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Introduction: When Love Becomes a Chain
She couldn't remember the last time she'd said "no."

Every request from her husband was a command. Every need in her children
became her emergency. Every crisis at church became her responsibility to
solve. She called it love. She called it sacrifice. She called it her Christian duty.
But late at night, when the house finally fell silent and she collapsed into bed
with nothing left to give, a quiet voice whispered a question she was too afraid
to answer: Whose life am | actually living?

If this sounds familiar, you're not alone. There is a hidden epidemic spreading
through Christian homes, marriages, ministries, and friendships—one that
wears the mask of virtue while slowly suffocating the soul. It's called co-
dependency, and it has become one of the most misunderstood and under-
addressed issues in the body of Christ.

We've been taught to "die to self." To "prefer one another." To "lay down our
lives." And these are beautiful, biblical truths. But somewhere along the way,
many of us crossed an invisible line. We moved from self-sacrifice to self-
erasure. We stopped laying down our lives in love and started losing ourselves
entirely. We became so enmeshed in the needs, moods, and approval of
others that we forgot we were created with our own identity, our own calling,
and our own voice.

The confusion is understandable. After all, didn't Jesus say to love others as
ourselves? Didn't He model servant leadership? Didn't He go to the cross?
Yes—Dbut Jesus never lost Himself in the process. He withdrew to pray. He said
"no" to demands. He set boundaries with crowds, with disciples, even with
His own family. He knew who He was, Whose He was, and what He was called
to do. He loved from a place of wholeness, not from a place of desperation to
be needed.

That's the difference co-dependency obscures. It teaches us to confuse being
needed with being loved. It convinces us that our value comes from how
much we can do, how much we can endure, how much we can give up. It

3



turns relationships into transactions and love into a burden we carry alone.
And worst of all, it does this while quoting Scripture and wearing the language
of faith.

In Christian contexts, co-dependency often hides behind the language of
submission, servanthood, and sacrifice. A wife enables her husband's anger
because "wives, submit to your husbands." A church member burns out
managing everyone's problems because "bear one another's burdens." A
friend tolerates emotional abuse because "love covers a multitude of sins."
The Scriptures are real. The callings are legitimate. But the application has
become toxic—a distortion that traps people in bondage while calling it
obedience.

The writer of Proverbs gave us a warning that cuts through the confusion:
"Guard your heart, for from it flow the springs of life" (Proverbs 4:23, NASB).
Guard. Protect. Set boundaries around. This isn't selfishness—it's
stewardship. God gave you a heart, and with it, a life that is meant to flow
outward with purpose, joy, and genuine love. But when that heart is
unguarded—when we allow others to control it, define it, or drain it—the
spring runs dry. What flows out is no longer life-giving love but the stagnant
water of resentment, exhaustion, and fear.

John Calvin once wrote, "The human heart is an idol factory." We are
constantly manufacturing false gods to worship, and one of the most subtle
idols we create is the approval of others. We make an idol of being
indispensable. We make an idol of peace-at-any-cost. We make an idol of the
role we play in someone else's life, believing that if we stop performing, we'll
stop being loved. And in worshiping these idols, we lose sight of the One who
actually defines love—and who defines us.

This book exists to expose the lie. Co-dependency is not love. ltis a
counterfeit—a distortion that masquerades as devotion while breeding
bondage. It thrives in the shadows of our faith communities because it looks
so much like what we've been taught to admire. But beneath the surface, it is
slowly killing us. It's killing our marriages, our ministries, our mental health,
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and our witness to a world that desperately needs to see what real love looks
like.

The good news is this: Christ came to set captives free. Not just from sin in a
theological sense, but from every chain that binds us—including the ones
we've wrapped around ourselves in the name of love. Jesus didn't die on the
cross so we could live in fear of disappointing people. He didn't rise from the
grave so we could spend our lives trying to earn a place in someone else's
story. He came to give us life—abundant life—and that includes the freedom
to love others from a place of health, not neediness.

This book seeks to redefine love as Christ defined it: not as control, not as
enmeshment, not as the erasure of self, but as freedom. True love liberates. It
calls forth. It honors boundaries. It respects personhood. It doesn't cling or
suffocate or demand. It doesn't confuse sacrifice with slavery or service with
subjugation. It is strong enough to say "no." It is secure enough to stand alone.
And it flows not from our emptiness, but from the fullness of knowing who we
are in Christ.

If you've picked up this book, chances are you've felt the weight of the chains.
Maybe you're exhausted from trying to hold everyone together. Maybe you're
haunted by the feeling that you've lost yourself somewhere along the way.
Maybe you've been told you're selfish for wanting to breathe, or rebellious for
wanting to rest. Maybe you've been living in the shadow of someone else's
needs for so long that you can't remember what your own needs even are.

You are not selfish. You are not rebellious. You are not too much or not
enough. You are a beloved child of God, created in His image, called by His
name, and invited into a love that does not require you to disappear in order to
matter.

It's time to break the chains. It's time to reclaim the heart God gave you to
guard. It's time to discover what love actually looks like when it's rooted in
truth, bounded by wisdom, and empowered by grace.

It's time to be free.



Chapter 1: The Diagnosis — Naming the Cancer

Before a disease can be treated, it must be named. Before a pattern can be
broken, it must be seen. And before freedom can be found, bondage must be
acknowledged. This chapter may be uncomfortable. You may find yourself in
these pages. You may recognize people you love. That recognition is not
condemnation—it's the beginning of healing.

Co-dependency is one of those terms we've heard but rarely understand. It
sounds clinical, distant, like something that happens to other people. But the
reality is that co-dependent patterns are woven so deeply into the fabric of
many Christian relationships that we've mistaken them for normal. We've
baptized dysfunction and called it devotion. We've canonized compulsion and
called it commitment. And in doing so, we've built relationships that look like
love but feel like prison.

So what exactly is co-dependency? At its core, it is a relational patternin
which a person's sense of identity, worth, and emotional stability becomes
dependent on another person. It's when you can't tell where you end and
someone else begins. It's when their mood determines your day. When their
approval becomes your oxygen. When their problems become your entire
purpose. It's the loss of self in the name of loving another.

The Anatomy of Co-Dependency: How the Cancer Grows

Co-dependency doesn't appear overnight. It grows slowly, often in soil that
seems fertile for good things—family, marriage, friendship, ministry. But
beneath the surface, three toxic roots are spreading, choking out the
possibility of genuine love.

The First Root: Emotional Fusion

God created human beings as distinct persons, made in His image with
individual identities, purposes, and callings. Even within the Trinity—the
ultimate model of relationship—we see Father, Son, and Holy Spirit existing in
perfect unity while remaining perfectly distinct. Unity, not uniformity.
Connection, not consumption.



Emotional fusion is the opposite. It's when two people become so entangled
that they lose their individual identities. In a fused relationship, you don't just
empathize with another person's feelings—you absorb them. Their anxiety
becomes your panic. Their disappointment becomes your failure. Their anger
becomes your terror. You wake up thinking about their problems before you've
even acknowledged your own needs. You go to bed replaying their words,
analyzing their tone, trying to decode their mood.

This might sound like deep connection. We even celebrate it sometimes:
"We're so close, we finish each other's sentences!" "l can't imagine life
without them!" "We're like one person!” But fusion isn't intimacy. It's
imprisonment. True intimacy requires two distinct selves choosing to
connect. Fusion eliminates that choice. You don't know where you end and
they begin because there is no "you" left—only "us," and even that "us" is
really just them.

The Second Root: Fear of Rejection

At the heart of every co-dependent pattern is a terror: If | don't meet their
needs, they'll leave me. If | set a boundary, they'll reject me. If I'm honest about
my feelings, they'll stop loving me. This fear is so powerful that it rewires
everything—our choices, our words, our very sense of self. We become

human chameleons, constantly shape-shifting to match whatever we think
others need us to be.

This fear often has deep roots. Maybe you grew up in a home where love was
conditional—earned through performance, maintained through perfection.
Maybe you experienced abandonment and vowed never to be left again.
Maybe the church taught you that your needs were selfish and your
boundaries were sinful. Whatever the source, the message lodged deep: You
are only valuable when you're useful. You are only lovable when you're
needed.

And so you become indispensable. You anticipate needs before they're
spoken. You solve problems before they're acknowledged. You sacrifice



before you're asked. Not out of genuine generosity, but out of terro—because
if you're not needed, you're nothing.

The Third Root: Control Masked as Care

Here's where co-dependency gets particularly deceptive, especially in
Christian contexts. It wears the mask of selflessness. It quotes Scripture
about serving others. It appears humble, even noble. But underneath the
veneer of care is a desperate need for control.

When you can't tolerate another person's pain, when you rush in to fix their
problems, when you make their choices for them "for their own good"—that's
not love. That's control. When you enable destructive behavior because you
can't bear the consequences, when you manipulate situations to avoid
conflict, when you manage everyone's emotions to keep the peace—that's not
sacrifice. That's control.

Co-dependent people often become master manipulators without even
realizing it. We learn to use guilt, self-pity, and martyrdom to get what we need
without asking for it directly. We help in ways that create dependence rather
than empowerment. We give advice that's really criticism. We serve in ways
that obligate rather than liberate. All while genuinely believing we're being
loving.

The tragedy is that this control never works. You cannot love someone into
health. You cannot sacrifice enough to save someone from their own choices.
You cannot manage another person's life into wholeness. But in the grip of co-
dependency, we keep trying, convinced that if we just give a little more, do a
little better, sacrifice a little deeper, we'll finally fix what's broken.

When Good Design Is Violated: God's Blueprint for Relationships

God designed human beings for relationship, but He also designed us for
differentiation. The same God who said, "It is not good for man to be alone,"
also created Adam as a distinct person before bringing him Eve. The same
God who calls the Church "one body" also distributes different gifts, different



functions, different callings to each member. Unity in diversity. Connection in
distinction.

Co-dependency violates this design in profound ways.

It violates the image of God in each person. When you erase yourself to
become what someone else needs, you're saying the image of God stamped
on your soul doesn't matter. When you try to control another person's life,
you're playing God—assuming you know better than He does what they need.

It violates the principle of stewardship. God gave you a life to steward—one
heart, one mind, one set of gifts, one unique calling. When you abandon your
life to live someone else's, you're burying the talent God entrusted to you.
You're neglecting the very thing He'll ask you to account for.

It violates the nature of love itself. Biblical love—agape love—always honors
the personhood and agency of the other. It serves without enslaving. It gives
without controlling. It commits without consuming. Love invites but never
coerces. Love influences but never manipulates. Love supports but never
substitutes itself for the other's responsibility.

When co-dependency enters a relationship, these violations become the
norm. Two people made in God's image begin to treat each other—and
themselves—as less than fully human. One becomes the savior, the other the
helpless. One becomes the parent, the other the child. One becomes the
servant, the other the master. And both lose the opportunity to relate as God
intended: as equals, as individuals, as image-bearers walking together in love.

The Symptoms: Recognizing the Disease

Co-dependency shows up in patterns. If you find yourself in several of these, it
may be time to acknowledge what's really happening.

You're a chronic rescuer. Someone has a problem, and before they've even
asked for help, you're already solving it. You can't stand to see them struggle.
You jump in, take over, fix it. And when they don't appreciate it—or worse,



when they repeat the same mistake—you feel frustrated, used, or resentful.
But you do it again next time anyway.

You're an enabler. You make excuses for someone's destructive behavior. You
shield them from consequences. You cover for them, lie for them, clean up
their messes. You tell yourself you're being compassionate, but really, you're
preventing them from facing the reality that could lead to change. You're so
afraid of their pain that you prolong it.

You're a people-pleaser. The thought of someone being upset with you is
unbearable. You say yes when you mean no. You agree when you disagree. You
smile when you're hurting. You've become so practiced at reading rooms,
anticipating needs, and adjusting yourself that you barely know what you
actually think or feel anymore.

You're driven by guilt, not love. When you serve, you don't feel joy—you feel
obligation. If you don't help, you're swallowed by guilt. If you set a boundary,
you're haunted by the thought that you're selfish. You don't serve because you
want to; you serve because you have to. And that service, no matter how
much you give, never feels like enough.

You have no identity outside the relationship. Ask yourself: Who am | when
I'm alone? What do | want? What are my dreams? If these questions feel
impossible to answer—if your first thought is about what someone else needs
or wants—that's a red flag. You've become so identified with your role in
someone's life (the helper, the peacemaker, the strong one, the responsible
one) that you've lost your self.

You're constantly anxious about someone else's feelings. You monitor their
mood. You analyze their words. You walk on eggshells, trying to keep them
happy. Their emotional state dictates your day. If they're upset, your world
falls apart. If they're happy, you can finally breathe. You've handed them the
remote control to your emotional life, and now you're at their mercy.

You can't say no without explaining, justifying, or apologizing. A simple
"no" feels impossible. You have to give reasons. You have to prove your no is
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legitimate. You pre-apologize: "I'm so sorry, but..." You over-explain: "It's just
that | have this thing, and | really wish | could, but..." Saying no without
justification feels selfish, even cruel.

You're exhausted, resentful, and empty. You give and give and give, but
you're running on fumes. Deep down, you're angry—at them for needing so
much, at yourself for giving so much, at God for requiring so much. You feel
like you're dying inside, but you can't stop. You don't know how.

The Words We Need to Hear

The apostle Paul wrote to the Galatians with a piercing question: "Foram |
now seeking the favor of men, or of God? Or am | striving to please men? If |
were still trying to please men, | would not be a bond-servant of Christ"
(Galatians 1:10, NASB).

Let that sink in. Paul, the greatest missionary in church history, the man who
said he'd become "all things to all people,” also said that seeking human
approvalis incompatible with serving Christ. There's a difference between
loving people and needing their approval. There's a difference between
serving others and enslaving yourself to their expectations.

When your identity is rooted in Christ, you're free to love without fear. You can
serve without being controlled by the outcome. You can set boundaries
without guilt. You can say no and still be a faithful servant. But when your
identity is rooted in whether someone needs you, approves of you, or stays
with you, then you're not serving Christ—you're serving the idol of human
approval.

Tim Keller wrote, "Sin is not only the doing of bad things but making good
things ultimate things." Co-dependency takes the good gift of service and
makes it ultimate. It takes the good desire for connection and makes it
ultimate. It takes the good call to love others and makes it ultimate—more
ultimate than loving God, more ultimate than stewardship of self, more
ultimate than truth.
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When a good thing becomes an ultimate thing, it becomes a destructive thing.
Service becomes slavery. Connection becomes consumption. Love becomes
bondage.

Naming It Is the First Step

If you've recognized yourself in this chapter, take a breath. You're not broken
beyond repair. You're not selfish for wanting freedom. You're not betraying
anyone by acknowledging the truth. You're simply seeing what's been there all
along—patterns that have masqueraded as love but have been stealing your
life.

Naming co-dependency is not about blame. It's not about vilifying anyone or
playing the victim. It's about clarity. It's about calling the disease what itis so
that healing can begin. Because you can't break free from chains you refuse to
acknowledge.

The cancer has been named. Now we can begin to cut it out.
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Chapter 2: The Root System — Fear, Shame, and the False Self

Every tree you see above ground is mirrored by an unseen world below. The
roots reach deep, spreading in darkness, drawing from soil that was laid down
long before the tree ever broke through to light. What we see in the presentis
shaped by what was planted in the past. Co-dependency is no different.

If Chapter 1 was the diagnosis—naming what co-dependency looks like
today—then this chapter is the excavation. We're going beneath the surface to
understand how these patterns formed. Not to excuse them. Not to remain
trapped by them. But to understand them, because you cannot uproot what
you will not examine.

For many reading this, the roots of co-dependency reach back to childhood.
They grew in the soil of homes where something essential was missing—
safety, attunement, permission to be yourself. They were watered by fear,
fertilized by shame, and trained to grow in twisted directions to survive. And
now, decades later, you're living with a root system that was never meant to
sustain the life God intended for you.

This chapter may be painful. You may remember things you've tried to forget.
But remember this: understanding your story is not the same as being defined
by it. God is a God of redemption, and He specializes in taking broken roots
and producing new life.

The Childhood Soil: Where Co-Dependency Takes Root

Co-dependency doesn't usually begin as an adult choice. It begins as a
childhood adaptation. Children are brilliant survivors. When their environment
is unsafe, unpredictable, or emotionally barren, they develop strategies to
cope. They learn what works. They learn what keeps them safe. And those
strategies, however necessary at the time, become the patterns that imprison
them later.

The Unseen Child
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Some of us grew up invisible. Not physically absent, but emotionally
unnoticed. Your parents were there, but they weren't really there. Maybe they
were preoccupied with their own pain—addiction, depression, marital
conflict. Maybe they were so focused on success, ministry, or appearances
that your inner world didn't register. Maybe they loved you in theory but had no
capacity to truly see you.

So you learned: My feelings don't matter. My needs are an inconvenience. If |
want to be loved, | must not need anything.

The unseen child becomes the adult who disappears into others' needs. You
learned so early to ignore your own feelings that now you can't even identify
them. Someone asks, "How are you feeling?" and you draw a blank. You've
spent so long tuning into everyone else's emotional frequency that you've lost
the signal to your own heart.

You became a master observer—reading faces, detecting moods, anticipating
needs. Not because you wanted to, but because your emotional survival
depended on it. If you could just be what they needed, maybe they'd finally
see you. And so you perfected the art of disappearing into other people's
stories, hoping that service would earn you significance.

The Over-Responsible Child

Others grew up carrying burdens that were never meant for small shoulders.
You became the parentified child—the one who took care of younger siblings,
managed a parent's emotions, kept family secrets, or maintained the illusion
that everything was fine when it wasn't.

Maybe you were praised for being "so mature for your age." Maybe you were
the peacemaker, the responsible one, the little adult everyone could count on.
It felt good to be needed. It felt powerful to be indispensable. But underneath,
you were terrified—because if you stopped holding everything together, it
would all fall apart.

Soyou learned: It's my job to fix things. If | don't, no one will. Other people's
wellbeing is my responsibility.
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The over-responsible child becomes the adult who can't rest. You're the one
everyone calls in a crisis. You're the one managing your family's dysfunction,
your church's drama, your friends' meltdowns. You don't know how to let
things unfold without controlling the outcome. And when things go wrong—
even things completely outside your control—you feel like it's your fault.

You never had a childhood, so you don't know how to just be. You only know
how to do. And the doing never stops, because you're still that scared kid
trying to keep the world from collapsing.

The Emotionally Neglected Child

Then there are those who grew up in homes where no one was cruel, but no
one was truly present either. Your parents provided—food, shelter, education.
They might have even been kind. But there was an emotional vacuum. Nobody
asked how you felt. Nobody helped you make sense of your inner world.
Nobody taught you that emotions were valid, that needs were acceptable,
that you mattered simply because you existed.

So you learned: Emotions are dangerous. Needs are shameful. Love is earned
through performance, not given through presence.

The emotionally neglected child becomes the adult who doesn't trust love.
Even when someone offers genuine affection, you're waiting for the
conditions. You're braced for the moment when you'll fail to perform and the
love will evaporate. You don't know how to receive without earning. You don't
know how to rest in someone's presence without proving your worth.

And so you become a performer, constantly auditioning for a role you think
you have to earn: beloved.

The Trauma That Teaches Us to Survive, Not Live

Not all co-dependency comes from subtle emotional patterns. For some, the
roots are more violent, more obvious. Trauma—abuse, abandonment,
addiction in the home, domestic violence, severe illness—teaches the
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nervous system that the world is not safe. And when safety is absent, the child
develops strategies that prioritize survival over thriving.

Trauma survivors often become hypervigilant—constantly scanning for
danger, constantly trying to predict and prevent the next catastrophe. This
hypervigilance can look like love. You're "just being careful." You're "just trying
to help." But underneath is the trauma-driven belief: If | stay in control, | can
prevent bad things from happening.

Trauma also distorts our sense of normal. If you grew up in chaos, you
become comfortable with chaos. Healthy relationships can feel boring,
unfamiliar, even threatening. You don't trust peace because peace was always
the calm before the storm. So you unconsciously create drama, crisis,
intensity—because that feels like home.

And perhaps most insidiously, trauma teaches us that love and pain are
inseparable. If the people who were supposed to love you also hurt you, your
nervous system learns: This is what love feels like. And now, as an adult,
you're drawn to relationships that recreate that familiar pain. You call it love
because it feels like what you've always known. But it's not love. It's repetition.

Generational Patterns: The Sins of the Fathers

The Bible speaks of generational consequences—how the choices and
patterns of one generation shape the next. Not as a curse we can't escape,
but as a reality we must acknowledge. Exodus 34:7 tells us that God visits "the
iniquity of the fathers on the children and on the grandchildren to the third and
fourth generations." This isn't about divine punishment; it's about the way
dysfunction travels through family systems.

Co-dependency is often a family heirloom, passed down like a tarnished
inheritance. If your parent was co-dependent, you likely learned those
patterns from them. You watched them sacrifice without boundaries, enable
without wisdom, love without distinction between helping and hurting. And
even if you swore you'd never be like them, you often discover you're repeating
the same patterns—just with a different script.
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Generational patterns create powerful narratives: "This is just how our family
is." "We're helpers." "We don't do boundaries." "We take care of our own."
These narratives sound like loyalty, but they're chains. They keep each
generation bound to the same dysfunction, unable to imagine a different way.

The good news is that generational patterns can be broken. But they can only
be broken by someone who's willing to name them, grieve them, and choose a
different path. That someone might be you. You might be the one God is
calling to say, "The cycle stops here."

The False Self: The Person We Present to Be Loved

Out of these childhood roots—being unseen, over-responsible, emotionally
neglected, traumatized—grows something insidious: the false self.

The false self is the persona we construct to earn love, approval, and
acceptance. It's the mask we wear because we learned early that our true self
wasn't enough. The false self is pleasant, accommodating, helpful, and
strong. The false self never has needs. Never causes problems. Never
disappoints.

The false self is exhausting to maintain, but we cling to it because we believe
it's the only version of us worthy of love.

Here's the tragic irony: the false self guarantees that we'll never feel truly
loved. Because even when people affirm us, praise us, or say they love us, we
know deep down they don't actually know us. They love the performance. They
love the persona. They love who we're pretending to be. And so we remain
isolated, even in the midst of relationships—hiding our true self, terrified that
if anyone saw the real us, they'd leave.

The false self is built on two pillars: fear and shame.

Fear whispers: If they see the real you—needy, broken, flawed—they'll reject
you. So keep performing. Keep pleasing. Keep pretending.

Shame declares: The real you is not acceptable. The real you is too much and
not enough. The real you doesn't deserve love.
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And so we live split lives. There's the person we show the world—the one who
has it all together, who's always available, who never struggles. And then
there's the person we hide—the one who's drowning, who's angry, who's
desperately lonely. The gap between these two selves becomes a chasm. And
the longer we maintain the false self, the more we lose touch with who we
actually are.

Jesus encountered false selves everywhere He went. The Pharisees were
experts at it—presenting an image of holiness while their hearts were full of
pride and judgment. And Jesus didn't play along. He didn't affirm the mask. He
exposed it. Not to shame them, but to invite them to truth.

"Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed
tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead
men's bones" (Matthew 23:27, NASB). Harsh words. But also an invitation:
Stop pretending. Stop performing. What God wants is your heart, not your
image.

Fear of Man: The Snare That Traps Us

Solomon wrote with clarity that cuts through centuries: "The fear of man
brings a snare, but he who trusts in the Lord will be exalted” (Proverbs 29:25,
NASB).

A snare is a trap. It catches you by surprise. You don't see it until you're already
caught. And the fear of man is exactly that—a trap disguised as wisdom. It
feels prudent to care what people think. It feels loving to prioritize others'
feelings. It feels responsible to make sure everyone's happy with you.

But it's a snare.

When you fear man more than you fear God, you give human beings power
they were never meant to have. You make their approval your god. Their
rejection becomes your hell. Their opinions become the measure of your
worth. And in doing so, you place yourself in bondage to people who are just
as broken, just as limited, just as in need of grace as you are.
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The fear of man drives co-dependency because it makes us willing to sacrifice
anything—our voice, our needs, our sanity, our calling—to avoid rejection.
We'll enable sin to keep the peace. We'llignore abuse to maintain the
relationship. We'll betray ourselves a thousand times to secure the approval
of someone who may not even notice.

But the verse doesn't leave us trapped. It offers the antidote: trust in the Lord.
When your identity is anchored in God—when His opinion is what matters
most—you're free. Free to speak truth. Free to set boundaries. Free to
disappoint people without being destroyed. Free to love without fear, because
your worth isn't on the line.

This is the freedom God offers. Not freedom from people, but freedom for
people. Freedom to love them without needing them. Freedom to serve them
without being enslaved by them. Freedom to be yourself because you already
know Whose you are.

Our Hearts' True Home

Augustine wrote centuries ago, "You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and
our hearts are restless until they rest in You."

This is the fundamental truth co-dependency obscures: we were made for
God first. Not for another person. Not for a role. Not for a ministry. Not even for
family. We were made for God, and until our hearts find their rest in Him, we'll
be frantically searching for rest in everything else—including the approval and
need of other people.

Co-dependency is, at its core, misplaced worship. It's the attempt to find in
human relationships what only God can provide: unconditional love,
unshakeable worth, ultimate security. We ask people to be our savior. We ask
relationships to be our salvation. And when they inevitably fail to satisfy the
deepest hunger of our souls, we don't question the strategy—we just try
harder, give more, sacrifice deeper.

But our hearts will remain restless until they rest in Him.
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This doesn't mean relationships don't matter. It means relationships were
never meant to bear the weight of being our ultimate source. When God is our
source—when we draw our identity, security, and worth from Him—then we
can enter relationships with open hands instead of clenched fists. We can
give without grasping. We can love without losing ourselves. We can serve
without sacrificing our souls.

Uncovering the Roots to Plant New Life

If this chapter has uncovered painful memories, difficult truths, or patterns
you didn't want to acknowledge, don't turn away. Sit with them. The roots of
co-dependency are deep, but they're not deeper than the grace of God.

You are not destined to repeat your past. You are not trapped by your
childhood. You are not defined by your trauma. The same God who spoke
galaxies into existence can speak new life into the broken root system of your
heart.

But He won't do it while you're still pretending the roots aren't there. He won't
heal what you refuse to acknowledge. The false self must die so the true self—
the one made in His image, the one He's been waiting to set free—can finally
live.

The excavation is painful. But it's necessary. Because you can't plant new life
in soil that's still choked with old roots.

In the chapters ahead, we'll talk about how to uproot these patterns, how to
build new ways of relating, how to find your true self in Christ. But for now,
simply acknowledge the truth. The roots are real. The painisvalid. The
patterns were forged in circumstances beyond your control.

And the God who makes all things new is not finished with you yet.
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Chapter 3: Twisted Love — When Compassion Becomes Control

She would tell you she was helping. She would point to all the sacrifices she'd
made, all the times she'd bailed him out, all the sleepless nights she'd spent
praying, planning, protecting. She was being faithful. She was being a good
wife. She was doing what love required.

But if you looked closer, you'd see something else. You'd see a woman who
couldn't tolerate her husband's discomfort for even a moment. You'd see
someone who intervened before he could face consequences, who made
excuses before he could take responsibility, who sacrificed not out of love but
out of terror—terror that if she stopped controlling the outcome, everything
would fall apart.

She called it love. God called it something else.

This is the most dangerous aspect of co-dependency: it wears the costume of
virtue. It speaks the language of sacrifice. It mimics the appearance of
godliness. And in Christian circles especially, it can be nearly impossible to
distinguish twisted love from true love because they look so similar on the
surface.

But they're not the same. One leads to freedom. The other leads to bondage.
One empowers. The other enslaves. One reflects the heart of God. The other
reflects our desperate need to play God.

The Mask of Virtue: How Co-Dependency Disguises Itself

Co-dependency is a master of disguise. It knows exactly which costume to
wear in which context. And nowhere does it disguise itself more effectively
than in the garments of Christian virtue.

It wears the mask of compassion. You see someone struggling, and your
heart breaks for them. You want to help. You want to ease their pain. So you
step in. You solve their problem. You shield them from consequences. You call
it compassion. But true compassion doesn't remove someone's agency. True
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compassion doesn't prevent them from learning. True compassion
sometimes allows pain because pain is the teacher that leads to growth.

It wears the mask of service. You're always available. Always willing. Always
saying yes. You've become the person everyone can count on, the one who
never lets anyone down. You quote Jesus washing the disciples' feet. You
reference Paul's words about becoming a servant to all. But you're not serving
from a place of overflow—you're serving from a place of emptiness, trying to
fill the void with the validation that comes from being needed.

It wears the mask of faithfulness. You stay. You endure. You hold on when
everyone else would have walked away. You've weathered years of
dysfunction, abuse, or addiction. And you tell yourself you're being faithful—to
your vows, to your commitment, to God's call to love. But faithfulness to God
never requires faithlessness to yourself. Faithfulness doesn't mean enabling
sin. It doesn't mean allowing yourself to be destroyed in the name of loyalty.

It wears the mask of humility. You defer. You minimize your needs. You make
yourself small. You say things like, "Oh, it's nothing," or "l don't mind," or "I'm
just happy to help." You appear selfless, self-effacing, humble. But
underneath is not true humility—it's self-erasure born from the belief that you
don't matter enough to have needs, preferences, or boundaries.

The tragedy is that these masks are convincing. Not just to others, but to
ourselves. We genuinely believe we're being loving when we're actually being
controlling. We genuinely believe we're serving God when we're actually
serving our own need to be needed. We genuinely believe we're doing the right
thing when we're perpetuating patterns that hurt everyone involved.

True Compassion vs. Enabling: Knowing the Difference

The line between compassion and enabling can be razor-thin. Both involve
caring about someone's wellbeing. Both involve sacrifice. Both can look like
love. But the outcomes are radically different.

True compassion empowers. Enabling enslaves.
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When you respond with true compassion, you help someone in a way that
increases their capacity to help themselves. You offer support while
respecting their agency. You walk alongside them without carrying them. You
give them tools, not excuses. You hold them accountable even as you offer
grace.

When you enable, you remove consequences. You make it easier for someone
to continue destructive patterns. You solve problems they should solve. You
take responsibility they should take. You protect them from pain that could
produce change. And in doing so, you rob them of the opportunity to grow.

True compassion has boundaries. Enabling has none.

Compassion says, "l care about you, and I'll help you in ways that are healthy
for both of us." Enabling says, "I'll do anything, sacrifice anything, tolerate
anything to keep you from pain—even if it destroys me in the process."

Jesus was full of compassion. He wept over Jerusalem. He healed the sick. He
fed the hungry. He spent himself for others. But Jesus also had boundaries. He
walked away from demanding crowds. He said no to requests that weren't His
Father's will. He let people walk away when they chose to reject Him. He
allowed the rich young ruler to leave sad rather than compromise truth to keep
him comfortable.

Jesus never enabled. He never removed consequences to spare feelings. He
never lied to make someone feel better. He never shielded people from the
very pain that could lead to repentance and transformation. His compassion
was real, but it was also wise. It respected the dignity of human agency. It
honored the reality that growth often requires discomfort.

True compassion tells the truth. Enabling tells comforting lies.

One of the most unloving things we can do is protect someone from reality.
When you make excuses for someone's sin, when you cover for their
irresponsibility, when you lie to protect their reputation—you're not being kind.
You're being complicit.
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Love speaks truth. It might be uncomfortable truth. It might be unwelcome
truth. But it's truth nonetheless. And sometimes the most loving thing you can
do is stop pretending everything is fine when it's not. Stop covering for
behavior that needs to be exposed. Stop making excuses for patterns that
need to be confronted.

Charles Spurgeon understood this: "He who loves men truly will rebuke them
for their sin." Real love doesn't ignore sin to maintain comfort. Real love
confronts sin because it wants the person to be free. It risks the relationship
for the sake of the person's soul. It values truth over temporary peace.

The Hidden Payoff: Why We Need to Be Needed

If co-dependency is so exhausting, so painful, so clearly destructive, why do
we keep doing it? Because there's a payoff. Not a healthy one. Not a godly
one. But a payoff nonetheless. And until we acknowledge what we're getting
from these patterns, we won't be able to break them.

The payoff of feeling needed.

There's an intoxicating power in being indispensable. When someone needs
you—really needs you—it validates your existence. It proves you matter. It
gives you purpose, identity, significance. You wake up with a mission. You
have a role. You're the hero, the savior, the one person who truly understands
and helps.

This feeling becomes addictive. You start to need their need. You
unconsciously create situations that keep them dependent on you because
without their dependence, who are you? What's your purpose? If they became
healthy and whole and didn't need you anymore, what would you have left?

This is why co-dependent people often sabotage others' growth. Not
consciously. Not maliciously. But if your identity is built on being the helper,
the fixer, the indispensable one, then another person's health threatens your
sense of self. You need them to stay broken because their brokenness
validates your existence.
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The payoff of feeling righteous.

Co-dependency offers a particular form of pride disguised as humility. You get
to be the long-suffering one. The martyr. The person who sacrifices more than
anyone else. You get to feel morally superior because you endure what others
wouldn't. You tolerate what others wouldn't. You give what others wouldn't.

And beneath that suffering is a subtle self-righteousness: "Look at what I've
sacrificed. Look at what I've endured. Look at how much | love them—more
than they deserve, more than anyone else could." It feels like humility because
you're suffering. But it's actually pride—the pride of the one who believes their
sacrifice makes them more spiritual, more devoted, more pleasing to God.

The payoff of avoiding your own life.

When you're consumed with fixing someone else's life, you don't have to face
your own. Their crisis becomes your distraction. Their problems become your
excuse. You don't have to pursue your calling because you're too busy
managing theirs. You don't have to face your pain because theirs is more
urgent. You don't have to grow because all your energy is spent keeping them
afloat.

Co-dependency allows you to live vicariously. To feel alive through crisis. To
have purpose through chaos. And in the process, you never have to do the
hard work of building your own life, facing your own fears, or stewarding your
own gifts.

The payoff of control.

This is the deepest payoff, the one we're most reluctant to admit. Co-
dependency gives us the illusion of control. If you can just manage the
situation well enough, if you can just anticipate needs perfectly, if you can just
sacrifice enough, you can control the outcome. You can prevent disaster. You
can keep everyone safe. You can make everything turn out right.

But this desire for control reveals something profound: you don't actually trust
God. You don't trust Him to work in someone else's life. You don't trust Him to
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allow consequences that lead to repentance. You don't trust Him to let
someone hit bottom if that's what it takes for them to look up. You've
appointed yourself as backup savior, just in case God doesn't come through.

And this is where co-dependency reveals itself not just as a relational
problem, but as a spiritual one. It's not just about unhealthy patterns. It's
about idolatry. It's about playing God. It's about believing that your
intervention is more powerful than His, your control more effective than His
sovereignty, your sacrifice more redemptive than His cross.

The Wisdom of Yes and No

Jesus gave His followers remarkably simple instruction: "Let your statement
be, 'Yes, yes'or 'No, no'’; anything beyond these is of evil" (Matthew 5:37,
NASB).

In context, Jesus was teaching about making oaths and vows. But the
principle extends far beyond that. It's about integrity. It's about meaning what
you say. It's about being people whose yes means yes and whose nho means
no—without manipulation, without guilt, without elaborate explanations
designed to control how others respond.

Co-dependent people struggle profoundly with this. Ouryes doesn't mean
yes—it means "I'm afraid to disappoint you." Our no doesn't mean no—it
comes wrapped in apologies, justifications, and explanations, desperately
trying to manage the other person's response.

We can't give a clean yes because we're not sure we mean it. We can't give a
clean no because we're terrified of the consequences. So we live in the murky
space of "yes, but..." and "no, but maybe..." and "l don't mind" when we
actually do mind, and "whatever you want" when we desperately want
something different.

This is exhausting. And it's dishonest. Not maliciously dishonest, but
dishonest nonetheless. Because when you say yes when you mean no, you're
lying. When you smile when you're angry, you're lying. When you agree when
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you disagree, you're lying. You're lying to protect yourself, to protect them, to
protect the relationship—but you're still lying.

Jesus calls us to something better. To a straightforward honesty that trusts
God with the outcome. To a yes that means yes and a no that means no. To
communication that is clear rather than manipulative, honest rather than
protective, direct rather than convoluted.

This kind of integrity is terrifying for co-dependent people. Because it requires
trust—trust that God will protect you when you speak truth, trust that healthy
relationships can withstand honesty, trust that you won't be abandoned for
having boundaries.

But this is the only path to real relationship. You cannot be truly known if
you're constantly pretending. You cannot be truly loved if you're always
performing. And you cannot love others truly if you're relating to who you wish
they were rather than who they actually are.

When Love Demands Truth

Real love is not always gentle. Real love is not always comfortable. Real love
sometimes does the hardest thing: it speaks truth that the other person
doesn't want to hear.

This is where co-dependency and true love diverge most dramatically. Co-
dependency will sacrifice truth to maintain connection. True love will risk
connection to serve truth.

If someone you love is destroying their life with addiction, real love doesn't
enable them. It doesn't make excuses. It doesn't shield them from
consequences. Real love speaks the truth: "What you're doing is destroying
you, and | love you too much to pretend otherwise."

If someone you love is treating you with contempt, real love doesn't endure
abuse in the name of sacrifice. It sets a boundary: "l will not accept this
treatment. If you continue, | will need to remove myself from this situation."
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If someone you love is choosing sin, real love doesn't pretend everything's
fine. It confronts: "This is wrong, and it's hurting you and others. I'm here to
support your repentance, but | won't participate in the destruction."

This feels harsh. It feels unloving. It feels like the opposite of compassion. But
that's because we've been taught a twisted version of love—one that values
comfort over growth, peace over truth, temporary relief over lasting
transformation.

Jesus loved people too much to leave them in their sin. He loved them too
much to lie to them. He loved them too much to enable their self-destruction.
And sometimes His love looked like confrontation, disruption, and
uncomfortable truth.

He overturned tables in the temple. He called the Pharisees whitewashed
tombs. He told the rich young ruler to sell everything. He let Judas walk out
into the night. He allowed His disciples to be confused, challenged, and
stretched. He loved them far too much to keep them comfortable in their
dysfunction.

This is the love we're called to. Not twisted love that controls under the guise
of care. Not enabling dressed up as compassion. But true love—love that
empowers, love that honors agency, love that speaks truth, love that trusts
God enough to let go of control.

The Hard Question: What Are You Really Serving?

Before moving forward, you need to ask yourself an honest question: When
you help, when you sacrifice, when you give—what are you really serving?

Are you serving the other person's actual good, or are you serving your need to
feel needed?

Are you serving God's purposes, or are you serving your need to control
outcomes?

Are you serving in a way that empowers them, or in a way that keeps them
dependent?
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Are you serving from overflow, or from emptiness trying to be filled?

These questions are uncomfortable. Because they require us to look beneath
our noble motivations and acknowledge the hidden payoffs. They require us to
admit that sometimes our "love" is actually self-serving. That sometimes our
"help" is actually harmful. That sometimes our "compassion" is actually
control.

But this honesty is essential. Because you cannot break free from twisted love
until you acknowledge that it's twisted. You cannot develop healthy patterns
until you see clearly the unhealthy ones. You cannot learn to love like Jesus
until you admit that you've been loving like something else.

The goalisn't to stop caring. The goal isn't to become cold or indifferent. The
goal is to transform care into genuine compassion, to transform service into
true empowerment, to transform love into something that actually looks like
the love of Christ—love that serves without enslaving, that gives without
grasping, that sacrifices without erasing self.

That transformation begins with seeing clearly. Twisted love must be named
before it can be untangled. Control must be exposed before it can be
surrendered. The masks must come off.

Only then can real love begin.
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Chapter 4: The God Complex — Playing Savior Instead of Trusting One

There's a moment every co-dependent person dreads. It's the moment when
you realize you can't do it all. When you've tried everything, sacrificed
everything, controlled every variable you could control—and it stillwasn't
enough. The person still made the wrong choice. The relationship still fell
apart. The situation still spiraled. And in that moment, a terrifying truth
emerges from the wreckage: You were never actually in control at all.

This realization should bring relief. It should usher in freedom. But instead, it
often brings panic. Because if you're not holding everything together, who is? If
you're not managing everyone's wellbeing, what will happen to them? If you
step back, won't everything collapse?

These questions reveal the deepest spiritual issue underlying co-dependency:
we've been trying to do God's job. We've been attempting to be the savior of
our own little worlds. And in the process, we've revealed that we don't actually
trust the real Savior to do His work.

This is the God complex—the belief that everything depends on us. And it's
not humility. It's the most subtle, spiritually respectable form of pride
imaginable.

The Delusion of Indispensability

“If I don'tdo it, it won't get done."

"If | don't intervene, they'll be destroyed."
"If | step back, everything will fall apart."

These thoughts feel true. They feel like burden, not arrogance. They feel like
responsibility, not pride. But listen to what's actually being claimed:  am
essential. lam irreplaceable. The outcome depends on me.

This is not the voice of a humble servant. It's the voice of someone who has
appointed themselves as the axis around which everyone else's world must
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turn. It's the voice of someone who has taken a seat that belongs to God
alone.

The Israelites did this in the wilderness. When Moses went up the mountain to
meet with God, they panicked. Forty days was too long to wait. Uncertainty
was too uncomfortable. So they made themselves a golden calf—something
they could see, something they could control, something that depended on
them to maintain rather than them depending on it.

God had just delivered them from Egypt with signs and wonders. He'd parted
the Red Sea. He'd provided manna. He'd proven Himself faithful again and
again. But they couldn't tolerate not being in control. They couldn't rest in His
sovereignty. They needed something they could manage. So they fashioned a
god they could see, touch, and manipulate.

Co-dependency does the same thing. We can't tolerate the discomfort of
trusting an invisible God whose timing we can't predict and whose methods
we can't control. So we make ourselves the backup plan. We step in as the
visible, reliable savior. We become the one everyone can count on because
deep down, we don't believe God is actually going to show up.

The Hidden Pride Behind Humble Service

This is difficult to see in ourselves because co-dependency looks so much like
humility. You're not bragging. You're not demanding credit. You're exhausting
yourself in service. How could that be pride?

But pride isn't always loud and obvious. Sometimes it's quiet and subtle.
Sometimes it masquerades as self-sacrifice while secretly believing, I'm the
only one capable. I'm the only one who really cares. I'm the only one who can
be trusted to do this right.

Consider the following thoughts. If they sound familiar, you're operating from
pride, not humility:

"No one else will do it, so | have to."
o "Ifldon't manage this, they'll mess it up."
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o "I'mthe only one who truly understands what they need."
« "They need me more than they need anyone else."
o "Without me, they'd be lost."

Each of these statements places you at the center. Each assumes your
intervention is more crucial than God's. Each reveals that beneath the
exhaustion and sacrifice is a belief that you're indispensable—that you know
better, care more, and are more reliable than anyone else, including God
Himself.

The apostle Paul confronted this kind of thinking in the Corinthian church:
"What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you
believed, even as the Lord gave opportunity to each one. | planted, Apollos
watered, but God was causing the growth. So then neither the one who plants
nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the growth" (1
Corinthians 3:5-7, NASB).

Paul understood something co-dependent people forget: we're not that
important. We plant. We water. We participate. But God causes the growth.
God is the one actually doing the work. Our role is significant but not ultimate.
We're not the savior. We're just servants. And there's profound freedom in
knowing the difference.

Replacing God's Sovereignty with Human Control

At the heart of co-dependency is a profound theological problem: we've
replaced God's sovereignty with our own attempts at control.

Sovereignty means God is in charge. He's the ruler, the authority, the one who
ultimately directs outcomes. He's the one who works all things together for
good. He's the one who can take even our worst choices and weave them into
His redemptive purposes. He's the one who can reach the people we can't
reach, change the hearts we can't change, accomplish what we can't
accomplish.
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But co-dependent people live as though God needs our help. As though His
plans will fail if we don't intervene. As though His sovereignty is only effective
if we're constantly managing, controlling, and manipulating outcomes.

This shows up in how we pray—or don't pray. Co-dependent people often
struggle with prayer because prayer requires surrender. Prayer is an act of
trust that says, "God, You're in charge. I'm bringing this to You, and I'm trusting
You to handle it." But we'd rather not pray and handle it ourselves. Or we pray
while simultaneously scheming, unable to trust God's answer if it doesn't
align with our plan.

We say we believe God is sovereign. We quote Romans 8:28. We affirm His
providence. But our actions tell a different story. We can't rest. We can't let go.
We can't trust that God might actually accomplish more through our stepping
back than through our constant intervention.

This is particularly tragic because in our attempt to play God, we actually
prevent God from doing what only He can do. When we rush in to rescue, we
rob someone of the consequences that could lead to repentance. When we
manipulate outcomes, we prevent God from working in ways we couldn't
imagine. When we insist on control, we miss the miracle He might have
performed if we'd simply gotten out of the way.

The Savior Complex: Carrying Crosses That Aren't Ours

Jesus came to be the Savior. Not you. Not me. Him. He's the one who died for
sin. He's the one who bore the weight of redemption. He's the one who can
actually save people. We can't. But co-dependent people keep trying.

The savior complex is the belief that you're responsible for someone else's
wellbeing, their choices, their spiritual condition, their happiness. It's the
feeling that if they fail, you've failed. If they suffer, you've failed to protect
them. If they fall into sin, you didn't pray enough, help enough, sacrifice
enough.

This is an unbearable burden. Because it's a burden you were never meant to
carry. Jesus said, "Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and | will
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give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for | am gentle and
humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and
My burden is light" (Matthew 11:28-30, NASB).

Notice what He says: My yoke is easy and My burden is light. If the burden
you're carrying is crushing you, it's probably not from Jesus. If the yoke around
your neck is choking the life out of you, it's probably one you've placed there
yourself.

Jesus never asked you to save anyone. He asked you to love them, pray for
them, speak truth to them, walk alongside them. But He didn't ask you to save
them. He already did that. Your job is to point them to the Savior, not to
become their savior.

When you take on the savior role, you actually damage the very people you're
trying to help. Because as long as you're playing savior, they don't need the
real Savior. As long as you're rescuing them from consequences, they don't
need to turn to God. As long as you're shouldering their burdens, they don't
need to cast them on Him. Your misplaced compassion becomes an obstacle
to their transformation.

There's a haunting moment in the Gospels where Jesus talks about this
principle. He tells His disciples, "If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must
deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me" (Matthew 16:24, NASB).
Each person has their own cross to carry. Not someone else's cross. Their
own.

When you try to carry someone else's cross, you commit two sins
simultaneously: you neglect your own cross, and you rob them of the growth
that comes from carrying theirs. You abandon your calling to take up someone
else's. And in doing so, you help neither them nor yourself.

The Inability to Be Still
"Be still, and know that | am God" (Psalm 46:10, NASB).

Four words that terrify the co-dependent heart: Be still.
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Be still? How can | be still when everything is falling apart? How can | be still
when they're making destructive choices? How can | be still when someone
needs me?

The command to be still is not a suggestion to be passive or indifferent. It's an
invitation to stop striving, stop controlling, stop trying to be God. It's a callto
step back and let God be God. To trust that He is actually in control, that He
actually sees, that He actually cares—and that His intervention might be more
effective than ours.

Martin Luther famously said, "We must let God be God." Simple words.
Profound truth. Let God be God. Stop trying to do His job. Stop assuming His
responsibilities. Stop taking on burdens He never asked you to carry. Let Him
be sovereign. Let Him be the Savior. Let Him be the one who ultimately
determines outcomes.

For co-dependent people, this feels like abandonment. Like irresponsibility.
Like not caring. If I'm not doing everything | can, doesn't that mean | don't love
them enough?

No. It means you love God enough to trust Him with them. It means you care
about their actual transformation more than your need to feel needed. It
means you're willing to step aside so God can do what only God can do.

Being still doesn't mean doing nothing. It means doing only what God asks you
to do, in the way He asks you to do it, and then trusting Him with the outcome.
It means praying instead of scheming. It means speaking truth instead of
enabling lies. It means setting boundaries instead of sacrificing endlessly. It
means allowing consequences instead of rescuing constantly.

Being still is the hardest work a co-dependent person will ever do. Because it
requires us to surrender the one thing we've been clinging to: control.

When God Feels Insufficient

If we're honest, the reason we struggle to let God be God is because deep
down, we don't believe He's enough. We don't trust that His love is sufficient,
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His power is adequate, His timing is wise. We're afraid that if we step back, He
won't step in. And if He does step in, He won't do it the way we think He
should.

This fear has a name: unbelief. Not the kind of unbelief that denies God's
existence, but the kind that questions His goodness, His wisdom, His
involvement. It's the unbelief that says, "l believe in You, God, but I'm not sure
| can trust You with this."

It's the same unbelief that caused Adam and Eve to eat the fruit. The serpent's
question was really a question about God's sufficiency: "Has God really said
you can't eat from any tree? Surely He's withholding something good from you.
Surely you need to take matters into your own hands."

And co-dependency is us taking matters into our own hands. It's us saying,
"God, | know You're sovereign, but just in case, I'm going to intervene. | know
You're faithful, but to be safe, I'm going to manage this myself. | know You
care, but | can'trisk it, so I'll carry this burden alone."

This is exhausting because you're trying to do God's job with human
resources. You're trying to carry infinite responsibility with finite strength.
You're trying to control outcomes that only an all-powerful, all-knowing God
can direct.

No wonder you're tired. You've been trying to be God, and you're not. You
never were. You never will be. And that's actually good news.

The Freedom of Knowing You're Not God

There is profound relief in accepting your limitations. There is deep rest in
acknowledging that you're not sovereign, you're not all-powerful, you're not
the savior. There is freedom in finally admitting: "l can't fix this. | can't control
this. | can't save this person. And | was never supposed to."

This admission is not defeat. It's surrender. And surrender to God is the
beginning of real faith.
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When you stop trying to be God, you create space for God to actually work.
When you stop manipulating outcomes, God can move in ways you never
could have orchestrated. When you stop rescuing people from consequences,
those consequences can become the very thing God uses to bring them to
repentance.

Your stepping back is not abandonment. It's faith. It's trusting that the God
who created the universe, who holds all things together by the word of His
power, who works all things according to the counsel of His will—that God can
handle the situation you've been frantically trying to manage.

This doesn't mean you do nothing. It means you do your part—the part God
has actually assigned to you—and you trust Him to do His part. You pray. You
speak truth when He leads. You set healthy boundaries. You offer help that
empowers rather than enables. And then you rest. You let go. You trust.

Repenting of the God Complex

If you've recognized yourself in this chapter, repentance is needed. Not
shame. Not self-condemnation. But honest repentance—acknowledging that
you've been trying to do God's job and asking Him to forgive you for not
trusting Him.

This might sound like:

"God, | confess that I've been trying to be someone's savior when You're the
only Savior. Forgive me."

"Lord, I've been living as though everything depends on me. I've been
operating from fear and control rather than trust. Help me surrender."

"Father, I've been carrying burdens You never asked me to carry, and I've
neglected the ones You did give me. Teach me the difference."

"Jesus, I've been so busy trying to save others that I've forgotten | need You to
save me. Remind me of Your sufficiency."
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Repentance like this is liberating. Because when you stop trying to be God,
you can finally enjoy being His child. You can rest in His care instead of
carrying the weight of everyone else's. You can trust His sovereignty instead of
scrambling to maintain control. You can know peace instead of constant
anxiety.

Trusting the God Who Holds It All
The psalmist invites us to a different way: "Be still, and know that | am God."

Not "Be stilland hope | am God." Not "Be still and wish | were God." Know that
| am God. This is a call to settled confidence, to deep-rooted trust, to the kind
of faith that actually changes how you live.

Godis God. He's on the throne. He's in control. He hasn't abdicated. He
hasn't checked out. He doesn't need your frantic intervention to accomplish
His purposes. He's weaving everything—even the painful parts, even the parts
that seem like failure—into a story of redemption that's far bigger and better
than anything you could orchestrate.

Your job is not to be God. Your job is to trust God. To obey Him when He calls.
To rest when He says rest. To act when He says act. And to let go of everything
else—the outcomes, the timing, the methods, the results.

He's got it. He really does. And when you finally release your grip on the
illusion of control, you'll discover something miraculous: His hands were
holding everything all along. You were never actually in control. You were just
exhausting yourself trying to maintain an illusion.

Be still. Know that He is God. And let that truth set you free.
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Chapter 5: Broken Mirrors — Identity in Others Instead of Christ
She didn't know who she was anymore.

There was a time when she had opinions, preferences, dreams. But
somewhere along the way, those things became negotiable. Then
unnecessary. Then forgotten entirely. Now, when someone asked what she
wanted, her mind went blank. When someone asked what she thought, she
scanned their face first, trying to discern what answer they wanted to hear.
When someone asked who she was, all she could think of were the roles she
played: wife, mother, helper, peacemaker.

But beneath those roles? Nothing. An echo chamber. A house with furniture
but no one living inside.

She'd been using other people as mirrors for so long that she'd forgotten to
look at her actual reflection. And now, when she tried to find herself, there
was nothing there. Just fragments of other people's expectations, held
together by exhaustion and fear.

This is the tragedy of co-dependency: the complete loss of self. Not the
biblical "loss of self" that comes from following Christ and finding your life by
losing it. This is a different kind of loss—one where you disappear entirely,
where your identity dissolves into the needs and opinions of others, where you
become a chameleon so skilled at changing colors that you forget your
original shade.

And the irony is heartbreaking: in trying so hard to be loved by becoming what
others need, you ensure that you'll never actually be loved. Because the
person they're relating to isn't really you. It's a performance. A persona. A
carefully constructed image designed to earn approval. And deep down, you
know it. So even when they say they love you, you don't believe it. Because
they don't actually know you. How could they? You don't even know you.

The House of Broken Mirrors
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Imagine a house filled with mirrors, but every mirror is cracked, warped,
distorted. You walk through, desperate to see your reflection, to know who you
are. But every mirror shows you something different. One shows you as
incompetent. Another as invaluable. One reflects you as a burden. Another as
a savior. One shows you as too much. Another as not enough.

And because you have no stable image of yourself, you believe all of them.
Your sense of self shifts constantly, depending on which mirror you're looking
into atthe moment. If someone approves of you, you feel valuable. If
someone criticizes you, you feel worthless. If someone needs you, you feel
purposeful. If someone rejects you, you feel like nothing.

This is what happens when we derive our identity from others rather than from
Christ. We turn human beings into mirrors, asking them to reflect back to us
who we are. And because humans are broken, limited, and inconsistent, the
reflection we get is always distorted, always changing, always inadequate.

When you get your identity from a spouse, your worth rises and falls with
their mood. When they're pleased with you, you can breathe. When they're
distant or critical, you spiral. Your entire emotional stability depends on
whether they smiled at you today, whether they noticed your efforts, whether
they affirmed your value. You wake up each day not knowing if you're enough,
waiting for them to tell you.

When you get your identity from your children, your sense of success is tied
to their choices. If they're thriving, you're a good parent and therefore a good
person. If they're struggling, you're a failure and therefore worthless. You
cannot separate their story from yours. Their report card becomes your
identity. Their mistakes become your shame. Their achievements become
your validation.

When you get your identity from ministry or service, you need to be
needed. Your value comes from being indispensable, from solving problems,
from being the one everyone calls. When someone else gets the credit or
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another person is chosen for the role you wanted, it's not just disappointing—
it's identity-threatening. If you're not serving, who are you?

When you get your identity from friends or community, you become
whoever they need you to be. You shape-shift constantly, reading the room,
adjusting your personality, suppressing parts of yourself that might not be
accepted. You're funny with one group, serious with another, spiritual with
some, casual with others. But none of them know the real you—because
you've hidden her so well that even you can't find her anymore.

The Exhaustion of Borrowed Identity

Living with a borrowed identity is exhausting. It's like wearing a costume that's
slightly too small—it works for a few hours, but eventually, it starts to chafe, to
restrict, to suffocate. You can hold the pose for a while, but eventually, you're
going to collapse under the weight of being someone you're not.

Co-dependent people are masters of reading rooms and adapting. We know
how to become what others need us to be. We've practiced it so long it's
almost automatic. Someone walks in the room, and within seconds, we've
assessed their mood and adjusted ourselves accordingly. Angry? We become
soothing. Sad? We become cheerful. Needy? We become capable. Critical?
We become apologetic.

But this constant shape-shifting comes at a tremendous cost. Because you
can't actually live as a different person indefinitely. The real you—with your
real feelings, real needs, real limitations—doesn't disappear just because
you've buried her. She's still there, underneath all the performance. And she's
suffocating.

This is why so many co-dependent people experience chronic anxiety,
depression, and a pervasive sense of emptiness. You're living a divided life. On
the outside, you're whoever others need you to be. On the inside, you're dying.
The gap between your public persona and your private reality becomes a
chasm. And the energy required to maintain that gap is draining you dry.
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Worse, borrowed identity is fundamentally unstable. Because it depends on
factors outside your control. If your identity comes from others' approval,
what happens when they disapprove? If your identity comes from being
needed, what happens when they become independent? If your identity
comes from your role, what happens when that season ends?

You panic. You scramble. You work harder to regain what you've lost. Or you
spiralinto depression, feeling like you've lost not just a role or relationship, but
yourself. Because in a very real way, you have. When your identity is borrowed
from others, losing them means losing you.

The True Mirror: Life Hidden with Christ

The apostle Paul wrote words that sound mysterious but are actually
profoundly practical: "For you have died and your life is hidden with Christin
God" (Colossians 3:3, NASB).

You have died. Past tense. The old you—the one frantically trying to construct

identity from others' opinions—died when you came to Christ. That desperate,
approval-seeking, people-pleasing version of you was crucified with Him. She
doesn't have to perform anymore. She doesn't have to earn love anymore. She
doesn't have to prove her worth anymore. She's dead.

And your life—your real life, your true identity—is hidden with Christin God.
Not in your spouse. Not in your children. Not in your ministry. Not in your
friends. In Christ. In God. In the most secure, unchanging, reliable place that
exists.

This is not poetic metaphor. This is reality. Your identity is not something you
construct. It's something you receive. It's not something you earn through
performance. It's something you inherit through adoption. God doesn't love
you because of what you do. He loves you because of who you are: His child.
And that identity is secure, unchanging, and completely independent of
others' opinions.

When your life is hidden with Christ in God, several profound things become
true:
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Your worth is settled. You don't have to wake up every day wondering if you're
enough. You are enough. Not because you did enough, but because Christ is
enough. His righteousness covers you. His blood redeemed you. His love
defines you. That's settled. Finished. Done.

Your identity is stable. Christ doesn't change. His love doesn't fluctuate with
your performance. His acceptance doesn't depend on your usefulness.
Yesterday, today, and forever, you are His beloved. That doesn't shift when
someone criticizes you. It doesn't evaporate when someone leaves. It doesn't
diminish when you fail.

Your approval is secured. You already have the only approval that ultimately
matters. The God of the universe calls you His own. He delights in you. He
sings over you. He knows everything about you—the good, the bad, the
shameful, the broken—and He loves you anyway. Not tolerates. Not
overlooks. Loves.

Your purpose is given, not earned. You don't have to create value by being
needed. You already have value because you bear God's image. You don't
have to prove you matter by being indispensable. You matter because God
says you do. Your purpose flows from who you are in Christ, not from what you
can do for others.

This is what it means to have your life hidden with Christ in God. It means your
identity is tucked away in the safest place imaginable—in the very heart of
God—where no criticism can touch it, no rejection can diminish it, no loss can
destroy it.

Becoming Fully Alive

Irenaeus, an early church father, wrote something stunning: "The glory of God
is man fully alive."

Read that again. The glory of God—what brings Him honor, what displays His
nature, what fulfills His purpose—is you fully alive. Not you half-dead from
exhaustion. Not you empty from giving everything away. Not you suffocating
under the weight of others' expectations. You fully alive.
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But here's what co-dependency does: it kills you slowly. It convinces you that
dying to yourself means erasing yourself. That loving others means
disappearing. That serving God means having no identity of your own. And in
the process, it robs God of the very thing that would bring Him glory: you, fully
alive, fully yourself, fully the person He created you to be.

Think about what "fully alive" means. It means knowing who you are. Having
opinions. Experiencing emotions. Expressing preferences. Pursuing callings.
Setting boundaries. Saying no when appropriate and yes when genuine. Living
from a place of abundance rather than scarcity. Loving others from overflow
rather than emptiness.

It means being the specific, unique, unrepeatable person God designed when
He formed you. Not a copy of someone else. Not whatever others need you to
be. Not a pale imitation of who you think you should be. But you—with your
personality, your gifts, your quirks, your passions, your story.

God didn't create you to be a supporting character in everyone else's story. He
created you to be the protagonist of your own. And when you live as that
person—when you steward the life He gave you, when you develop the gifts
He entrusted to you, when you walk in the calling He placed on you—you bring
Him glory.

This isn't selfishness. This is stewardship. God gave you one life to live. It's not
your spouse's life. It's not your children's life. It's not your friend's life. It's
yours. And He will hold you accountable for what you did with it. Not for how
well you lived someone else's life, but for whether you lived your own.

Rediscovering Your Reflection

If you've lost yourself in others, rediscovering who you are is both terrifying
and essential. It requires asking questions you may have avoided for years:

Who am | when I'm alone? Not who am | in relation to others, but who am | by
myself? What do | enjoy? What makes me come alive? What do | dream about
when no one's watching?

44



What do | actually think? Not what should I think, or what would they want
me to think, but what do | genuinely believe? About God, about life, about the
situation at hand? Your thoughts matter. Your perspective has value. You're
allowed to have one.

What do | actually feel? Co-dependent people are experts at ignoring their
feelings. But feelings are information. They tell you what matters, what hurts,
what needs attention. You don't have to be ruled by feelings, but you do need
to acknowledge them.

What do | want? This might be the scariest question of all. Because co-
dependent people have spent so long denying their desires that they don't
even know what they want anymore. But you're allowed to want things. Having
desires isn't selfish. It's human. God gave you wants, and they matter.

What are my boundaries? Where do you end and others begin? What's your
responsibility and what's theirs? What will you accept and what won't you
tolerate? Boundaries aren't walls. They're property lines. They define where
your life is and where itisn't.

What is my calling? Not what calling did someone project onto you, but what
is God actually asking of you? What gifts did He give you? What doors has He
opened? What burdens has He placed on your heart? Your calling is yours. No
one else can walk it for you.

These questions aren't navel-gazing. They're soul-reclaiming. Because you
can't steward a life you haven't acknowledged. You can't fulfill a calling you
don't know. You can't love others well if you've completely disappeared.

The Freedom of Being Known

Here's the beautiful paradox: when you stop trying to be who others need you
to be and start being who God created you to be, you actually become more
capable of genuine love.

Because real love requires two real people. Not one real person and one
persona. Not one person with needs and another who pretends to have none.
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Two people—both fully themselves, both secure in Christ, both free to give
and receive without manipulation or fear.

When your identity is rooted in Christ, you can enter relationships without
needing them to validate you. You can love without needing to be needed. You
can serve without requiring credit. You can give without expecting return.
Because you're not empty, desperately trying to fill yourself through others.
You're full, overflowing with the love of God, and giving from abundance.

This is what it means to love your neighbor as yourself. Not instead of yourself.
As yourself. The command assumes you have a self to love, a healthy self-
regard that flows from knowing you're God's beloved. When you love yourself
rightly—not narcissistically, but as one made in God's image and redeemed by
His blood—then you can love others the same way.

But if you have no self, if you've disappeared entirely, you can't love your
neighbor as yourself because there is no self to compare the love to. You can
only perform, rescue, enable, control—all the counterfeits of love we've
already discussed.

Coming Home to Yourself

There's a moment in the story of the prodigal son that often gets overlooked. It
happens when the sonis in the far country, feeding pigs, starving and
desperate. The text says, "But when he came to his senses..." (Luke 15:17,
NASB).

He came to his senses. He woke up. He remembered who he was: not a hired
servant in a far country, but a son with a father who loved him. And that
remembering changed everything. It brought him home.

If you've lost yourself in co-dependency, it's time to come to your senses. It's
time to remember who you are. Not who they say you are. Not who you've
been pretending to be. But who God says you are.

You are His child. His beloved. His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works He prepared beforehand. You have a name, an identity, a calling
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that no one can take from you. You have a life hidden with Christ in God—safe,
secure, held in the grip of grace.

And the Father is waiting for you to come home. Not to the house you grew up
in. Not to the relationships that shaped you. But home to yourself. Home to
the person He created you to be. Home to the life He's been waiting for you to
live.

The glory of God is you fully alive. Not half-dead from trying to be everyone
else. Not empty from pouring yourself out with nothing left. But alive—fully,
gloriously, specifically you.

It's time to stop looking in broken mirrors. It's time to look at the one true
mirror: Christ Himself. And when you see yourself reflected in Him, you'll
finally see the truth.

You are loved. You are valuable. You are enough. Not because of what you do,
but because of whose you are.

And that changes everything.
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Chapter 6: Holy Boundaries — The Walls That Set Us Free
The first time she said "no" without apologizing, her hands shook.

It was a simple request—could she organize the church potluck? For years,
the answer would have been automatic: "Of course! I'd love to!" Even if she
wouldn't love to. Even if she was already drowning in commitments. Even if
saying yes meant sacrificing her own health, her family time, her sanity. The
word "no" wasn'tin her vocabulary.

But this time, something was different. She'd been learning about boundaries.
About stewardship. About the fact that saying yes to everything meant saying
no to what God actually called her to do. So she took a breath and spoke
words that felt foreign on her tongue: "No, | won't be able to do that."

The silence on the other end felt eternal. Then came the response she'd been
dreading: "Oh. | thought you were someone we could count on."

The guilt hit like a wave. Every fiber of her being wanted to backtrack, to
apologize, to say yes after all. But she held firm. Because she was beginning to
understand something revolutionary: boundaries weren't rejection. They were
stewardship. And the discomfort she felt wasn't conviction—it was withdrawal
from an addiction to approval.

For co-dependent people, boundaries feel like betrayal. Like selfishness. Like
the opposite of love. We've been taught—or we've taught ourselves—that love
means unlimited availability, endless tolerance, and the complete absence of
limits. But that's not what Scripture teaches. That's not what Jesus modeled.
And that's not what healthy love looks like.

Boundaries are not walls that keep love out. They're property lines that make
love possible.

The Biblical Foundation: When Jesus Said No

If anyone had the right to be available 24/7, it was Jesus. He had all power. He
never needed sleep. He could have healed every person, solved every
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problem, met every need. But He didn't. And His choice to set boundaries
reveals something crucial about the nature of godly love.

Jesus withdrew from crowds. Multiple times in the Gospels, we see Jesus
pulling away when people wanted more from Him. "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. Simon and his companions searched for Him;
they found Him, and said to Him, 'Everyone is looking for You.' He said to
them, 'Let us go somewhere else to the towns nearby, so that | may preach
there also; for that is what | came for'™ (Mark 1:35-38, NASB).

Everyone was looking for Him. There were still sick people to heal. Still needs
to meet. But Jesus said no. He withdrew to pray. He moved on to fulfill His
specific calling. He didn't allow the demands of others to dictate His schedule
or define His mission.

Jesus set limits with His own family. When His mother and brothers came
looking for Him while He was teaching, Jesus could have stopped everything
to accommodate them. Instead, He used the moment to clarify His priorities:
"Who are My mother and My brothers?... Whoever does the will of God, he is
My brother and sister and mother" (Mark 3:33, 35, NASB). He honored His
family, but He didn't allow family expectations to override His calling.

Jesus let people be disappointed. After feeding the five thousand, the
crowds wanted to make Him king by force. They wanted more miracles, more
provision, more of what He could give them. And Jesus left. "So Jesus,
perceiving that they were intending to come and take Him by force to make
Him king, withdrew again to the mountain by Himself alone" (John 6:15,
NASB). He allowed people to be disappointed rather than being controlled by
their expectations.

Jesus said hard truths even when it offended people. He didn't soften
difficult teachings to maintain approval. When many disciples found His
words hard and walked away, He didn't chase them or compromise truth. He
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simply turned to the twelve and asked, "You do not want to go away also, do
you?" (John 6:67, NASB). He valued truth over keeping everyone comfortable.

Jesus protected His own wellbeing. He rested. He ate. He slept through
storms. He took time with friends. He didn't sacrifice His physical, emotional,
or spiritual health for the sake of constant availability. He understood that
stewardship of self was necessary for sustained ministry.

If Jesus—perfect love incarnate—set boundaries, then boundaries are not
unloving. They're wise. They're necessary. They're actually an expression of
love, not a violation of it.

Understanding What Boundaries Actually Are

The word "boundary" makes many Christians uncomfortable. It sounds
selfish. Individualistic. The opposite of the self-sacrificial love we're called to
embody. But this discomfort comes from misunderstanding what boundaries
actually are.

A boundary is not a wall. Walls are about keeping others out, about isolation
and disconnection. Boundaries are about defining where you end and others
begin. They're about clarifying responsibility, protecting wellbeing, and
maintaining the healthy distinction that allows genuine relationship to
flourish.

A boundary is not rejection. Saying "l can't do that" is not saying "l don't care
about you." It's saying "l care about you enough to be honest about my
capacity rather than overcommitting and resenting you later."

A boundary is not control. You can't control other people—what they think,
feel, choose, or do. A boundary is about what you will or won't do. It's about
managing your side of the relationship, not theirs.

A boundary is a form of stewardship. God gave you a life to steward—one
body, one mind, one heart, one set of resources, one calling. Boundaries help
you steward those gifts well. They prevent you from squandering what God
entrusted to you by giving it all away without wisdom.
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Think of boundaries like property lines. If you own a house, the property line
doesn't mean you hate your neighbor. It means you're clear about where your
responsibility ends and theirs begins. You maintain your yard. They maintain
theirs. You can be friendly, helpful, generous—but you're not responsible for
mowing their lawn, fixing their roof, or paying their mortgage. That's their job.

Boundaries work the same way in relationships. You're responsible for your
choices, your feelings, your behavior, your life. Others are responsible for
theirs. You can love them, support them, pray for them—but you're not
responsible for managing their emotions, solving their problems, or living their
life for them.

The Biblical Balance: Bearing Burdens and Carrying Loads

Paul wrote something in Galatians that seems contradictory at first glance. In
Galatians 6:2, he says, "Bear one another's burdens, and thereby fulfill the law
of Christ" (NASB). But just three verses later, he writes, "For each one will bear
his own load" (Galatians 6:5, NASB).

So which is it? Are we supposed to bear each other's burdens or bear our own
loads?

The answer is both. And understanding the difference between a burden and a
load is key to healthy boundaries.

The Greek word translated "burden" in verse 2 (baros) refers to something
crushingly heavy—a boulder too large for one person to carry alone. These are
the crisis moments: serious illness, death, job loss, trauma. When someone is
under a burden like this, Christian love means coming alongside to help carry
it. This is biblical community.

The Greek word translated "load" in verse 5 (phortion) refers to a soldier's
knapsack—the everyday weight each person is meant to carry for themselves.
These are the normal responsibilities of life: showing up for work, managing
your schedule, dealing with the consequences of your choices, regulating
your emotions, handling your responsibilities.
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Healthy boundaries mean we help others carry burdens (the boulders), but we
don't carry their loads (the knapsacks). When you carry someone's knapsack
for them, you're not helping—you're enabling. You're preventing them from
developing the strength and maturity that comes from carrying their own
weight.

Co-dependent people struggle with this distinction. We treat everyone's
knapsack like a boulder. Someone's mildly inconvenienced? We rush in to fix
it. Someone's uncomfortable? We scramble to relieve it. Someone made a
poor choice and is facing consequences? We intervene to prevent them from
experiencing the outcome. We're so afraid of others' discomfort that we carry
loads God never asked us to carry—and in doing so, we rob them of growth.

Practical Boundary-Setting: The How-To

Understanding boundaries theologically is one thing. Setting them practically
is another. Here are concrete tools for establishing and maintaining healthy
boundaries.

Identify what needs a boundary. Ask yourself: Where am | resentful? Where
am | exhausted? Where do | feel taken advantage of or controlled?
Resentment is usually a sign that a boundary has been violated or never
existed in the first place. Don't ignore it. It's information.

Get clear on your limits. What are you actually willing and able to do? What
crosses a line for you? What behaviors will you not tolerate? Write these down
if necessary. You can't communicate a boundary you haven't clarified for
yourself.

Communicate the boundary clearly and kindly. Use simple, direct
language. "I'm not available after 9 PM for non-emergencies." "l won't engage
in conversations where I'm being yelled at." "l can help with this once a month,
but not weekly." "l need you to stop calling me multiple times a day." State it
calmly, without excessive explanation or apology.

Don't justify, argue, defend, or explain (JADE). Co-dependent people tend to
over-explain boundaries, trying to prove they're legitimate. But boundaries
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aren't up for debate. You don't need permission. You don't need to convince
the other person your boundary is reasonable. State it and hold it.

Prepare for pushback. People who benefit from your lack of boundaries will
resist when you start setting them. They might guilt you ("l thought you were
more loving than that"), manipulate you ("If you really cared about me, you'd
do this"), threaten you ("Fine, | won't ask you for anything ever again"), or play
victim ("l guess I'm just a burden to you"). Expect this. Don't let it deter you.

Hold the boundary with consequences. A boundary without a consequence
is just a wish. If someone continues to violate your boundary after you've
clearly communicated it, there must be a consequence. "If you continue to
call me after 9 PM, I'll turn my phone off." "If you yell at me, I'll end the
conversation and we can try again later." "If you don't respect my schedule, |
won't be able to help you next time." Then follow through.

Accept that some people may walk away. This is the hardest truth: not
everyone will respect your boundaries. Some people are only in relationship
with you because you have no limits. When you start setting boundaries, they
may leave. This is painful, but it's also clarifying. People who only want you
when you're available for exploitation don't actually love you—they love what
you do for them.

Give yourself grace. Boundary-setting is a skill. You'll mess up. You'll cave
sometimes. You'll overcompensate and build walls instead of boundaries.
That's okay. Growth is messy. Keep learning. Keep adjusting. Keep moving

toward health.

Boundaries in Different Contexts

Boundaries look different depending on the relationship. Here are practical
examples for different contexts.

In Marriage

Healthy boundaries in marriage honor the "one flesh" unity while maintaining
individual personhood. Boundaries might include: "l will not accept being
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spoken to disrespectfully." "l need time to pursue my own friendships and
interests." "I'm not responsible for managing your emotions or solving
problems that are yours to solve." "l won't participate in financial decisions
made without discussion." "Physical intimacy requires mutual respect; | won't
engage when there's contempt or coercion."

With Children

Parenting requires boundaries that shift as children grow. With younger
children: "l will meet your needs, but not every want." With teenagers: "l will
support you, but you're responsible for your homework, your choices, and the
consequences that follow." With adult children: "I love you, but I'm not
responsible for solving your problems or funding your lifestyle. I'm here to
advise and encourage, not to rescue."

With Extended Family

Family boundary violations are common because "but we're family" is often
used to override limits. Boundaries might sound like: "We'll visit for three days,
not three weeks." "l won't discuss my marriage with you." "You're welcome to
offer advice, but I'll make my own decisions." "l need you to stop making
comments about my parenting/weight/life choices." "l love you, but | won't
tolerate manipulation or guilt."

In Ministry

Ministry without boundaries leads to burnout and enables unhealthy
dependence. Set boundaries like: "I'm available during these hours; outside of
that, call the emergency line." "I'll help you once with this issue; after that, you
need to take ownership." "I'm not the only person who can serve in this area;
I'm equipping others." "l need one day off per week with no ministry contact."
"l won't compromise my family for ministry demands."

In Friendships

Healthy friendships have natural boundaries of mutual respect. But
sometimes boundaries need to be explicit: "l care about you, but | can't be
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your only source of support." "I'm happy to listen, but I'm not qualified to be
your therapist." "l need you to stop venting about your spouse to me—it's
putting me in an awkward position." "l value our friendship, but | need
balance; we can't talk on the phone for hours every day."

When Love Confronts Evil

Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote from the heart of Nazi Germany: "Love is not
tolerance of evil but the courage to confront it with truth." He understood
something many Christians miss: real love sometimes requires confrontation,
not accommodation.

There are situations where the most loving thing you can do is draw a hard
line. Where tolerance becomes complicity. Where failure to set a boundary
enables destruction.

When someone is abusing you or others. Physical, emotional, or spiritual
abuse requires immediate, firm boundaries. "This behavior is not acceptable,
and | will not remain in a situation where | or others are being harmed. If this
continues, | will leave/report it/seek intervention." This isn't lack of
forgiveness. This is protection of the image of God in you.

When someone is living in unrepentant sin and dragging others down. Paul
was clear about this: "l wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral
people... But actually, | wrote to you not to associate with any so-called
brother if he is an immoral person... Remove the wicked man from among
yourselves" (1 Corinthians 5:9, 11, 13, NASB). Sometimes love means
distance and consequences, not continued association.

When enabling is preventing repentance. If your "help" is making it easier
for someone to continue destructive patterns, the loving thing is to stop
helping. Let them experience the natural consequences of their choices. This
feels cruel, but it's actually merciful—it's allowing reality to do what your
intervention has been preventing.

When manipulation is being disguised as need. Some people use crises,
emergencies, and needs as a form of control. When you sense you're being
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manipulated rather than genuinely needed, the boundary is: "I'll help when
you're genuinely seeking to change, but | won't participate in cycles of crisis
that you're creating."

Confronting evil—whether it's abuse, sin, manipulation, or enabling—is an act
of love. It's loving the person enough to want their transformation, not just
their comfort. It's loving others enough to protect them from harm. It's loving
God enough to honor His standards, not human preferences.

The Freedom Boundaries Bring
Here's the paradox: boundaries don't limit love. They make love possible.

When you have healthy boundaries, you can give freely rather than resentfully.
You can serve from joy rather than obligation. You can love without fear of
being consumed. You can be generous without being depleted. You can be
present without being controlled.

Boundaries create the space necessary for genuine relationship. They allow
you to show up as yourself, not as a performer or a savior or a doormat. They
allow others to be themselves too, to carry their own responsibilities and face
their own consequences. They prevent the enmeshment that masquerades as
intimacy but is actually suffocation.

Most importantly, boundaries honor God's design. He created you as a
distinct person with limits, needs, and responsibilities. Boundaries
acknowledge those realities rather than pretending you're infinite, invincible,
or all-sufficient. They're an admission: "I'm not God. I'm human. And | need to
steward my humanity wisely."

The walls of healthy boundaries don't keep love out. They create a garden
where love can actually grow. Where real relationship can flourish. Where two
people—both fully themselves, both secure in Christ—can meet without one
consuming the other.

This is the freedom God intended. Not isolation, but healthy connection. Not
walls, but boundaries. Not rejection, but stewardship. Not selfishness, but the
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wisdom to recognize that loving others well requires taking care of the self
God gave you to steward.

The first "no" is the hardest. But it's also the beginning of freedom. The
freedom to say yes when you mean it. The freedom to love without
resentment. The freedom to serve without being enslaved.

The freedom to finally become who God created you to be—a person, not a
doormat. A steward, not a savior. A beloved child of God who loves others well
because you've learned to honor the boundaries that make love possible.
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Chapter 7: Idolatry of Relationship — When People Become Our Gods

She would have been horrified if you'd accused her of idolatry. She didn't bow
to statues. She didn't worship false gods. She was a faithful Christian who
attended church, read her Bible, and prayed regularly. But ask her who
determined whether her day was good or bad, and she'd tell you: her
husband. Ask her whose opinion mattered most in the universe, and she'd tell
you: her husband. Ask her what she'd sacrifice anything for, and she'd tell you:
keeping him happy.

She called it love. She called it commitment. She called it being a godly wife.
But if you looked at where her heart's worship actually flowed—where she
sought validation, where she found her identity, what she couldn't imagine
living without—the truth became clear: her husband had become her god.

Not in theory. Not in what she would admit. But in function. In practice. In the
daily reality of where she placed her hope, her fear, her trust, and her
devotion.

This is the heart issue underneath all co-dependency: idolatry. We've taken
good gifts from God—relationships, family, ministry, service—and we've made
them ultimate things. We've given them the place in our hearts that belongs to
God alone. And in doing so, we've violated the very first commandment.

The First Commandment We Break Daily
"You shall have no other gods before Me" (Exodus 20:3, NASB).

It's the first commandment. The foundation of all the others. The non-
negotiable starting point of a life that honors God. And it's the commandment
that co-dependency shatters daily.

We think of idolatry as something ancient—golden calves and stone statues.
Something primitive people did before they knew better. But idolatry is alive
and well. It just doesn't look like we expect. Modern idols don't sit on altars.
They sit at our dinner tables, sleep in our beds, occupy our thoughts from
morning until night.
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Timothy Keller defined it clearly: "Anything you love more, fear more, serve
more, or value more than God is your idol." Read that again. Not anything you
worship more. Anything you love more, fear more, serve more, or value more.
Because worship isn't primarily about what we say with our mouths on
Sunday morning. It's about what we demonstrate with our lives every other
day of the week.

And by that definition, many of us are worshiping people. We've made
relationships our functional god—the thing we organize our lives around, the
thing we can't imagine being happy without, the thing whose loss would
devastate us more than losing God Himself.

Thisisn't love. It's idolatry. And it's destroying us.
The Four Tests of Idolatry

How do you know if a relationship has become an idol? Apply Keller's four
tests:

What do you love more than God?

If you're honest, whose approval do you crave more—God's or theirs? Whose
affection do you need more—God's or theirs? If you had to choose between
pleasing God and pleasing them, which would you choose? If God called you
to something they opposed, would you obey Him or appease them?

When a relationship becomes an idol, we love the person more than we love
God. Their presence feels more essential than His presence. Their word
carries more weight than His word. Time with them feels more valuable than
time with Him.

What do you fear more than God?

Whose rejection terrifies you more—God's or theirs? Whose anger do you
dread more—God's or theirs? Whose disappointment keeps you awake at
night—God's or theirs? What are you more afraid of losing—your relationship
with God or your relationship with them?
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When a relationship becomes an idol, we fear the person more than we fear
God. We'll compromise our convictions to avoid their displeasure. We'll
violate our conscience to prevent their rejection. We'llabandon God's
commands to preserve their approval.

What do you serve more than God?

Look at your calendar. Look at your energy. Look at where your actual effort
goes. Who are you really serving? If they have a need and God is calling you
elsewhere, which do you follow? If serving God would upset them, do you
obey anyway?

When a relationship becomes an idol, we serve the person more than we
serve God. We organize our lives around their needs, their moods, their
preferences. We sacrifice what God calls us to do in order to do what they
want. We're more faithful to their agenda than to His.

What do you value more than God?

If you could only keep one—your relationship with God or your relationship
with them—which would you choose? If you're being brutally honest, which
one feels more essential to your happiness? Which loss would feel like the

end of your world?

When a relationship becomes an idol, we value the person more than we
value God. Their presence feels like what makes life worth living. Their love
feels like what validates our existence. Their opinion feels like what
determines our worth. We've made them the source of what only God can
provide.

What We Ask Idols to Give Us

Idols wouldn't be tempting if they didn't promise something. We don't worship
things that offer nothing. We make idols out of relationships because we're
asking those relationships to give us what our souls desperately need. The
problem is, we're asking them for things only God can provide.

We ask them for ultimate security.
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"If they love me, I'm safe." "If they stay, I'll be okay." "If they approve of me, |
have value." We've made their presence our security rather than finding our
security in God. And so we cling, we control, we manipulate—anything to keep
them close, because without them, we believe we'll fall apart.

But God is the only source of ultimate security. He's the only one who cannot
leave, cannot change, cannot fail. When we seek security in people, we build
our lives on sand. When someone becomes our security, we make ourselves
slaves to their whims, their moods, their choices.

We ask them for ultimate worth.

"If they love me, | matter." "If they need me, | have purpose." "If they validate
me, I'm valuable." We've made their opinion the measuring stick of our worth.
And so we perform, we please, we prove—anything to maintain their approval,
because without it, we believe we're nothing.

But God is the only source of ultimate worth. He's the one who created you in
His image, who redeemed you at infinite cost, who calls you His beloved.
When we seek worth in people, we put ourselves at the mercy of their
judgment. When someone becomes our worth, we'll sacrifice anything—even
ourselves—to keep earning their validation.

We ask them for ultimate purpose.

"If they need me, my life means something." "If I'm helping them, | have reason
to exist." "If I'm necessary to them, I'm not wasting my life." We've made being
needed our purpose rather than discovering God's unique calling for us. And
so we enable, we rescue, we stay indispensable—anything to maintain our
role, because without it, we believe our life is meaningless.

But God is the only source of ultimate purpose. He's the one who designed
you with specific gifts, specific callings, specific work to do. When we seek
purpose in being needed by people, we abandon the actual purpose He gave
us. When someone becomes our purpose, we lose ourselves entirely.

We ask them for ultimate satisfaction.
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"If they're happy with me, | can be happy." "If our relationship is good, my life is
good." "If they love me well, I'll be fulfilled." We've made their love the source
of our joy rather than finding our deepest satisfaction in God. And so we're
endlessly disappointed, because no human love can fill the infinite hunger in
our souls.

But God is the only source of ultimate satisfaction. Augustine was right: our
hearts are restless until they rest in Him. When we seek satisfaction in people,
we drain them dry trying to fill an unfillable void. When someone becomes our
satisfaction, we're setting them up to fail—because they were never meant to
be our everything.

The Devastation When Our Idols Fail

Here's the problem with idols: they always fail. Always. Because people—no
matter how wonderful, how loving, how committed—cannot be God. They
cannot provide what only God can provide. They cannot love you perfectly,
know you completely, or satisfy you eternally. They're human. Finite. Flawed.
And when we ask them to be our god, we set them up for inevitable failure.

When your idol fails—when they leave, when they die, when they disappoint
you, when they're simply too human to be what you need—the devastation is
absolute. Because you haven't just lost a person. You've lost your god. You've
lost your source. You've lost the foundation you built your entire life on.

This is why co-dependent people experience such disproportionate
devastation when relationships end. It's not just sadness or grief. It's identity-
shattering, purpose-destroying, reality-collapsing devastation. Because the
person wasn't just someone you loved. They were someone you worshiped.
And when your god dies, your world dies with it.

But here's the other side of that devastation: it's also an exposure. When the
idol fails, the idolatry is revealed. When you can finally see that you placed
someone in God's seat, that you asked them to carry weight only He can bear,
that you worshiped them instead of Him—then repentance becomes
possible.
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Sometimes God allows our idols to fail precisely so we'll return to Him. He
loves us too much to let us remain in bondage to false gods. He'll dismantle
the idols—not to hurt us, but to free us. Not to take away what we love, but to
redirect our worship to the only One worthy of it.

The Misery of the Worshiped

There's another tragedy in relational idolatry that often goes unnoticed: what it
does to the person being worshiped.

Being someone's idolis not flattering. It's suffocating. It's a burden no human
was meant to carry. When you make someone your god, you don't honor
them—you crush them under the weight of expectations they can never meet.

Think about what you're asking of them. You need them to validate your
existence, provide your security, give your life meaning, and satisfy your soul.
You need them to be available when you need them, respond how you need
them to respond, love you the way you need to be loved. You need them to be
perfect, consistent, unchanging—to be, in short, divine.

No one can bear that. No one should have to.

This is why co-dependent relationships often breed resentment on both sides.
The co-dependent person resents that theiridolisn't fulfilling them. The other
person resents being treated as a god—being held to impossible standards,
being responsible for someone else's entire emotional world, never being
allowed to be simply human.

When you worship a person, you don't actually love them. You use them. You
make them the solution to your emptiness, the answer to your insecurity, the
source of your worth. And they can feel it. They can feel that they're not being
loved for who they are but for what they provide. That they're not valued as a
person but as a function. That you don't want them—you need them, which is
entirely different.

Real love honors someone's humanity. It allows them to be finite, flawed,
inconsistent—to be a person, not a god. But idolatry cannot allow that.
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Idolatry demands perfection from the worshiped. And when they inevitably
prove human, the worshiper feels betrayed.

Recognizing the Symptoms of Relational Idolatry
How do you know if you've made someone an idol? Here are the symptoms:

You can'timagine being happy without them. Not that you'd miss them or
grieve their loss, but that life would literally not be worth living. That happiness
would be impossible. That you'd have no reason to go on.

Their opinion determines your emotional state. If they're pleased with you,
you're at peace. If they're disappointed, you're devastated. Your inner weather
is entirely dependent on their climate.

You compromise your convictions to keep them. You violate what you know
is right because losing them feels more terrifying than disobeying God. You
silence your conscience because their approval matters more than His.

You obsess over them. They dominate your thoughts. You replay
conversations endlessly. You analyze their words, their tone, their mood. You
plan your days around them. You can't focus on anything else because they
consume your mental and emotional energy.

You feel incomplete without them. Not that they complement you, but that
they complete you. That you're half a person on your own. That your identity
exists only in relation to them.

You're willing to destroy yourself to keep them. You sacrifice your health,
your calling, your other relationships, your very self—anything to maintain
their presence in your life. The cost doesn't matter because life without them
doesn't seem worth living anyway.

You panic at the thought of losing them. Not healthy grief or sadness, but
absolute panic. Your nervous system goes into crisis mode at the mere
possibility of their absence. You feel like you're dying because, in a sense, your
god is dying.
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You make excuses for their sin. If they're hurting you or others, you justify it.
You minimize it. You explain it away. Because acknowledging that your god has
serious flaws would shatter the entire foundation of your life.

If several of these describe your relationship with someone, you've crossed
from love into idolatry. And you need to repent.

Repentance: Dethroning the Idol

Repentance always involves two movements: turning from and turning to. You
can't just stop worshiping the idol. You have to start worshiping God. You can't
just dethrone the false god. You have to enthrone the true God.

Confess the idolatry.

Name it. Callit what itis. "God, | have made this person my functional god. |
have loved them more than You. | have feared losing them more than | fear
displeasing You. | have served them more than I've served You. | have valued
them more than | value You. Forgive me."

This confession will probably come with grief. You're acknowledging that what
you thought was beautiful devotion was actually misdirected worship. That
what you called love was actually bondage. That you've been breaking the
First Commandment while calling it faithfulness. Grieve that. Let it hurt. But
don't stay there.

Ask God to reveal where you've been seeking from them what only He can
give.

"Show me where I've been asking this person for security, worth, purpose, and
satisfaction that only You can provide. Show me where I've expected them to
be God when You're the only God."

As you pray this, memories will likely surface. Moments when you panicked
because they were distant. Times when their criticism devastated you.
Situations where you compromised truth to keep their approval. These aren't
accusations—they're revelations of where your worship has been
misdirected.
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Release them from being your god.

This might sound like: "God, | release [name] from the burden of being my
source. They are not my god. They are not responsible for my worth, my
security, my purpose, or my satisfaction. | release them to be human—flawed,
limited, inconsistent. | will not require them to be divine."

This is profoundly loving, both to yourself and to them. You're finally allowing
the relationship to be what it was meant to be: two people, both dependent on
God, choosing to love each other from that place of security rather than
making each other the source.

Re-center your worship on Christ alone.

The space in your heart that was occupied by the idol must be filled with God,
oryou'lljust find a new idol. Turn your heart's worship—your love, fear,
service, and value—back to where it belongs.

"God, You are my ultimate security. | am safe in Your hands, regardless of who
stays or leaves." "God, You are my source of worth. | am Your beloved,
regardless of who validates or rejects me." "God, You are my purpose. | exist to
glorify You and fulfill Your calling, regardless of who needs me." "God, You are
my satisfaction. My soul finds rest in You alone."

Thisisn't a one-time prayer. It's a daily, sometimes hourly, reorientation. Every
time you feel the pull to look to the person for what only God gives, you
consciously redirect your heart back to Him.

What Changes When We Worship Rightly
When God is God and people are people, everything changes.

You can love without being controlled by fear. Because your security isn'tin
them, their potential rejection doesn't have power over you. You can love
them freely, honestly, without walking on eggshells or performing to keep
them.
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You can receive their love without demanding perfection. Because your
worth isn't in them, their human failures don't devastate you. You can accept
their imperfect love with gratitude, knowing your ultimate worth is settled in
Christ.

You can serve without needing to be needed. Because your purpose isn'tin
them, you can help them without enabling them. You can support their growth
even if it means they need you less. You can celebrate theirindependence
because your identity isn't tied to being indispensable.

You can grieve loss without collapsing. If the relationship ends—through
death, distance, or choice—you will grieve. Deeply. But you won't be
destroyed. Because you didn't lose your god. You lost a person you loved. It's
painful, but it's not annihilating.

You can enjoy the relationship without clinging to it. When God is your
source, you can hold people with open hands. You can delight in their
presence without demanding their constancy. You can receive the gift without
making it an idol.

The relationship can finally breathe. When you stop asking someone to be
God, they can finally be themselves. The pressure lifts. The expectations
adjust to human scale. And often—not always, but often—the relationship
becomes healthier than it ever was when you were worshiping them.

The Only Legitimate Center
"You shall have no other gods before Me."

Not because God is jealous in a petty sense. But because He knows that
nothing else can bear the weight of our worship. He knows that when we make
anything else our ultimate source, we destroy both ourselves and the thing
we've made ultimate.

God alone is worthy of worship because God alone can sustain it. He alone is
infinite enough, constant enough, powerful enough, loving enough to be the
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center. He alone can provide security that doesn't shift, worth that doesn't
fluctuate, purpose that doesn't fail, and satisfaction that doesn't end.

When we worship Him—when we love Him most, fear Him most, serve Him
most, value Him most—everything else falls into proper place. People
become people again, not gods. Relationships become gifts again, not
sources. Love becomes free again, not desperate.

This is what God intended all along. Not that we'd live isolated, not that we'd
be independent of all human connection. But that we'd find our life in Him
first, so we could love others from abundance rather than need. That we'd
worship Him alone, so we could honor people without demanding they be
divine.

The First Commandment is not a restriction. It's a liberation. It's God saying,
"Don't put that crushing weight on anyone else. I'm the only One who can
carry it. Let Me be your God. And then you'll finally be free to love people the
way | always intended."

Dethrone the idols. Enthrone the King. And watch what happens when you
finally worship the only One worthy of your worship.
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Chapter 8: Love Redefined — From Enabling to Empowering

She thought she knew what love was. Love meant being there no matter what.
Love meant saying yes to every request. Love meant absorbing others' pain so
they wouldn't have to feel it. Love meant sacrificing endlessly, giving without
limit, and never, ever saying no.

But as she sat across from her pastor, exhausted and resentful after years of
this "love," he asked her a question that changed everything: "If your love is
keeping them dependent, weak, and unable to grow—is it really love? Or s it
something else wearing love's name?"

She'd never considered that. Her entire understanding of love had been built
on the idea that more sacrifice equals more love. That more tolerance equals
more compassion. That more rescuing equals more care. But sitting there,
forced to be honest, she had to admit: the people she "loved" most weren't
becoming stronger. They were becoming weaker. More entitled. More
demanding. More incapable of functioning without her intervention.

She hadn't been loving them. She'd been crippling them. And she'd called it
devotion.

This is the transformation we need: a complete redefinition of love. Not love
as co-dependency defines it—enabling, controlling, suffocating. But love as
Christ defines it—freeing, empowering, truthful. Love that serves the other
person's actual good, not our need to be needed. Love that strengthens rather
than weakens. Love that releases rather than clutches.

Real love doesn't look like what we've been practicing. And it's time we
learned what it actually is.

When "Love" Fails the Test

First Corinthians 13 is read at weddings, embroidered on pillows, quoted in
greeting cards. But when we apply it to co-dependent relationships, the
familiar words become confrontational. Let's walk through it slowly, honestly,
asking: Does the love I've been practicing pass this test?
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"Love is patient." Co-dependent love is not patient. It's anxious, urgent,
compulsive. It cannot tolerate another person's struggle or discomfort. It
rushes in to fix, to solve, to rescue—not because it's genuinely helpful, but
because it cannot bear to wait for God's timing or the person's own growth.
Patience would allow someone to learn from consequences. Co-dependency
prevents them from experiencing consequences at all.

"Love is kind." Co-dependent love is not truly kind. It appears kind on the
surface—always helping, always accommodating. But underneath is
manipulation, control, and the expectation of reciprocation. It gives with
strings attached, serves with resentment building, and helps in ways that
create obligation rather than gratitude. Real kindness empowers. Co-
dependent "kindness" enslaves.

"Love does not envy." Co-dependent love is built on envy—not for things, but
for position. It envies anyone else who might meet the person's needs, anyone
else who might become important to them. It's threatened by their
independence, their other relationships, their growth beyond needing us. It
wants exclusive access, exclusive importance.

"Love does not boast, it is not arrogant." Co-dependent love is quietly,
subtly arrogant. It believes "I'm the only one who can help them." "I
understand them better than anyone." "They need me more than they need
anyone else." This is pride disguised as service—the belief that our

intervention is more crucial than anyone else's, including God's.

"Love does not act unbecomingly." Co-dependent love violates appropriate
boundaries constantly. It intrudes where it's not invited. It oversteps. It
assumes rights it doesn't have. It treats another person's life as its own
responsibility. It acts as though enmeshmentis intimacy and violation is
devotion.

"Love does not seek its own." This is where co-dependency fails most
spectacularly. Co-dependent love is always seeking its own—not money or
possessions, but validation, worth, purpose, identity. It needs to be needed. It
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must be indispensable. Every act of service, beneath the surface, is asking:
"Do you see how much | love you? Do you see how much you need me? Do
you see how valuable | am?"

"Love is not provoked." Co-dependent love is perpetually provoked—hurt by
lack of appreciation, angered by independence, wounded by boundaries,
resentful when its sacrifices aren't acknowledged. It keeps score. It tallies
every sacrifice and measures every response. And when the response is
insufficient, it's deeply offended.

"Love does not take into account a wrong suffered." Co-dependent love
keeps meticulous records. Every time you helped when they didn't appreciate
it. Every time you sacrificed when they didn't notice. Every time you gave when
they didn't reciprocate. The ledger is always open, and the debt is always
growing. You tell yourself you've forgiven, but the record remains.

"Love does not rejoice in unrighteousness, but rejoices with the truth."
Co-dependent love often enables unrighteousness because truth is too
uncomfortable. It covers for sin to avoid conflict. It makes excuses to maintain
peace. It protects the person from reality because reality might hurt. It cannot
rejoice with truth because truth threatens the entire co-dependent system.

"Love bears all things." Co-dependency mistakes bearing for absorbing.
Biblical love bears burdens alongside someone. Co-dependency absorbs
burdens from someone, taking them entirely on itself and leaving the other
person with no responsibility, no growth, no strength.

"Love believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things." Co-
dependent love believes the lies it tells itself ("They can't function without
me," "This is what they need," "My sacrifice will change them"). It hopes for
outcomes it controls rather than trusting God. And it endures in ways that
enable destruction rather than promote transformation.

"Love never fails." Co-dependent love always fails. Always. Because it's not
actually love. It's need disguised as devotion. And eventually, the person
you're "loving" either becomes so dependent they're incapable, or so
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smothered they flee. Either way, the relationship fails—not because love
failed, but because it was never love to begin with.

The Difference: Enabling vs. Empowering

To move from twisted love to true love, we must understand the fundamental
difference between enabling and empowering.

Enabling keeps someone weak. Empowering makes someone strong.

When you enable, you do for others what they should do for themselves. You
solve their problems. You shield them from consequences. You take
responsibility that's theirs to carry. And in doing so, you prevent them from
developing the muscles they need to handle their own lives.

When you empower, you help people develop capacity. You support them as
they solve their own problems. You walk alongside them through
consequences rather than preventing consequences. You equip, encourage,
and strengthen—but you don't substitute yourself for their responsibility.

Enabling creates dependency. Empowering creates capability.

Enabling says: "You can't handle this. Let me do it for you." The message—
however unintentional—is that they're incapable. And when you repeatedly
communicate someone's incapability, they begin to believe it. They become
helpless because you've taught them helplessness.

Empowering says: "This is hard, but | believe you can handle it. I'm here to
support you, but not to do it for you." This communicates confidence in their
ability to grow, to learn, to overcome. And people tend to rise to the
expectations placed on them.

Enabling avoids short-term pain but creates long-term harm. Empowering
allows short-term struggle for long-term health.

It's painful to watch someone you love struggle. It's uncomfortable to let them
face consequences. It's agonizing to stand back when you could step in.
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Enabling is the choice to alleviate their discomfort now, regardless of what it
costs them later.

Empowering is the choice to allow present difficulty because you care about
their future strength. It's saying, "l love you too much to rob you of the growth
this struggle could produce." It's trusting that God uses difficulty to develop
character, and refusing to interfere with His work just because it's
uncomfortable to watch.

Enabling is about your need. Empowering is about their growth.

Ask yourself honestly: When you rush in to help, is it because they genuinely
need your intervention, or because you need to feel needed? Is it because
they can't handle it, or because you can't handle watching them handle it
themselves?

Enabling is driven by your anxiety, your need to control outcomes, your need
to be indispensable. Empowering is driven by genuine love for their wellbeing
and trust in God's process—even when it's uncomfortable for you.

Enabling rescues. Empowering coaches.

Arescuer steps in and takes over. A coach stands on the sidelines and helps
the player develop their own skills. A rescuer doesn't trust the person to figure
it out. A coach believes they can and will with the right support.

Jesus was a coach, not a rescuer. He taught people to fish rather than fishing
for them indefinitely. He healed people and then told them to go and sin no
more—placing responsibility back on them for their choices. He equipped the
disciples and then sent them out, even knowing they'd make mistakes. He
empowered rather than enabled.

What Empowering Love Actually Looks Like

If enabling is what we've been doing, what does empowering actually look like
in practice? Here are concrete examples:

Empowering love tells the truth.
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"l love you, and | need to tell you the truth: what you're doing is destructive. |
can see you're hurting yourself and others. | care too much to pretend
otherwise." This is uncomfortable. They might be upset. They might reject you.
But love values truth over temporary peace.

Enabling says, "Everything's fine," when it's not. Empowering says, "This isn't
fine, and | love you enough to say so."

Empowering love sets boundaries.

"l love you, and | will not participate in this any longer. | won't lie for you. |
won't fund your addiction. | won't accept this treatment. I'm setting this
boundary not to punish you but to protect both of us and to stop enabling
behavior that's harming you." Boundaries aren't rejection. They're the
structure within which healthy love can exist.

Enabling says, "I'll tolerate anything." Empowering says, "l love you enough to
stop participating in your destruction."

Empowering love allows consequences.

"l love you, and I'm going to let you experience the natural result of your
choices. Not because | want you to suffer, but because this consequence
might be what wakes you up to the need for change." This requires immense
strength—standing back when you could intervene, trusting God to use pain
redemptively.

Enabling says, "I'll rescue you from every consequence." Empowering says, "l
trust God to use this consequence to grow you."

Empowering love offers help that builds capacity.

"I'll help you create a budget, but | won't pay your bills month after month." "I'll
connect you with a counselor, but | won't be your therapist." "I'll pray with you
about this decision, but | won't make the decision for you." Help that
empowers increases someone's ability to help themselves.
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Enabling says, "Let me handle this for you." Empowering says, "Let me help
you learn to handle this yourself."

Empowering love celebrates growth, even when it means less
dependency.

"I'm so proud of you for handling that yourself!" "I'm thrilled that you're
becoming more independent!" "I'm glad you made that decision without
needing my input!" This is genuine love—celebrating their strength even when
it diminishes your importance in their life.

Enabling feels threatened by independence. Empowering celebrates it.
Empowering love prays more and interferes less.

Instead of constantly intervening, empowering love takes it to God. "God, I'm
trusting You with this person | love. I'm asking You to work in their life in ways |
cannot. I'm surrendering my need to control the outcome and trusting Your
sovereignty." Prayer is the work. Interference is often just anxiety in action.

Enabling says, "l must do something." Empowering says, "l must pray and trust
God to do what only He can do."

Truth and Grace: The Inseparable Pair

John's Gospel tells us that Jesus came "full of grace and truth" (John 1:14). Not
grace or truth. Both. Always together. Never separated. This is the model for
empowering love.

Grace without truth is enabling. It's tolerance that calls itself love. It's
acceptance without accountability. It's warmth without wisdom. It feels good
initially but produces weakness, entitlement, and stagnation. Grace divorced
from truth says, "It's okay, you're fine, don't worry about it"—even when it's not
okay, they're not fine, and they should be concerned.

Truth without grace is cruelty. It's harshness that calls itself honesty. It's
correction without compassion. It's standards without mercy. It feels
righteous but produces shame, despair, and alienation. Truth divorced from
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grace says, "You're a mess and you need to fix yourself"—with no offer of help,
no acknowledgment of struggle, no compassion for weakness.

Truth and grace together empower transformation. Grace says, "l love you
as you are. You don't have to earn my love or prove your worth." Truth says, "I
love you too much to leave you as you are. You're capable of growth, and |
believe in that potential." Together they create the environment where change
becomes possible—secure enough to risk growth, challenged enough to
pursue it.

Jesus embodied this perfectly. To the woman caught in adultery: grace
("Neither do | condemn you") and truth ("Go and sin no more"). To Peter after
his denial: grace (cooking him breakfast, restoring him) and truth ("Do you love
Me? Then feed My sheep"). To the rich young ruler: grace (looking at him with
love) and truth (exposing the idol he needed to release).

Empowering love learns this balance. It speaks hard truths wrapped in
genuine affection. It offers acceptance without condoning sin. It provides
support without removing responsibility. It's patient with process while
maintaining clarity about direction.

This is the love that actually transforms people. Not enabling that keeps them
stuck. Not harshness that drives them away. But truth and grace together, the
way Jesus loved.

The Freedom Truth Brings

Jesus made a remarkable promise: "You will know the truth, and the truth will
make you free" (John 8:32, NASB).

Notice what brings freedom: truth. Not comfort. Not tolerance. Not the
avoidance of difficult realities. Truth. Sometimes uncomfortable, sometimes
unwelcome, but always liberating.

When we enable people by hiding truth, we keep them in bondage. When we
speak truth in love, we offer them a path to freedom.
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Truth about their choices frees them to make different ones. "What you're
doing is destroying your marriage" is a gift, not an attack. It gives them
information they need to change course.

Truth about their impact frees them to grow in self-awareness. "When you
speak to me that way, it's hurtful" isn't complaining. It's offering them insight
into how their behavior affects others.

Truth about consequences frees them to take responsibility. "If you
continue this pattern, you will lose your job/marriage/health" isn't threatening.
It's helping them see the natural trajectory of their choices.

Truth about resources frees them to seek help. "You're struggling with
something that requires professional help" isn't shaming. It's acknowledging a
reality they need to address.

Truth about God's love frees them to stop performing. "God loves you not
because you're good enough but because He's that good" liberates people
from the exhaustion of earning what's already been given.

Co-dependent "love" withholds truth to avoid discomfort. But that "kindness"
is actually cruelty. It keeps people trapped in lies, shielded from reality,
unable to make informed choices. Real love risks the discomfort of truth
because it values freedom over false peace.

Grace Is Not Opposed to Effort

Dallas Willard wrote something crucial: "Grace is hot opposed to effort; it is
opposed to earning."

This distinction is essential for understanding empowering love. Co-
dependency often confuses grace with passivity, as if loving someone means
requiring nothing of them. But that's not grace—that's enabling masquerading
as grace.

Real grace calls people to effort without demanding they earn love. God's
grace doesn't remove our responsibility to obey, to grow, to pursue holiness. It
provides the power to do so while assuring us that our worth isn't contingent
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on our performance. We work hard—not to earn God's love, but because we're
secure in His love.

Empowering love works the same way. You love people unconditionally while
still expecting them to take responsibility for their lives. Your love isn't
contingent on their perfect performance, but your boundaries are clear about
what you will and won't participate in. The love is free. The relationship has
requirements.

This is what enables sustainable, healthy love. You're not constantly
sacrificing yourself to prove your love (which creates resentment). They're not
constantly performing to earn your love (which creates anxiety). Instead,
there's security ("You're loved") and responsibility ("You're capable and
expected to carry your share").

Grace empowers effort rather than replacing it. When you know you're
loved regardless of outcomes, you're free to take risks, to try, to fail and try
again. When you're trying to earn love, failure is devastating. When you're
secure in love, failure is just information.

Empowering love provides that security. It says, "l love you, and | believe you
can do this. I'm here to support you, but I'm not going to do it for you. And my
love doesn't depend on your success—but my respect for you requires that
you try."

Love Rooted in Christ

The fundamental difference between enabling and empowering comes down
to this: where is your love rooted?

Love rooted in your neediness enables. When your identity, worth, and
purpose depend on being needed, you can't afford to let people become
independent. You need them weak because their weakness validates you.
This is not love. This is using people to fill your own emptiness.

Love rooted in Christ empowers. When your identity is secure in Him, when
your worth is settled in His love, when your purpose flows from His calling—
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then you can love others from overflow rather than emptiness. You can want
their strength because your sense of self doesn't depend on their
dependence. You can celebrate their growth because your value isn't tied to
being needed.

This is the love God shows us. He doesn't need us. He's complete in Himself—
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in perfect relationship for all eternity. His love for
us is not because we fill some lack in Him. He loves us because He is love.
And that love empowers rather than enslaves.

He gives us commands, not to control us, but to guide us toward flourishing.
He allows consequences, not to punish us, but to teach us. He gives us
responsibility, not to burden us, but to develop us. He sets boundaries, not to
reject us, but to protect us and others. He tells us truth, not to shame us, but
to set us free.

This is the love we're called to imitate. Love that serves the other person's
actual good, even when it's hard. Love that strengthens rather than weakens.
Love that releases rather than clutches. Love that empowers rather than
enables.

The Practice of Empowering Love
How do you begin loving this way? Start with these daily practices:

Before you help, ask: "Is this empowering or enabling?" Am | increasing
their capacity or their dependency? Am | serving their growth or my need to be
needed?

When tempted to rescue, pray instead. "God, I'm trusting You with them.
Give me wisdom to know when to help and when to step back."

Speak truth wrapped in genuine affection. Don't avoid hard conversations.
But approach them with compassion, not condemnation.

Celebrate their independence as their success, not your failure. Retrain
your brain to see their growth as good, even when it means they need you less.
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Set boundaries and maintain them with love. "l love you, and | will not
participate in this. This boundary stands because | care about both of us."

When you mess up—and you will—acknowledge it and adjust. "I'm sorry. |
stepped in when | should have let you handle it. I'm learning."

This is harder than enabling. It requires more wisdom, more self-control, more
trustin God. But it's the only kind of love that actually helps.

Enabling feels like love in the moment but produces weakness over time.
Empowering feels uncomfortable in the moment but produces strength over
time.

One is easy and harmful. The other is difficult and healing.

Choose the harder path. Choose the love that frees rather than the love that
binds. Choose empowerment over enabling.

Choose love as Christ loved: full of grace and truth, calling people higher
while assuring them they're already loved, strengthening them for the journey
rather than carrying them through it.

This is love redefined. This is love that actually looks like Jesus. This is love
worth practicing.
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Chapter 9: The Cross and Co-Dependency — Dying to the Need to Be
Needed

She stood at the altar on a Wednesday evening, alone. The sanctuary was
empty except for her and the cross hanging at the front—plain wood, stark,
unmistakable. She'd been carrying everyone's burdens for so long that her
shoulders ached with the weight. Her husband's emotional wellbeing. Her
children's happiness. Her aging parents' needs. Her church's crises. Her
friends' problems.

She'd told herself she was being like Jesus—taking up her cross, laying down
her life. But as she stood there, looking at the actual cross, she realized
something that broke her: Jesus's cross was about His sacrifice for sins only
He could atone for. Her "cross" was about trying to save people who already
had a Savior.

She wasn't being like Jesus. She was trying to be Jesus. And the weight of that
false calling was crushing her.

In that moment, she understood what she had to do. Not take up more
responsibility. Not try harder. Not sacrifice more. She had to die. Die to the
need to be needed. Die to the illusion of control. Die to the pride of being
indispensable. Die to the false identity she'd built around saving everyone.

She had to let the cross do what it was meant to do: kill the false self so the
true self could finally live.

This is the spiritual core of freedom from co-dependency. We cannot
behavior-modify our way out. We cannot boundary our way into health
without addressing the deeper issue. At some point, we must come to the
cross—not just theoretically, but actually—and let it do its work. We must die.

What Must Die at the Cross

The cross is not decoration. It's not religious symbolism we admire from a
distance. The cross is an instrument of execution. It kills. And before we can
experience resurrection freedom, certain things in us must die there.
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The pride of being indispensable must die.

“I'm the only one who can help them." "They need me more than anyone." "If |
don't hold this together, it will fall apart." This sounds like humility—after all,
you're just trying to serve. But it's pride. It's the belief that you're more
necessary than God, more capable than others, more crucial to outcomes
than you actually are.

At the cross, this pride is exposed and killed. Because the cross declares: God
didn't need you to save the world. He sent His Son. God doesn't need you to
redeem anyone. Christ already did. God doesn't need you to be anyone's
savior. He already is. Your desperate attempts to hold everything together
aren't necessary. They're arrogant.

The cross says: You're important, but you're not indispensable. You're loved,
but you're not irreplaceable. You have a role, but it's not the Savior role. That
position is filled.

The illusion of control must die.

Co-dependency is built on the belief that if you just try hard enough, sacrifice
enough, intervene enough, you can control outcomes. You can make people
choose wisely. You can prevent disaster. You can ensure success. You can
save everyone.

But the cross destroys this illusion. Because at the cross, Jesus—the only truly
innocent person who ever lived, the Son of God Himself—couldn't control
people's choices. He was rejected. Betrayed. Abandoned. Mocked. Killed. And
the Father allowed it. Not because He lacked power, but because He honored
human agency even when humans chose evil.

If Jesus couldn't control outcomes, what makes you think you can? If the
Father allowed His beloved Son to suffer the consequences of others'
choices, what makes you think you can prevent those you love from
experiencing consequences?
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The cross says: Let go. Surrender control. Trust God with outcomes you
cannot guarantee. Your white-knuckled grip on other people's lives is not
faith—it's fear pretending to be responsibility.

The burden of false responsibility must die.

You've been carrying burdens God never gave you. You've been taking
responsibility for things that aren't yours to carry—other people's choices,
emotions, healing, spiritual growth, life outcomes. And the weight is killing
you.

But here's the truth the cross reveals: Christ carried the only burden that
would crush you beyond recovery—the burden of sin and its consequences.
That burden is lifted. Finished. Paid for. Done. And every other burden you're
carrying that isn't actually yours? It's not on you. It never was.

The cross says: You're responsible to people, not for them. You're called to
love, not to save. Your job is faithfulness, not outcomes. What God asks of you
is to do your part—and trust Him with the rest.

The identity built on being needed must die.

Who are you when no one needs you? If that question sends you into crisis,
your identity is built on sand. You've constructed a sense of self around the
role of helper, rescuer, fixer, savior. But that's a false identity. And it must die.

At the cross, Paul found his true identity: "I have been crucified with Christ;
and itis no longer | who live, but Christ lives in me" (Galatians 2:20, NASB).
The old Paul—the one who found identity in religious achievement, in being
the best Pharisee, in zealous performance—that Paul died. And a new Paul
emerged, whose identity was rooted not in what he did but in whose he was.

The cross says: You are not defined by your usefulness. You are defined by
God's love. You are not validated by being needed. You are validated by being
chosen, adopted, beloved. Let the identity built on performance die so the
identity given by grace can live.

The false guilt must die.
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You feel guilty for not doing more. For not saving them. For setting boundaries.
For saying no. For taking care of yourself. For "failing" to prevent outcomes you
never had the power to controlin the first place.

But this guilt is not from God. It's from the enemy, from your own distorted
conscience, from the expectations of others—but not from God. And at the
cross, false guilt is exposed and executed.

The cross declares: Christ bore your guilt. The guilt for your actual sin—paid
for. But the guilt for not being everyone's savior? That was never legitimate
guilt because that was never your job. You're guilty of your sin, not of your
humanity. You're guilty of your actual failures, not of your inability to be God.

The cross says: Stop carrying guilt for things that aren't sins. Stop letting false
guilt drive you into patterns that hurt you and others. The only guilt worth
bearing is the kind that drives you to the cross for forgiveness—and then it's
forgiven. Everything else is condemnation, and there is no condemnation for
those in Christ Jesus.

The Paradox of the Cross: Death That Brings Life

The cross operates on a principle foreign to our instincts: you must die to live.
You must lose to find. You must surrender to win. This is the upside-down
logic of the kingdom of God.

When you die to the need to be needed, you finally become free to love.

As long as you need to be needed, your "love" is contaminated by neediness.
You can't give freely because you're trying to get something—validation,
purpose, identity. But when that need dies at the cross, when you're secure in
Christ's love alone, you can finally love others without using them to fill your
emptiness.

The cross shows you that your deepest needs are met in Christ. You don't
need their appreciation to feel valuable. You don't need their dependence to
feel purposeful. You don't need their approval to feel secure. You have all you
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need in Him. And from that place of fullness, you can give without grasping,
serve without enslaving, love without controlling.

When you die to control, you finally access real power.

Your frantic attempts to control everything have actually made you powerless.
You're exhausted, ineffective, unable to change anyone or anything despite all
your efforts. But when you surrender control at the cross, when you
acknowledge your limits and trust God's sovereignty, you access something
far more powerful: prayer.

Prayer is not a last resort when your control fails. Prayer is the work. It's the
humble admission that God is God and you are not, that He can do what you
cannot, that His intervention is more powerful than yours. When you stop
playing God and start praying to God, you trade the impotence of human
control for the omnipotence of divine sovereignty.

When you die to false responsibility, you finally embrace true calling.

You've been so busy carrying burdens that aren't yours that you've neglected
the actual work God gave you. Your calling—the unique gifts, passions, and
purposes He designed you for—has been buried under the weight of everyone
else's needs. But when false responsibility dies at the cross, space opens up
for true calling to emerge.

God has specific work for you. Not generic "be there for everyone all the time"
work. Specific work—shaped by your unique design, positioned in your
specific context, empowered by His Spirit. When you stop trying to do
everyone's work, you can finally do your own. And that's where you'll find both
fruitfulness and joy.

When you die to false identity, you finally discover who you really are.

The person you've been pretending to be—endlessly capable, never needy,
always available, perpetually strong—that person is exhausting to maintain
because that personisn't real. It's a performance. A costume. And it must die.
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At the cross, the false self is crucified. And in its place, the true self emerges—
the person God created you to be. Not perfect. Not super-human. Not
everyone's savior. But real. Authentic. Limited in beautiful ways. Human. And
in that humanity, reflecting the image of God more truly than any false-self
performance ever could.

The Surrender That Sets Us Free

The cross calls us to surrender. Not the passive surrender of defeat, but the
active surrender of trust. This is not giving up. It's letting go. And there's a
profound difference.

Surrendering outcomes to God.

You've been terrified of what might happen if you let go. If you stop controlling,
if you stop intervening, if you step back—disaster will strike. People will fail.
Lives will fall apart. But this fear assumes that your control is what's holding
everything together. And the cross reveals that assumption as false.

God is sovereign. He's working even when you're not. He's capable of reaching
people without your intervention. He can bring people to Himself through
paths you never imagined. Your surrender doesn't leave a vacuum that chaos
fills. Your surrender makes space for God to work.

So surrender the outcomes. "God, | release my grip on this person, this
situation, this result. | trust You. If my stepping back allows them to hit bottom
and finally look up, so be it. If my surrender means they face consequences
that lead to change, | trust You. | will not stand between them and the work
You're doing, even when it's painful to watch."

Surrendering the need to save everyone.

You cannot save anyone. Not your spouse. Not your children. Not your friends.
Not anyone. Christ is the Savior. You're not. And the sooner you surrender the
savior role, the freer you'll be.

This doesn't mean you stop caring. It means you stop carrying what Christ
already carried. It means you love them, pray for them, speak truth to them,
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walk alongside them—but you don't attempt to be their redeemer. You point
them to the Redeemer. You trust the Redeemer. You rest in the Redeemer's
finished work.

"God, | surrender my need to save them. They don't need me to be their
savior—You already are. Do what only You can do. | release them to Your
hands."

Surrendering control of your worth.

Your worth is not up for negotiation. It's not determined by whether you're
needed, appreciated, or successful in your efforts. Your worth was settled at
the cross. The price Christ paid for you declared your value. Nothing you do
adds to it. Nothing you fail to do diminishes it.

Surrender the exhausting work of proving your worth through performance.
Receive the worth Christ secured for you through His sacrifice. Your value is
infinite because you cost Him everything. That's settled. Finished. Done.

"God, | surrender my attempts to earn worth through being needed. | receive
the worth You declared at the cross. | am valuable because I'm Yours, not
because I'm useful."

Surrendering to the process of dying.

Thisisn't a one-time prayer. The cross is not an event you experience once and
then you're done. It's a daily reality. Paul said, "l die daily" (1 Corinthians
15:31). Every day, the old patterns will try to rise. The need to control. The
compulsion to rescue. The pride of indispensability. The false guilt. And every
day, you must return to the cross and let those things die again.

"God, today | surrender again. | choose death to the false self so Christ can
live in me. | let go again. | trust again. | rest in Your finished work again."

The Finished Work: Why You Can Rest

The most liberating truth of the cross is this: Itis finished.
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Jesus's last words from the cross weren't "Keep trying" or "Do more" or "Hold
everything together." He said, "It is finished" (John 19:30). The work of
salvation—complete. The work of redemption—accomplished. The work of
reconciling humanity to God—done.

This has profound implications for co-dependency. If the most important work
in the universe is finished, why are you working so frantically? If Christ
accomplished what needed to be accomplished, why are you striving so
desperately? If He paid the price, bore the burden, defeated death, and
secured salvation—what exactly are you trying to add?

You can rest because the work is finished.

Not all work is finished, of course. We still have callings to fulfill,
responsibilities to steward, work to do. But the ultimate work—the saving
work, the redeeming work, the I-must-hold-the-universe-together work—
that's finished. Christ did it. And He's not asking you to redo it or add to it or
desperately maintain it through your control.

You're invited to participate in God's ongoing work in the world, but you're not
responsible for the outcome of that work. You're called to faithful obedience,
not frantic performance. You can rest in the finished work of Christ while doing
the good works He prepared for you—and there's a world of difference
between those two kinds of work.

You can rest because Christ is enough.

Your loved ones don't need you to be enough. Christ is enough. Your presence
is a gift, your love is valuable, your prayers matter—but ultimately, they need
Christ, not you. And Christ is sufficient for them. He can reach them when you
can't. He can change them in ways you never could. He can save them when
all your efforts fail.

This is good news, not bad news. It means the pressure is off. You don't have
to be perfect, omnipresent, all-sufficient. You just have to point them to the
One who is.
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You can rest because God is in control.

The Father who allowed His beloved Son to die on a cross for the salvation of
the world—that Father is in control. He wasn't wringing His hands wondering
what would happen. He wasn't anxiously hoping it would all work out. He was
sovereignly orchestrating the most important event in human history.

And that same Father is in control of the situations that keep you awake at
night. He's in control of the people you're desperately trying to save. He's
working all things—even the painful things, even the things that look like
failure—together for good for those who love Him.

If He can be trusted with the salvation of the world, He can be trusted with this
person, this situation, this outcome you're trying so hard to control.

Rest. Not because everything is fine. But because God is sovereign. And your
frantic efforts to control what only He can control aren't helping—they're just
exhausting you.

The Fire of Real Love

William Booth wrote, "The cross is the blazing fire at which the flame of our
love is kindled."

The cross doesn't just kill what needs to die. It also kindles something new.
Real love. Not the co-dependent counterfeit we've been practicing, but
genuine, Christ-like, empowering love.

The love kindled at the cross is free, not desperate.

Co-dependent love is desperate—clutching, controlling, afraid. But love
kindled at the cross is free. Because when you understand how completely
you're loved by God, you stop being desperate for human love. You can give
freely because you're not trying to get. You can love without fear because your
security isn't on the line.
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The cross shows you a love so lavish, so complete, so unconditional that it
fills the cavern in your soul. And from that place of fullness, you can love
others without needing them to complete you.

The love kindled at the cross is courageous, not comfortable.

Co-dependent love is comfortable—never confronting, never challenging,
never risking rejection by speaking truth. But love kindled at the cross is
courageous. Because the cross demonstrates that real love sometimes
means sacrifice, suffering, and rejection—and it's worth it anyway.

Jesus loved us enough to tell us the truth even when it offended. To set
boundaries even when it disappointed. To allow consequences even when it
hurt. To die rather than compromise. That's the love being kindled in you at the
cross—love that's willing to risk comfort for someone's actual good.

The love kindled at the cross is empowering, not enslaving.

Co-dependent love creates dependence. But love kindled at the cross
empowers freedom. Because Christ's love set you free. He didn't die to make
you His slave but to make you His friend, His co-heir, His beloved child. He
empowered you with His Spirit, His calling, His authority.

And the love being kindled in you does the same. It doesn't cling or control. It
releases and empowers. It celebrates others' growth rather than feeling
threatened by their independence. It's secure enough to let go because it
knows that love doesn't require possession.

The love kindled at the cross is eternal, not temporal.

Co-dependent love is entirely focused on temporal outcomes—keeping this
person, maintaining this relationship, preventing this consequence. But love
kindled at the cross thinks eternally. It asks: What serves their eternal good,
not just their temporary comfort? What points them to Christ? What builds
character that lasts forever?
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This love can endure temporary pain because it's working toward eternal joy. It
can allow present struggle because it's aiming for ultimate transformation. It
loves with the long view—the very long view of eternity.

Coming to the Cross Today

This isn't theoretical. The cross is not just historical theology to understand.
It's a present reality to experience. Right now, today, you can come to the
cross with all the false burdens you've been carrying, all the pride you've been
hiding, all the control you've been clutching—and you can lay them down.

Picture yourself at the foot of the cross. See it clearly—rough wood, stained
with blood, the place where Christ died so you could live. And now bring to
that cross everything that needs to die in you:

The pride of being indispensable—lay it at the cross. The illusion of control—
nail it to the cross. The burden of false responsibility—leave it at the cross. The
identity built on being needed—crucify it with Christ. The false guilt—let His
blood cover it.

And then receive what the cross offers: freedom. Peace. True identity. Real
love. The finished work. Rest.

"Itis no longer | who live, but Christ lives in me" (Galatians 2:20, NASB).

Not the co-dependent you who desperately needs to be needed. Not the
exhausted you who's trying to save everyone. Not the controlling you who's
terrified of letting go. Not the false-self you who's been performing for

approval. That "I" is crucified with Christ.

And in its place? Christ lives in you. His love instead of desperate neediness.
His strength instead of frantic striving. His peace instead of anxious control.
His sufficiency instead of your inadequacy. His finished work instead of your
unfinished efforts.

This is the gospel applied to co-dependency. Not behavior modification. Not
just boundary-setting. But actual death and resurrection. The old you dying at
the cross. The new you rising in Christ.
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It's the only way to lasting freedom. Die to the need to be needed. Let Christ
live in you instead.

And discover that in losing your life, you finally find it.
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Chapter 10: Redeeming the Past — Forgiveness and Freedom

The memories came flooding back as she sat in the therapist's office, finally
naming what had shaped her: a mother who needed her to be the responsible
one while she was still a child. A father whose mood determined whether the
house was safe or terrifying. A husband who exploited her inability to say no.
Church leaders who praised her self-sacrifice while draining her dry.

She'd learned her co-dependent patterns somewhere. They didn't appear out
of nowhere. Real people, some of them claiming to love her, had taught her to
disappear, to over-function, to believe her worth came from usefulness. And
now, as she was learning to set boundaries and reclaim herself, she was also
discovering something unexpected: rage.

She was angry. Furious, actually. At every person who had used her. At
everyone who had praised her self-erasure and called it godliness. At the
systems that rewarded her dysfunction and punished her health. At the years
lost, the self abandoned, the boundaries violated.

And underneath the anger was a question that terrified her: If | want to be free,
do | have to forgive them?

The answer, as uncomfortable as itis, is yes. Not because they deserve it. Not
because what they did was acceptable. Not because the harm was minor or
the pain insignificant. But because unforgiveness is a chain that binds you to
your past, and freedom requires breaking that chain.

Forgiveness is not for them. It's for you.
The Prison of Unforgiveness

Unforgiveness feels justified. It feels like justice, like the one thing you can
control when everything else was taken from you. It feels like protection—if
you don't forgive, you won't forget; if you don't forget, you won't be hurt again.
It feels like the last remaining boundary between you and those who harmed
you.
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But unforgiveness is not protection. It's prison. And you're not the warden—
you're the inmate.

Unforgiveness keeps you bound to the past.

Every time you rehearse the offense, you relive it. Every time you replay the
conversation, recalculate the injustice, recount the ways you were wronged—
you're not in the present. You're back there, trapped in that moment, giving it
power over your now. The person who hurt you may have moved on, may not
even remember, may not care. But you're still there, chained to the event by
your refusal to release it.

Unforgiveness is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die. It
doesn't hurt them—it consumes you. It doesn't hold them accountable—it
holds you captive. It doesn't change the past—it contaminates your present
and threatens your future.

Unforgiveness breeds bitterness that spreads.

Hebrews 12:15 warns us: "See to it that no one comes short of the grace of
God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it many be
defiled" (NASB). Bitterness is not passive. It's active, spreading, defiling. It
starts with one offense, one person, one situation. But it grows. It seeps into
other relationships. It colors how you see the world. It makes you suspicious,
cynical, hard.

You become like what you hate. The person who wounded you begins to shape
you—not through their original offense, but through your ongoing resentment.
Your unforgiveness gives them ongoing power to form you. And slowly, you
realize you're becoming someone you don't want to be.

Unforgiveness blocks your own healing.

You cannot move forward while you're clutching the past. You cannot build
new, healthy patterns while you're anchored to old wounds. You cannot
experience the freedom God offers while you're insisting on your right to
remain in bondage to what was done to you.
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This doesn't mean the healing comes immediately when you forgive.
Forgiveness is not erasure. But unforgiveness is an active obstruction to
healing. It's saying, "l will not let this wound close. | will keep it open, keep it
bleeding, because that's how | prove how badly | was hurt." But proof of pain
isn't the same as healing from pain.

Unforgiveness prevents you from receiving God's forgiveness.

Jesus was clear about this: "For if you forgive others for their transgressions,
your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others, then
your Father will not forgive your transgressions" (Matthew 6:14-15, NASB). This
is not God being petty or vindictive. It's spiritual reality. When you refuse to
extend forgiveness, you're essentially saying, "l don't need grace. | deserve
better than mercy. My offense against me is worse than my offense against
God."

But the moment you recognize how much you've been forgiven—the infinite
debt canceled, the deserved punishment absorbed by Christ—you realize you
have no grounds to withhold forgiveness from others. You've received what
you didn't deserve. How can you refuse to give what is owed?

What Forgiveness Is—and Isn't

Forgiveness is one of the most misunderstood concepts in Christianity. Before
we can practice it, we need clarity about what it actually means.

Forgiveness is not minimizing the offense.

"It wasn't that bad." "They didn't mean it." "I'm probably overreacting." This
isn't forgiveness—it's denial. Forgiveness takes the offense seriously. It
acknowledges the full weight of the wrong. It doesn't diminish what happened
to make forgiving easier. True forgiveness says, "What you did was genuinely
wrong, truly harmful, completely inexcusable—and | forgive you anyway."

If you have to convince yourself the offense wasn't significant in order to
forgive it, you're not forgiving—you're lying to yourself. Forgiveness is for real
sins, real harm, real pain. Not for imagined slights.
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Forgiveness is not forgetting.

"Forgive and forget" is not biblical. It's not even possible. You can't erase
memories by an act of will. God's forgiveness is described as Him
"remembering our sins no more"—but that's God, who is infinite and
sovereign. You're human. You'll remember.

Forgiveness means the memory no longer controls you. It no longer defines
the relationship. It no longer fuels ongoing resentment. You remember what
happened, but you've released your right to hold it against them, to make
them pay, to use it as a weapon. The memory remains, but its power to
imprison you is broken.

Forgiveness is not reconciliation.

This is crucial: You can forgive someone without reconciling with them.
Forgiveness is one person's decision. Reconciliation requires two people and
restored trust. Forgiveness can be extended even if the person is unrepentant,
dangerous, or dead. Reconciliation requires repentance, changed behauvior,
and rebuilt trust.

If someone harmed you and shows no signs of change, you can forgive them—
release your bitterness, surrender your desire for revenge, entrust them to
God's justice—without returning to relationship with them. Forgiveness
doesn't mean giving someone who abused you ongoing access to your life.
You can forgive and still maintain boundaries. You can forgive and still say, "I
will not put myself in position to be harmed again."

Forgiveness is not enabling.

Some people use "forgiveness" to pressure you into tolerating ongoing harm.
"If you've really forgiven me, you'd give me another chance." "Christians are
supposed to forgive—how can you hold this against me?" But forgiveness
doesn't require you to trust someone who's proven untrustworthy. It doesn't
require you to enable someone's continued sin by shielding them from
consequences.
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Forgiveness releases the past offense. Wisdom protects against future ones.
Both can coexist.

Forgiveness is a decision, then a process.

You make a decision to forgive—a choice of the will to release the offense and
the offender. But that decision then has to be worked out over time. You'll
have to make it again when the memory resurfaces. Again when you feel the
anger return. Again when you're tempted to rehearse the offense. Forgiveness
is both an event and a journey.

Forgiveness is releasing the right to vengeance.

At its core, forgiveness is saying, "l will not make you pay for what you did to
me. | release my demand for restitution, my desire for revenge, my need to see
you suffer as I've suffered. | place you in God's hands and trust His justice, His
mercy, His wisdom to deal with you. | will not be your judge, jury, or
executioner. | release you from the debt you owe me."

This is terrifying because it feels like they're getting away with it. But they're
not getting away with anything—they're answering to God, which is infinitely
more serious than answering to you. You're not dismissing justice. You're
entrusting it to the only Judge who is perfectly just, perfectly merciful,
perfectly wise.

Forgiving Those Who Shaped Your Co-Dependency

When you understand how co-dependency developed, you can often trace it
to specific people. Parents who were emotionally unavailable or
overwhelming. Spouses who exploited your inability to set boundaries.
Church leaders who praised your self-sacrifice without caring for your soul.
Friends who took advantage of your compulsive helping.

These people shaped you. And as you've worked through this book, you've
likely felt anger at them—maybe for the first time. That anger is valid. It's
information. It's telling you that something wrong was done to you. Don't stuff
it or spiritualize it away.
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But also don't stay there. Because if you remain in unforgiveness, you give
these people ongoing power to shape you.

For the parent who failed to see you:

They should have seen you. Should have attuned to you. Should have made
space for your feelings, your needs, your personhood. Their failure wasn't your
fault. You deserved better. And that failure had consequences—patterns
you're still unraveling today.

But continuing to demand from them what they didn't give won't heal you.
Holding onto resentment won't make up for what was missing. You have to
grieve what you didn't receive—and that grief is valid and necessary—but then
you have to release them from the debt they can never pay anyway.

"l forgive you for not seeing me. | release you from the obligation to give me
what you couldn't give. | grieve what | needed but didn't receive, and | entrust
that wound to God's healing. | will not let your failure continue to define me."

For the parent who made you responsible for their wellbeing:

They put an adult burden on a child's shoulders. They made their emotional
stability your job. They robbed you of a childhood by making you the parent.
This was wrong. You deserved to be a child. And the patterns this created—
over-responsibility, inability to rest, compulsive helping—these are scars
you're still carrying.

But staying angry at them doesn't unburden you. Resenting them doesn't give
you back your childhood. You can't undo what was done. You can only release
the resentment that's still keeping you trapped in that role.

"| forgive you for making me responsible for what wasn't mine to carry. |
release you from the debt of the childhood | lost. | acknowledge the harm, and
| choose to let go of the bitterness so | can finally grow up in healthy ways."

For the spouse who exploited your lack of boundaries:
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They should have protected you, honored you, loved you with health. Instead,
they took advantage. They demanded, controlled, manipulated. They
benefited from your co-dependency and resisted when you tried to change.
The harm is real. The betrayal is significant.

If you're still in this relationship, forgiveness doesn't mean staying if they're
unrepentant. It doesn't mean dropping boundaries or returning to old
patterns. Forgiveness can coexist with separation if necessary for your safety
and health.

"| forgive you for taking advantage of my inability to say no. | release my desire
for revenge. But | will not enable this pattern to continue. | forgive you and |
protect myself, and these are not contradictory."

For the church leaders who used you:

They should have shepherded you. Instead, they used your service, praised
your sacrifice, and didn't notice (or didn't care) that it was destroying you.
They benefited from your co-dependency and called it godliness. The spiritual
harm is particularly painful.

"l forgive you for using me in the name of ministry. | release my anger at the
years lost and the health damaged. | acknowledge that you should have cared
for me and didn't. But | will not let resentment toward you keep me from God's
real call on my life."

The Hardest Forgiveness: Forgiving Yourself
Sometimes the person hardest to forgive is yourself.

You're angry at yourself for being so blind, so weak, so unable to set
boundaries. You're ashamed of how you enabled harm—both to yourself and
others. You're disgusted by your neediness, your people-pleasing, your
desperate attempts to be loved by being needed. You're horrified by the years
you wasted, the self you lost, the patterns you allowed.

And underneath all of that is a question: How could | have been so stupid?
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But self-condemnation is not humility. It's pride in reverse. It's saying, "I
should have been better than | was. | should have known more, been stronger,
seen clearer." But you were doing the best you could with the tools you had.
You were surviving patterns you learned in childhood. You were operating from
wounds you didn't know how to heal.

You are not responsible for what was done to you.

The patterns that shaped your co-dependency were taught to you. By
imperfect people in imperfect circumstances. You didn't choose to be raised
in an environment that created these patterns. You didn't ask for the wounds
that made you susceptible to this dysfunction. You were a child, or you were
wounded, or you were doing what seemed necessary to survive. You're not to
blame for the soil you grew in.

You are responsible for what you do now.

But—and this is important—you are responsible for recognizing these
patterns and choosing to change them now. You can't blame your past forever.
At some point, you must take ownership of your present and your future. Not
with crushing guilt, but with empowered responsibility.

You're not a victim anymore. You're a survivor. And survivors become
overcomers. You can acknowledge the patterns without remaining enslaved to
them. You can grieve what shaped you while choosing to grow beyond it.

Forgiving yourself requires honesty about harm you've caused.

Co-dependent people don't just suffer harm—they often cause it. In trying to
help, you enabled. In trying to love, you controlled. In trying to serve, you
manipulated. Your co-dependency hurt people—your children who learned
these patterns from you, your spouse who couldn't grow because you kept
rescuing them, your friends who were smothered by your neediness.

You have to acknowledge this. Not to wallow in shame, but to be honest. To
confess. To make amends where possible. To change going forward.
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"God, | confess that my co-dependency harmed people. | thought | was
helping, but | was enabling. | thought | was loving, but | was controlling. I'm
sorry. Forgive me. And help me make different choices from this day forward."

Forgiving yourself means accepting God's forgiveness.

Here's the theological truth that sets you free: Jesus died for this. For your co-
dependency. For your enabling. For your control. For every way you've harmed
yourself and others while thinking you were being loving. He took all of it—the
sin, the shame, the failure—to the cross. It's covered. Paid for. Forgiven.

If God has forgiven you, who are you to refuse to forgive yourself? If He
declares you clean, who are you to insist you're still dirty? If He says, "There is
no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus," who are you to keep condemning
yourself?

Forgiving yourself is not excusing yourself. It's agreeing with God that the price
has been paid, the debt has been canceled, and you're free to move forward
without the weight of shame.

C.S. Lewis wrote, "To be a Christian means to forgive the inexcusable because
God has forgiven the inexcusable in you."

God has forgiven the inexcusable in you. Every pattern that hurt others. Every
choice that enabled harm. Every moment you played God when you should
have trusted God. All of it—inexcusable, and yet forgiven. Completely. Fully.
Finally.

Receive that forgiveness. And then extend it—to yourself and to others.
The Practice of Forgiveness

Forgiveness is not a feeling you wait for. It's a choice you make and then walk
out. Here's how:

1. Acknowledge the offense honestly.
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Don't minimize. Don't excuse. State clearly what was done and how it harmed
you. Name the pain, the loss, the cost. Let yourself feel the grief and anger.
Forgiveness requires truth, not denial.

2. Release the right to vengeance.

Say out loud, "l release my right to make you pay for this. | surrender my desire
for revenge. | place you in God's hands for His justice and His mercy." Thisis a
declaration, not a feeling.

3. Pray for the person who harmed you.

Jesus commanded it: "Pray for those who persecute you" (Matthew 5:44).
Praying for someone who hurt you is incredibly difficult. But it's also
transformative. You can't stay hardened toward someone you're genuinely
praying for. Start with simple prayers: "God, bless them." Over time, you'll find
your heart softening—not because they deserve it, but because prayer
changes you.

4. Choose forgiveness again when the feelings return.

You'll feel angry again. You'll remember the offense again. And when you do,
you choose forgiveness again. "l already forgave this. I'm not taking it back. |
release it again." Over time, the frequency and intensity diminish.

5. Seek reconciliation where appropriate and safe.

If the person has repented, if they've changed, if it's safe—reconciliation may
be possible. This requires time, wisdom, rebuilt trust. Don't rush it. And don't
force it if the conditions aren't right. Forgiveness is required. Reconciliation is
conditional.

6. Make amends for your part.

If your co-dependency harmed others, acknowledge it. Apologize. Make
restitution where possible. Not to earn forgiveness—you already have it from
God—but to demonstrate genuine repentance and to help heal what you've
harmed.
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How Forgiveness Frees Both Bound and Binder

The apostle Paul wrote, "Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving
each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you" (Ephesians 4:32,
NASB).

Notice the basis: "just as God in Christ also has forgiven you." We forgive from
the place of being forgiven. We extend mercy from the place of having
received mercy. This is not obligation—it's overflow. When you truly grasp how
much you've been forgiven, forgiving others becomes not just possible but
natural.

Forgiveness frees you from the past's grip.

You're no longer controlled by what happened. No longer defined by the
offense. No longer imprisoned by resentment. The past is past—it cannot be
changed, but it also cannot chain you anymore.

Forgiveness frees you to live in the present.

Your emotional energy is no longer consumed by rehearsing old offenses. Your
mental space is no longer occupied by fantasies of revenge or demands for
apology. You're free to be here, now, present to the life you're actually living.

Forgiveness frees you to move toward the future.

You're not dragging the past behind you anymore. You can build new
relationships without the ghosts of old ones haunting you. You can make
choices based on who you're becoming, not who wounded you.

Forgiveness sometimes frees the other person too.

Not always. They may not care, may not notice, may not change. But
sometimes, your forgiveness opens a door for their repentance. Sometimes,
releasing them from your judgment creates space for them to face God's
conviction. Sometimes, your refusal to hold them hostage to their past sins
allows them to imagine a different future.
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But even if they never change, even if they never apologize, even if they never
acknowledge the harm—your forgiveness still frees you. And that's enough
reason to forgive.

When Forgiveness Feels Impossible

"l can't forgive them. I'm not ready. | don't know how." If that's where you are,
that's okay. Forgiveness is a journey, and you're allowed to be honest about
where you are on it.

Start with willingness. "God, | don't want to forgive them right now. But I'm
willing to be made willing. Work in my heart." This is enough. God meets you in
your honesty.

Ask God to help you see them as He sees them. They're broken people who
acted from their own wounds. This doesn't excuse what they did, but it helps
you see them as human—flawed, fallen, in need of the same grace you need.

Focus on your own need for forgiveness first. When you're overwhelmed by
how much you've been forgiven, forgiving others becomes less impossible.
Spend time at the cross, remembering what you've been released from, and
let that shape your heart toward others.

Give yourself time. Some wounds are deep. Some betrayals are severe. You
don't have to rush forgiveness. But don't camp in unforgiveness forever either.
Keep moving toward it, even if slowly.

Get help. Some forgiveness work requires a counselor, a pastor, a trusted
friend. Don't try to walk this alone.

The Freedom Waiting on the Other Side

When you finally forgive—truly, deeply, from the heart—something shifts. The
weight lifts. The chain breaks. You realize you've been carrying this burden for
so long you'd forgotten what freedom felt like.
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You look at the person who hurt you, and instead of rage, you feel... sadness
for their brokenness. Pity for their captivity to sin. Hope that they find in Christ
what they tried to take from you.

You look at yourself with compassion instead of contempt. You acknowledge
your failures without being crushed by them. You receive God's grace instead
of holding yourself to impossible standards.

You look ahead with hope. The past is acknowledged but no longer controlling.
The present is available to be lived. The future is open to possibilities you
couldn't see when you were imprisoned by resentment.

This is what forgiveness gives you: freedom. Not from the memory. Not from
all the pain. But from being defined, controlled, and consumed by what was
done to you.

"If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed" (John 8:36, NASB).

He's offering you freedom. Through the cross. Through His example. Through
His Spirit working in you to do what you cannot do in your own strength: forgive
the inexcusable because He has forgiven the inexcusable in you.

Take the offer. Release the chains. Choose forgiveness.

And walk free.
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Chapter 11: Walking in Wholeness — Practicing Healthy Love

She stood at the grocery store, staring at her phone. Her sister had just sent
another crisis text—the fourth this week. Money problems again. Could she
help? Just this once? (Though they both knew it wasn't just this once.)

A year ago, she would have already been mentally calculating how much she
could transfer, already composing the reassuring text, already feeling the
familiar cocktail of resentment and obligation that drove her to rescue. But
today, something was different.

She took a breath. Prayed a quick prayer. And then she typed: "l love you, sis.
I'm not able to help financially right now. But I'd be happy to help you look at
your budget this weekend if you want. Let me know."

She hit send before she could second-guess herself. And then she waited for
the familiar guilt to hit. But instead, she felt... peace. She'd spoken truth.
She'd set a boundary. She'd offered real help instead of enabling. And she was
okay—more than okay. She was living from fullness instead of fear.

This is what wholeness looks like in the ordinary moments of life. Not
perfection. Not never struggling. But progressively learning to live from the
secure love of Christ instead of the anxious need to be needed. It's the daily
practice of healthy love. And it changes everything.

Living from Fullness, Not Emptiness

The fundamental shift in moving from co-dependency to wholeness is
learning to operate from fullness instead of emptiness. This sounds simple,
but it requires constant attention and daily practice.

Emptiness asks: "What can | get from this relationship?"

Even when it looks like giving, co-dependent love is actually taking. Taking
validation. Taking purpose. Taking identity. Taking proof of worth. You give
compulsively because you're desperately trying to extract from others what
only God can provide.
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This emptiness creates a black hole at the center of your life. No matter how
much others give back, it's never enough. Because you're asking finite people
to fillan infinite void. The emptiness remains, demanding more, always more.

Fullness asks: "What can | give to this relationship?"

When you're living from the fullness of Christ's love, you have something to
offer that doesn't come from neediness. You're secure enough to give without
keeping score. Stable enough to serve without requiring reciprocation.
Satisfied enough to love without demanding that love complete you.

This doesn't mean you have no needs—you're human. It means your deepest
needs are being met in Christ, so you can enter relationships as a whole
person relating to another whole person, rather than two halves desperately
trying to make a whole.

How do you cultivate fullness?

You don't manufacture it. You receive it. Fullness is not something you create
through effort but something you receive through abiding. Like a branch
connected to the vine, you don't produce fruit by straining—you produce fruit
by staying connected to the Source.

This requires daily choices:

Choose to start from God's love, not others' approval. Before you check your
messages, before you think about your relationships, before you plan your
day—spend time receiving God's love. Let Him remind you who you are in
Christ. Let His affirmation fill you before you seek affirmation from others.

Choose to acknowledge your needs honestly. Fullness doesn't mean
pretending you're self-sufficient. It means bringing your needs to God first, to
trustworthy people second, and not requiring everyone to meet every need all
the time.

Choose to celebrate when God meets your needs in unexpected ways. He
often provides through people, circumstances, or resources you didn't
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anticipate. When you notice His provision, thank Him. This trains your heart to
see Him as Source, not just people as sources.

Choose to give from overflow, not obligation. If you're serving from resentment
or exhaustion, stop. Rest. Return to the Source. Fill up. And then give from that
place of having received, not from the empty place of desperate striving.

Building Relationships Rooted in Mutual Respect, Not Rescue

Healthy relationships look fundamentally different from co-dependent ones.
They're built on mutual respect, clear boundaries, honest communication,
and shared responsibility. Both people show up as adults, both contribute,
both take responsibility for their own lives.

In healthy relationships, both people have a voice.

Not one person making all the decisions while the other complies. Not one
person dominating while the other disappears. Both people speak their
thoughts, express their feelings, voice their needs, offer their opinions. And
both people listen, consider, and honor the other's personhood.

This feels threatening to someone emerging from co-dependency. You're used
to either dominating (disguised as "helping") or disappearing (disguised as
"humility"). Finding the middle ground—where you have a voice and honor
theirs, where you're neither controlling nor erased—takes practice.

In healthy relationships, problems are shared, not solved by one person.

Co-dependent relationships have a rescuer and a victim. One person carries
all the responsibility; the other remains helpless. Healthy relationships involve
two people working together on challenges that affect them both.

When a problem arises, healthy love says: "How can we address this
together?" Not "Let me fix this for you." Not "This is all your fault." But "We're in
this together. What's each of our parts? How do we move forward?"

In healthy relationships, boundaries are respected.
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Each person has the right to their own thoughts, feelings, preferences, and
limits. Each person can say no without it being treated as betrayal. Each
person can have time alone, separate interests, other relationships without it
threatening the primary relationship.

This terrifies people who've been enmeshed. But boundaries don't create
distance—they create the safety necessary for true intimacy. When you know
the other person won't violate your boundaries, you can actually be
vulnerable. When you know your "no" will be respected, your "yes" has
meaning.

In healthy relationships, each person takes responsibility for their own life.

You're responsible for your choices, emotions, spiritual health, and wellbeing.
So are they. You can influence each other, support each other, encourage
each other—but you cannot and should not control each other. And you're not
responsible for outcomes you can't actually control.

This is where Martin Luther's wisdom applies: "God does not need your good
works, but your neighbor does." Your good works—your service, your help,
your generosity—these are for your neighbor's benefit. But understand what
helps them: real help empowers, it doesn't enable. Real help equips them to
carry their own load while you help with burdens too heavy for one person.

In healthy relationships, conflict is addressed, not avoided.

Co-dependent people either avoid all conflict (peace at any cost) or create
constant drama (chaos as connection). Healthy relationships navigate
conflict with honesty, respect, and a commitment to resolution.

This means speaking the truth in love, even when it's uncomfortable. It means
listening to feedback, even when it's hard to hear. It means working through
disagreements rather than sweeping them under the rug or exploding in rage.
Conflict becomes an opportunity for growth rather than a threat to the
relationship.

The Daily Practices That Sustain Wholeness
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Wholeness is not a destination you reach and then coast. It's a way of living
that requires daily attention, regular maintenance, and intentional practice.
Here are the disciplines that sustain healthy love and prevent sliding back into
old patterns.

Prayer: Staying Connected to the Source

Prayer is not just asking God for things. It's the lifeline that keeps you
connected to the Source of life, love, and wholeness. Without regular prayer,
you drift back toward self-sufficiency or co-dependency—trying to meet your
own needs or desperately seeking others to meet them.

Morning prayer anchors your day.

Before the demands come rushing in, spend time with God. This doesn't have
to be lengthy—even ten minutes can anchor you. Acknowledge His presence.
Thank Him for His love. Ask Him to fill you. Surrender the day to Him. This
simple practice reminds you: He is the Source, not people, not performance,
not productivity.

Throughout the day, practice His presence.

Paul's command to "pray without ceasing" (1 Thessalonians 5:17, NASB) is
about maintaining moment-by-moment awareness of God's presence. Quick
prayers. Brief acknowledgments. Constant conversation. When you're
tempted to rescue someone, pray. When you feel the old anxiety rising, pray.
When you need wisdom about boundaries, pray. This keeps you tethered to
the Source instead of drifting into old patterns.

Evening prayer processes your day.

Before sleep, bring your day to God. What went well? Where did you struggle?
When did you operate from fullness? When did you slip into emptiness?
Where do you need forgiveness? Where do you see His faithfulness? This
reflection helps you learn from your day and sleep in peace rather than
anxiety.

Solitude: Creating Space to Hear God
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Solitude is terrifying for co-dependent people. Because in the silence, without
the distraction of others' needs, you have to face yourself. Your thoughts. Your
feelings. Your relationship with God without the buffer of busyness.

But solitude is essential for wholeness. Jesus regularly withdrew to solitary
places to pray (Luke 5:16). If the Son of God needed solitude, how much more
do we?

Solitude is not the same as loneliness.

Loneliness is the painful awareness of being alone. Solitude is the intentional
choice to be alone with God. Loneliness feels empty and anxious. Solitude
feels full and restful. In loneliness, you're avoiding connection. In solitude,
you're deepening your most important connection—with God.

Start small with solitude.

If you're not used to it, even fifteen minutes of silence can feel endless. Start
there. Sit quietly. Read Scripture slowly. Listen. Don't fill every second with
words—ijust be present to God's presence. Over time, extend it. A morning
each month. A day each quarter. Aweekend each year. Let solitude become a
rhythm, not just an occasional practice.

In solitude, you learn what you truly think and feel.

For years, you've been so attuned to everyone else that you don't know your
own heart. Solitude creates space to discover: What do | actually think about
this? How do | actually feel? What does God want from me, not what do they
want from me? This self-awareness is crucial for healthy relationships.

Accountability: Inviting Others to Speak Truth

You need people who know your story, understand your patterns, and have
permission to speak truth to you. Not people you're trying to impress. Not
people you're managing. People who will call you out when you're slipping
back into co-dependency and celebrate when you're walking in freedom.

Choose accountability partners wisely.
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Not everyone is qualified to speak into your life. Choose people who are
themselves healthy, who understand co-dependency, who won't enable you
or control you. Ideally, someone who's further along the journey and can
model wholeness. Someone safe enough to be honest with and strong enough
to be honest with you.

Give them specific permission.

"I'm learning to set boundaries. If you see me slipping back into people-
pleasing, please call me out." "I'm working on not rescuing. If you notice me
taking responsibility for someone else's choices, point it out." Specific
permission removes the awkwardness and gives them clarity about what help
looks like.

Meet regularly with intentionality.

Accountability doesn't happen accidentally. Schedule it. Weekly, bi-weekly, or
monthly—whatever works. But make it consistent. Use that time to process:
Where did | struggle this week? Where did | grow? Where do | need prayer?
What patterns am | noticing? Be honest. Be vulnerable. Let them see the real
you, not the performance.

Receive their feedback with humility.

When they speak hard truth, don't defend. Don't explain. Just listen. Consider.
Thank them for caring enough to be honest. You asked them to help you see
your blind spots—when they do, receive it as a gift, even when it stings.

Truth-Speaking: Practicing Honesty in Relationships

If you've spent years hiding your true thoughts and feelings, learning to speak
truth is both liberating and terrifying. But it's essential for healthy love.
Relationships built on pretense are not real relationships. And you can't be
truly loved if you're never truly known.

Start with low-stakes truth.
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Practice speaking honestly in situations where the risk is minimal. "Actually, |
don't enjoy that restaurant." "I'd prefer to do this instead." "That doesn't work
for my schedule." Simple, clear, honest communication. Notice that the
relationship survives your honesty. Build confidence.

Move to medium-stakes truth.

"l felt hurt when you said that." "l disagree with this decision." "l need you to
respect this boundary." This feels riskier because it involves emotion or
potential conflict. But healthy relationships can handle honest emotion and
respectful disagreement.

When necessary, speak high-stakes truth.

"This behavior is unacceptable, and | will not tolerate it." "l love you, but | can't
continue in this relationship if this pattern continues." "l need to be honest:
I've been enabling you, and that stops now." This level of truth may damage or
end the relationship. But sometimes that's necessary for your health and
theirs.

Speak truth with gentleness, not harshness.

Ephesians 4:15 calls us to speak "the truth in love" (NASB). Truth without love
is cruelty. Love without truth is enabling. But truth spoken with love—with
genuine care for the other person's wellbeing, with gentleness and respect—is
the goal. You're not trying to wound. You're trying to help, even if help feels
uncomfortable.

Perfect Love Casts Out Fear

John wrote, "There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear" (1 John
4:18, NASB).

Fear has been driving your co-dependency from the beginning. Fear of
rejection. Fear of abandonment. Fear of not being needed. Fear of conflict.
Fear of being alone. Fear of others' anger. Fear of disappointing people. Fear,
fear, fear.
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But perfect love—God's perfect love for you—casts out fear. Not gradually.
Not partially. Casts out. Expels. Removes. When you truly grasp how
completely you're loved by God, fear loses its power.

You're not afraid of rejection because you're already accepted.

God chose you before the foundation of the world (Ephesians 1:4). His
acceptance is not based on your performance. He knows everything about
you—every failure, every weakness, every dark thought—and He calls you
beloved anyway. When you rest in that acceptance, human rejection loses its
sting. It hurts, but it doesn't destroy you.

You're not afraid of abandonment because you're already held.

"l will never desert you, nor will | ever forsake you" (Hebrews 13:5, NASB).
God's commitment to you is unbreakable. Not because you've earned it. Not
because you're maintaining it through good behavior. But because His love is
not like human love—it doesn't fail, doesn't change, doesn't abandon. When
you're secure in His grip, others' leaving hurts but doesn't devastate.

You're not afraid of not being needed because your worth isn't based on
usefulness.

You matter because God says you matter. Your value was determined at the
cross. You're worth the blood of Christ. That worth doesn't increase when
you're helpful and doesn't decrease when you're not. When you know this—
really know it, deep in your bones—the compulsion to be needed loses its
power.

You're not afraid of others' anger because God's approval is what matters.

People will be displeased when you set boundaries, speak truth, or say no.
But their displeasure doesn't define reality. God's perspective does. And He
approves of you standing in truth, maintaining boundaries, and stewarding
your life well. When His approval is your anchor, others' anger is
uncomfortable but not controlling.

Fear-driven love is exhausting. Perfect-love-secured living is restful.
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When you're driven by fear, you're constantly anxious, constantly performing,
constantly vigilant. But when you're rooted in God's perfect love, you can rest.
Not in passivity, but in confidence. Confident that you're loved. Confident in
your worth. Confident that God is sovereign. Confident that you can be
honest, set boundaries, and live authentically without being destroyed.

This is what it means to walk in wholeness—Iliving from the security of perfect
love rather than the anxiety of fear.

Learning to Receive Help

One of the hardest shifts for recovering co-dependents is learning to receive
help. You're so used to being the helper that being helped feels

uncomfortable, vulnerable, even shameful. But healthy relationships involve
mutual give-and-take. Learning to receive is as important as learning to give.

Receiving is not weakness—it's humility.

Refusing help is actually a subtle form of pride. It says, "l don't need anyone."
But you do. You were designed for community, for interdependence. Receiving
help is acknowledging your humanity, your limitations, your need for others.
It's saying, "I'm not God. | need help. And that's okay."

Receiving blesses the giver.

When you refuse help, you rob others of the joy of giving. You rob them of the
opportunity to express love, to serve, to be the hands and feet of Christ to you.
Receiving graciously is a gift you give them—the gift of being needed in healthy
ways, of making a difference, of genuine reciprocity.

Practice saying "yes" when help is offered.

"Can | bring you dinner?" Yes. "Can | help you with that?" Yes. "Can | pray for
you?" Yes. Start with small acceptances. Notice that receiving doesn't make
you weak—it makes you human. Notice that people don't despise you for
having needs—they're glad to help.

Ask for help when you need it.
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This is even harder than receiving help that's offered. But it's crucial. "I'm
struggling with this—can you pray?" "l need advice about a decision." "l could
use help moving this weekend." Asking is vulnerability. And vulnerability is the
path to genuine connection.

When You Slip Back—Because You Will

You will have days when you fall back into old patterns. When you rescue
someone you shouldn't. When you say yes but mean no. When you allow
someone to violate a boundary. When you operate from fear instead of love,
from emptiness instead of fullness.

This doesn't mean you've failed. It means you're human. Growth is not linear.
Transformation is not instantaneous. You're learning new ways of being after
decades of old patterns. Grace for the journey matters.

When you slip, don't spiral.

Don't let one slip become an excuse for total abandonment of progress. Don't
think, "I've failed, so | might as well give up." One slip is just that—one slip.
Acknowledge it. Learn from it. Get back up. The difference between someone
who's growing and someone who's stuck is not whether they fall, but whether
they get back up.

Confess, course-correct, and continue.

Confess to God. Confess to your accountability partners if appropriate.
Acknowledge what happened without drowning in shame. Ask: What triggered
that response? What was | feeling? What do | need to do differently next time?
Then course-correct. Make amends if necessary. Reestablish the boundary.
And continue forward.

Remember how far you've come.

On hard days, it's easy to see only how far you still have to go. But pause and
remember where you were when you started this journey. Remember the
patterns you've broken. The boundaries you've set. The voice you've
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reclaimed. The freedom you've tasted. You're not where you want to be, but
thank God, you're not where you were.

The Practice Becomes the Life

These practices—living from fullness, building healthy relationships, praying,

creating solitude, maintaining accountability, speaking truth, receiving love—
they're not a checklist to complete. They're a way of life to inhabit. Day by day.
Choice by choice. Moment by moment.

At first, it will feel awkward, unnatural, even wrong. The old patterns are
familiar, and anything new feels uncomfortable. But keep practicing. What
feels mechanical now will become natural later. What requires conscious
effort now will become unconscious habit eventually.

You're learning to walk in wholeness. And like a child learning to walk, you'll
stumble. You'll fall. You'll need help getting back up. But you'll also take steps
you couldn't take before. You'll find balance you didn't have before. You'll
move forward in ways you couldn't have imagined before.

This is the daily work of freedom. Not dramatic. Not glamorous. Just
consistent. Faithful. One right choice after another. One truth spoken. One
boundary held. One prayer prayed. One moment of receiving God's love
instead of chasing human approval.

Perfect love is casting out fear. Fullness is replacing emptiness. Wholeness is
emerging from brokenness. And healthy love—real, Christ-reflecting,
empowering love—is becoming your new normal.

Walk in it. Practice it. Live it. One day at a time.

This is what freedom looks like in real life. And it's more beautiful than you
dared to hope.
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Chapter 12: Beloved Rising — From Brokenness to Belonging
She almost didn't recognize her own voice.

For years, she'd spoken in questions, hedging every statement with "l think
maybe..." or "l could be wrong, but..." Always deferring. Always apologizing.
Always making herself small enough to fit whatever space others left for her.

But something had changed. When her friend asked for her opinion, she gave
it—clearly, confidently, without apology. When her husband made a decision
that affected her without consulting her, she spoke up. When her church
asked her to take on another responsibility, she said, "No, that's not where
God is leading me right now"—and felt no guilt, only peace.

She was finding her voice. Not a voice of anger or rebellion, but a voice she
recognized from long ago, before she learned to silence it. The voice of the
woman God created her to be. And as that voice grew stronger, she realized
something profound: she wasn't becoming someone new. She was becoming
herself again. The self that had been buried under years of performance,
people-pleasing, and the desperate need to be needed.

She was rising. Not through her own strength—she'd tried that and failed. But
through Christ's strength. As His love filled the void she'd been trying to fill
with others' approval, she found she could finally stand. Could finally speak.
Could finally be.

She was beloved. And beloved people don't have to earn their place. They
already have one—secured by grace, established by the cross, unshakeable
because it's rooted in Christ.

This is the promise on the other side of co-dependency: not just freedom from
bondage, but freedom for abundant life. Not just breaking chains, but
discovering wings. Not just surviving, but thriving as the person God always
intended you to be.

From Co-Dependence to Christ-Dependence
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The journey through this book has been one of subtraction and addition.
Subtracting the false identities, the twisted love, the god-complexes, the
chains of people-pleasing. But also adding—or rather, discovering what was
always there beneath the rubble: your identity in Christ, your calling, your
voice, your worth.

Co-dependence says: "l need you to complete me." Christ-dependence
says: "l am complete in Christ, and from that completeness, | can love
you freely."

Co-dependence makes people your source. Christ-dependence makes Christ
your source and allows people to be what they were always meant to be:
fellow travelers, companions on the journey, gifts to enjoy but not gods to
worship.

Co-dependence says: "My worth is determined by whether you need me."
Christ-dependence says: "My worth is settled by what Christ paid for me,
and nothing can add to or diminish it."

Co-dependence requires constant validation through usefulness. Christ-
dependence rests in the finished work of the cross. You don't have to prove
your value. You don't have to earn your place. You don't have to be
indispensable to be important.

Co-dependence says: "If | don't control the outcome, everything will fall
apart." Christ-dependence says: "God is sovereign, and | can rest in His
control while | faithfully do my part."

Co-dependence is exhausting because you're trying to do God's job with
human resources. Christ-dependence is restful because you're doing your job
and trusting God to do His.

Co-dependence says: "l must rescue everyone." Christ-dependence says:
"Christ is the Savior. My job is to point people to Him, not to be Him."

Co-dependence makes you a substitute savior. Christ-dependence makes
you a signpost pointing to the real Savior.
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This shift—from finding life in others to finding life in Christ—is not just a
change in behavior. It's a transformation of identity. It's moving from a life built
on the shifting sand of human approval to a life built on the solid rock of God's
love. And that foundation changes everything.

Reclaiming Your Voice

One of the most profound losses in co-dependency is the loss of voice. You
learned early—through trauma, through conditioning, through necessity—that
your voice didn't matter. That expressing your needs was selfish. That
disagreeing was dangerous. That saying no was rejection. And so you silenced
yourself.

But God gave you a voice. It's part of bearing His image. He gave you thoughts
to think, opinions to form, feelings to express, preferences to honor,
boundaries to articulate. When you silence your voice, you're not being
humble—you're burying a gift God entrusted to you.

Your voice matters because you matter.

Not because you're always right. Not because your opinion should override
everyone else's. But because you're a person made in God's image, and
persons have voices. To have a self is to have a voice. To lose your voice is to
lose your self.

Finding your voice again is terrifying. What if people don't like what you have to
say? What if they reject you for disagreeing? What if your voice causes
conflict? These fears are real. But here's the truth: people who only love you
when you're silent don't actually love you. They love your silence. They love
your compliance. They love the version of you that makes their life easier. But
they don't love you.

Real love—the kind worth having—welcomes your voice. It wants to know
what you think, how you feel, what you need. It doesn't require you to be an
echo of someone else's thoughts. It celebrates the unique person God made
you to be.
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Your voice has been validated by God.

He invites you to pray—to speak to Him honestly, boldly, even audaciously. He
gave you His Word—not to silence your questions but to engage them. He
created you with a mind to think, a heart to feel, a will to choose. He didn't
make you a robot programmed to comply. He made you a person capable of
genuine relationship, and relationship requires voice.

When you reclaim your voice, you're not being rebellious. You're being
obedient. Obedient to the calling to steward the life He gave you. Obedient to
the command to use your gifts. Obedient to the invitation to be the person He
designed, not a diluted version that's easier for others to manage.

Start speaking.

Start with small things. "l prefer this restaurant." "l don't enjoy that activity." "
need time alone to recharge." Practice saying what you think, what you feel,
what you heed—without apology, without over-explanation, without pre-
emptively managing others' responses.

Then move to bigger things. "l disagree with this decision." "This behavior is
not acceptable." "No, | won't be doing that." "This is what God is calling me to
do."

Your voice will shake at first. You'll second-guess yourself. You'll be tempted to
retreat into silence. But keep speaking. Your voice will strengthen with use.
And as it does, you'll discover something remarkable: you have something to
say. You always did. You were just too afraid to say it.

Reclaiming Your Purpose

Co-dependency didn't just steal your voice—it stole your calling. You've been
so busy living everyone else's life that you haven't lived your own. So
consumed with their purposes that you've neglected yours. So focused on
what they need from you that you've ignored what God prepared for you.

But God had something specific in mind when He created you. Not generic
"be available to everyone all the time" work. Specific work. Shaped by your
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unique gifting, positioned in your specific context, designed for your particular
contribution to His kingdom.

Ephesians 2:10 says, "For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them"
(NASB). God prepared works for you. Not for you to do everyone's work. For
you to do your work. The work He designed you for. The work that fits your
design.

Your purpose is not to be needed—it's to be faithful.

Godisn't asking you to be indispensable to everyone. He's asking you to be
obedient to Him. To steward the gifts He gave. To fulfill the calling He placed
on your life. To do the work He prepared for you—not the work everyone else is
trying to assign to you.

When you step back from the compulsive helping, from the endless rescuing,
from trying to meet every need—space opens up. And in that space, you can
finally hear God's voice. You can finally discern His leading. You can finally
discover what He's actually called you to do.

Ask the questions you've been avoiding:

What am | passionate about? What energizes me rather than drains me? What
gifts has God given me that I've been neglecting? What dreams did | have
before | learned to silence them? What would | do if | wasn't constantly
managing everyone else's life?

These aren't selfish questions. They're stewardship questions. God gave you
passions, gifts, dreams, desires—and He meant for you to use them. Not
hoarded. Not buried. Used. Developed. Offered back to Him for His glory and
others' good.

Your calling may be smaller than you think—and that's okay.

You've been trying to save the world. But maybe God's calling for you is more
specific, more focused, more sustainable. Maybe it's mentoring three women
instead of being available to three hundred. Maybe it's serving in one area with
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excellence instead of serving in ten areas with exhaustion. Maybe it's doing
the quiet, unseen work that no one applauds but that bears eternal fruit.

Stop trying to be everything to everyone. Start being faithful in the specific
calling God has given you. And watch what happens when you're finally
operating in your design instead of against it.

From Wounded to Healer: Becoming an Instrument of Transformation

Here's the beautiful redemption in your story: what the enemy meant for
harm, God can use for good. The wounds that shaped your co-dependency,
the patterns you've had to break, the freedom you've fought for—none of it is
wasted.

You're uniquely positioned to help others who are where you were. Not as a
rescuer—you know better now. Not as a savior—there's only one. But as a
guide. Someone who's walked the path and can point the way.

Your scars qualify you.

Paul wrote, "Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the
Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction
so that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the
comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God" (2 Corinthians 1:3-4,
NASB).

The comfort you've received—the healing, the freedom, the truth that set you
free—it's not just for you. It's meant to overflow. To be shared. To become a
source of hope for others who are trapped where you once were.

But notice: you comfort with the comfort you've received from God. Not with
your own wisdom. Not with your own strength. Not by making them
dependent on you. You point them to the same Source who healed you. You
share what God did, not what you accomplished. You become a conduit, not a
source.

Your transformation is your testimony.
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When people see you setting boundaries—kindly but firmly—they see it's
possible. When they watch you saying no without guilt, they glimpse freedom.
When they observe you living from Christ-dependence instead of co-
dependence, they begin to imagine a different way.

You don't have to preach. You just have to live free. And your freedom will be a
light in the darkness for others who are still captive.

You can help without falling back into co-dependency.

Here's the key: help from overflow, not from emptiness. Help because you're
secure in Christ, not because you need to be needed. Help in ways that
empower, not enable. Help while maintaining your own boundaries, your own
health, your own calling.

The difference between co-dependent helping and healthy helping is motive
and method. Co-dependent helping is driven by your need and perpetuates
dependence. Healthy helping is driven by God's love and promotes freedom.

You've learned the difference. Now you can model it. Not perfectly—you'll still
make mistakes. But from a fundamentally different place: Christ-dependence
instead of co-dependence.

The Wholeness Found Only in Christ

Irenaeus, a second-century church father, wrote something that bears
repeating: "The glory of God is a human being fully alive; and the life of man
consists in beholding God."

Read that slowly. The glory of God—what brings Him honor, what displays His
nature, what fulfills His purpose—is you fully alive. Not half-dead from
exhaustion. Not empty from giving everything away. Not lost in someone else's
life. You, fully alive.

And what makes you fully alive? Beholding God. Not beholding others for
approval. Not beholding yourself in anxiety. Beholding God. Fixing your eyes
on Him. Finding in Him what you were frantically seeking everywhere else.

124



Wholeness is not self-sufficiency.

You're not becoming independent—as if you don't need anyone. You're
becoming rightly dependent. Dependent on God first, and then able to enjoy
healthy interdependence with others. Rooted in Him, you can connect with
others without being consumed by them.

Wholeness is integration.

The false self that performed for approval—reconciled with the true self made
in God's image. The voice you silenced—reunited with the person God
created. The gifts you buried—unearthed and offered back in worship. The
parts of you that were fragmented by trying to be everything to everyone—
integrated in Christ.

You're becoming one person instead of many versions. The same you at
church, at home, at work, alone. Authentic. Consistent. Whole.

Wholeness is freedom.

"So ifthe Son makes you free, you will be free indeed" (John 8:36, NASB). Not
partially free. Not conditionally free. Free indeed. Really, truly, actually free.
Free from the need to be needed. Free from the compulsion to rescue. Free
from the prison of others' opinions. Free from the exhaustion of playing God.
Free from the chains you wore so long you'd forgotten what liberty felt like.

This freedom isn't license to be selfish. It's empowerment to love well. When
you're free, you can give without grasping. Serve without enslaving. Love
without controlling. Be present without being possessed.

Wholeness is your birthright.

Not something you earn. Not something you achieve through perfect
performance. Something Christ secured for you. Something His death
purchased. Something His resurrection guarantees. You were made for
wholeness. You were redeemed for freedom. You were called to abundant life.

All that remains is to receive it. To step into it. To live from it.
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The Closing Challenge: Rise, Beloved

Beloved—that's who you are. Not because you've earned it. Not because
you've performed perfectly. But because God says so. He chose you. He calls
you His own. He delights in you. He sings over you. He looks at you—knowing
everything, the good and the broken—and He calls you beloved.

From that place of being beloved, you can finally rise.
Rise from the ashes of co-dependency.

The patterns that held you captive—they don't define you anymore. The false
identity you wore—it's been crucified with Christ. The exhaustion, the
resentment, the emptiness—it doesn't have to be your reality. You canrise.
Not in your own strength, but in His.

Rise into the calling God has for you.

Stop living everyone else's life. Start living yours. Stop doing everyone else's
work. Start doing the work God prepared for you. Stop trying to be everything
to everyone. Start being faithful in the specific calling He's given you.

Rise with your voice restored.

Speak. Share your thoughts. Express your needs. Set your boundaries. Use the
voice God gave you. Don't be silenced by fear or guilt or the threat of rejection.
You have something to say. Say it.

Rise as an instrument of reconciliation.

Your story of freedom can bring hope to others. Your transformation can
inspire their journey. Your wholeness can remind them it's possible. Not by
being their savior, but by pointing them to the Savior. Not by making them
dependent on you, but by showing them Christ-dependence.

Rise to live free.

Free from the need to be needed. Free from the compulsion to control. Free
from the prison of people-pleasing. Free to love without losing yourself. Free
to serve without being enslaved. Free to be the person God created you to be.
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Rise to love well.

Not the twisted love of co-dependency—enabling, controlling, suffocating.
But the empowering love of Christ—truthful, freeing, strengthening. Love that
serves others' actual good, not your need to be needed. Love that releases
rather than clutches. Love that empowers rather than enslaves.

Rise to reflect the wholeness found only in Christ.

When people look at you, let them see someone who is fully alive. Someone
who has found in Christ what they were seeking everywhere else. Someone
who is free indeed. Someone who reflects the glory of God by being exactly
who He created them to be.

This is not a call to perfection. You'll still stumble. You'll still have days when
the old patterns try to reassert themselves. You'll still need to choose Christ-
dependence over co-dependence again and again. That's okay. Growth is a
process. Transformation is a journey. Resurrection life is learned, practiced,
lived into day by day.

But you're not who you were. The chains are broken. The tomb is empty. The
old you—the one enslaved to others' opinions, controlled by the need to be
needed, exhausted from trying to save everyone—that version died at the
cross. And you have risen with Christ. New. Free. Beloved.

A Prayer for Your Rising

Father, for the one reading these words—the one who has walked through this
book, confronted painful truths, done the hard work of recognizing patterns
and breaking chains—I pray Your blessing over them.

May they know, deep in their bones, that they are beloved. Not because of
what they do, but because of who You are. Not because they've earned it, but
because You've declared it.

May they rise from the ashes of co-dependency into the freedom of Christ-
dependence. May they discover their voice and use it boldly. May they
embrace their calling and walk in it faithfully. May they love others well—with
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truth and grace, with strength and tenderness, with boundaries and
compassion.

May they be fully alive to Your glory. May they behold You and be transformed.
May they reflect Your image—not a distorted, people-pleasing version, but the
true image You stamped on their soul.

When the old patterns try to resurface, remind them: they are Yours. When the
guilt tries to return, remind them: it is finished. When the fear tries to paralyze,
remind them: perfect love casts out fear. When the exhaustion tries to
overwhelm, remind them: Your yoke is easy, Your burden is light.

Set them free indeed. Make them instruments of Your peace, Your healing,
Your transformation. Not as rescuers, but as guides. Not as saviors, but as
signposts pointing to the Savior.

May they live free, love well, and reflect the wholeness found only in Christ.
In Jesus' name, Amen.
The Invitation

This is where the book ends, but where your journey continues. You've learned
the truth about co-dependency. You've seen how it masquerades as love
while actually being bondage. You've discovered your identity in Christ. You've
reclaimed your voice. You've begun setting boundaries. You've forgiven. You've
surrendered at the cross.

Now comes the living of it. Day by day. Choice by choice. Moment by moment.
Choosing Christ-dependence over co-dependence. Choosing truth over
performance. Choosing freedom over bondage. Choosing to be fully alive
rather than half-dead.

The cancer of co-dependency doesn't have to kill you. Christ already defeated
death—including the slow death of losing yourself in others. The chains don't
have to hold you. Christ broke every chain that binds. The false self doesn't
have to keep performing. Christ offers you the freedom to be who you really
are.
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The life you were meant to live—whole, free, beloved—it's available. Not
someday. Today. Not when you're perfect. Now, in your imperfection. Not
when you've figured everything out. Right now, as you're learning.

Christis inviting you: Come to Me. Find rest. Take My yoke. Live in My freedom.
Be My beloved.

And in response to that invitation, you can finally rise.
Rise, beloved.

Live free.

Love well.

And reflect the wholeness found only in Christ.

The world is waiting to see what a fully alive, Christ-dependent, boundary-
honoring, voice-reclaiming, purpose-walking, love-expressing, God-reflecting
human being looks like.

Be that person.

Rise.
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Chapter 13: Living Out of the Overflow of Christ's Love in Us

She woke that morning and realized something had shifted. Not dramatically.
Not with trumpets or visions. But quietly, deeply, fundamentally.

For the first time in years, her first thought wasn't about who needed her. It
wasn't a mental checklist of everyone's problems she was responsible for
solving. It wasn't anxiety about whether she'd disappointed someone or worry
about what crisis might be waiting in her inbox.

Her first thought was simply: Thank You.

She lay there in the stillness of early morning, aware of something she could
only describe as fullness. Not the false fullness of being needed or the
temporary satisfaction of being praised. But a deep, settled, unshakeable
sense that she was loved—completely, unconditionally, extravagantly loved
by God. And from that place of being loved, everything else could flow.

The day's responsibilities were still real. The relationships still required
attention. The work still needed doing. But none of it felt like the crushing
weight it once had. Because she wasn't pulling from an empty reservoir
anymore, desperately hoping there'd be enough. She was drawing from an
infinite Source. And that Source was overflowing.

This is the promise on the far side of the journey: not just freedom from co-
dependency's chains, but freedom for abundant, Spirit-led, overflow living.
Not just breaking patterns, but discovering what life looks like when Christ's
love becomes not a supplement to your efforts but the very source from which
everything flows.

This is life beyond recovery. This is radiant living.
Beyond Recovery: The Vision of Radiance

Recovery is essential. You had to recognize the disease. Name the patterns.
Set boundaries. Forgive. Surrender at the cross. Do the hard work of
transformation. All of that was necessary. But recovery is not the
destination—it's the doorway.
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God didn't free you from co-dependency just so you could survive. He freed
you so you could thrive. He didn't break your chains just so you could sit safely
in the corner, afraid to move. He broke your chains so you could run, dance,
soar—live the abundant life He always intended.

Recovery says: "I'm not drowning anymore." Radiance says: "I'm
overflowing with life."

Recovery is about stopping the bleeding, binding the wounds, learning to
function without the patterns that once defined you. And that's crucial. But
radiance is about what happens when the wounds heal and new life emerges.
When you move beyond merely coping to actually flourishing. When you stop
simply avoiding co-dependency and start actively living in the fullness of
Christ.

Recovery is necessary. Radiance is the goal.

Some people stop at recovery. They break the patterns, establish boundaries,
and spend the rest of their lives carefully managing not to slip back into old
habits. There's wisdom in vigilance. But there's also something more—
something God invites you into that goes beyond careful management into
joyful abundance.

Jesus didn't come so you could have a managed life. He came so you could
have life abundantly (John 10:10). Not just "not co-dependent"” but fully alive.
Not just "not drowning" but overflowing. Not just surviving but radiating the
love, joy, peace, and freedom of God.

This is what's possible. Not someday in heaven—though heaven will be the
ultimate fulfillment. But now. Today. In your ordinary life. Radiant, Spirit-led,
overflow living.

Christ's Love: Source, Not Supplement

Here's the fundamental shift that changes everything: Christ's love is not
something you add to your life. It's the life itself. It's not a supplement to your
efforts. It's the source from which everything flows.

131



In co-dependency, you operated from deficit. You were empty, trying to fill
yourself through others' need for you. Your love—though it looked sacrificial—
was actually transactional. You gave in order to get. You served in order to feel
valuable. You poured out, hoping someone would pour back in.

But that's not how Christ's love works. His love starts with fullness, not
emptiness. It flows from abundance, not scarcity. It gives without needing to
receive because it's complete in itself.

John wrote, "We love, because He first loved us" (1 John 4:19, NASB). Not "we
love in order to earn His love." Not "we love to prove we're lovable." We love
because He first loved us. His love comes first. His love fills us. And only then,
from that place of being filled, can we truly love others.

His love is primary. Our love is derivative.

You don't generate love through willpower or effort. You receive love from Him,
and then that received love overflows to others. You're not the source—you're
the conduit. The river flows through you, not from you. And that changes
everything about how you relate to others.

His love is infinite. Your love, apart from Him, is finite.

This is why co-dependent love always runs out. Because you were drawing
from your own limited reservoir, trying to meet infinite needs with finite
resources. No wonder you were exhausted. No wonder you burned out. You
were attempting the impossible.

But when His love is your source, you're connected to an infinite supply. You
can give because there's always more. You can pour out because the well
never runs dry. You can love extravagantly because you're drawing from
extravagant love.

His love becomes your overflow, not your burden.

In co-dependency, love felt like an obligation, a weight, a debt you could never
fully pay. But when you're living from His love, love becomes your overflow. It's
not something you manufacture through gritted-teeth obedience. It's
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something that naturally, inevitably flows from a heart that's been filled by
Him.

A.W. Tozer understood this: "You cannot give what you do not possess. To give
love, you must first possess love. To possess love, you must be possessed by
Love Himself."

You must be possessed by Love Himself. Not just believe in Him. Not just obey
Him from a distance. But be possessed by Him. Filled by Him. Saturated by
Him. So overwhelmed by His love that it becomes who you are, not just what
you do.

Loving from Abundance, Not Anxiety

The difference between co-dependent love and Christ-flowing love is the
difference between anxiety and abundance.

Co-dependent love is anxious.

It's driven by fear—fear of rejection, fear of losing the person, fear of not being
needed anymore, fear of being found insufficient. Every act of service carries a
hidden question: "Is this enough? Will you still need me? Have | proven my
worth?" The anxiety never stops because the love is performance-based, and
the performance is never quite enough.

Christ-flowing love is abundant.

It's rooted in security—security in being loved by God, security in having worth
that doesn't depend on performance, security in knowing that even if every
human relationship fails, you're still beloved. This security produces
abundance. You can give freely because you're not desperately trying to get.
You can love extravagantly because you're not anxiously protecting your

supply.
Listen to the difference in how these loves sound:
Anxious love says: "I'll help you because | need you to need me." Abundant

love says: "I'll help you because I'm overflowing with God's love for you."
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Anxious love says: "If | don't do this, you'll leave me." Abundant love says: "I
do this because I'm secure enough to serve freely."

Anxious love says: "| hope you appreciate this." Abundant love says: "I'm
blessed to be able to bless you."

Anxious love says: "You owe me." Abundant love says: "Grace gave me this
to give you."

Anxious love says: "l can't say no or you'll reject me." Abundant love says: "I
can say ho when needed because my yes actually means yes."

Anxious love exhausts itself. Because it's constantly monitoring, managing,
performing, trying to earn what it desperately needs. It's running on fumes,
trying to give from emptiness.

Abundant love refreshes itself. Because it returns to the Source. It abides in
the Vine. It drinks from the Living Water. And the more it gives, the more it
receives, because it's connected to infinite supply.

David understood this: "My cup overflows" (Psalm 23:5, NASB). Not "my cup is
barely full" or "my cup is carefully rationed." Overflows. More than enough.
Abundance. Excess. Overflow that spills onto others not because you're trying
to manufacture it but because you can't contain it.

Ministering Out of Wholeness, Not Woundedness

One of the most dangerous patterns in Christian ministry—and in life—is
ministering out of woundedness. Using your unhealed pain as the basis for
helping others. Serving from your brokenness rather than your wholeness.

This seems noble. Compassionate. "l understand their pain because I'm still
in pain myself." But it's actually harmful—both to you and to those you're
trying to help.

Wounded healers retraumatize themselves.

Every time you engage with someone else's pain from your own unhealed
place, you reopen your own wounds. You can't give what you don't have. If you
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haven't found healing, you can't truly offer healing—you can only offer
company in woundedness. And while empathy matters, at some point people
need more than someone to sit in the pit with them. They need someone
who's climbed out and can show them the way.

Wounded healers create unhealthy dependency.

When you minister from woundedness, you're often seeking healing through
helping. You need them to need you because their need makes you feel less
broken. This creates the very co-dependency you've been trying to escape.
You become enmeshed in their healing journey because you're using it to
avoid your own.

Wounded healers offer limited hope.

If you're still trapped, you can't convincingly testify to freedom. If you're still
drowning, you can't throw a lifeline with confidence. If you're still in bondage,
you can't show others the way to liberation. Empathy is valuable, but
ultimately people need more than understanding—they need to see that
transformation is possible.

God calls us to minister from wholeness.

Not perfect wholeness—that's not possible this side of heaven. But healed-
enough wholeness. Transformed-enough wholeness. Whole enough that
you're drawing from Christ's strength, not desperately hoping others will
complete what's missing in you.

Paul wrote, "We have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing
greatness of the power will be of God and not from ourselves" (2 Corinthians
4:7, NASB). Yes, we're earthen vessels—cracked, imperfect, weak. But we
carry treasure. And the power is God's, not ours. We minister not from our
woundedness but from the treasure of Christ in us.

When you minister from wholeness, you can be fully present to others without
being consumed by them. You can empathize without becoming enmeshed.
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You can offer help without needing their healing to validate your worth. You
can point them to Christ without making them dependent on you.

This is healthy ministry. This is sustainable service. This is love that empowers
rather than enslaves.

Living as Vessels of Divine Overflow

Jesus made an extraordinary promise: "The one who believes in Me, as the
Scripture said, 'From his innermost being will flow rivers of living water™ (John
7:38, NASB).

Not a trickle. Not a carefully rationed stream. Rivers. Plural. Living water.
Water that brings life wherever it flows. And the source? Not your effort. Not
your willpower. Not your manufactured compassion. From your innermost
being—from the place where Christ dwells by His Spirit.

This is the vision of overflow living. You're not the source of the river. You're the
riverbed through which it flows. Christ is the source. His Spirit is the water.
And when you abide in Him, rivers flow through you to others.

Grace overflows into forgiveness.

When you've truly grasped how much you've been forgiven, forgiving others
stops being an impossible command and becomes a natural overflow. Not
easy—forgiveness is never easy. But natural. Inevitable. Because how can you
withhold what's been so lavishly given to you?

The grace that flows into you from Christ doesn't stop with you. It flows
through you to others. You become a conduit of grace—receiving it constantly,
releasing it generously. Not because you're trying to be gracious, but because
you're so full of grace that it spills over.

Mercy overflows into compassion.

When you've experienced God's mercy—undeserved kindness, unearned
compassion, love that pursues you even in your rebellion—mercy becomes
your default posture toward others. You see people through mercy-tinted
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lenses. Not excusing sin. Not enabling dysfunction. But looking at broken
people with the same compassion Christ showed you when you were broken.

This mercy isn't manufactured through guilt ("l should be more
compassionate"). It's overflow. You've received so much mercy that you can't
help but extend it to others.

Truth overflows with courage.

When you're secure in Christ's love, you're free to speak truth. You don't have
to soften reality to maintain approval. You don't have to enable lies to keep
peace. You can love people enough to tell them the truth—the truth about
their sin, the truth about their patterns, the truth about the consequences
they're facing.

This truth-telling isn't harsh or judgmental. It's loving. It flows from a heart that
wants others to experience the same freedom you've found. And that freedom
is always built on truth, never on comfortable lies.

Love overflows in freedom.

When you're living from Christ's love, your love for others is finally free. Free
from neediness. Free from manipulation. Free from anxiety about outcomes.
Free from the compulsion to control. You can love people without requiring
them to fill your emptiness. You can serve without needing their servitude in
return. You can give without strings attached.

This is the love God always intended—not the twisted, anxiety-driven, control-
masked-as-care version of co-dependency. But genuine, freeing, empowering
love. Love that looks like Jesus. Love that sets captives free.

The Daily Practice of Abiding

This overflow life—it's not automatic. It's not a one-time experience. It
requires daily, moment-by-moment abiding in Christ. Jesus made this clear:
"Abide in Me, and | in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself unless it
abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me" (John 15:4,
NASB).
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Abide. Not visit occasionally. Not check in when convenient. Abide. Stay.
Remain. Dwell. Live connected to the Source.

Abiding is your first work.

Before all the doing, there must be being. Before all the serving, there must be
sitting. Before you can overflow to others, you must be filled by Him. This isn't
selfishness—it's the only way to sustainable, healthy, Christ-reflecting

ministry. You cannot give what you don't have. And you only have it by abiding.

What does abiding look like practically?

Start your day with Him, not with your to-do list. Before you check your
phone, before you rehearse your responsibilities, before you start managing
everyone's needs—spend time with Him. Read His Word. Pray. Sit in silence.
Let Him fill you before the day empties you.

Return to Him throughout the day. Paul's command to "pray without
ceasing" (1 Thessalonians 5:17) isn't about formal prayer sessions. It's about
constant connection. Quick prayers. Moment-by-moment awareness of His
presence. Returning to the Source again and again as you give.

Check your motivations. When you're about to help someone, pause. Ask:
"Am | doing this from overflow or from neediness? Am | serving from fullness
or trying to fill my emptiness through serving?" Honest self-examination keeps
you connected to the Source instead of slipping back into old patterns.

Rest regularly. God commanded Sabbath rest not because He's cruel but
because He knows we need it. You need time to cease from productivity, to
simply receive, to remember you're a human being, not a human doing. Rest is
not wasted time—it's essential for abiding.

Confess when you've disconnected. You will slip. You'll have days when you
operate from self-effort instead of abiding. You'll catch yourself falling back
into anxious love instead of abundant love. That's okay. Confess it. Return to
Him. Reconnect to the Vine. Grace covers your failures as you learn to abide.

The End of Co-Dependency Is Not Independence
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Here's a crucial distinction: The goal is not independence. It's not learning to
need no one, trust no one, rely on no one. That's just co-dependency's
opposite extreme—and it's equally broken.

The goalis right dependence. Complete dependence on Christ. Healthy
interdependence with others. Rooted in Him so deeply that you can connect
with others without being consumed by them.

You were made for dependence—just not on broken humans as your
source.

God designed you with needs. Physical needs. Emotional needs. Relational
needs. Spiritual needs. You're not meant to be self-sufficient. You're meant to
be God-sufficient. Drawing life from Him. And from that place of fullness,
entering into healthy relationships where you give and receive, serve and are
served, love and are loved—but where no person becomes your functional
god.

Abiding dependence on Christ frees you for healthy relationships.

When Christ is your source, people can be what they were meant to be: fellow
travelers, not saviors. Companions, not gods. Gifts to enjoy, not sources to
desperately clutch. You can be close without being enmeshed. Connected
without being consumed. Intimate without losing yourself.

This is what God intended all along. Not isolation. Not independence. But
right dependence that enables right relationship. The Trinity models this—
three Persons in perfect relationship because each is complete in Themselves
and united in love. You're invited into that same pattern: complete in Christ,
and from that completeness, loving others with freedom and health.

The Invitation to Overflow Living

This is where the journey leads: to a life where Christ's love in you becomes
the river from which everything flows. Where you wake each day not anxious
about how you'll meet everyone's needs but aware that you're connected to
infinite supply. Where you love from abundance rather than anxiety. Where
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you serve from wholeness rather than woundedness. Where grace, mercy,
truth, and love overflow from you because you're constantly filled by Him.

This is not a perfect life. You'll still struggle. You'll still have days when you slip
back into old patterns. You'll still need to consciously choose abiding over
striving, overflow over self-effort, Christ-dependence over co-dependence.

But the trajectory has changed. You're no longer trapped. You're no longer
enslaved. You're no longer dying of thirst while trying to water everyone else's
garden.

You're connected to the Source. The Living Water. The Vine that produces the
fruit. The Love that fills every emptiness. And from that connection, everything
else flows.

A Final Word: The Life God Always Intended

The cancer of co-dependency—it tried to kill you. It tried to steal your voice,
your identity, your calling, your joy. It tried to convince you that dying to self
meant erasing yourself. That love meant losing yourself. That serving God
required sacrificing your soul.

But that was always a lie. A twisted distortion of biblical truth. God never
asked you to disappear. He asked you to die to the false self so the true self
could live. He never asked you to erase yourself. He asked you to lose your
life—the anxiety-driven, approval-seeking, control-grasping life—so you could
find your life in Him.

And that life—the one He always intended, the one He died to secure, the one
He invites you into right now—it's a life of abundance. Overflow. Radiance.
Rivers of living water flowing from your innermost being.

Not because you're extraordinary. But because He is. Not because you've
achieved perfection. But because He's given you His perfection. Not because
you've manufactured enough love. But because you've received infinite love
and learned to let it flow through you.
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This is the life on the other side of co-dependency. This is what you're free for,
not just free from. This is the abundant life Jesus promised.

Live it. Not perfectly, but authentically. Not anxiously, but abundantly. Not
from emptiness, but from overflow.

Abide in Him. Let His love fill you. And watch what happens when you finally
become the person He created you to be—a vessel of divine overflow,
radiating His love, grace, mercy, and truth to a world desperate to see what
real love looks like.

The end of co-dependency is not independence. It's abiding dependence on
Christ, who fills, frees, and flows through us.

Abide in Him.

Overflow to others.

Live the radiant, Spirit-led, abundant life He purchased for you at infinite cost.
This is your calling. This is your destiny. This is the life God always intended.

Now go live it—from the overflow of Christ's love in you.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Co-Dependency Self-Assessment

Purpose: This assessment is designed to help you identify co-dependent
patterns in your life. It is not a clinical diagnostic tool, but rather a guide for
self-awareness and identifying areas for growth.

Instructions:
« Read each statement carefully and honestly assess how true it is for you
o Rate each statement on a scale of 0-4:
o 0=Never/Not at all true
o 1=Rarely/Slightly true
o 2=Sometimes/Moderately true
o 3=0ften/Considerably true
o 4 =Almost always/Extremely true
« Answer based on your typical patterns, not occasional behaviors
o Be honest—this is for your growth, not for judgment

Section 1: Identity and Self-Worth (10 questions)

1. My mood and sense of wellbeing depend heavily on how others feel
about me
2. | don't know who | am apart from the roles | play for others (helper,

caregiver, peacemaker)

3. | struggle to identify my own preferences, opinions, or desires

4. | feel worthless or empty when I'm not needed by someone

5. | change my personality, interests, or opinions depending on who
I'm with
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6. | feel guilty for taking time for myself or pursuing my own interests

7. | define my value by how much | do for others

8. | have difficulty making decisions without extensive input from
others

9. | feel uncomfortable when not in a relationship or when someone

doesn't need me

10. | lose myself in relationships, becoming whatever the other
person needs

Section 1 Subtotal: /40

Section 2: Boundaries (10 questions)

11. __I'havedifficulty saying "no" without feeling intense guilt

12. __ lallow others to violate my physical, emotional, or mental
boundaries

13. __ | feelresponsible for managing other people's emotions

14. __ltolerate disrespectful or abusive behavior to keep the peace

15. __ ldon'tknow where | end and others begin (emotional

fusion/enmeshment)

16. | give far more than | receive in most of my relationships

17. When | do set a boundary, | feel compelled to over-explain or
apologize

18. | allow others to make decisions for me that | should make
myself

19. | feel guilty for having needs or asking others to respect my
limits

20. | struggle to maintain boundaries even after setting them

Section 2 Subtotal: /40
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Section 3: Control and Rescue (10 questions)
21. | feel anxious when | can't fix someone else's problems

22. | intervene to prevent others from experiencing natural
consequences

23. | do things for others that they should (and could) do for
themselves

24, | believe "if | don't doit, it won't get done" or "no one can do it
as well as | can"

25. | try to control outcomes in others' lives through helping,
advice, or manipulation

26. | feel responsible when others make poor choices
27. | jump in to solve problems before being asked for help
28. | stay in unhealthy relationships because | believe the other

person needs me

29. | enable destructive behavior by making excuses, covering
up, or shielding from consequences

30. | feel uncomfortable letting others struggle or fail
Section 3 Subtotal: /40

Section 4: People-Pleasing and Fear of Rejection (10 questions)

31. __ lagree with others even when | disagree to avoid conflict

32. __ Thethought of someone being upset with me is unbearable

33. __ lIsay"yes"when|mean "no" to avoid disappointing others

34. ____lavoid expressing my true feelings if they might upset
someone

35. __ lapologize excessively, even for things that aren't my fault
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36. | work hard to anticipate others' needs before they ask

37. I'm terrified of abandonment or rejection
38. | monitor others' moods and adjust my behavior accordingly
39. | sacrifice my own needs, preferences, and values to keep

others happy

40. | feel anxious when | sense someone is upset with me

Section 4 Subtotal: /40

Section 5: Emotional Dependence (8 questions)

41. _____lobsess over what others think of me

42. __ Myemotional state is determined by others' emotional states
43. ____Ineed constant reassurance of love and approval

44. __ lfeelempty or anxious when alone

45. __ lfear being happy because | worry someone | love isn't happy
46. __ labsorb others' feelings as my own (their anxiety becomes

my anxiety, etc.)

47. | can't rest or relax if someone | care about is upset or
struggling

48. | feel incomplete without a specific person or relationship
Section 5 Subtotal: /32

Section 6: False Responsibility and Guilt (8 questions)

49. | feel guilty when | focus on my own needs

50. | believe I'm responsible for others' happiness

51. | feel guilty saying "no" even when the request is
unreasonable
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52. | take responsibility for things that aren't my fault

53. __ Ifeellike I've failed if someone | care about is unhappy or
struggling

54. __ lcarryguilt for not doing more, even when I've given all | can

55. __ lapologize for having boundaries or needs

56. __ Ifeelresponsible for fixing others' problems and pain

Section 6 Subtotal: /32

Section 7: Communication Patterns (6 questions)

57. | rarely express my honest opinions if they differ from others'

58. | hint, suggest, or manipulate rather than asking directly for
what | need

59. | avoid difficult conversations to maintain false peace

60. | have trouble identifying and expressing what | actually think
or feel

61. | use passive-aggressive communication when I'm hurt or
angry

62. | keep the peace at all costs, even when truth needs to be
spoken

Section 7 Subtotal: /24

Section 8: Service and Ministry (6 questions)

63. __ |Iserve out of obligation and guilt rather than joy

64. __ I'mexhausted and resentful from over-committing

65. ____I'havedifficulty receiving help or letting others serve me
66. __ My service creates dependence in others rather than

empowering them
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67. | use service to earn love, approval, or a sense of worth

68. | cannot rest without feeling guilty about all the needs around
me

Section 8 Subtotal: /24

Scoring Guide

Add all section subtotals for your overall score:
Total Score: /272

Overall Score Interpretation:

0-68 (Minimal Co-Dependency) You show few co-dependent patterns. You
likely have a healthy sense of identity, good boundaries, and balanced
relationships. Continue cultivating self-awareness and healthy practices.

69-136 (Mild to Moderate Co-Dependency) You display some co-dependent
tendencies that are worth addressing. You may struggle in specific areas
(check which sections scored highest). Focus on those areas, particularly
establishing boundaries and clarifying your identity in Christ. Consider
working through this book carefully and seeking accountability.

137-204 (Significant Co-Dependency) You demonstrate considerable co-
dependent patterns that are likely affecting your wellbeing and relationships.
This is not a character flaw—it's a learned pattern that can be unlearned. You
would benefit greatly from this book, Christian counseling, and accountability.
Don't be discouraged; many people start here and find significant freedom.

205-272 (Severe Co-Dependency) You show strong co-dependent patterns
across multiple areas. You likely feel exhausted, trapped, and empty despite
all your efforts to help others. Please know: there is hope, and freedom is

possible. In addition to this book, strongly consider working with a Christian
counselor who understands co-dependency. You don't have to live this way.

Section Score Interpretation:
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Review which sections had the highest scores. These indicate your primary

areas of struggle:

Section 1 (Identity): You've lost yourself in relationships and don't know
who you are apart from others

Section 2 (Boundaries): You struggle to set and maintain healthy limits

Section 3 (Control/Rescue): You try to manage others' lives and save
them from consequences

Section 4 (People-Pleasing): You're driven by fear of rejection and
disapproval

Section 5 (Emotional Dependence): Your emotional state is tied to
others

Section 6 (False Responsibility): You carry guilt and responsibility that
isn't yours

Section 7 (Communication): You struggle with honest, direct
communication

Section 8 (Service): Your service is driven by neediness rather than
overflow

Focus your growth work on your highest-scoring sections while addressing all

areas over time.

Remember: This assessment reveals areas for growth, not condemnation.

God's grace is sufficient. Freedom is possible. You're taking the first step by

gaining awareness.
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Appendix B: Boundary-Setting Scripts

Purpose: These scripts provide specific language for setting boundaries in
various contexts. They are starting points—adapt them to your situation,
personality, and relationship. The goal is clear, kind, firm communication.

Key Principles for All Boundary Conversations:

1. Be clear and direct (not vague or apologetic)

2. Be kind but firm (not harsh, but not weak)

3. Don't over-explain (JADE: Justify, Argue, Defend, Explain)
4. State the boundary and the consequence

5. Follow through if the boundary is violated

With Spouse/Partner
Setting a Boundary Around Respectful Communication

Initial Boundary: "l love you, and | want to work through this issue with you.
But | will not accept being yelled at or spoken to disrespectfully. When you
raise your voice or speak to me with contempt, the conversation is over. We
can continue when we can both speak respectfully."

If They Push Back: "You're being too sensitive." "l understand you see it that
way, but this is how | feel, and this boundary stands."

"You do the same thing!" "If I've spoken to you disrespectfully, | apologize.
Going forward, we both need to communicate with respect. I'm committed to
that."

If Boundary Is Violated: "I've asked you to stop yelling. I'm going to take a
break now. We can talk about this when we're both calm." (Then leave the
room/conversation.)

Setting a Boundary Around Shared Decisions
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Initial Boundary: "l need us to make decisions that affect both of us together.
When you make major financial decisions (or parenting decisions, or plans)
without consulting me, it affects our partnership. Going forward, | need us to
discuss these things before deciding."

If They Push Back: "/ was just trying to handle it/help." "l appreciate your
initiative, but | need to be part of these decisions. Let's establish a practice of
checking with each other first."

Consequence: "If decisions are made without me, | may need to make my
own decisions independently going forward. I'd prefer we work as a team."

With Adult Children
Setting a Boundary Around Financial Help

Initial Boundary: "l love you, and | want to help you succeed. But I've realized
that continually giving you money is not actually helping—it's preventing you
from learning to manage your finances. | will not be giving you money
anymore. I'm happy to help you create a budget or find financial counseling,
but the money stops now."

If They Push Back: "But / really need it this time!" "l understand this is hard,
but my decision stands. What's your plan for addressing this without my
money?"

"If you loved me, you'd help." "l do love you, which is why I'm making this
difficult decision. Real help means empowering you, not enabling you."

If They Try to Manipulate: "Fine, | guess I'll just be homeless/starve/etc.” "
trust you're capable of finding a solution. Here are some resources (food
bank, community assistance, budgeting help). | believe in you."

Setting a Boundary Around Their Problems Becoming Your Crisis

Initial Boundary: "l care about you, but I've noticed that your emergencies are
becoming my responsibility. Your choices are yours to make, and the
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consequences are yours to face. I'll support you emotionally and pray for you,
but | won't step in to rescue you from the results of your decisions."

If Boundary Is Tested: (Crisis call at 2am about something that could wait) "I
love you, but this isn't an emergency. Let's talk tomorrow at a reasonable time
when we're both rested."

With Parents
Setting a Boundary Around Unsolicited Advice

Initial Boundary: "Mom/Dad, | love you and value your wisdom. But | need
you to trust that I'm an adult capable of making my own decisions. When you
give me constant advice or criticism, it feels like you don't trust my judgment.
I'd like you to offer advice only when | ask for it."

If They Push Back: "I'm just trying to help." "l know you mean well, but | need
to make my own choices and learn from them. If | need advice, I'll ask."

"You're so sensitive/difficult." "This isn't about sensitivity—it's about me being
an adult. I'm asking you to respect my autonomy."

Enforcing the Boundary: If they continue giving unsolicited advice: "Thanks
for your input. I'll take that into consideration." (Then change the subject or
end the conversation if needed.)

Setting a Boundary Around Respecting Your Family/Parenting

Initial Boundary: "l appreciate that you have thoughts about how | parent/run
my home/live my life. But these are my decisions to make. If you can't respect
my choices, we'll need to limit our time together."

If They Undermine You: "Well, when you were young, | did it this way...""|
understand you did things differently. This is how we're doing it now. | need
you to support my decisions, even if they're not what you would choose."
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Consequence: If they continue to undermine or criticize: "Since you're not
able to respect my parenting/choices right now, we're going to leave/end this
visit. We can try again when you're ready to be supportive."

With Friends
Setting a Boundary Around One-Sided Relationships

Initial Boundary: "l value our friendship, but I've noticed that our
conversations are mostly about your problems and needs. | care about what
you're going through, but | need our friendship to have more balance. I'd like
us to also talk about other things and for you to ask about my life too."

If They Push Back: "/ didn't realize | was being self-centered.”" "l don't think it's
intentional, but it's been a pattern. Can we work on this together?"

If Pattern Continues: "l need to take a break from this friendship. | care about
you, but this dynamic isn't healthy for me."

Setting a Boundary Around Constant Crisis/Drama

Initial Boundary: "l care about you, but I've noticed that every time we talk,
there's a major crisis. I'm concerned that you're using me as your primary
support instead of getting the professional help you need. I'm your friend, not
your therapist. I'd like to help you find a counselor who can really help you
work through these issues."

If They Resist: "You're the only one who understands!" "l appreciate that you
trust me, but I'm not equipped to handle all of this. A trained counselor can
help you in ways | can't."

Enforcing the Boundary: If they continue to dump crisis after crisis: "l need
you to talk to your counselor about this. I'm not available to process this level
of crisis regularly."

Setting a Boundary Around Respecting Your "No"
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Initial Boundary: "When | say 'no' to something, | need you to respect that
without pressuring me or making me feel guilty. My 'no' is complete—I don't
owe you an explanation or justification."

If They Guilt You: "/ thought we were friends..." "We are friends, which is why |
trust you'll respect my decision."

At Church/Ministry
Setting a Boundary Around Ministry Commitments

Initial Boundary: "l appreciate that you thought of me for this role. However, |
need to say no. I'm at capacity, and taking this on would not be wise
stewardship of my time and energy. | need to focus on what God has already
called me to do."

If They Pressure: "But we really need you! Who else will do it?" "l understand
the need is real, but my 'no' stands. | trust God will provide someone else."

"Christians are supposed to serve." "Yes, and part of faithful service is knowing
my limits and not overcommitting. I'm serving where God has called me, and
thisisn'tit."

If They Use Guilt: "/ guess we'll just have to cancel/do without..." "I'm sorry to
hear that. | hope you find someone. My answer is still no."

Setting a Boundary Around Counseling/Helping Beyond Your Role

Initial Boundary: "l care about you and your situation, but what you're
describing is beyond my ability to help. You need professional
counseling/pastoral care/medical attention. I'm not qualified to help with this,
and it wouldn't be loving for me to try. Let me help you find the right kind of
help."

If They Insist: "But | trust you! | don't want to talk to a stranger." "l appreciate
your trust, but a trained professional can help you in ways | cannot. I'll pray for
you and support you, but | can't be your counselor."
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At Work
Setting a Boundary Around Work Hours/Availability

Initial Boundary: "l want to be a good team member, but I'm not available
outside of work hours except for genuine emergencies. | need my
evenings/weekends for my family and personal life. During work hours, I'm
fully committed, but my off time is off time."

If They Push: "Everyone else is available..." "l understand others make
different choices. This is what works for my life and family."

Setting a Boundary Around Taking on Others' Work

Initial Boundary: "I'm happy to help when | can, but I've noticed I'm regularly
doing tasks that are your responsibility. | need to focus on my own work. Going
forward, | won't be able to take on your assignments."

If They Try to Dump Work: "But you're so much better at this!" "Thank you, but
you're capable of learning. This is your responsibility."

With Crisis Situations
When Someone Threatens Harm/Suicide to Manipulate

Initial Boundary: "l hear that you're in crisis. This is beyond what | can help
with. I'm calling [crisis hotline/911/their therapist]. If you're genuinely in
danger, you need professional help immediately. If you're saying this to
manipulate me, it won't work, and it damages our relationship."

Critical:
o Take all threats seriously—call for professional help
o Don't letthreatened harm control your decisions

o Follow through with getting them help
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o Maintain your boundary even if they're upset
When Someone Shows Up Unannounced/Violates Physical Boundaries

Initial Boundary: "lI've asked you to call before coming over. Since you didn't,
thisisn't a good time. You need to leave. Next time, please call first."

If They Refuse to Leave: "l've asked you to leave. If you don't, I'll need to call
the police." (Then follow through if necessary.)

General Scripts for Various Situations
When You Need Time to Think

"That's an important question/request. | need some time to think about it. I'll
get back to you by [specific time]."

When Someone Pushes for Immediate Answer

"l don't make decisions under pressure. I'll consider this and let you know my
answer."

When Someone Tries to Guilt You
"l understand you're disappointed, but my decision stands."
When Someone Violates a Stated Boundary

"I've asked you not to [action]. Since you've continued, I'm [consequence]. We
can reconnect when you're ready to respect my boundary."

When You Need to End a Conversation

"I need to end this conversation now. We can talk more later when [condition
is met]."

Remember:

« Practice these scripts beforehand
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Expect pushback—it's normal

Stay calm and repeat your boundary as needed
Don't JADE (Justify, Argue, Defend, Explain)
Follow through with consequences

Get support from accountability partners
Some relationships may end—that's okay

You're not responsible for others' reactions to your healthy boundaries

Your boundary is not up for debate. State it clearly, kindly, and firmly—
then hold it.
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Appendix C: Healthy vs. Unhealthy Relationship Quick Reference

Purpose: This chart provides a quick visual comparison between healthy,

Christ-honoring relationships and co-dependent patterns. Use it to assess

your relationships and identify areas needing change.

Identity and Self
Healthy Relationship

Each person maintains their own
identity

You know who you are apart from the
relationship

You have your own thoughts, feelings
preferences

)

You celebrate each other's individuality

You're a whole person connecting with

another whole person

Boundaries

Healthy Relationship

Clear boundaries are set and respected

"No" is accepted without guilt or
manipulation
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Co-Dependent Relationship

One or both lose themselves in the
relationship

Your identity is defined by the
relationship

You echo the other person or have
no personal opinions

You feel threatened by differences

You're looking for someone to
complete you

Co-Dependent Relationship

Boundaries are blurred or non-
existent

"No" is met with guilt, pressure, or
punishment



Healthy Relationship

Each person has private
thoughts/space/time

Co-Dependent Relationship

Everything must be shared; no
privacy

Physical and emotional boundaries are

honored

Requests are made directly

Responsibility
Healthy Relationship

Each person is responsible for their
own choices

Each person carries their own
emotional load

Problems are faced together when
appropriate

Natural consequences are allowed

Each stewards their own life before
God

Communication
Healthy Relationship

Direct, honest communication

Boundaries are regularly violated

Hints, manipulation, or mind-
reading expected

Co-Dependent Relationship

One person manages both lives

One person carries both emotional
loads

One person solves all problems

One person rescues the other from
consequences

One person tries to be the other's
savior

Co-Dependent Relationship

Indirect, hinting, passive-aggressive
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Healthy Relationship
Truth is spoken in love

Disagreements are worked through
respectfully

Each person expresses their needs
clearly

Listening happens without
defensiveness

Both voices matter equally

Emotional Health
Healthy Relationship

Each person manages their own
emotions

You can be happy even if they're
struggling

Empathy without absorption
Appropriate emotional support
Can function independently

Emotions are acknowledged and
processed

Love and Service

Co-Dependent Relationship

Truth is avoided to keep false peace

Conflict is either avoided or explosive

Needs are hidden or expected to be
guessed

Defensiveness or shut-down when
challenged

One voice dominates; one
disappears

Co-Dependent Relationship

One person manages both people's
emotions

Your mood depends entirely on their
mood

You absorb their emotions as your own
Excessive emotional dependence
Paralyzed or panicked when apart

Emotions are manipulated or
controlled
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Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship
Loves from fullness and security Loves from emptiness and neediness
Serves from joy and overflow Serves from obligation and guilt

Gives freely without keeping . .
Gives but keeps detailed records
score

Feels threatened by the other's
Celebrates the other's growth .
independence

Empowers and encourages

Enables and perpetuates weakness
strength

Love builds freedom "Love" creates bondage

Trust and Control
Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Trusts the other person's ) )

i Tries to control the other's choices
choices
Trusts God with the

) ) Lives in fear of losing the relationship
relationship
Allows freedom and agency  Clings and suffocates

Respects the other's )
Treats the other as an extension of self
autonomy

Surrenders outcomes to God Frantically tries to control all outcomes

. Makes others responsible for managing your
Manages own anxiety .
anxiety
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Expectations
Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Realistic expectations of human
e Expects the other to meet all needs
limitations

) Looks to the person as ultimate
Looks to God as ultimate source
source

) ) Demands perfection or punishes
Accepts imperfection

failures
Gives grace for mistakes Keeps score and holds grudges
Allows the other to be human Requires the other to be divine
Balance
Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Relatively balanced give and take Severely one-sided; one gives, one takes

Both people investin the
] ) One person does all the work
relationship

Time together and apart are both  Togetherness is demanded; apartis
valued threatening

) ) o Isolation from others; exclusive
Other relationships are maintained
dependence

Life exists outside the relationship The relationship consumes all of life

Growth
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Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Both people are growing spiritually Growth is stunted; spiritual stagnation
Encourages each other toward God Becomes a substitute for God

Iron sharpens iron One dulls; one stays sharp
Challenges each other to holiness Enables sin or settles for mediocrity

Both becoming more like Christ One or both becoming less healthy

Conflict Resolution
Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship
Conflict is addressed directly Conflict is avoided at all costs

Both people take responsibility for One person takes all blame or all blame
their part is shifted

Forgiveness is genuine and freeing "Forgiveness" but resentment builds

Resolution brings greater intimacy Unresolved issues create distance

Disagreement is safe Disagreement feels dangerous
Freedom
Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Both people feel free to be themselves One or both feel trapped, suffocated
Relationship enhances life Relationship consumes life

Can imagine surviving if it ended Cannotimagine life if it ended
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Healthy Relationship Co-Dependent Relationship

Enhances relationship with God Competes with relationship with God
Brings out the best in each other Brings out anxiety, fear, or exhaustion
Reflects Christ's love Reflects human neediness

The Bottom Line

Healthy relationships:
o Build freedom, strength, and growth
o Point both people toward Christ
« Are characterized by mutual respect and clear boundaries
« Empower both people to become who God created them to be
« Are sustainable, joyful, and life-giving

Co-dependent relationships:
« Create bondage, weakness, and stagnation
o Make people substitutes for Christ
o Are characterized by enmeshment and violated boundaries
o Prevent one or both from becoming their true selves

o Are exhausting, anxiety-producing, and life-draining

How to Use This Chart:
1. Assess your current relationships - Which column describes them?

2. ldentify specific areas needing change - Where are you struggling
most?
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3. Set goals for growth - Pick 2-3 areas to work on first
4. Return to this chart regularly - Track your progress over time

5. Use itin accountability - Discuss patterns with trusted
friends/counselor

6. Remember grace - No relationship is perfectly healthy; progress
matters

Most importantly: A healthy relationship is rooted in both people being
rooted in Christ. When He is the Source, everything else flows rightly.
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