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“Although Scripture asserts that Christ has set us free, why do we
have such trouble experiencing that freedom? Why do we worry
and doubt? Why are we so easily consumed by anger and the urge
to control things? Why are we unkind even toward the people we
love most? Why do money and comfort drive us like they do? If
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tired of yourself and of your seeming inability to change, the book
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INTRODUCTION

D o you feel... stuck?

If you are reading this book, it is most likely be-
cause there is an area in your life that you want to change,
but you don’t know how to.

There’s a behavior that you've tried to stop, but you just can’t
seem to do it.

There’s a negative thought-pattern that you have attempted
to move on from, but nothing you try ever works.

There’s a relationship that you want to repair, but despite all
your best intentions, nothing seems to make things better.

You want to change, but you feel... stuck. Maybe you can
identify with one of the following people.

JONATHAN AND ANGER

Jonathan is a father of three. He used to be very easygo-
ing, but lately he finds that the smallest thing can make
him irritable and angry. Now he and his wife are struggling
to get along. Every small decision becomes an argument,
and they feel more and more distant from each other.

NANCY AND ANXIETY

Nancy struggles with anxiety. She, too, has made many
attempts to change. She has applied helpful techniques
she read online. She has raised the issue with her doctor
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and knows to seek medical advice when certain warning
signs emerge. But the daily, low-level struggle continues.
When Nancy reads the part of the Bible that says, “Do not
worry,” she feels hopeless. She can’t imagine ever being
free from her anxiety.

DAN AND ADDICTION

Dan has struggled with the same temptation for years. It
started in his early teens. What seemed like fairly innocent
viewing of a mildly suggestive website has become a life-
style of addiction to pornography. He has tried countless
times to change but to no avail. He doesn’t even know
where to begin. He is filled with guilt every time he fails,
and his shame causes him to hide his struggle from others.

YOU?
Dan, Nancy, and Jonathan are normal people trying their
best to navigate life and its challenges. They wake up every
morning and face the same things you face: a difficult job,
a challenging boss, financial pressures, physical ailments,
past relational hurts, and a host of other things that are a
part of life in a world that is both glorious and broken at
the same time. Regardless, they get up every morning won-
dering if it could be better, and wishing that it could be.

Is it possible for them to respond to the challenges of
life in ways that are hopeful and helpful?

Is it possible for them to break free from the habits and
behaviors that don’t seem to go away?

In other words, is it possible for them to get unstuck?

Yes, it is. And it’s possible for you to get unstuck too.

DEEP AND PRACTICAL/OPTIMISTIC AND REALISTIC
This book will take you on a nine-step journey toward
lasting change. I have spent many years counseling others
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through the change process (and decades secking to grow
as a Christian myself), and in that time I have found these
nine steps to be essential to personal transformation. It’s
worth saying at the start that you will need all nine steps, not
just a few—don’t skip ahead or give up halfway through. In
this book we’ll seek to be both optimistic and realistic at the
same time; we need to strike a balance between being op-
timistic about the hope for change and realistic about how
hard and slow that change can often be.

These steps are much more than a simplistic technique:
they are truths that are rooted in Scripture. Because of
that, they are both deep and practical at the same time.
Many books on change are truly deep. They plumb the
depths of rich theology but remain detached from real life.
They focus on right thinking. Other books get right to the
issues and struggles that real people face. They are full of
techniques and practical tips. They focus on right behav-
ior, but often don’t go deep enough for change to last .

This book will do both. We’ll connect the rich truths
of God’s grace to the struggles of daily life that we all
face. This is what is sometimes called “practical theolo-
gy”’: theology that is practical and practice that is rooted
in good theology.

As you journey through the various steps, you will notice
that, at one level, they are not new. In fact, all theories and
therapies are looking at the same key aspects of change.
And there is a lot to learn from many current secular ev-
idence-based therapies. But this book takes a distinctive-
ly Christian view of change. While there is much to learn
from other theories, the Bible provides unique foundation-
al truths that are essential to getting unstuck—that’s why it
will form the basis of every step on our journey.
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WELCOME TO THE JOURNEY

Over the chapters that follow, we’ll be imagining our-
selves at a junction. The junction represents those pres-
sure-point moments that we face every day. It could be
anything: those moments when our kids are disrespect-
ing us, or when our colleagues are disagreeing with us, or
when temptation rears its ugly head. The question is: how
do we respond?

If you’re reading this book, it’s probably because you feel
stuck on the “left-hand track” of negative, unhelpful, and
sinful attitudes and behavior. But in order to change your
direction of travel—in order for you to choose the “right
track” in the micro-moments—you need to see the junction
as a whole. So the nine steps in this book will help you to
look back along the road you’ve already traveled; consider
why you so often take the left-hand fork; and, finally, show
you how to increasingly do the right thing instead.

LET’S GET STARTED!

Before we begin with our first step, pick an area in your
life where you would like to see change. Don’t be discour-
aged. We all have areas of struggle. In fact, we all have
more than one! But for the purposes of this journey, it
helps to start by focusing on just one—the one that runs
deepest or is having the biggest effect on your relation-
ships. Write it in the space below:

AREA OF DESIRED CHANGE:

If you can’t think of anything, here are some suggestions:
* Is there something you tend to worry about? Finances,
your job, a relationship?
* Is there something you tend to get angry about? Inter-
ruptions, other drivers, a certain type of person?
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* Is there a typical way that you tend to escape when
life gets hard? Watch TV, drink too much, eat for
comfort?

* Do you tend to avoid conflict with others at all costs?

* Do you find yourself struggling with envy when you
compare yourself to others? (Maybe with regards to
appearance, material possessions, lifestyle?)

* Do you struggle with the “blues”? What do you get
down about?

* Do you think a lot about material possessions and
struggle to live within your means?

* Do you find yourself arguing with other people a lot?

* Is there a person or group of people that you have to
have the approval of?

* Do you struggle with holding grudges and not being
able to forgive someone?

e Do you struggle with fear? What is it that you fear?
Rejection, getting a diagnosis from the doctor, losing
your job?

If you have a hard time picking something, you could ask
someone you trust to tell you where they think you need to
grow. (But be careful who you choose!)

As we move along in our journey, you can keep coming
back to this issue as a practical way to apply what you are
learning in each chapter.

WHAT UNDERPINS THE POWER

Before we begin, there’s one final thing to remember: all
nine steps on this journey need to be underpinned by
prayer. We cannot change ourselves; we need God to work
in us by his Spirit. So start your journey of change by
using this passage to pray and ask God for grace, encour-
agement, and strength to make progress.
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I kneel before the Father, from whom every family

in heaven and on earth derives its name. 1 pray that

out of his glorions riches he may strengthen you with
power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that
Christ may dwell in_ your hearts through faith. And I pray
that you, being rooted and established in love, may have
power, together with all the Lord’s holy people, to grasp
how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,
and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—rthat you
may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.

Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all
we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work
within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ
Jesus throughont all generations, for ever and ever! Amen.
(Ephesians 3 v 14-21)

This short passage tells you so many wonderful things: you

are loved by God, his power is at work in you, and he is with

you and is able to help you as you seek to grow in grace.
Now, let’s get started!



1. Get Grounded
In Christ



STEP 1
GET GROUNDED

Look back at what Christ has done for yon.

T

im was a normal guy. He was married with children,
had built his career, and was getting close to retirement.
That was what I knew of him as we chatted one afternoon.

But I soon discovered that there was more going on
under the surface. I had been doing some talks on anxiety,
and as we talked, Jim revealed that worry had been his life-
long struggle. Later that week, he called and asked to start
meeting with me one on one.

In our first two or three meetings together, I took my
time to get to know him and his story. He had grown up
as an only child with a verbally abusive father and a nur-
turing mother. He recounted years of teasing and bullying
that he experienced throughout school and into college.
This treatment had made him angry and pushed him in the
direction of being a perfectionist. He made a vow that he
would prove everyone wrong. He always made As on all of
his exams. He was determined to show people that he was
a successful person. And he was—four decades later, and
Jim looked as if he had made it. Yet the treadmill had left
him awash in a sea of depression and anxiety.

Jim was also a professing Christian. He was well
thought of at church, had a firm grasp of theology, and
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understood the Bible better than most people. Yet what
was most interesting about the way he told his story was
that he rarely mentioned God. He made very few mean-
ingful connections between his faith and his life. He
didn’t seem to see how Christ had given him the ability
to maintain a good marriage and parent his children. He
made no mention of God’s grace, or Jesus’ death and res-
urrection, or the work of the Holy Spirit as he recounted
his life. In other words, Jim’s story focused on one pri-
mary person: himself.

TIME TO TAKE STOCK OF THE PLAYERS

When you recount your history with all its challenges and
triumphs, who are the most prominent players? From the
way that you tell your story, would someone know that you
have a vital dependence on Christ?

I have found in my own life and in the lives of those I
counsel that this is the surest sign of whether someone
is growing or stuck. When someone is growing, Christ is
real. His presence and help are palpable. But when some-
one is stuck, the last person they talk about is Jesus. That
is why this first step is so very important.

Before we can tell our story, and change our story, we
need to take stock of who the players are. That’s how it
works in twelve-step recovery programs such as Alcohol-
ics Anonymous. You probably know that the first thing
someone in the program must do is admit that they have a
problem: “My name is Tim and I am an alcoholic / com-
pulsive gambler / sex addict.” But it goes further than
that—the participant must then acknowledge that they are
powerless to overcome their problem and need a “higher
power” to help them to change. This is no coincidence.
Twelve-step programs owe this element to the early influ-
ence of the Christian faith. What has been proven through
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years of research is that people have a basic and utter need
to start by looking away from themselves.

And so it is with you. When you stand at a junction and
are faced with a moment of choice, the first thing you must
do is to look back along the path. But unlike a twelve-step
program, on this journey you don’t look toward an imper-
sonal force or a vague deity—ryou look to a person, and a
day in history that has changed who you are forever. You
look to Jesus.

GOODBYE TO GUILT

Here’s why this step is so important. Whenever we start to
see areas of struggle in our lives, it can immediately pro-
duce feelings of guilt and shame. Our gut instinct is to
deny the problem and try to cover up the shame. We see
this with Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Upon
their initial disobedience, they hid from God, covered
themselves, and shifted the blame in an attempt to deal
with their sense of guilt and shame before God.

Can you identify with this tendency? I can! When was
the last time you failed at something or said something
hurtful to someone? What did you immediately do? Pre-
tend it wasn’t that bad? Blame the other person? Just
move on? The trouble is that none of these responses
really deal with the situation or help us to change in the
long term.

Over the course of this journey, you’re going to be con-
fronted with areas of sin and struggle in your own life.
In order to resist the urge to hide, cover, and blame-shift
in the face of your sin and suffering, it is so important to
instead begin the change process in a place of confidence
and safety.

You may be surprised to hear that this is actually what
we find in the Bible. Whenever the biblical writers are
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addressing disobedience or calling believers to further obe-
dience, they almost always start with emphasizing God’s
love and faithfulness to his people. For instance, consider
how the Ten Commandments start. Before God gives the
people of Israel his commands, he begins with these words
in Exodus 20 v 2:

I am the LLoRD your God, who brought you out of Egypt,
out of the land of slavery.

That’s amazing! God starts by reminding them of what
he has already done for them. He had already saved them
from slavery in Egypt, adopted them as his people, and
promised to be with them every step of the way! It was
only after this that he gave them the Ten Command-
ments. These commands were wise, good, and loving too.
They weren’t supposed to feel like a weighty burden but
a natural way to express love and gratitude to God for
his kindness. The Israelites didn’t have to keep the Ten
Commandments to earn their adoption and freedom; the
rescue and adoption came first.

One of the most common errors in a Christian’s life is
forgetting this very important order: God’s rescue leads to
obedience. Obedience does not earn God’s rescue. Who
we are comes before what we do.

The apostle Paul follows a similar pattern in Philippians
2v1-4:

IDENTITY

If you have any encouragement from being united with
Christ, if any comfort from bis love, if any common shar-
ing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion. ..

20
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OBEDIENCE

<. then make my joy complete by being like-minded,

having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do
nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in
bumility value others above yourselves, not looking to your
own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.

Notice the pattern. Before Paul calls the Philippians to
obedience in verse 2, he grounds them in their relationship
with God in verse 1. It is only then that he says “then.”

THIS IS WHO YOU REALLY ARE

The most profound resource that we have as Christians is
a personal relationship with God where we enjoy his favor
and love. Because of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection,
we have a totally new identity and perspective.

Consider the following things that are true of you if
you are a Christian. We will consider these truths in more
depth later in the book, but it is worth noting them now.
Paul says they are true of you because you are “in Christ.”

* You are loved by God, and he chose to love you before
you were even born (Ephesians 1 v 4-5).

* You are adopted as his child (v 5).

* You are freed from slavery to sin and your sins have
been forgiven (v 7).

* You are in a lifelong relationship with God through
Christ, and have been given the Holy Spirit, who is at
work in you (v 13).

* You have a future hope of living in the very presence
of God forever (v 14).

These are the blessings that Christ has secured for us
through his life, death, and resurrection. It’s what the Bible
calls the gospel—the good news that people like you and

21
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me can be reconciled to God and have a new identity that
is grounded in what Jesus has done for us.

Before we go any further, it’s worth pausing to consid-
er: is that what you believe? Where are you finding your
identity? What are you relying on to make you right before
God: your own efforts and good deeds, or what Jesus has
done for you? That is a critical question to ask, because
lasting change can only happen if you’re “in Christ.” If
you aren’t sure, speak to a Christian you trust and respect.
And in the meantime, keep reading. 1 hope that as I describe
the Christian vision of change, and what it means to be fully
human, you will be compelled to genuinely put your trust
and hope in the One who has made it possible through his
life of perfect obedience, his death on the cross, and his res-
urrection from the dead—Jesus Christ.

JERRY AND SUSAN: THE GOSPEL IN REAL TIME
But how does this knowledge of who we are “in Christ”
translate into our everyday life?

Jerry and Susan had been married for 20 years. They
started struggling in their marriage about five years ago. A
season of loss had opened doors for hurt and resentment
to take over the tone of their marriage. They had been to
several different counselors, and had been given various
skills and techniques that did help their relationship. Yet
there was always a challenge. What do you do when you
are trying to love your spouse and they don’t appreciate or
notice? Unfortunately for Jerry and Susan, their attempts
at change eventually led to greater hurt, frustration, and
little hope that the marriage could be different.

As I began to work with them, I confirmed that many of
the skills they had been given were indeed very helpful. In
fact, they had probably helped them stay married for this
long. But we needed to go deeper. After getting to know
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them better, I began to help them make connections with
who they were in Christ.

Over several months we discussed Philippians 2 v 1-4
during our meetings. I gently guided them to ponder this
passage. Here is what the conversation sounded like:

* “Jerry and Susan, tell me where you have experienced
‘any encouragement from being united with Christ’
this past week. Have you found encouragement in the
fact that your sins have been forgiven and that God
completely accepts you? From the truth that he doesn’t
just tolerate you but really loves you deeply?”

* “Jerry and Susan, talk to me about how you have expe-
rienced ‘any comfort from his love’ this week. Life is
hard and relationships are challenging, but God desires
to comfort you in the midst of your struggles—even
struggles in your marriage.”

e “Jerry and Susan, paint a picture for me of a time this
week when you have experienced ‘any common shar-
ing in the Spirit” When did you not do what seemed
natural, but instead found new power to react to life
differently? Did that happen between the two of you?”

e “Jerry and Susan, how have you experienced God’s
‘tenderness and compassion’ What was that like? How
did you feel?”

After several weeks of talking about these things, Jerry and
Susan began to think about it more carefully throughout
the week. Some weeks they would come in with rich and
vivid memories of being on the receiving end of God’s
grace and kindness. Some weeks they wouldn’t have much
to say. But what became clear was that in the weeks when
they did see how they had experienced God’s compassion,
kindness, forgiveness, and grace, they would report that
their relationship seemed better. Granted, it wasn’t perfect.
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But they were beginning to look up, and that was chang-
ing them and their marriage. You could call this “Chris-
tian mindfulness”—]Jerry and Susan were becoming more
mindful of their relationship with Jesus in the moment,
not just when they were at a worship service in a church.

When Jerry and Susan were growing more deeply in their
identity as adopted children of the Father, they discovered a
new desire and ability to be humble—recognizing their own
failings and not just pointing a finger at each other. They
started to think less of what they needed and more of what
the other one needed. And when they did have a need, they
were learning how to express that to one another graciously
instead of making demands.

The same effect can be seen in any personal struggle.
Whether your struggle is with worry, addiction, discour-
agement, anger, fear, or anything else, starting with who
you are in Christ is foundational—because God’s compas-
sion and grace toward us always comes before his wise and
loving commands. This is one of the unique aspects of the
Christian faith.

God’s love for us is always first. His wise and loving
commands are second. We are loved in Christ so that we
might obey him. We don’t obey him so that we might win
his love.

WORK IT THROUGH

With this biblical backdrop in mind, let’s start to get very
practical. Locate a few passages which remind you that you
belong to God and that you are secure in his gracious and
loving embrace. Take a moment to find a few passages that
are particularly relevant for the area of struggle you chose
at the beginning of your journey. If you’re not sure where
to start, ask someone you trust to help you find some pas-
sages together.
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PASSAGE 1.

PASSAGE 2:

PASSAGE 3:

Don’t stop there. Select the most helpful passage and put
it in a place where you can easily access it: on your phone,
in a notebook, on your refrigerator. Whenever you see
those verses, talk to God and thank him for how he has
loved you.

Are there other ways to meditate on God’s love for you?
Is there a favorite song or hymn that reminds you of his
grace? A poem? A phrase? A work of art? A friend who
tells you the Great News whenever you see them? Take a
moment and write that down.

HYMN OR SONG:

POEM, PHRASE, OR WORK OF ART:

A FRIEND:

WHAT IS HAPPENING?

As you think about the struggle that you chose at the be-
ginning of this book, what was your experience when you
first wrote it down? Guilt? Embarrassment? Despair? Now
that you have turned your gaze to Jesus, how do you feel?
Can you see why this first step is so vital to getting un-
stuck from your struggle and moving forward?

So often we listen to the voice of our conscience, which
whispers words of guilt, shame, and condemnation. These
thoughts hum in the background of our minds like white
noise and prevent us from hearing the clear sound of
God’s voice. You must fight to replace the voice of this
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false narrator with that of the true Narrator, who speaks
the truth about who you are and to whom you belong. He
says this about you in Romans 8 v 1: “Therefore, there is
now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”

Take a moment and sing the song or read the passage out
loud. You have taken the first and most vital step on the
journey to lasting change! This first step is one that you
must keep coming back to every day, and in every moment
of every day. Don’t let it fade into the background.

KEEP RUNNING

As we begin the process of self-examination in this book,
it must begin by looking outward—at Jesus. Our instinct is
to begin by looking at ourselves. But the Bible tells us that
change begins as we gaze outward and away from ourselves:

Let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin

that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance
the race marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the
pioneer and perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him

he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at
the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who
endured such opposition from sinners, so that you will not
grow weary and lose heart. (Hebrews 12 v 1-3)

As you continue on this journey, you’ll soon discover that
change is like a marathon. It’s hard work. There’s a lot of
sweat. It’s exhausting. Sooner or later you’ll feel that you’ve
hit “the wall.” But Jesus has blazed a trail before you. He
endured the cross in order to guarantee that you’ll reach
the finish line. So fix your eyes on him and on what he has
done for you—not just today but every day. It’s by looking
to him that you’ll find the strength to keep on running,
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