
Praise for WHEN 

STRIVINGS CEASE

“In Ruth’s personal and generous way, she has crafted the message that 
busy and driven Christians need to hear: no amount of self-improvement 
or the world’s approval could ever replace our need for God’s amazing 
grace. This is a book for us all.”

— Lysa TerKeurst, #1 New York Times bestselling 
author and president of Proverbs 31 Ministries

“In When Strivings Cease, Ruth Chou Simons paints beautiful pictures 
with words—pictures of shame and inadequacy that we see ourselves in, 
and a picture of the rest we long to find ourselves in. Ruth’s humor, vulner-
ability, scriptural insight, and friendly offer of gospel grace come through 
on every page.”

— Nancy Guthrie, author and Bible teacher

“If you are a recovering people pleaser, if you’re tired of striving and 
measuring up, When Strivings Cease will be like water to your soul.”

— Jennie Allen, New York Times bestselling author of Get Out 
of Your Head and founder and visionary of IF:Gathering 

“Masterfully written with honest prose, compelling story-telling, and clear 
Bible teaching, Ruth communicates the message of the gospel as she invites 
us to leave behind the false hope of self-improvement and walk in the full-
ness of God’s grace through Christ.”

— Gretchen Saffles, bestselling author of The Well- 
Watered Woman and founder of Well- Watered Women

“Ruth invites us into an understanding of how grace shapes the Christ-
follower through both surrender and growth. These are not theological 
abstractions for her, but hard-won truths born from her own tenderly told 
story.”

—Jen Wilkin, author and Bible teacher
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“Ruth Chou Simons firmly but gently redirects us back to Scripture as 
the primary source on what it means to trust the lifesaving, life-changing 
grace of Jesus. This book will resonate with any Christian who has ever 
wondered if they measure up to the gospel they profess to believe.” 

—Amanda Bible Williams and Raechel Myers, cofounders of 
She Reads Truth and editors of the She Reads Truth Bible

“I’ve had the great honor of being in Ruth’s physical presence—her faith, 
her trust, and her reliance on the goodness of God literally makes you feel 
differently than you did before you encountered her. She is a woman who 
knows the depths of grace and freedom. You will love this book. It will 
change your life.”

—Jess Connolly, author of You Are the Girl for 
the Job and Breaking Free from Body Shame

“Written with compassion, honesty, humility, and biblical wisdom, it’s 
clear Ruth understands the demands women experience, as well as the 
pressure we put on ourselves. This book is a needed (and welcome) word 
of refreshment, reminding us of who God is and what he has already 
accomplished for us in Christ.”

—Melissa Kruger, author and director of Women’s 
Initiatives for The Gospel Coalition

“I can’t think of a more timely word than the timeless truth that Jesus, 
alone, is enough—for our inadequacies, insecurities, hopes, and dreams. 
I love how my sister, Ruth Chou Simons, helps us trade our striving for 
security in God’s grace in these pages. If you are weary and unable to 
simply try harder anymore, this book is for you.”

—Lisa Whittle, bible teacher, podcast host, and 
bestselling author of Jesus Over Everything

“There are only a few people in this world where their words immediately 
flood my heart and mind with peace and truth and grace all at the same 
time. Ruth is one of those people for my wife and me! This book is a must-
read for anyone dealing with the temptations of a frantic and busy and 
difficult world—also known as all of us!”

—Jefferson Bethke, New York Times bestselling author
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“In a world of self-improvement and self-help, Ruth Simons delivers the 
message we all need to hear: We’re saved by grace, and we grow by grace. 
With relatability, raw honesty, and kindness, Ruth provides a clear call to 
women, pointing them to their only true hope in the saving work of Jesus 
Christ.”

—Emily Jensen and Laura Wifler, 
cofounders of Risen Motherhood

“When Strivings Cease is a breath of fresh air. Ruth is not only a wonderful 
storyteller, but she is remarkably open about her own journey and struggle 
with performing for God. I could relate to her experience on so many levels 
and appreciate the focus on God’s grace and sufficiency.”

—Sean McDowell, PhD, Biola University 
professor, speaker, YouTuber, and author

“As someone who easily reverts to earning my way in the world, When 
Strivings Cease turned my eyes back to the heart of the gospel. The way 
has been earned; we just have to accept it. Ruth’s willingness to offer up 
her life story to illustrate the power of trusting God’s grace blesses all who 
read her words with an open heart.”

—Phylicia Masonheimer, author and founder 
of Every Woman a Theologian

“In When Strivings Cease, Ruth has revealed ‘the gospel of self-improvement’ 
for what it truly is—a works-based gospel which, of course, is no gospel at 
all. What’s the alternative? Moving from a knowledge of God’s grace to an 
experience of it. That’s what Ruth helps you do in this excellent book.”

—Jordan Raynor, national bestselling author 
of Called to Create and Master of One

“As I turned the pages of When Strivings Cease, the word freedom repeated 
in my head like a mantra—Ruth is marching us toward freedom in Christ. 
Through biblical teaching and vulnerability, Ruth helps us understand 
grace and the real Jesus we all long to know. I’ll be returning to this book 
for years to come, and so will you.”

—Trillia Newbell, author of God’s Very Good 
Idea, Sacred Endurance, and If God Is for Us
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“Ruth is a trusted author, friend, and artist who uses her gifts to display the 
truth of God’s favor and grace in our lives. She models a beautiful tension 
of stewardship and surrender. This is a must-read!”

—Rebekah Lyons, bestselling author of 
Rhythms of Renewal and You Are Free

“In a world that screams do more, run faster, build more, get more 
attractive, find more followers, be more successful, Ruth is gently remind-
ing us that we are already enough because of Jesus. You will be encouraged 
and changed when you close the last page.” 

—Jamie Ivey, bestselling author and host of 
The Happy Hour with Jamie Ivey podcast

“A timeless, relatable, and vulnerable read about tvrading the myth of the 
American dream for freedom found in the kingdom of Heaven.”

—Myquillyn Smith, New York Times 
bestselling author of Welcome Home

“As vulnerable as it is funny as it is beautiful. Ruth’s story brings the time-
less truth of Scripture to our social media moment of striving, ‘You can 
stop performing. God’s grace really is enough.’”

—Justin Whitmel Earley, lawyer and author of The 
Common Rule and Habits of the Household

“A blending of her story as an Asian American woman growing up in two 
worlds along with generous amounts of scripture, Ruth pulls hard-won 
lessons from her life to redirect our understanding of where we find rest, 
peace, and intimacy with God.” 

—Vivian Mabuni, speaker, podcast host, founder of Someday 
Is Here, and author of Open Hands, Willing Heart

“With clarity and her signature theological depth, Ruth gives us permis-
sion to exchange self-reliance for God-reliance. Her eloquent prose and 
humble spirit shine in this book that will transform the way you see God’s 
grace for you.”

—Timothy D. Willard, PhD, C. S. Lewis scholar, 
and author of Where Beauty Begins
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To the GraceLaced community, past and present: 
These hard- won truths have shaped every word I write and 
every stroke I paint. I can’t wait for Grace to amaze you too.
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Buddha’s Final Words: Strive unceasingly.
Jesus’ Final Words: It is finished.

— Tim Keller

WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   8WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   8 7/20/21   4:54 PM7/20/21   4:54 PM



ix

Contents

Introduction: We’re Missing Something (Why We’re So Tired. 
Why We Strive.) xi

Part 1: When Striving Isn’t Enough 

 Chapter 1 :  Bent and Broken: Striving to Please  3
 Chapter 2:  Unworthy: Striving for Attention 21
 Chapter 3:   Just Amazing Enough to Not Need Grace: 

Striving to Be Good Enough  33
 Chapter 4: The Welcome We Long For: Striving for 

Approval 47
 Chapter 5: Pressure to Perform: Striving to Save 

Ourselves Through Perfection 61
 Chapter 6: The Lunchroom: Striving to Belong 75
 Chapter 7: Honor and Shame: Striving to Outrun 

Shame  87
 Chapter 8: The Gift: Striving to Have It All 105

Part 2: When Grace Changes Everything 

 Chapter 9: Grace Makes New, Not Better 123

WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   9WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   9 7/20/21   4:54 PM7/20/21   4:54 PM



x

CONTENTS

 Chapter 10: Grace Fuels Good Works 141
 Chapter 1 1 : Grace Cancels Our Debt, For Real 155
 Chapter 12: Grace Rewrites Our Stories 171
 Chapter 13: Grace Replaces Fear with Freedom 189
 Chapter 14: Grace Makes Forgiveness Possible 205
 Chapter 15: Grace Is Enough to Hold You Together 219

A Closing Prayer 227
Acknowledgments 229
Notes  233
About the Author 235

WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   10WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   10 7/20/21   4:54 PM7/20/21   4:54 PM



xi

Introduct ion

We’re Missing Something 
(Why We’re So Tired. Why We Strive.)

All this trying leads up to the vital moment at 
which you turn to God and say, “You must do 
this. I can’t.”

— C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity

 wish we were sitting down over a cup of coffee, face- to- 
face, close enough for you to see my chipped nail polish and 
ungroomed eyebrows (yes, I’m writing you from the middle of 
2020’s COVID-19 outbreak), or the way I mess with my cuticles 
when I’m really focused and forming my thoughts— close enough 
for me to ask you an honest question that’s changed everything 
in my adult life:

If we believe Jesus is all we need, then why do we live our days 
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xii

INTRODUCTION

worn out, fearful, and anxiously striving as if we are lacking and 
unable to measure up?

 � As if we are lacking— lacking resources, time, 
achievement, clarity, purpose, energy, confidence . . . or 
acceptance and welcome from a holy God.

 � As if we are unable to measure up— as friends, at work, 
as mothers, as wives, for our parents, with our appearance, 
in our current season of life . . . as Christ followers.

I don’t know about you, but 2020’s unexpected worldwide 
pandemic revealed some things in my life I conveniently over-
look sometimes when everything is “normal.” After the initial 
novelty of staying home, playing board games, and baking with 
family wore off, the pressure to perform set in. Suddenly, I felt the 
intense pressure to carpe diem my way through the unfamiliar 
circumstances, to use this extra time at home to the fullest. I 
don’t know where I thought the expectations were coming from, 
but I heard them play out in my head: Learn a language! Create 
a YouTube channel with helpful content! Set up the most inspiring 
homeschool environment! Inspire your community and employees! 
Lead! Set the example! Reorganize your life! Finish home projects!

I expected maximum productivity and creativity from 
myself, all while navigating loss, isolation, sadness, stress eating, 
and perpetual low- grade fear and worry.

Was it just me? Did you notice how easy it was to default to 
striving our way to assurance and comfort when we felt so much 
fear and lack of control? Did you notice how shaky we felt about 
our place in the world when the expectations for social and pro-
fessional engagement, and productivity, all changed in a moment?
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INTRODUCTION

The dependencies, routines, and dare I say, idols that were 
uncovered in my life during this chaotic start to a new decade 
helped me see how not circumstantial some of my responses 
were— and that how we seek to fix ourselves reveals what we 
really believe we need. This plays out even in the books we read 
and who we listen to for counsel.

An unprecedented number of Christian self- help books 
populate the current bestsellers lists, and if we were to judge 
our generation by the covers that line our shelves, we’d gather 
that, while women have unhindered opportunities for self- 
made success, empowerment, and freedom to break molds in 
this generation, we are also more anxious, overwhelmed, and 
weighed down than ever.

For some of us, these feelings can seem like the soundtrack 
playing in the background of our daily lives, and sometimes we 
sing along, asking those anxious questions: What does it take to 
not miss my purpose? To not miss my potential? To meet expec-
tations? To not waste my life? What does it take to feel like I’ve 
done enough? What must I do to be enough?

I may not admit it out loud, but so often I’m looking for a 
formula that ensures my “arrival.” I want the fix for the fear of 
not getting it right. I want to know what I can do to make sure I 
hit the mark. Is it just me? I don’t think so.

The reason our bookshelves look the way they do is that 
we are all constantly hoping to find our purposes, discover our 
places in the world, and make peace with what we ourselves, and 
others, expect of us. These aren’t necessarily bad goals— some 
might even call them good— but why are they leading to so much 
weariness and uncertainty when the formulas promise the exact 
opposite?
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If someone offers you a prescription for what ails you, but the 
prescription leaves your condition unchanged, it usually means 
that something is not quite right about either the prescription 
or the diagnosis. If what we really need in order to stop feel-
ing so worn out and pressed to perform at a certain standard is 
a better strategy, then why are the prescriptions not working? 
We continue reaching for formulas for success, strategies for life 
direction, or feel- good pep talks that we think must certainly be 
the fix for our feelings of inadequacy. And I get it. I mean, I’d 
love to be writing a book of life lessons you could emulate and 
run with, stories that immediately empower you to do something. 
Because that’s what feels right in this culture of hustle. But here’s 
the thing: God has given us a better way, one that, at first, makes 
you scratch your head and think, What? How does that make 
sense?

And maybe this is why I wish we were on a coffee date. 
Because then you’d see how seriously I mean it when I say: what 
actually changed everything for me in this unending search for 
adequacy, enoughness, whatever you want to call it, was truly 
understanding God’s grace— by which I mean, reclaiming it from 
its trite usage and looking at it from a biblical point of view— 
and I almost missed it. It almost seemed too simple, or like there 
should be more to it, but this is what I’ve learned takes us from 
a place of striving to living fully into our spiritual potential as 
image bearers of a bigger- than- we- think God. I’ve learned that 
what I needed was more than the latest prescription; I needed a 
proper diagnosis and a true solution for my endless striving.

That’s the journey I want us to undertake together here. This 
is not a call to get busy; it’s a call to get discerning.

Because what we’ve been busy doing isn’t working. We’ve 
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xvii

gotten out of sync with the foundations of what we believe and 
why our beliefs about God matter in our everyday lives. My goal 
is to help you realign with what it really means to trust in the 
grace of God. And to stop thinking of your relationship with 
Jesus as something adequate to save you from eternal despair but 
not enough to secure your identity here and now.

At least that’s what my actions say I believe when I trust 
in  Jesus for salvation but trust in myself (think: control and 
manipulate my circumstances) to navigate life. The weariest, 
most powerless times of my life have been made so not because 
there wasn’t enough content filled with strategies available for 
the Christian life, but rather because not enough of that material 
grounded me in what is actually life- changing and not just 
self- bettering.

Could it be that we are so worn and desperate for ways to 
better ourselves because we’ve missed the power, inherent in the 
grace of God, that eradicates self- improvement altogether?

Is it possible that we keep trying to answer the wrong 
question— “Am I enough?”— when we’re really wanting to know: 
“Is God enough?”

The answer to the latter will satisfy the first.

***

In What’s Wrong with the World, G. K. Chesterton wrote, “The 
Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been 
found difficult; and left untried.”1 His thought is comforting for 
me as I think about all the ways I can feel discouraged in my 
relationship with God and want to give up. Do you feel confused 
at times with God’s job versus your job in the Christian life? It 

INTRODUCTION
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could be because the truth of God’s grace, when you really think 
about it, is outrageous. So we downplay it, sometimes subcon-
sciously, and tend to want to lean back on ourselves. We look at 
the outlandish claim of the gospel that Jesus accomplishes every-
thing we can’t and deem it as less than sufficient for change and 
transformation in believers. We think we must need to add some-
thing more to it. After all, it makes sense for us to also have to 
pull some weight, right?

We might not say we believe a Jesus- plus- our- efforts idea of 
the gospel, but when we place our performances on the pedes-
tal of personal progress, we’re not relying on the grace of God. 
We’re worshiping the gospel of self- reliance. Self- reliance is 
something we can control, manipulate, and measure according 
to our efforts. Grace, on the other hand, is countercultural with 
its rejection of self- sufficiency and its relinquishing of power. 
Whether we recog nize it or not, our culture is sadly intoxicated 
with the lure of all that’s measurable and based on self- reliance, 
even for those who claim to represent the gospel of Christ. We 
say we trust that Jesus is enough, but we spend our lives trying to 
prove that we are, instead.

Finding the gospel old news and antiquated, we end up substi-
tuting self- help and formulas for our true means for change— the 
grace of God.

What wears you out today? Is it the impossible standards? 
The comparison? The baggage of trying your best and your best 
not being “good enough?”

I see you, friend— trying to read your Bible and keep a 
quiet time.

I see you, mama— working to keep up with the latest strat-
egies in parenting so your kids will “turn out right.”
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xix

I see you, college grad— goal setting and life strategizing, 
seeking ways to use your gifts and talents for fear of wasting 
your life.

I see you, sister— feeling behind before you’ve even started.
I see you, and I am you. I’ve been in those places more than 

once, and I’m here to tell you that you don’t have to keep living 
there. The abundant life God has promised his children is so 
much more than that. Shall we walk there together? This journey 
is for you; you can start right where you are. And I promise— this 
will change everything.

INTRODUCTION
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P A R T  1

When Striving 

Isn’t Enough
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3

O N E

Bent and Broken

Striving to Please

My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.

—2 Corinthians 12:9

our name comes from the word for a willow— bending 
easily but not easily broken,” my mother said, as she grace-
fully formed the Chinese character for my name, stroke 

by stroke, every mark placed in order. I’m an artist. I can’t help 
but appreciate the pictorial aspect of the Chinese language; each 
character tells a story.

With my name, my mother meant for me to know strength. 
Hidden within the feminine exterior of the name Rou— meaning 
soft, gentle, or lovely— was a root of resilience and tenacity.
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WHEN STRIVINGS CEASE

4

I’d need exactly those traits as I accompanied my parents 
from Taiwan to the United States as a child, finding my place in 
a new land to call home. Learning a new language, new systems, 
unexpected flavors and textures (hello, Kraft Singles American 
cheese), and different acceptable norms, values, and standards for 
beauty (think: tanned skin over pale porcelain) required every bit 
of adaptability, resilience, and tenacity my mother implied in the 
lexical origin of my name.

People often marvel that I learned English as quickly as I 
did but comment on how hard it must have been for my parents 
and me to adapt to life in the United States. Yes, it’s amazing to 
think of all the ways our little family overcame the obstacles of 
language, transportation, education, and culture, but the greatest 
challenge was figuring out what it took to be accepted— and to 
assimilate.

What is expected of me? How do I fit in? What do other girls 
wear to a birthday party? Is it better to stand out or to disappear? 
What kind of lunch box will make people like me? (Hint: in 1980 
it was Strawberry Shortcake.) As a first grader, I thought these 
questions were unique to my personal story of crossing the ocean, 
learning a new language, and finding friends in a new school, but 
it turns out these attempts to meet “standard” populate every-
one’s internal dialogue.

You don’t have to be an immigrant to feel well- acquainted 
with this futile mission. Anyone who has ever moved to a new 
town, been the new student on campus, started a social media 
account, found a different friend group, joined a gym, or given 
her life to Christ understands the question that wells up inside 
each of us: What must I do to be enough here?

I’ve been leading GraceLaced Co. since its founding in 2013 
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BENT AND BROkEN

5

(some of you may remember when it was solely a blog by the same 
name in 2007), and because I use online platforms to encour-
age people through both business and ministry, I’m especially 
cognizant of how our constant access to curated, well- defined 
perspectives can contribute to either healthy reorientation of our 
thoughts or unhealthy condemning self- awareness— the latter 
always telling us that we’re not quite fitting in yet, that we’ve 
missed the mark and must endlessly strive to attain it.

This endless striving is what I struggled with in those early 
days of my youth— and still struggle with today. While being 
tenacious and not easily broken can be helpful when adjusting to 
new environments, the other side of it is sometimes a tendency 
toward people- pleasing, shape- shifting, and bending oneself 
to seek another’s approval. Resilience can be Malleable and 
Compliant’s tougher older sister. The “You go, girl” armor to our 
“Am I enough?” Even the dictionary gives pliable as a synonym for 
the word resilience. Either quality can be an asset— or a burden. 
Bending easily but not easily broken was simultaneously freeing 
and oppressing for me. Who doesn’t want to know resilience? But 
somewhere along the way I detoured onto the path toward becom-
ing, instead, someone pleasing. Someone others favored.

As a young woman taking cues from my left and my right, 
from what was spoken and unspoken, applauded and shamed, it 
sure felt like earning favor was more than a strong suggestion; 
it was a cultural expectation. While differently expressed, both 
the Eastern and Western worlds I was caught between considered 
favor and approval most valuable commodities.

Not much has changed in the world that surrounds us, 
decades later. Being pleasing— being someone who matters, 
who belongs, who is favored, liked, popular, fawned over, and 
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admired— has become a global pastime, if not an obsession. As I 
write, over one hundred million people in the United States alone 
are scrambling for attention, favor, and popularity on the short- 
video social media platform known as TikTok. And just yesterday, 
I read of one popular user losing five hundred thousand followers 
within a matter of days because of some unfavorable behavior 
that made for bad PR.

Let’s be honest: it’s not favor in itself that TikTokers are crav-
ing; it’s what favor and popularity deliver. Brand partnerships, 
media attention, book deals, name recognition, a sense of arriv-
ing. The ability to please others pays, and we’ve built our lives 
around its winnings.

Pleasing others to gain favor or preference has driven mil-
lions of dollars in cosmetic surgery, social media campaigns, 
brand management, and products we reach for every day without 
even thinking about it. Endlessly chasing approval and affirma-
tion isn’t the exception; it’s the rule. And the same angst that 
drives us to secure belonging and acceptance through choosing 
the right words, posting the right things on social media, doing 
what’s widely accepted, and being the most likable versions of 
ourselves accompanies us into our lives in Christ. Left unchal-
lenged, this angst leaves us limping along— lacking the joy, hope, 
peace, assurance, and transformation we expect to experience as 
believers. A worldly means of favor was never meant to deliver 
an otherworldly means of grace.

***

From the conversations I have around my kitchen table to the 
ones I have with readers around the country, I keep hearing 
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similar stories from women who want to see breakthrough in 
their lives. They want to break the cycle of worry, fear, weariness, 
busyness, comparison, or joylessness. They want to feel accepted, 
known, loved, and enough for what God has called them to 
do. These are Bible- believing women in church, reading good 
books, participating in Bible studies, loving their families, serv-
ing their communities, and doing hard things. These are women 
who know what to tell a friend who’s questioning her worth and 
her purpose. These are women who love Jesus. I’m one of these 
women; I’m guessing you may be too.

I meet so many of you while speaking at Christian events 
and conferences, and if you only knew— I wrestle with my own 
enoughness at these events too. I’ve heard it said that there are 
authors who speak, and then there are speakers who write books 
occasionally. I’m the former. Public speaking turns my insides out. 
For me, it’s a combination of lifelong stage fright mixed with the 
steep learning curve of stage presence after a lifetime of local pres-
ence from my kitchen table— and not with lights and cameras. I 
love speaking after I finish the work. I love the opportunity to step 
out from behind a screen, a beautifully published book, an edited 
photo, and the packaged artwork that customers receive— and 
show up as myself, unfiltered, unedited, unpolished: a real middle- 
aged woman preaching the same truths to herself as she preaches 
to others. I’m so grateful to be invited and to be entrusted with the 
hearts of women who come to listen. But the weeks, days, and even 
moments leading up to my time at the podium before hundreds 
of thousands are fraught with doubts and convincing narratives:

I’m not funny enough.
I’m not eloquent enough.
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I’m not godly enough.
I’m not experienced enough.
I’m not punchy enough.
I’m not animated enough.
I’m not interesting enough.
I’m not knowledgeable enough.
I’m not like [name of any peer I admire] enough.

I promise— these feel ridiculous for me to say out loud (I 
mean, what is this— middle- aged meets middle school?), and 
I wouldn’t even vulnerably write them out here if I didn’t think 
that you sometimes hear these things whispered in your ear too.

Recently, after having not spoken for some time at an event 
due to a year of pandemic restrictions, I found myself unneces-
sarily gripped with fear while preparing for my session at the 
first major in- person event since COVID-19 cancellations. From 
a hotel room all alone, I felt the not- enoughs crowding out the 
message I was trying to prepare.

I knew I needed to have a chat with the Lord about what was 
going on in my heart and mind. I silenced my phone and turned 
off the music. And confessed aloud to the Lord: “God— you’ve 
gotta help me overcome this anxiety if you want me to do this 
work. You’ve gotta give me better coping skills, better speaking 
skills, better stage skills.”

And though I heard no audible sound in that hotel room, I 
did recall his words through the apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:9: 

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect 
in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my 
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me.
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And as I remembered God’s provision of grace to Paul, I was 
sure of his response to me:

It’s not about you, child. I get to use you to make much of me if 
I want to, even if you don’t feel the approval or favor you think 
you need. You don’t need to be good enough. You need to be 
good with me being enough. How else do you think I’m going to 
deliver a message of grace through you?

I went to the event that night aware of my weaknesses but 
even more aware of God’s faithfulness— before I even got onstage 
to deliver the closing keynote.

God desires to prove his faithfulness through our surrender 
in our weaknesses, but so often we choose to resist his help, cling-
ing to our own determination to prove ourselves strong. We’d 
rather limp along in our striving than surrender in weakness. 
The reason we limp along and live worn out in our Christian lives 
is what I hope to uncover in these pages you hold in your hands, 
and it’s what I seek to lead us out of through the means of grace.

In some ways, this journey has to start at the beginning of my 
story. I’ve written (and painted) my way through several books, 
all of which point to foundational truths about God’s character, 
our identity in him, and how we can be rooted in truth through 
our everyday lives. Each of my previous books has been devo-
tional in nature— meditations and studies that lead us to a deeper 
walk with the Lord. They’ve been some of my very favorite proj-
ects to date.

But this time, I want to tell you the backstory— the reason 
I care so much about foundational truths, believe that preach-
ing truth to yourself matters, and advocate for beholding God’s 
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greatness in our mundane everyday. Beautiful, inspirational, and 
even compelling truths can only grow up into maturity when 
planted in good soil; otherwise, they’re just pretty handpicked 
bouquets— delightful for a time but lacking any sustaining 
power. The most vibrant florals wilt and fade when not deeply 
rooted. This book is the hard- won, mended soil I’ve learned to 
cultivate in the last two decades of my life.

Good soil— really good soil— isn’t just good because of the 
visible top layer of mulch that keeps it looking fresh and main-
tained. Good soil is known for its nutrients, substance, and 
moisture- keeping qualities; it’s the stuff beneath the surface that 
really matters. Good soil seeks to hold on to every bit of thirst- 
quenching water it receives, and it releases nutrients to the roots 
established within it. Good soil is the difference between a plant 
that withers and a plant that grows, and, as Jesus taught, good 
soil is the difference between truth that transforms and truth 
that never takes root.

Hear then the parable of the sower: When anyone hears the 
word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one 
comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. 
This is what was sown along the path. As for what was sown on 
rocky ground, this is the one who hears the word and imme-
diately receives it with joy, yet he has no root in himself, but 
endures for a while, and when tribulation or persecution arises 
on account of the word, immediately he falls away. As for what 
was sown among thorns, this is the one who hears the word, 
but the cares of the world and the deceitfulness of riches choke 
the word, and it proves unfruitful. As for what was sown on 
good soil, this is the one who hears the word and understands 
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it. He indeed bears fruit and yields, in one case a hundredfold, 
in another sixty, and in another thirty. (Matt. 13:18–23)

We all live between two worlds. We are planted here on earth 
while our hope is in heaven. We are given work to do in tem-
porary soil that, we’re told, has the potential to spring up into 
unending fruit. We live in earthly bodies but abide in the eternal. 
In Christ, we are instantly transferred from dark to light, but we 
are continually being made new. Present progressive. It’s on  going 
and actively happening right now. Everything that is ours in 
Christ is true right now but, at the same time, not fully realized— 
yet. We are living the now and not yet. And in this in between, we 
can mistake not yet for not enough if we’re not grounded in what 
the Bible actually says about God’s favor and how we receive it.

We’re not yet sinless, but his forgiveness is enough to make 
us clean.

We’re not yet with him face- to- face, but his presence is 
enough to sustain us.

We’re not yet fully transformed, but his glory is enough to 
declare us worthy.

Instead of deeply rooting ourselves within the substance of 
God’s grace, we keep trying to fit grace into the framework of our 
own soil for success— a framework that feeds on our innate pres-
sure to perform and seeks to sustain a standard that dis appoints 
no one.

That’s why we’re so tired. That’s why we keep hustling. That’s 
why we never feel like we’re enough. We’re working so hard to 
bloom, to bend, to please that we’ve neglected the soil from which 
we flourish.

I’m convinced we live and act out of what we believe, meaning 
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that what we love most, believe wholeheartedly, and feel most 
convinced of will dictate the choices we make, the things we 
prior itize, the fears that consume us, and how we orient our lives.

Getting to the Root of It

I can only assume— in my own life and in yours— that when we 
run ragged chasing an unobtainable goal for arrival, we’re actu-
ally being chased down by an Enemy whose lies have been the 
same from the beginning of time: God is not trustworthy. You 
have to be your own hero. You need to know more, be more, do 
more in order to save yourself . . . from whatever your worst fear is.

Our culture’s answer to “Am I enough?” is always “You are 
if you believe it!”

We’re fed the formula: Soothe your fear of not being enough 
with achievement. Indulge in the kind of self- love that makes 
you resilient to anything or anyone that’s unloving. Be the best. 
Replace your sense of lack with control. Keep things neat and 
tidy. Cover up your exhaustion with religious effort that’s too 
nice to argue with.

The Enemy knows, if we follow this formula, we’ll eventually 
replace the true good news of Jesus Christ— that God’s son took 
on flesh, lived a sinless life, and died on a brutal cross as penalty 
for our sin, that we might be adopted as sons and daughters of 
God, sealed by the Holy Spirit, and made alive in Christ, just as 
he himself resurrected and overcame death— with our own gos-
pel of self- improvement.

I know what you’re thinking. How can self- bettering seem 
more appealing than Jesus? Deception wouldn’t be doing its job 
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it if looked like a fake. We believe this false gospel because it’s 
almost like the real thing— just a little easier and more conven-
ient to take in. We buy into this formula every single day.

But maybe you’ve already felt it deep down inside: the 
strategy for self- improvement is not really working. The race to 
becoming a more acceptable version of ourselves is simply not 
enough. It has never been enough, and it never will be. I should 
acknowledge here that many books have been written about 
this— I know I’m not novel in treating this topic of “enoughness,” 
but my goal is not to rehash whether we are enough. Rather, I’m 
seeking to peel back the layers of why we continue in the cycle 
of thinking enoughness is attainable by our own means. And 
how all that striving has to do with what we really think about 
God’s grace.

We keep trying to squeeze life out of a means that never 
matched the end. God gives his freedom and welcome in his way. 
And, truth is, this faulty framework and insufficient understand-
ing of approval leaves us with only one of two options: We either 
keep striving— bending, maneuvering, adapting— to be what we 
think is required of us. Or, alternatively, we give up pleasing any-
one else— including God— and only seek to please ourselves. You 
see, friend, if we believe it’s up to us to be pleasing and enough, 
we can only try harder or stop caring altogether. Neither is what 
God intended for you.

So let’s take a moment to be honest with ourselves— a bit of 
self- diagnosis here at the start. Did you pick up this book because 
you’re always seeking to try harder, or are you on the brink of 
throwing in the towel with figuring out what God really wants 
from you and with you? It’s okay if you can’t quite answer that 
just yet, but maybe start with a little assessment. What’s your 

WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   14WhenStrivingsCease_8P.indd   14 7/20/21   4:54 PM7/20/21   4:54 PM



BENT AND BROkEN

15

current response when you read about the Christian life in the 
Bible? Do you feel . . .

 � grateful and relieved?
 � stressed and guilty?
 � tired of trying to figure it out?

You can trace your way back to your core belief by starting 
with your response. When you believe your only hope is God’s 
grace, you’ll respond with gratitude and relief. When you believe 
it’s up to you to perfectly please God, you’ll struggle with guilt 
and fear. And if you believe God is unknowable, unkind, or 
unfair in what he asks of his creation, you’ll stop trying to know 
him at all. My most anxious, weary, and discouraged times are 
not simply seasons affected by circumstance; they are seasons 
shaped by wrong core beliefs about God. What do you find your-
self believing in this season?

Even all the way back in the garden of Eden, Eve doubted 
God— her core belief was that God might be holding out on 
her. And so her response was reaching out and taking what she 
believed was lacking in God’s plan and provision.

But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 
For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 
So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and 
that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be 
desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she 
also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. 
(Gen. 3:4–6)
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Eve wasn’t simply tempted into a momentary lapse in judg-
ment; she acted out of her belief. She believed God’s directions 
and provisions for her good were not enough; she believed she 
knew better than God.

You can’t treat the symptom without identifying the cause.
When I lose my temper and yell at my kids, when I withhold 

forgiveness in my heart, when I’m careless about what I’m enter-
tained by, I’m acting out of a core belief that I can get where I 
want to go my way.

I want compliance— I use my tone to demand it.
I want justice— and withhold my forgiveness.
I want the comfort distraction brings— and settle for less 

than what’s worthy.
You see, none of those choices are made in the moment; they 

are formed long before we decide to act on them with our eyes, 
hands, or lips. What we believe about what God’s given and what 
we think we need determines the choices we make.

We were made to please God alone. He created us out of his 
good pleasure:

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God 
he created him; male and female he created them. And God 
blessed them. . . . And God saw everything that he had made, 
and behold, it was very good. (Gen. 1: 27–28, 31)

Sin is our bending away from God and into allyship with our 
own fears, insecurities, and ineptitude. We fell out of alignment 
when sin entered the world. As image bearers, our true potential 
is to reflect— to image— a holy God. That means that we were 
meant to reflect him. Sin didn’t just cause our misalignment; it 
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blocked our ability to truly desire alignment with our Creator, 
God, as we ought. We’ve been chasing after alignment with our 
own ideas and purposes by our own means ever since the fall, 
bending and trying to fit our form into the ever- changing picture 
of what it is to be worthy.

And when we bend— straining against what we’re created 
for— we break.
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