handle you having time apart 

• ☐ Makes you account for all your time 

 

Category 9: Control and Manipulation 

Isolation Tactics 

• ☐     Actively works to separate you from friends and family 

• ☐     Criticizes everyone in your life 

• ☐     Creates "us vs. them" mentality 

• ☐ Makes you feel guilty for spending time with others 

• ☐ Uncomfortable with your friendships 

• ☐ Monopolizes all your free time 

• ☐ Discourages involvement in church or community 

• ☐ Wants you dependent only on them 

Financial Control 

• ☐     Tries to control your money 

• ☐     Pressures you to quit your job 
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• ☐     Uses money to manipulate or control 

• ☐ Borrows money with no intention to repay 

• ☐ Runs up debt in your name 

• ☐ Hides financial information 

• ☐ Makes you financially dependent 

Manipulation Tactics 

• ☐ Plays mind games 

• ☐ Uses intermittent reinforcement (hot/cold) to keep you hooked 

• ☐ Love-bombs excessively early on 

• ☐ Future-fakes (promises future that never materializes) 

• ☐ Triangulates (brings third parties into conflicts) 

• ☐ Projects their issues onto you 

• ☐ Uses fear, obligation, and guilt (FOG) to control 

• ☐ Makes you feel like you're going crazy 

 

Category 10: Early Dating Red Flags 

Moving Too Fast 

• ☐ "I love you" within first few weeks 

• ☐ Talks about marriage/future immediately 

• ☐ Wants to move in together quickly 

• ☐ Becomes sexually aggressive very early 

• ☐ Excessive texting/calling from the start 

• ☐ Wants exclusivity before you really know each other 
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• ☐ Introduces you as "the one" to everyone immediately 

Love-Bombing Behaviors 

• ☐ Over-the-top compliments that feel generic 

• ☐ Expensive gifts very early 

• ☐ Constant communication (dozens of texts per day) 

• ☐ Grand gestures that seem performative 

• ☐ Creates false intimacy quickly 

• ☐ Mirrors everything you say/like 

• ☐ Seems "too good to be true" 

Concerning Early Behaviors 

• ☐ Inconsistent (hot and cold from the start) 

• ☐ Already showing jealousy 

• ☐ Already testing boundaries 

• ☐ Won't introduce you to their life/people 

• ☐ Keeps you separate from their real life 

• ☐ Only available late at night 

• ☐ Vague about basic life details 

 

Category 11: Digital/Technology Red Flags 

Texting Patterns 

• ☐ Only texts late at night 

• ☐ Inconsistent communication (days of silence then love-bombing) 

• ☐ Won't progress to phone or video calls 
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• ☐ Different person via text than in person 

• ☐ Breadcrumbing (sporadic minimal contact to keep you engaged) 

• ☐ Won't make concrete plans via text, everything stays vague 

• ☐ Ghosts then reappears without explanation or apology 

Social Media Concerns 

• ☐ Won't add you on social media 

• ☐ Has you but hides your relationship 

• ☐ Active on dating apps while dating you 

• ☐ Inappropriate interactions with others online 

• ☐ Secretive about phone/social media 

• ☐ Multiple accounts or fake profiles 

• ☐ Posts that contradict what they tell you 

Online Dating Specific 

• ☐ Profile has significant lies or exaggerations 

• ☐ Won't video chat before meeting (possible catfishing) 

• ☐ Photos are all old or heavily filtered 

• ☐ Avoids meeting in person for extended time 

• ☐ Stories about their life don't match their profile 

 

Category 12: Financial Red Flags 

Financial Irresponsibility 

• ☐ Chronically unemployed by choice 

• ☐ Can't keep a job without legitimate reason 
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• ☐ Constantly in financial crisis 

• ☐ Poor money management (overspending, no budget) 

• ☐ Massive debt from poor choices 

• ☐ Gambles, makes risky investments, or wastes money 

• ☐ No financial plan or goals 

Financial Manipulation 

• ☐ Asks to borrow money early in relationship 

• ☐ Never pays you back 

• ☐ Expects you to pay for everything 

• ☐ Lives beyond their means and expects you to fund it 

• ☐ Hides financial problems until you're committed 

• ☐ Financial situation doesn't match their lifestyle (red flag for hidden 
income sources or debt) 

 

Category 13: Family and Social Red Flags 

Family Relationships 

• ☐ Completely estranged from all family with no healing work 

• ☐ Extreme enmeshment (can't make decisions without parents) 

• ☐ Speaks with contempt about family constantly 

• ☐ Family warns you about them 

• ☐ No boundaries with toxic family members 

• ☐ Repeating obvious family patterns without awareness 

Social Dynamics 
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• ☐ Your friends/family all have concerns 

• ☐ Doesn't want to meet your people 

• ☐ Behaves completely differently around your people 

• ☐ Your community warns you about them 

• ☐ Isolates you from social support 

• ☐ Has no friends or community of their own 

 

Category 14: Physical and Safety Red Flags 

Immediate Danger Signs 

• ☐     Any physical violence or threats of violence 

• ☐     Sexual assault or coercion 

• ☐     Stalking behaviors 

• ☐     Threatening self-harm or harm to others 

• ☐     Prevents you from leaving during arguments 

• ☐     Drives dangerously when angry 

• ☐     Access to weapons combined with violent threats 

• ☐     Pattern of escalating violence 

Safety Concerns 

• ☐ Makes you feel physically unsafe 

• ☐ Intimidates through size, presence, or implied threat 

• ☐ Breaks things when angry 

• ☐ History of violence toward others 

• ☐ Violent content in jokes, entertainment, or conversations 
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• ☐ Obsessive behavior (shows up unannounced, follows you) 

 

How to Interpret Your Results 

Count Your Checkmarks: 

0-2 flags: Either they're quite healthy or you haven't spent enough time 
together to see clearly. Continue observing. 

3-5 flags: Some concerns worth addressing directly and monitoring. Don't 
ignore these—discuss them and watch whether behavior changes. 

6-10 flags: Significant red flags present. Serious evaluation needed. Consider 
counseling input and whether to continue. 

11-20 flags: Major concerns. Multiple patterns of dysfunction. Strong 
consideration should be given to ending the relationship. 

20+ flags: This relationship is clearly unhealthy and likely harmful. End the 
relationship and seek support from your community and possibly a therapist. 

ANY flags marked with    : These indicate potential danger. Seek immediate 
support from your community, a counselor, or a domestic violence hotline. 
These are serious safety concerns. 

Special Considerations: 

Pattern vs. Isolated Incident: One instance of something might not be a 
pattern. But if you checked a flag, it means you've noticed it enough to be 
concerned. Trust that. 

Category Clustering: Are all your checkmarks in one category? That indicates 
a specific area of dysfunction (e.g., all communication issues, all control 
issues). Multiple categories checked indicates pervasive dysfunction. 

Your Gut: If you found yourself wanting to check a box but talked yourself out 
of it, check it. Your instinct noticed something. 
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Denial: If you're reading this list and thinking "Well, everyone has some of 
these"—that's rationalization. Healthy people don't have most of these flags. 

 

What To Do If You Identified Red Flags 

If 3-5 Flags: 

1. Have direct conversations about the concerning behaviors 

2. Share your observations with your discernment team 

3. Set clear boundaries about what you need to see change 

4. Give a reasonable timeframe (2-3 months) to observe whether change 
happens 

5. If no improvement, end the relationship 

If 6+ Flags: 

1. Share this assessment with your discernment team immediately 

2. Seriously consider ending the relationship 

3. If you choose to continue, require immediate counseling (couples and 
individual) 

4. Set very clear boundaries with consequences 

5. Do not make any further commitments (don't move in, get engaged, 
etc.) 

6. Re-evaluate in 30 days—if things haven't significantly improved, end it 

If Any     Flags: 

1. Take these seriously—they indicate potential danger 

2. Talk to someone safe TODAY (friend, pastor, counselor) 

3. Create a safety plan 
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4. Consider contacting domestic violence resources 

5. Do not minimize or rationalize these concerns 

6. Your safety is more important than the relationship 

National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233 

 

Remember: 

You deserve to be treated well. Red flags are warning signs that someone is 
not capable of treating you well right now. 

Red flags rarely improve without serious intervention. Don't stay hoping 
they'll change. People change when they do the work, not when you love them 
enough. 

It's not your job to fix them. You can't love someone into health. They have to 
do that work themselves. 

Your community sees what you can't. If people who love you are concerned, 
listen to them. 

Trust your gut. If something feels wrong, it probably is—even if you can't find 
it on this list. 

Peace matters. A relationship should bring peace, not constant anxiety. If you 
don't have peace, you don't have the relationship you need. 

It's okay to have standards. Having boundaries and dealbreakers doesn't 
make you picky—it makes you wise. 

You are worth a healthy relationship. Don't settle for less. 
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Appendix B: Healthy Relationship Assessment Tool 

How to Use This Assessment: 

This tool helps you evaluate both your own readiness for healthy relationship 
and the health of a relationship you're currently in or considering. Use it to: 

• Assess whether someone you're dating demonstrates healthy 
relationship patterns 

• Evaluate your own readiness to participate in healthy partnership 

• Identify areas of strength and areas needing growth 

• Recognize what healthy actually looks like in concrete terms 

• Share with your discernment team for their input 

Important Notes: 

• No one will check every box. We're all works in progress. Look for 
trajectory and foundation, not perfection. 

• Early dating vs. established relationship: Some indicators require 
time to assess. Don't expect to check everything after one month of 
dating. 

• Both people matter. Assess both yourself and the other person. 
Healthy relationship requires two healthy people. 

• Green flags should outweigh red flags. If you have significant green 
flags but also significant red flags, the red flags win. Health isn't health if 
it's inconsistent. 

• Context matters. Some indicators are more important than others 
depending on your values and priorities. 

 

Part 1: Personal Readiness Assessment 
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Before evaluating a relationship, assess your own readiness to participate in 
healthy partnership. 

Emotional Health and Self-Awareness 

I have: 

• ☐ Done significant healing work from past relationships/wounds 

• ☐ Processed major traumas through therapy or counseling 

• ☐ Can identify and name my emotions accurately 

• ☐ Can regulate my emotions (not controlled by feelings, not 
suppressing them) 

• ☐ Developed healthy coping mechanisms for stress and pain 

• ☐ Can be alone without feeling desperately lonely 

• ☐ Know my attachment style and how it affects relationships 

• ☐ Identified my patterns in relationships and am working to change 
unhealthy ones 

• ☐ Can be vulnerable appropriately (not oversharing, not walled off) 

• ☐ Have forgiven those who hurt me in the past 

I can: 

• ☐ Sit with uncomfortable emotions without needing to fix them 
immediately 

• ☐ Ask for help when I need it 

• ☐ Comfort myself when distressed (self-soothe) 

• ☐ Celebrate others' successes without jealousy 

• ☐ Handle disappointment without falling apart 

• ☐ Maintain emotional stability through normal life ups and downs 
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Boundaries and Self-Respect 

I have: 

• ☐ Clear boundaries in place (emotional, physical, time, financial) 

• ☐ Ability to say no without excessive guilt 

• ☐ Awareness of my non-negotiables in relationships 

• ☐ Self-respect that doesn't depend on others' validation 

• ☐ Identified what I will and won't tolerate in relationship 

• ☐ Track record of maintaining boundaries when tested 

I can: 

• ☐ Communicate my needs directly and respectfully 

• ☐ Walk away from situations that violate my values 

• ☐ Maintain my boundaries even when it costs me something I want 

• ☐ Recognize when I'm being manipulated or pressured 

• ☐ Stand up for myself without being aggressive 

• ☐ Respect others' boundaries as I want mine respected 

Spiritual Foundation 

I have: 

• ☐ Active, personal relationship with God (not just religious activity) 

• ☐ Regular spiritual practices (prayer, Scripture, worship) 

• ☐ Connection to a church community 

• ☐ Evidence of fruit of the Spirit growing in my life 

• ☐ Submitted my dating life to God's authority 

• ☐ Sought God's will and been open to His timing 
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• ☐ Found my primary identity in Christ, not in relationship status 

I can: 

• ☐ Hear God's voice through prayer, Scripture, and community 

• ☐ Wait on God's timing without becoming bitter or desperate 

• ☐ Trust God with the outcome of my relationship life 

• ☐ Worship and serve God whether single or partnered 

• ☐ Apply biblical wisdom to relationship decisions 

• ☐ Seek God first before seeking partnership 

Life Foundation 

I have: 

• ☐ Built a life I genuinely enjoy as a single person 

• ☐ Meaningful friendships and community connections 

• ☐ Hobbies and interests that engage me 

• ☐ Sense of purpose beyond finding a relationship 

• ☐ Financial stability and responsibility 

• ☐ Career or vocation that's meaningful to me 

• ☐ Healthy routines and rhythms in daily life 

• ☐ Balance between work, rest, relationships, and personal time 

I am: 

• ☐ Content in my current life (even if I desire partnership) 

• ☐ Not putting my life on hold waiting for a relationship 

• ☐ Actively pursuing growth and development 

• ☐ Contributing to others' lives through service or friendship 
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• ☐ Taking care of my physical health 

• ☐ Financially independent and responsible 

• ☐ Able to manage adult responsibilities (living space, career, finances, 
etc.) 

Relational Capacity 

I have: 

• ☐ Ability to maintain long-term relationships (friendships, family) 

• ☐ Track record of resolving conflicts in healthy ways 

• ☐ Capacity for empathy and compassion 

• ☐ Ability to communicate my thoughts and feelings clearly 

• ☐ Ability to listen without becoming defensive 

• ☐ Willingness to compromise on preferences (not values) 

• ☐ Ability to apologize genuinely when wrong 

I can: 

• ☐ Handle conflict without shutting down or escalating 

• ☐ Take responsibility for my part in problems 

• ☐ Offer and receive forgiveness 

• ☐ Show up consistently for people I care about 

• ☐ Be happy for others even when I'm struggling 

• ☐ Give and receive love in healthy ways 

Readiness Indicators 

I am: 

• ☐ Seeking companionship, not completion 
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• ☐ Ready to give love, not just receive it 

• ☐ Willing to be seen fully (vulnerable) by someone 

• ☐ Able to see someone else fully (flaws and all) and still love them 

• ☐ Ready for the commitment and sacrifice relationship requires 

• ☐ Open to feedback from community about my relationships 

• ☐ Willing to wait for someone healthy rather than settle 

• ☐ Ready to walk away from what's not right, even if it's hard 

 

Part 2: Relationship Health Assessment 

Use this section to evaluate the health of a relationship you're in or 
considering. 

Foundation: Character and Integrity 

This person: 

• ☐ Demonstrates consistent integrity (words match actions) 

• ☐ Is honest, even when it's difficult or inconvenient 

• ☐ Takes responsibility when they make mistakes 

• ☐ Follows through on commitments 

• ☐ Shows up when they say they will 

• ☐ Is the same person in private as in public 

• ☐ Has a reputation for trustworthiness 

• ☐ Demonstrates humility and teachability 

• ☐ Shows genuine kindness to everyone, not just to me 

• ☐ Exhibits self-control and discipline 
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I observe: 

• ☐ Their character is consistent across different contexts 

• ☐ They admit when they're wrong and apologize sincerely 

• ☐ They're growing in character over time 

• ☐ People who know them well speak highly of their character 

• ☐ Their lifestyle aligns with their stated values 

Communication and Conflict Resolution 

We can: 

• ☐ Have difficult conversations without it becoming a fight 

• ☐ Disagree respectfully without contempt 

• ☐ Listen to each other without interrupting or dismissing 

• ☐ Express needs and feelings directly and kindly 

• ☐ Resolve conflicts and actually move forward (not revisiting 
constantly) 

• ☐ Apologize and forgive genuinely 

• ☐ Stay calm enough to discuss issues productively 

• ☐ Take breaks when needed and return to resolve things 

This person: 

• ☐ Listens to understand, not just to respond 

• ☐ Can articulate their thoughts and feelings clearly 

• ☐ Doesn't shut down when conversations get difficult 

• ☐ Doesn't use silent treatment or stonewalling 

• ☐ Can discuss uncomfortable topics maturely 
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• ☐ Responds to my concerns with care, not defensiveness 

• ☐ Communicates proactively (doesn't leave me guessing) 

• ☐ Is honest but kind in communication 

After conflicts, we: 

• ☐ Feel closer, not more distant 

• ☐ Have learned something about each other 

• ☐ Both feel heard and valued 

• ☐ Move forward without resentment 

• ☐ See evidence of changed behavior, not just words 

Emotional Health and Availability 

This person: 

• ☐ Can identify and express their emotions 

• ☐ Shows appropriate vulnerability 

• ☐ Can handle my emotions without making them about themselves 

• ☐ Demonstrates empathy and compassion 

• ☐ Is comfortable with emotional intimacy 

• ☐ Doesn't use emotions to manipulate 

• ☐ Can regulate their emotions (not controlled by them, not suppressing 
them) 

• ☐ Can be present during emotional moments 

• ☐ Supports me emotionally when I need it 

• ☐ Seeks support appropriately when they need it 

I observe: 
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• ☐ They have done or are doing their own healing work 

• ☐ They're self-aware about their patterns and triggers 

• ☐ They take responsibility for their emotional health 

• ☐ They can handle stress without falling apart or lashing out 

• ☐ They show a range of emotions appropriately (not just anger or just 
happiness) 

Spiritual Health and Alignment 

This person: 

• ☐ Has a genuine, personal relationship with God 

• ☐ Demonstrates fruit of the Spirit consistently 

• ☐ Has regular spiritual practices (prayer, Scripture, worship) 

• ☐ Is connected to a church community and serves there 

• ☐ Integrates faith into daily decisions and lifestyle 

• ☐ Shows spiritual maturity and growth over time 

• ☐ Can discuss faith personally, not just doctrinally 

• ☐ Is humble about their faith journey (not spiritually proud) 

• ☐ Lives according to biblical values and principles 

We share: 

• ☐ Core theological beliefs 

• ☐ Values around sexual purity and boundaries 

• ☐ Views on marriage, family, and children 

• ☐ Commitment to church and Christian community 

• ☐ Desire to honor God in our relationship 
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• ☐ Approach to money, generosity, and stewardship 

• ☐ Vision for how faith shapes our lives and choices 

Together we: 

• ☐ Can pray together naturally (not just performatively) 

• ☐ Can discuss Scripture and what God is teaching us 

• ☐ Encourage each other's spiritual growth 

• ☐ Challenge each other toward Christlikeness 

• ☐ Serve together or separately 

• ☐ Are both growing closer to God because of the relationship 

Respect and Treatment 

This person: 

• ☐ Treats me with consistent respect and kindness 

• ☐ Values my thoughts, feelings, and opinions 

• ☐ Speaks well of me to others 

• ☐ Celebrates my successes and comforts my failures 

• ☐ Respects my boundaries without needing to be reminded 

• ☐ Honors my time and commitments 

• ☐ Makes me feel valued and appreciated 

• ☐ Treats service workers and others with kindness 

• ☐ Is kind to me even when stressed or upset 

• ☐ Respects my "no" without pressure or guilt 

I feel: 

• ☐ Safe with this person (emotionally, physically, spiritually) 
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• ☐ Valued and appreciated for who I actually am 

• ☐ Free to be myself without pretense 

• ☐ Supported in my goals and dreams 

• ☐ Like I matter to them 

• ☐ Respected in my choices and autonomy 

• ☐ Admired and cherished 

• ☐ More like myself, not less, in this relationship 

Consistency and Reliability 

This person: 

• ☐ Shows up consistently (doesn't disappear or ghost) 

• ☐ Follows through on promises and commitments 

• ☐ Is reliable in big and small things 

• ☐ Maintains consistent interest level (no hot and cold) 

• ☐ Communicates regularly and predictably 

• ☐ Is dependable when I need them 

• ☐ Keeps their word 

• ☐ Shows consistent character across time and circumstances 

I can trust: 

• ☐ They'll do what they say they'll do 

• ☐ They'll be there when I need them 

• ☐ Their feelings for me are genuine and stable 

• ☐ They won't suddenly change or withdraw 

• ☐ They're committed to working through challenges 
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• ☐ Their character won't radically shift under stress 

Healthy Independence and Interdependence 

We each: 

• ☐ Maintain individual friendships outside the relationship 

• ☐ Have separate interests and hobbies 

• ☐ Have our own relationship with God 

• ☐ Can make some decisions independently 

• ☐ Have time apart without anxiety 

• ☐ Maintain our own identities 

• ☐ Support each other's individual goals 

Together we: 

• ☐ Make major decisions jointly 

• ☐ Integrate our lives appropriately for our stage 

• ☐ Support each other's growth and calling 

• ☐ Share a vision for the future 

• ☐ Build something together 

• ☐ Have healthy interdependence (not codependent, not completely 
independent) 

The relationship: 

• ☐ Enhances both our lives rather than consuming them 

• ☐ Leaves room for other important relationships 

• ☐ Supports our individual purposes and callings 

• ☐ Makes us better individually and together 
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• ☐ Is integrated into our broader communities 

• ☐ Has healthy boundaries and appropriate closeness 

Community Integration and Support 

This person: 

• ☐ Has healthy friendships and community 

• ☐ Welcomes meeting my friends and family 

• ☐ Treats my people with respect and kindness 

• ☐ Wants me to stay connected to my community 

• ☐ Has introduced me to their friends and family 

• ☐ Is open to feedback from community 

• ☐ Doesn't isolate me from my support system 

My community: 

• ☐ Knows about this relationship 

• ☐ Has met this person multiple times 

• ☐ Generally supports the relationship 

• ☐ Has positive things to say about this person 

• ☐ Sees me thriving, not struggling, in this relationship 

• ☐ Hasn't raised significant concerns 

• ☐ Observes healthy patterns and good character 

We are: 

• ☐ Integrated into each other's communities naturally 

• ☐ Open to input and accountability 

• ☐ Not hiding our relationship or keeping it separate 
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• ☐ Building friendships with other couples 

• ☐ Part of a faith community together 

• ☐ Supported by wise people who know us both 

Growth and Forward Movement 

This relationship: 

• ☐ Is moving forward at an appropriate pace 

• ☐ Has clear trajectory and direction 

• ☐ Grows deeper over time 

• ☐ Includes natural progression of commitment 

• ☐ Has increasing intimacy (emotional, spiritual) 

• ☐ Gets better, not worse, as time passes 

• ☐ Feels like we're building something together 

We are both: 

• ☐ Growing spiritually because of this relationship 

• ☐ Becoming better people 

• ☐ Learning and developing together 

• ☐ Challenging each other toward maturity 

• ☐ More patient, kind, and loving than we were before 

• ☐ Clear about where we're heading 

• ☐ On the same page about timeline and next steps 

Peace and Joy 

I experience: 

• ☐ Deep peace about this relationship 
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• ☐ Joy in being with this person 

• ☐ Genuine laughter and fun together 

• ☐ Contentment, not constant anxiety 

• ☐ Security in their feelings for me 

• ☐ Peace that passes understanding about our future 

• ☐ Excitement about building life together 

• ☐ Rest and comfort in their presence 

This relationship brings: 

• ☐ More peace than anxiety 

• ☐ More joy than stress 

• ☐ More security than uncertainty 

• ☐ More life than depletion 

• ☐ Spiritual fruit, not spiritual compromise 

• ☐ God's presence, not distance from Him 

• ☐ Confirmation through multiple sources 

• ☐ A deep sense of "rightness" 

Family Dynamics 

This person: 

• ☐ Has healthy relationships with family OR 

• ☐ Has done healing work around family dysfunction 

• ☐ Speaks about family with appropriate balance (not all good or all bad) 

• ☐ Has differentiated while maintaining connection (appropriate 
boundaries) 
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• ☐ Doesn't have extreme enmeshment or estrangement 

• ☐ Can set boundaries with family when needed 

• ☐ Values family relationships appropriately 

• ☐ Has processed family-of-origin issues 

With both our families: 

• ☐ There's mutual respect 

• ☐ Healthy boundaries are possible 

• ☐ We're welcomed and accepted 

• ☐ We can navigate family dynamics together 

• ☐ We present a united front when needed 

• ☐ Family relationships enhance rather than harm our relationship 

Values and Vision Alignment 

We share: 

• ☐ Core values and priorities 

• ☐ Vision for what we want life to look like 

• ☐ Views on marriage roles and partnership 

• ☐ Beliefs about children and parenting (or not having children) 

• ☐ Financial values and goals 

• ☐ Lifestyle preferences (city/rural, adventurous/homebody, etc.) 

• ☐ Views on career and calling 

• ☐ Ideas about how to spend time and resources 

• ☐ Approach to extended family relationships 

• ☐ Commitment to serving others and kingdom work 
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We are: 

• ☐ Heading in the same direction in life 

• ☐ Compatible in how we want to live 

• ☐ Aligned on major life decisions 

• ☐ Able to dream together about the future 

• ☐ On the same page about timeline for major milestones 

• ☐ Building a shared vision while honoring individual callings 

 

Part 3: Scoring and Interpretation 

Personal Readiness Assessment (Part 1) 

Count your checkmarks: 

• 80-100 checks (out of ~100): You demonstrate strong readiness for 
healthy partnership. You've done significant work and have a solid 
foundation. 

• 60-79 checks: Good foundation with room for growth. Identify specific 
areas needing attention and continue working on them. 

• 40-59 checks: Moderate readiness. Significant work still needed before 
entering serious relationship. Focus on healing and growth. 

• Below 40 checks: Not ready for healthy partnership yet. This isn't a 
judgment—it's an invitation to do the foundational work first. Stay in 
healing season. 

Focus Areas: Look at which categories have the fewest checks. Those are 
your growth areas. For example: 

• Low scores in "Emotional Health" → prioritize therapy 

• Low scores in "Spiritual Foundation" → deepen relationship with God 
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• Low scores in "Boundaries" → work on assertiveness and self-respect 

• Low scores in "Life Foundation" → build a life you love as a single person 

Relationship Health Assessment (Part 2) 

Count your checkmarks: 

• 120-150 checks (out of ~150): Very healthy relationship with strong 
foundation. Continue nurturing and protecting this. 

• 90-119 checks: Generally healthy with some areas for growth. Identify 
weak spots and work on them together. 

• 60-89 checks: Concerning. Significant areas of dysfunction. Requires 
honest evaluation and possibly counseling. Don't move forward with 
major commitments. 

• Below 60 checks: Unhealthy relationship. Serious problems outweigh 
positives. Strong consideration should be given to ending it. 

Category Analysis: 

Critical Categories (must be strong): 

• Foundation: Character and Integrity 

• Communication and Conflict 

• Respect and Treatment 

• Spiritual Health and Alignment 

• Peace and Joy 

If any of these categories is weak (less than 60% checked), the relationship 
has serious foundational problems. 

Important Categories (should be mostly strong): 

• Emotional Health 

• Consistency and Reliability 
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• Community Integration 

• Values and Vision Alignment 

If these are weak, the relationship may work in the short term but will struggle 
long-term. 

Developmental Categories (can grow over time): 

• Healthy Independence/Interdependence 

• Growth and Forward Movement 

• Family Dynamics 

These can develop as the relationship matures, but should show positive 
trajectory. 

Combined Assessment 

For those currently in relationships: 

If your Personal Readiness score is high but Relationship Health is low: → 
You're ready for healthy partnership, but this isn't it. Don't lower your 
standards. 

If your Personal Readiness is low but Relationship Health is high: → Do your 
personal work while in this relationship. Get therapy. The relationship is good, 
but you need to become healthier to fully receive it. 

If both scores are low: → Take a break from the relationship to work on 
yourself. You can't build something healthy from an unhealthy place. 

If both scores are high: → You have something good. Protect it, nurture it, 
continue growing together. 

 

Part 4: Action Steps Based on Results 

If Personal Readiness is Low: 

Immediate Steps: 
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1. If currently dating, take a break or slow way down 

2. Begin or intensify therapy 

3. Join a support group or find a mentor 

4. Deepen spiritual practices and community connection 

5. Build life outside of dating focus 

6. Give yourself timeline (6-12 months) to work on readiness 

Ongoing Work: 

1. Work through this book's exercises thoroughly 

2. Process past relationship wounds 

3. Identify and change unhealthy patterns 

4. Develop emotional regulation skills 

5. Establish and maintain boundaries 

6. Build community and purpose 

If Relationship Health is Low to Moderate: 

If 60-89 checks: 

1. Have honest conversation with partner about concerns 

2. Identify specific areas needing improvement 

3. Seek couples counseling 

4. Set clear timeline (3-6 months) to see significant improvement 

5. Don't make further commitments (engagement, moving in, etc.) until 
issues are resolved 

6. Share assessment with your discernment team 

7. Re-assess in 3-6 months—if not significantly improved, end it 
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If below 60 checks: 

1. Share this assessment with your discernment team today 

2. Seriously consider ending the relationship 

3. If staying, require immediate professional help 

4. Do not move forward with any commitments 

5. Set 30-day re-evaluation 

6. Prepare emotionally to leave if things don't dramatically improve 

If Both Scores are High: 

Celebrate and Protect: 

1. Recognize you have something special and rare 

2. Continue investing in personal growth 

3. Nurture the relationship intentionally 

4. Stay connected to community 

5. Maintain spiritual foundation 

6. Don't take it for granted 

7. Consider if you're ready for next steps (exclusivity, engagement, etc.) 

8. Continue regular check-ins with each other and with community 

 

Part 5: Regular Relationship Check-Ins 

Use this abbreviated checklist for regular (monthly or quarterly) relationship 
check-ins: 

Quick Assessment Questions: 

Am I experiencing: 
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• ☐ More peace than anxiety about this relationship? 

• ☐ Consistent respect and kind treatment? 

• ☐ Growth spiritually and personally? 

• ☐ Support from my community? 

• ☐ Healthy communication and conflict resolution? 

• ☐ Joy and genuine connection? 

• ☐ Alignment in values and direction? 

• ☐ Ability to be fully myself? 

• ☐ Security in their commitment? 

• ☐ Deep peace about the future together? 

If you can check 8-10: Relationship is healthy. Keep doing what you're doing. 

If you check 5-7: Some concerns. Identify specific issues and address them. 

If you check fewer than 5: Serious problems. Re-do full assessment and 
consider counseling or ending relationship. 

 

Final Reminders 

What Healthy Feels Like: 

Healthy relationships feel peaceful more than anxious, secure more than 
uncertain, life-giving more than draining, supportive more than controlling, 
joyful more than stressful. 

If your relationship feels like constant work, constant anxiety, constant drama, 
constant questioning—that's not healthy, even if you can check some boxes 
on this assessment. 

Trust the Pattern, Not the Exception: 
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One great week doesn't override six months of problems. One romantic 
gesture doesn't erase a pattern of disrespect. One good conversation doesn't 
fix chronic communication issues. 

Look at the overall pattern over time, not at exceptional moments. 

Both People Matter: 

This assessment evaluated the other person and the relationship. But 
remember: your health matters just as much as theirs. Two healthy people 
create a healthy relationship. One healthy person plus one unhealthy person 
creates an unhealthy relationship. 

Do your work. And require that they do theirs. 

Green Flags Don't Erase Red Flags: 

If someone checks many boxes on this healthy assessment but also has 
significant red flags from Appendix A, the red flags win. You can't have a 
healthy relationship with an unhealthy person, no matter how many good 
qualities they have. 

Green flags describe what should be present. Red flags describe what 
absolutely cannot be tolerated. Red flags are dealbreakers that override green 
flags. 

This is a Tool, Not a Formula: 

Use this assessment as one data point among many. Also consider: 

• Your gut feeling 

• Community input 

• God's peace (or lack thereof) 

• Trajectory over time 

• Your own discernment 

No checklist can replace wisdom, prayer, and the guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
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You Deserve Healthy Love: 

If you're realizing that your relationship doesn't meet most of these criteria, 
that's painful but important information. You deserve to be treated well. You 
deserve a relationship that brings peace, joy, growth, and life. 

Don't settle for less than healthy because you're afraid of being alone. Being 
alone and whole is better than being partnered and diminished. 

Keep Growing: 

Whether single or partnered, keep working on your own health. Keep healing. 
Keep growing. Keep pursuing God. Keep building community. Keep developing 
character. 

The work of becoming a healthy person capable of healthy love is never 
wasted—it benefits you, benefits everyone around you, and honors God. 

 

Use this assessment regularly, honestly, and with the support of your 
community. It's a gift to help you see clearly so you can choose wisely. 

Healthy love is possible. You're worth it. Don't settle for less. 

 


