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“Dawn’s timely message about our addiction to approval and the desper-
ate need to fight for recovery prompts us to approach our insecurities 
with honesty and courage and discover joy in the surrendered life God 
intended for us.”

—Angie Smith, women’s ministry speaker and  
best-selling author of I Will Carry You and Mended

 “Dawn has written a powerful book that every woman needs to read! 
We miss so much of our God-given purposes in fear of what other flawed 
humans think. Thank you, Dawn, for bravely sharing with us the solu-
tion to these oft-challenging fears and feelings: a deeper trust in the God 
who made us.”

—Lara Casey, author of Make it Happen and Cultivate

“We’ve all felt the allure of social approval and the disappointment of an 
online post or real-life relationship falling flat. Like Me or Not shows us 
a different way as Dawn’s practical tips and vulnerable stories call us to 
greater levels of freedom in Christ.”

—Jen Weaver, author of A Wife’s Secret to Happiness

“Like Me or Not was a liberating read for me as a woman. I believe this 
book is going to empower women everywhere to start seeing themselves 
a little more like God sees us.”

—Laura L. Bento, CEO, Good Grit Magazine

“Like Me or Not is a helpful guide for those who struggle with people-
pleasing. Dawn, with surprising candor, takes the reader through her 
own journey, and offers tangible steps for growth and healing. If control 
and perfectionism are part of your need-to-please repertoire, this book is 
for you.”

—Lucille Zimmerman, licensed professional counselor  
and author of Renewed

“Like Me or Not gives thoughtful, biblical, practical help for all of us who 
seek the approval of others. It is truly a crucial book for the twenty-first 
century.”

—Bob Hostetler, coauthor with Josh McDowell of  
Don’t Check Your Brains at the Door

 



“Like Me or Not allowed me to feel more confident in my decisions and 
completely surrender to God’s will instead of the opinions of others. If 
you’re constantly seeking approval, this is the book for you.”

—Bethany Jett, award-winning author of The Cinderella Rule:  
A Young Woman’s Guide to Happily Ever After.

“Like Me or Not is inspiring and uplifting. We all require tools to navi-
gate the storms of people-pleasing. This is a must read on the path to 
self-discovery!”

—Meghan Noone, model/spokesperson,  
Executive Director, Noonetime Charities

“Dawn has opened the door of her life to connect with countless people 
who share her same addiction. Like Me or Not serves as a practical re-
source to bring healing to the approval addict. This authentic approach 
to new life is a journey worth taking.”

—Micah Andrews, CEO, Foundry Ministries

“Dawn’s book is a must-read for all women. I’m grateful that God 
prompted Dawn to write such an honest and powerful book.”

—Michelle Medlock Adams, best-selling author  
of more than eighty books

“Dawn addresses this important topic in an honest, personable, and 
loving way. For too long the standards by which we judge ourselves have 
been unreasonable and downright false. Dawn not only addresses the 
problem of approval addiction, she offers a Christ-centered, practical 
strategy to solve it.”

—Dr. Janet L. McMullen, Associate Professor of Communications, 
University of North Alabama
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INTRODUCTION

Could I Have  
a Problem?

Before you can break out of prison, you first 
must realize you are locked up.

HEALTHYPLACE.COM

Jessica knew there were some underlying issues in her life. She 
could feel it, especially when she was around Kayla, who just 

seemed to have it all together. She couldn’t put her finger on why, but 
every conversation she had with Kayla felt like a fierce competition. 
Sometimes it was what their kids were (or were not) doing. Other 
times, it was who had gotten the better bargain or whose husband 
was doing more around the house. Every time they talked, Jessica 
felt compelled to outdo Kayla in some way. She even found herself 
wondering at times what Kayla was doing and whether she should be 
doing the same thing. 
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Social media didn’t help. Kayla would post updates, and people 
would respond and engage her in the comments. People often liked 
her comments or her posts, and the pictures of her kids got likes 
and comments about how cute or precious they were or how big 
they were getting. Jessica’s posts got attention too, but every time 
she checked, Kayla’s page had more comments, likes, and shares than 
Jessica’s—even though they shared many of the same friends and fol-
lowers. What was Kayla doing differently—or better—than Jessica? 
Why did people seem to care so much more about Kayla’s life? Why 
couldn’t Jessica reproduce Kayla’s following?

Tanya, on the other hand, found herself exhausted at the end 
of most weeks. She couldn’t figure out why she never seemed to get 
anything on her to-do list accomplished; she felt like she was always  
doing things for everyone else. It’s not that she didn’t want to do 
things for others—she knew that in doing so she was being like Jesus, 
and she wanted to be more like Jesus—but it was exhausting her. 
There had to be a way out. Besides, her boss was getting on her at 
work. He’d even accused her of being more concerned with what  
everyone else was doing than with her own workload. Didn’t he see 
how she got her stuff done too (just not always on his timeline)? 
Tanya felt angry at her boss for insinuating that she didn’t care 
about her work. Maybe if he would just do his job and quit asking 
her for things all the time, it would help her to concentrate on her  
own work.

And then there’s Rachel—midtwenties, pretty, single, and ready 
to be in a God-centered relationship. She knew she wanted a man 
who would be just as in love with Jesus as she was, but she couldn’t 
seem to find him. Afraid she’d miss an opportunity to meet Mr. 
Right, Rachel went out with any guy who asked her. To avoid rejec-
tion, she even sometimes compromised her standards, something she 
had promised God she would not do.
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Each of these women was addicted to approval. Approval ad-
diction can shortchange relationships, cause turmoil in families, 
erode friendships, and break down marriages. Jessica didn’t realize 
the reason she felt like she was in competition with Kayla was be-
cause her high need for approval made her feel inadequate. Tanya 
was so wrapped up in seeking approval from others that she for-
got to seek God’s approval, so most of the time, she just wound up 
angry. And Rachel’s fear of rejection caused her to compromise her 
values, and that left her feeling empty and lonely. These women 
are vivid examples of how an approval addiction can modify your  
decisions and behaviors and result in the very things you most want  
to avoid. 

Did anything in these stories echo situations or conversations in 
your life? Did you find yourself empathizing with any of the women? 
You might not be ready to say, “Yes, I have an addiction to approval,” 
but you know there’s something there. Let me offer some questions 
that may help you decide.

• Are you preoccupied with what other people think about you? 
• Is it difficult for you to know what you want? 
• Do you find yourself saying yes when you desperately want 

to say no? 
• Is it hard for you to express your feelings when they differ 

from the opinions of people you are close to? 
• Does your happiness depend on the approval of others?1

If you answered at least one of these questions affirmatively, you 
have a need for approval. If you answered yes to all of them, you may 
have a full-blown addiction. Either way, there is great hope. Step one 
in overcoming your addiction is recognizing you have a problem; 
step two is getting help. You are in the right place.
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You Are Not Alone

I am here to walk with you and encourage you, from Chapter 1 all the 
way to the end. Jessica, Tanya, and Rachel are all parts of my addic-
tion. There is no area touched on in this book that I haven’t personally 
dealt with on some level. I’ve often wondered if God allowed me to 
experience so many of these symptoms of addiction so I could write 
this book for others to learn from and experience true healing.

This book will help you identify how your addiction to approval 
manifests itself in your life. It is not a how-to guide; rather, it will 
present an ongoing process that you can work through regularly and 
repetitively. You must be willing to fight for your recovery by seek-
ing God on a daily basis. Sometimes you’ll feel like you’ve conquered 
one area . . . only to find out you’ve messed up again in another. 
Thankfully, your Savior offers you grace in the times you need it most.

Some chapters of this book may speak specifically into your cur-
rent situation, while others may not track with where you are right 
now. That’s okay. Work on where you are. Allow God to speak to you 
in one area for a while and then, when you’ve arrived at a healthier 
place, return to the book to work on another.

No matter how it works for you, I pray that over time, you will 
experience healing from this debilitating addiction. You don’t have to 
live in bondage; hope is not lost.

Every Alcoholics Anonymous, Narcotics Anonymous, and 
Celebrate Recovery meeting ends the same way—with the group 
holding hands and reciting a prayer. I can’t think of a better way to 
end this introduction to our journey together. Imagine all of us ap-
proval addicts in a room together, realizing we are at the beginning of 
something great. We’ve experienced the first meeting and are ready 
to take on tomorrow, whatever it may bring. Let’s join hands in our 
hearts and minds and recite the Lord’s Prayer together:
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Our Father which art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy 
kingdom come, thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our debts, as we 
forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation, but deliver 
us from evil: for thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the 
glory, for ever. Amen.2
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1

Reality Check

It’s in Christ that we find out who we are  
and what we are living for. 

EPHESIANS 1:11 msg

Hi. My name is Dawn Owens, and I am an approval addict. To 
make it even worse, I have a severe attachment to finding my 

approval through social media. Just last week, I found myself com-
paring a recent post with past posts to see if the number of likes I’d 
received had increased.

It’s true.
Writing a book on how to overcome the addiction to approval 

might be the most difficult way to break that addiction. Seriously, do 
you know how many people must approve of your idea before your 
book is published?

The reality is, popularity sells, so . . . why in the world would 
a recovering approval addict choose to go through a deliberate pro-
cess of seeking people’s approval when there may be only a miniscule 
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chance of success in it? This seems a lot like an alcoholic hanging out 
at her favorite bar.

The answer is simple: you.
You are the reason why I, a recovering approval addict, would 

write a book about how to overcome the addiction to approval. “But 
we don’t even know each other,” you say. That may be true. However, 
I’ll bet I know some things about you. 

First, you picked up this book because you or someone you 
know (wink, wink) is addicted to approval. Let’s be real. You have an 
addiction to approval. You know it; I know it; and now the person 
who checked you out at the bookstore or fulfilled your Amazon order 
probably knows it too. In fact, you might even have thought about 
not purchasing this book for fear of what the cashier would think 
about you. Maybe you’ve even strategized placing this book some-
where inconspicuous, so your friends don’t see you reading a book 
about overcoming an addiction to approval. Or maybe you are even 
sneakier than I imagine, and you saw the book at the bookstore but 
decided this one was a good e-read—no one will ever know what you 
struggle with since it’s only on your e-book device. Smooth.

Next, you’re wondering if it’s possible to overcome an addiction 
to craving people’s approval. Well, I can tell you, you can overcome 
it. But don’t misunderstand the word overcome, which means “to get 
the better of in a struggle or conflict; conquer; defeat.”3 You will not 
overcome this addiction without a struggle. But the definition also 
indicates it’s a successful struggle. We can say amen to that. If I’m go-
ing to struggle with something, of course I want it to end successfully!

You’re probably also wondering whether you’re the only one you 
know who struggles with an approval addiction. I know I did, until 
I started telling people I was writing a book on the topic. Then a 
floodgate opened. It became a normal conversation for me:
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“I hear you’re writing a book. What’s it called?” 
“Well, the working title is, Like Me or Not: Overcoming 

the Addiction to Approval.” 
“Oh . . . I need to read that book. Is it based on lik-

ing people’s statuses online? Because, yeah, that is totally an 
issue. And it’s amazing how addicted you can become to 
wanting people’s approval—and not just online.”

And if I happened to be in a group when the question was asked, 
suddenly everyone would sound off, sharing stories about themselves 
or people they knew who ached for approval and how social media 
feeds into the addiction. 

So be assured—you are not alone. There is hardly a human be-
ing, male or female, on Planet Earth who does not struggle with the 
need for approval to some degree. Well, let me clarify: most of us are 
addicted to approval, but not everyone knows it. Most are addicted, 
but not everyone struggles to overcome. To some it is bothersome, 
like a cowlick that refuses to be combed flat, but to others, it is a full-
blown addiction, and they are desperately in need of help. Regardless 
of which camp you land in, this book can bring a measure of hope.

The last thing I think I know about you is that you are ready to 
get some help. How do I know this? Well, you picked up the book, 
right? And you’ve read this far and have yet to put it down. This is 
a good place to be. Here you can find redemption, grace, freedom, 
and healing. After all, you can’t break free of something if you don’t 
know you’re in bondage to it. I know this is true because I have been 
in your shoes and have walked the path before you. I have struggled 
with every symptom in this book—and then some. 

In my struggles, I have learned about an amazing God who offers 
me redemption from my past and the negative choices I’ve made in 
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my need for approval. At times, I have faltered and believed old lies, 
and I’ve allowed those lies to lead to unhealthy choices. Thankfully, 
God has taught me how to break free and make new choices. Through 
this process, I have received healing. 

An approval addict’s wounds go deep and can be slow to heal 
because of the number of times we scratch them open. For many, the 
wounds have left scars we don’t want others to see. But scars fade and 
even disappear in the light of the wonderful gift Jesus gave us when 
He decided to choose the approval of God over the approval of man. 
When we do the same, our scars become so insignificant to us that 
we no longer realize they are there.

With that in mind, we overcome our addiction to approval by 
the blood, sweat, and tears Jesus shed on the cross. It’s my prayer that 
you will come to define success only by the things God says in His 
Word are true of you. I also pray that your need for the approval of 
others will steadily decrease, even as your need for and reliance upon 
God increases.

Let’s Get Real

Now that you know I am a recovering approval addict, it’s also 
important to know I have been ministering to drug and alcohol  
addicts for years. As the founder and executive director of The Link 
of Cullman County, Inc., a faith-based nonprofit agency working 
to break the cycle of poverty, I constantly face the realities and chal-
lenges of addiction and recovery. 

I have seen people win in their struggle for sobriety, and I have 
wept with an aching and broken heart over the loss associated with 
addiction. An approval addict may not be pumping her veins full of 
heroin, but the addiction still claims casualties. It destroys confidence 
and self-esteem. It destroys lives. People have chosen suicide rather 
than the continued struggle of living up to the expectations of others. 
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There are, in fact, some who have been caught up in substance abuse 
because they were unable to identify and address the root cause of 
their struggles—the need for approval. Addiction is layered and com-
plex, but we can take comfort and hope in knowing that there is a 
God who can overcome it all. 

Of course, this book will only be as beneficial as you make it. 
Each chapter will help you understand another facet of what causes 
your need for approval and then provide Scripture for you to use to 
renew your mind and eventually transform your actions. I love the 
New Living Translation’s version of Romans 12:2: “Don’t copy the 
behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into 
a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to 
know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.”

So much of our need for others’ approval comes because we have 
believed the lie that we must copy the behaviors and customs of this 
world to be accepted. Consequently, we respond to social media in 
ways deemed acceptable by our social circles, we wear clothes because 
of the trends around us, and we decorate our homes to reflect the lat-
est and greatest HGTV show. We can look all around us and see ways 
in which we have conformed to this world. 

The good news is that we can live in the world without conform-
ing to it when we allow God to transform our lives. By renewing our 
minds through the Bible, we can know what God’s good and perfect 
will is for us; we’ll no longer worry about what other people think or 
expect. I don’t know about you, but I take comfort in that idea. For 
years, I felt like I was constantly striving to live up to someone else’s 
expectations; I desperately craved their approval. Now I know who I 
am and, most days, the only one I seek to please is God. And I have 
gained this freedom only by renewing my mind with His Word. 

As a recovering approval addict, I am still tempted every day 
to seek approval from some other source than God, but things are 
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different now. Before, I would have landed in a never-ending spiral 
of negative thoughts; I’d have distanced myself from others, blamed 
the culprit, become a victim, felt shame and guilt, and ultimately, I’d 
have distanced myself from God. Now I am equipped with the tools 
to combat those thoughts. I am equipped with God’s Word, and I’ve 
learned that all I need to do is trust and obey Him. Obedience pro-
vides freedom and blessing that only He can give. Because of Him, I 
am free from the need to perform for others.

Writing this book has been a humbling experience. There are so 
many sets of eyes on every word I write, analyzing each story from 
my life. Even the thought of you reading this book makes me feel 
vulnerable and emotional. But this journey has become my sacrificial 
offering to the Lord. After all, these are His stories; this is the testi-
mony He has created for my life.

It is my hope and prayer that, through my experience, the related 
truth of Scripture, and the Holy Spirit’s help, you will identify your 
areas of struggle and experience deliverance. I’m right here with you, 
too. Picture me walking beside you throughout this journey, praying 
for you, believing in your healing, and offering you grace as you learn 
more of who you are and how much He loves you.

Let’s commit together, today, to start praying for freedom— 
freedom from the bondage of jealousy, competition, division, self-
centeredness, self-pity, self-doubt, neediness, and enslavement to 
other people’s perceptions of us. To overcome our addictions, we 
must learn to focus less on ourselves and more on others. I’ll com-
mit to pray for you, and I invite you to pray for me and all the other 
women reading this book. Pray with me:

Lord Jesus, I recognize that I have a need for approval in my life, 
and I have sought to meet that need through other people rather 
than through You. Please forgive me for getting this mixed up. I 
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did not realize that I was basing my decisions on other people’s 
approval of me and not on Your desire for me. I submit this 
addiction to You right now. I ask You to begin the process of 
restoring me. Just as You cured the blind man, the leper, and 
the woman with the issue of blood, I ask You to heal me from 
this addiction. I realize the process may take a while, and I am 
willing to cooperate with Your Holy Spirit to receive the wisdom 
and discernment I need. Remind me to seek You daily in prayer 
and in Your Word. Help me also to find someone to whom I can 
be accountable as I walk this path. Amen. 
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2

Puhlease, People

There is something very addictive about people-
pleasing. It’s a thought pattern and a habit that feels 

really, really good until it becomes desperate. 

ANNE HATHAWAY

Confession time. I use Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other 
social media—and I like it. A lot. I use social media to share 

my life with friends near and far. I also use it to promote the goings- 
on of the ministry I serve. We desire to love the poor through  
encouragement, education, and employability training; in doing so 
we provide opportunity for life-transformational experiences with 
Jesus. We do this in the hope of alleviating the effects of poverty in 
homes throughout our community. 

Throughout the year, we coach and encourage those who have 
been battling with addiction to walk in sobriety and learn who they 
are in Christ. We teach inmates how they can be set free in Jesus 
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and reconciled with families, gain employment, and serve their com-
munity. We mentor children from economically challenged homes 
and difficult family situations to help them gain confidence in them-
selves and their academic abilities. We teach teenagers to become 
wise with their money so they can break the cycle of generational 
poverty. These are just a few of the examples of how God has used 
our ministry over the years.

Each year, we run an end-of-the-year fund-raising campaign. 
From October through December, we write letters, release video tes-
timonials, and share stories on our social media channels. We ask the 
public to financially support life transformation. This time of year 
can be a lot of fun, but it is also challenging for a recovering approval 
addict like me.

Recently, a unique opportunity presented itself through a na-
tional grant program. To receive the grant, we had to recruit people 
from all over the United States to vote for our cause. We asked the 
grant organization for funds to help us create a safe place in our little 
community in North Alabama for foster children to feel supported, 
learn life skills, and discover who they are in Christ.

They read our proposal and selected us as one of two hundred 
causes to compete for the grant. Now, Cullman County’s population 
is eighty-two thousand people, with a central city of fifteen thou-
sand. Compared to the other locations that were selected—many of 
them large urban centers—we were an underdog hoping to see God 
do a miracle. We knew it was a David-and-Goliath opportunity, but 
when you are passionate about the people you serve, you do what you 
can to help your cause win, especially when twenty-five thousand 
dollars is at stake. 

The grant-making organization posted the top two hundred 
causes online and asked people to select the final forty via daily 
online voting. Social media was crucial, of course. We used every 
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method we could think of to get the word out. Our community does 
not have a large TV station, so Facebook Live became a critical tool 
for us. Facebook Live allows a user to go “live” via video to share 
whatever they are doing in real time. It is an incredible tool, but it can 
be extremely intimidating. 

We decided to share stories of why foster care programs mat-
tered so much to our community and why every single vote was so 
important. For ten days we rallied our supporters to vote. I felt like a 
local newscaster as I traveled around, interviewing people who were 
directly affected by the foster care crisis in our area. The community 
responded enthusiastically to this new area of our ministry.

But, as you know, I am a recovering approval addict, and though 
Facebook Live was fun to use, it was also trying for me. Every day, 
I was online and live in front of whoever might be watching. Some 
days, the crowd of watchers grew and commented and engaged with 
me. Other days, they fell a little silent. All kinds of folks logged on 
to watch. One of the most exciting moments for me was when the 
president of the Christian Community Development Association 
(CCDA), a national organization to which we belong, started follow-
ing. He was in Chicago, and I felt like I’d hit the big time by gaining 
his attention.

All this video time meant that every morning, how I looked and 
what I was wearing was high priority. I woke a bit earlier to make 
sure my hair and makeup were perfect. I studied YouTube videos on 
how to do my makeup a certain way to make sure it looked good for 
the camera.

Once you are live, you can see how many people are watching 
you. If you are friends with them on Facebook, their names pop up 
for you to see. Anyone watching can leave comments and/or choose 
emoticons like a thumbs-up, a heart, a wow face, a sad face, or an 
angry face. They can communicate with you both during your live 
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event and after. As you can imagine, this can be a tightrope walk 
for an approval addict like me, whose first impulse is to see all those 
who are watching as people to be pleased. The process challenged 
me to stay focused on pleasing only God and not seeking to please  
other people.

I have hosted Facebook Live events that many people attended 
and others that felt like I was all alone. Had this been years ago, I 
would have given up after my first event, overwhelmed by the fear of 
what people were thinking. Thankfully, I have learned I’m not here 
to please people; I’m here to seek the pleasure of God. But it was not 
always that way for me.

Growing Up with the Need to Please

People-pleasing started early for me. Before I was three years old, my 
little sister joined our family. Mom and Dad were my world, but for 
some reason, my mom was the center of it. I sought her approval 
then and have continued to do so for most of my life. When I went 
to the hospital to meet my little sister, the nurse on duty happened 
to be the same one who delivered me. As a gift for becoming a big 
sister, she gave me a new baby doll. Of all the names I could have 
chosen in the world, I chose the one I adored the most—Marilyn, 
my mother’s name. I still remember the pride in her expression when 
she realized I’d named my new baby doll after her. I look back now 
and realize how odd it was, almost to the point of embarrassment. 
But my people-pleasing tendencies back then made it seem like a 
perfectly normal thing to do.

That was just the beginning of my need to please others. As I 
grew, my need to please extended beyond my family. Everyone I met 
was a new opportunity for friendship, and I was going to love him or 
her with everything in me. Oh, the innocence of young Dawn.

In those early, formative years, people-pleasing came in a variety 
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of packages—and not always pretty ones. I adored my first grade 
teacher, Mrs. Diver. I had a lot of friends and excelled in school. First 
grade was a good year.

Right before second grade began, the school I attended discov-
ered an asbestos problem. Our class was divided and transferred to 
other nearby elementary schools. I found myself in a new classroom 
with all new students and only three familiar faces. In a few sum-
mer months, my perfect world went from paradise to Armageddon. 
Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration, but it was bad. For the first time 
in my life, I was the butt of people’s jokes. I experienced bullying on 
the playground, in the bathroom, and on the bus—anywhere away 
from the eyes of teachers. Students found ways to trip me up, call me 
names, and rattle my tender heart. Nearly every day, I went home 
crying after school.

I learned then that most people could not be trusted and that 
people I thought were my friends one day would turn their backs on 
me the next.

To protect my little heart, my little mind taught me to become 
what people wanted me to be. To act the way they wanted me to act, 
dress the way they wanted me to dress . . . all to win their approval. I 
became a chameleon: blending in, meeting expectations just to make 
others happy. In the process, I completely lost who I was. I soon 
believed the lie that it was more important to please people than to 
seek the pleasure of God.

Extrovert or Introvert

Most of my life, I was an extrovert. However, according to a post by 
Carol Bainbridge on Verywell.com, “Most people believe an extro-
vert is a person who is friendly and outgoing. While that may be true, 
it is not the true meaning of extroversion. An extrovert is a person 
who is energized by being around other people.”4
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 According to the Myers-Briggs personality test, I was an ENFJ: 
Extrovert (E), Intuitive (N), Feeling (F), Judgment (J). From tod-
dler to young adulthood, I sought out others to fill the internal cup 
of energy that kept me going. I busied my mind with obsessive- 
compulsive thoughts of what others were doing, what they were 
thinking, and whether they were talking about me. I spent my days 
overly involved in activities because if I was with people, there was 
more opportunity for me to please them, to feel their validation,  
and to know they were on my side when I was apart from them. I 
needed to be where the action was all the time. High school is a rough 
place to be when you have been made fun of a child, because teenag-
ers can be brutal. Thankfully for me, high school meant new friend-
ships. Those friendships kept me morally on track, until they didn’t. 
As an approval addict who did not know God, it became particularly 
tricky to navigate life because friends and their opinions became my 
idols. Over time, my innocent hangouts with friends turned into 
weekend parties. I felt compelled to do the cool thing, even when it 
meant compromising my morals. That unhealthy behavior extended 
into college, where I reinvented myself, yet again. Far from parental 
boundaries, I partied almost every day of the week. I filled my social 
calendar with late nights and missed classes to the point of nearly 
flunking out of school. I ended my first semester with a 1.7 GPA.

 I also joined organizations, and as the years went on, there were 
many. The mix of a low GPA and a good talking-to by my student 
government advisor was enough for me to get myself into gear aca-
demically. That, and the fact that the sorority I wanted to join re-
quired a 2.5 GPA for membership. I was forced to study, learn time 
management, and meet some higher academic standards. As a result, 
I received a scholarship after my second semester for “most improved 
GPA,” going from a 1.7 to a 3.2. 

After that, there was no stopping me. I was hell-bent on getting 
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involved, getting voted into leadership positions, and receiving the 
affirmation of the people around me. I was going to prove everyone 
wrong. I was going to be everything I hadn’t been in high school (but 
had always dreamed of being). Fellow students respected me as a 
leader and twice elected me as student body president. After a rigor-
ous selection process, I was selected as a freshman orientation leader. 
In later years I was elected as Greek Council president. Great stuff, 
right? Except that I was still striving to near exhaustion to please the 
people around me and prove to myself that all those things once said 
of me were wrong.

I’m older now and maybe slightly wiser, and my perspective has 
changed. In fact, if I took the Myers-Briggs today, I would be an 
INFJ, a straight-up introvert. I am still a people person and very 
much enjoy the company of others. But these days, after spending 
time around people, especially in large groups, I need to retreat to 
gain back my energy. So, what changed?

Two things: a hefty dose of real life, and another dose of new life.
My fifth year of college was not spent alone. I had a committed 

boyfriend, whom I loved, but who also had some issues. We were in 
college, and that meant partying. For him, it meant times that he be-
came highly inebriated; for me, it meant doing whatever he wanted 
me to do. When he was sober, life was not that bad. But when he was 
drunk, well, it became challenging. 

I believed the lie that if I loved him enough, I could change him. 
I loved him so much, I accepted his proposal for marriage, moved in 
with him, and married him shortly after. After college, life did not 
change much and so, by the time I was twenty-five, I was divorced, 
depressed, and caught up in a vicious, destructive cycle. Finally, sheer 
desperation brought me to my knees. 

At age twenty-six, I surrendered my people-pleasing heart and 
allowed God to transform me into a new creation. The old had gone, 
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and the new had come. It took years of falling on my face and allow-
ing Him to pick me up before I realized that filling my life with the 
expectations of others was never going to calm my racing heart. But 
when He taught me who I was, it stuck.

My energy used to flow from people because that energy came 
bottled up in their approval of me. I constantly obsessed over what 
they thought, always needed to have people around me, and never 
wanted to be alone. I was always worried I was missing something. 
Well, I was missing something all right, but it wasn’t all those things 
I was filling my life with. It was Jesus.

I am pretty sure I am not the only who has been challenged with 
situations like I have described. Maybe, like me, you were bullied as 
a child. Maybe you faced challenges in middle or high school. Or 
maybe you are experiencing something like that right now. People-
pleasing pressure has a way of intensifying as we start new chapters 
in our lives. Even as adults, we can feel like we must look or act 
a certain way. We feel pressure to marry the right person, find the 
perfect home, drive a certain type of car, and have 2.5 children. As 
grown women, we make it even worse for ourselves as we size up each 
other at work, social gatherings, and our children’s sporting events. 
It’s not any easier at church, either, as we compare our clothes, Bibles, 
or relationships with the woman sitting two rows away. We struggle 
with feeling accepted and find ourselves striving for the approval of 
others in our lives. 

So often, we want nothing more than the approval of the people 
we care about—and instead we receive rejection, which can be dev-
astating. Our deepest needs exist in the gap between seeking out the 
acceptance of someone and that same person’s response to us. We 
have all believed the lie that happiness comes through pleasing others 
rather than finding the pleasure of our God.
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Oh, and the challenges of social media only make matters worse 
for approval addicts. We get caught up in both the positive and the 
negative sides of people-pleasing, posting things to get likes or tear-
ing down others with comments. 

And the spread of technology exacerbates the challenge even fur-
ther as new issues arise, like cyberbullying—as if being bullied in 
person was not enough. Now someone you may never have met can 
chime in on your picture, video, or post. Other people can post or 
tag you in unflattering pictures. Some people will even pronounce 
unkind judgments or try to start arguments with you through a 
friend’s feed or page. For an approval addict, such actions are fraught 
with danger, inducing worry, fear, even depression and isolation. 

A Brain Teaser

What happens to our brains when we seek to please others? And why 
is it so addictive? Our brains are wired to associate certain activities 
with pleasure. This wiring is referred to as a “reward circuit.” It is 
activated when the brain notes something important or pleasurable 
that it wants to remember and reexperience.5 The reward circuit re-
leases dopamine, a brain chemical that makes us feel good, and that 
good feeling drives us to seek that reward over and over again. For 
example, when we eat, our body receives a reward and then desires 
that reward again when our stomach sends messages to the brain 
to feed our body. Overindulgence occurs when we begin to crave 
our next dopamine fix, overstimulating that reward circuit. In fact, a 
wide variety of addictions begin when we give in to the brain’s crav-
ings for that “fix” soon after the last one was processed. 

This concept applies to the need for approval, particularly when 
it comes to social media. Every time we see something that pleases 
us, dopamine is released in our brain. Consider how frequently that 
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can occur while scanning your news feed, reviewing your own posts, 
and seeing your likes or comments. The fact that our most popular 
Facebook posts move up to the top of our news feed only makes us 
strive even more to achieve approval from others. 

Ever think to yourself in the middle of a bad day, “I need to 
check Facebook. Maybe that will make me feel better”? This happens 
when your brain needs a dopamine fix and, by golly, it’s going to get 
it one way or another. We depend on all those likes and friends to 
make us feel better; we are addicted.

Social media plays with our mood, both positively and nega-
tively. Did you know that there is now a condition called “Facebook 
depression”?6 It shouldn’t be all that shocking to us. Over time, drug 
addicts build up a resistance to their preferred drug. That means they 
must increase their usage to experience a high. The increasing need 
for more overwhelms the addict. They might want to quit more than 
anything, but their cravings make them physically ill. They feel relief 
only after they get their next dose.

In much the same way, approval addicts crave Facebook or other 
social stimuli. And just as the heroin addict starts to feel the dull pain 
of sobriety, we begin to feel the dull pains of comparison, jealousy, 
envy, and strife—all of which can lead to depression.

Two German universities joined forces to investigate social net-
working. Researchers discovered that one in three people they sur-
veyed felt worse (lonely, frustrated, angry) after spending frequent 
time on Facebook, due to perceived inadequacies when comparing 
themselves to friends.7 

Have you ever experienced that? Maybe you were casually check-
ing out other people’s lives on Facebook and, before you knew it, you 
were feeling like you needed a new hairstyle, a diet was in your near 
future, and you were going to start working out. Come to think of it, 
you decided your home really needed a makeover and your wardrobe 
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needed updating ASAP—all in the span of about ten minutes! By the 
time you put down your phone or tablet, you were depressed because 
your life was not what it should be. Yet you pick up that device again, 
and your fingers just won’t stop scrolling as you judge yourself based 
on those little snippets of other people’s lives.

The more I think about it, it’s shocking that only one in three 
users feel worse after using social media; it should three in three users. 
I suspect the other two are just in denial. We all struggle with com-
paring ourselves to others. We fall into the trap of idealizing other 
people and their things, and it affects our clothing choices, hairstyles, 
and even the way we design our homes. So, what are we to do? 

There is a dichotomy at work here in which it feels like our 
lives are becoming more and more public, yet we are hiding behind 
screens. Our brains are triggered to enjoy our online experience; we 
want more and more of it because it gratifies the need to feel the 
approval of others, yet it can also make us feel deficient, defeated, 
or depressed. So how exactly are we supposed to respond to social 
media if we have this nature, this innate need to please others? How 
do we replace the lie that we need to please others and focus instead 
on seeking the smile of God?

If It Pleases the King

I remember exactly where I was sitting when God opened my eyes 
to my people-pleasing tendencies. It was the early fall of 2010, and I 
was studying the life of David. My husband, son, and I had just relo-
cated from Ohio to my husband’s hometown in Alabama. We moved 
there because we believed God wanted us to start a local church that 
focused on the needs of those who had left church or never experi-
enced a church community. We also believed that God wanted to use 
us to break the cycle of poverty in our community. My husband was 
the church planter, worship leader, and visionary of the church. I was 
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trying to support him in every way I could, but as a born-and-bred 
Yankee in the Deep South, I was also struggling to embrace life and 
find my place in this new setting.

Early in my life as a follower of Jesus, God gave me a heart for 
women. I am at ease when I am teaching about what I have learned 
in the Word of God, and I love helping other women gain clarity and 
freedom in their walk with Jesus. Although I knew those things, I was 
asking God to show me who He wanted me to become in this new 
place. How was I to minister to others when I knew nearly no one?

There at my table, God delivered the gut punch I needed to 
awaken me to my character flaw. Until then, I hadn’t really under-
stood the depth of my people-pleasing tendencies or the wounds that 
I was trying to disguise or heal.

David’s story inspired this approval addict. Actually, it wasn’t 
David alone who inspired me, but the vivid contrast between him 
and King Saul. Saul was the first king of Israel. He had been shown 
tremendous favor by God, yet the difference between him and the 
younger man, David, was like darkness and light.

The first time we read about David seeking God over man is 
in 1 Samuel. At the direction of his father, the shepherd boy David 
took food to his older brothers, who were on the front lines during 
the battles between the Israelites and the Philistines. The Philistines 
had with them a huge warrior who made the Israelites shake in their 
leather-strapped sandals. No one in the whole Israelite camp felt 
brave enough to go up against the giant, whose name was Goliath.

When David entered the camp and heard this news, he was in-
dignant. He began telling everyone to quit being so afraid. He— 
a shepherd boy—was trying to pump up the army of God. When 
King Saul heard about this, he sent for David. First Samuel 17:32–37 
tells us that David didn’t back down, though he stood before a king.
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“David said to Saul, ‘Let no one lose heart on account of this 
Philistine; your servant will go and fight him.’

“Saul replied, ‘You are not able to go out against the Philistine 
and fight him; you are only a young man, and he has been a warrior 
from his youth’ ” (vs. 32–33).

David then explained to Saul that many lions and bears had tried 
to attack his father’s sheep, but he had defended the sheep and saved 
them from death. He continued, “This uncircumcised Philistine will 
be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the liv-
ing God. The Lord who rescued me from the paw of the lion and  
the paw of the bear will rescue me from the hand of this Philistine” 
(vv. 36–37).

I picture the king shrugging as he answered. “Go, and the Lord 
be with you” (v. 37b). 

David was bold and secure in who he was because he knew 
what his God could do. He didn’t question or tremble with worry 
or fear. He did not try to please others—not even the king! He knew 
what was at stake. Lives were on the line, and his defense was God.  
Only God. 

If you have spent much time reading the Bible or listening to 
Bible stories, you know that David went on to defeat Goliath. He 
took him out with a sling and a single stone. One shot was all he 
needed. David was the hero that day as he took out Goliath and 
helped the Israelite army defeat the Philistines. David’s story reminds 
us that when we focus on God and what He can do, we need no 
longer seek to please man.

Saul, however, was a different man altogether. As a young man 
he was tall, dark, and handsome—and incredibly insecure. He ques-
tioned who he was and later even questioned his anointing as king. 
Before long, his choices and his actions followed his thinking.
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Instead of trusting God and knowing that God was able to ac-
complish things Saul could not, he was ruled by fear. Saul saw himself 
as incapable of being God’s anointed king. He worried about what 
other people thought rather than what God wanted. This, unfortu-
nately, cost him his position as king. First Samuel 15 relates that God 
dispatched the prophet Samuel to reject Saul as king because he had 
once again sought to please other humans rather than patiently seek-
ing the Lord. When Samuel confronted him, King Saul answered: “I 
have sinned. I violated the Lord’s command and your instructions. 
I was afraid of the men and so I gave in to them” (1 Samuel 15:24,  
emphasis added). 

Saul’s fear of men kept him from obeying God and lost him 
the very position he was anointed to fulfill, while David, though he 
certainly had his fair share of trials, became known as “a man after 
[God’s] own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14). For people-pleasers, there is 
freedom in that statement; each of us can become a man or woman 
“after God’s own heart”—we have no need to please everyone around 
us. 

At that point in my study, I realized my people-pleasing needed 
to stop. If God was ever going to use me, I would have to be more 
like David and seek only the pleasure of God. I needed to stop letting 
fear make me focus on how others felt about me. My job was to obey 
God, not others, and to seek the pleasure of God instead of caring 
about the opinions of mere men and women. But it took time for me 
to make that shift. It took effort to get over my fears.

What about you? Do you feel more like Saul, who allowed his 
fear of what man thought to rule him and keep him from obeying 
God, or David, who knew he was a son of God and acted out of that 
identity with courage and determination? A Saul mentality may feel 
easier or natural to you than a David mentality, but it is also limiting 
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and even destructive. So, how do we get from a Saul mentality to a 
David mentality?

Reading this book is a good first step in realizing how deep your 
need to please people can go. What if, like Saul, you have also been 
anointed to a position? You don’t want to realize too late that you 
chose pleasing others instead of obeying the God who created you 
and loves you, right?

To make this needed change, you must experience a paradigm 
shift in your thinking. Every day and in every situation, you must 
seriously consider whether you are seeking to please man or God. 
Get into the habit of asking yourself—even out loud—“Am I seeking 
to obey man in this, or God? Am I seeking my own glory, or am I 
seeking to bring glory to God?”

Paul questioned himself in Galatians 1:10: “Am I now trying 
to win the approval of human beings, or of God? Or am I trying to 
please people? If I were still trying to please people, I would not be a 
servant of Christ.” 

If you have accepted Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior, you 
have taken on a new identity as a servant of Christ, a child of the 
Most High God, and an heir to His throne. As such, you have not 
been given a “spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound 
mind” (2 Timothy 1:7 kjv).

When we are secure in the knowledge that we are God’s children, 
we will realize that no one’s approval matters more than His. Just as 
I used to spend energy seeking the approval of my parents as a child, 
I now take that energy to seek the approval of my heavenly Father, 
knowing that His approval already rests on me. It’s all I truly need.

That’s the first step in becoming a God-pleaser: Decide that His 
pleasure is more important to you than anything else and live your 
life considering His perspective on all matters. I have heard it said 



30

LIKE ME OR NOT

many times that the Bible is our instruction guide for life. That may 
be true, but I prefer to see the Bible as the revelation of God’s heart 
and His desire for us. Sure, it can come in the form of instructions, 
but who likes to read instructions? 

When you consider how the Bible uncovers the truth of who our 
God is and who we are in Him, reading and studying it becomes an 
adventure. As you uncover these truths, you will begin to see how 
His nature can be reflected in your own life. And that reflection will 
not resemble what Facebook or other social media tell you.

Society pushes you to strive for the next best thing; God tells you 
to be content no matter what the circumstance (Philippians 4:11). 
Society tells you to seek after the treasures of this world; God tells 
you to pursue treasures in heaven (Mark 10:21). Social media tells 
you to obsess about what others think; God tells you not to worry 
about anything but simply bring your requests to Him and let Him 
take care of you (Philippians 4:6).

We can walk in this “new and living way” (Hebrews 10:20), 
knowing we are not alone. Together we can overcome the addiction 
to approval, the need to please others. It will be a process, one that 
will require us to be patient with ourselves. But there is more power 
in together than there ever is alone. Seek out an accountability part-
ner. Set a goal for this year to start studying Scripture and learning 
the truth of who you are. Make it your mission to destroy every lie, 
every stronghold, and every barrier the enemy has put up to encour-
age you to please man. Together, we can become women after God’s 
own heart. Together we can experience freedom. Together we can 
stop striving to please people and instead rest in the pleasure of God. 

Lord Jesus, I want to rely on Your Word, so I can better know 
who I am. I want to get better at identifying the lies the enemy 
has told me. I want to stop conforming to who this world thinks 
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I should be. In doing so, I ask You to change my heart in the 
same way You changed David’s, so I will be known as a woman 
after Your own heart. Help me not to seek the approval or plea-
sure of those around me, but to seek to please You with my whole 
being. I want to stop striving to be like others; I want to model 
myself after You. You have not given me a spirit of fear, but one 
of power, love, and a sound mind. Guide me as I go about my 
days, so that when I need affirmation, I seek it from You and 
You alone. In Your holy and precious name I pray, amen.
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Me, Insecure?

I have insecurities, of course, but I don’t hang out 
with anyone who points them out to me.

AdELE

Laura exuded self-confidence. She was beautiful, kind, and smart. 
Everyone liked her. Boys would nearly fall at her feet, yet she act-

ed as if she barely knew they existed. I don’t think she dated anyone 
until high school. By that point she was a cheerleader and top-seeded 
tennis player, in honors classes, on the homecoming court, and later 
elected prom queen. I am pretty sure Laura got into her first-choice 
college with no problems at all. I envied her. She seemed to have 
nothing to be insecure about, which was a distant dream for me. 

I was Laura’s opposite, as insecure as they come. I questioned my-
self constantly and often wondered whether my friends were truly my 
friends. I earned Cs in school (at best, Bs), and started high school in 
the marching band. The cool girls were cheerleaders or played hockey 
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and lacrosse; I played the flute and dreamed of being talented enough 
to make an athletic team. Oh sure, I caught the attention of a few 
boys, but my insecurities made me question their motives. I sought 
their attention but never thought I was worthy of it.

My insecurities got me in trouble more than once as a teenager. 
My self-confidence and sense of worth were wrapped up in the things 
I did or did not have. I placed significance on positions and titles, 
social statuses, and academic achievement. Because I didn’t meet my 
own expectations in those areas, I saw myself as less than those I per-
ceived as successful. I constantly strove for more, always needed more 
attention, more friends, more validation from the people around 
me. But because I lacked confidence and contentment in who I 
was, nothing I did, no one I hung out with, and no position I ever 
held was enough. I look back now and think I must have exhausted  
everyone around me. My constant need for approval had turned into 
a full-blown addiction.

This continued into college, where my addiction only got worse. 
By then, I had learned to cover up my insecurities through social 
activities and social status. My life was significantly different in col-
lege as compared to high school, my continued lack of confidence 
deepened the need to keep striving for more. I acted confident, but 
it was a façade, and as I grew better at faking it, my “confidence” 
morphed into bossy and controlling behavior. I manipulated situ-
ations to make them work for my benefit, as if I had everything  
together. All the while, insecurities ate me up inside.

I had achieved a lot while I was in college and had become a 
respected student leader, but it wasn’t until my fourth year that I 
finally declared a major. At first, I thought I’d study criminal jus-
tice and become a lawyer like my cousin. Then I thought maybe I’d 
do secondary education English, like a boy I was dating, or perhaps 
business like one of my sorority sisters. After taking courses in each 
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of those majors, however, I knew I needed to pick something else. 
I’d already decided on a career in counseling college students and 
didn’t need a specific major for that goal, so I chose to major in what 
I enjoyed most: writing.

That decision changed everything. For the first time, I couldn’t 
fake it. I’d always loved journaling and now had also written what I 
thought were decent college papers. People told me I had a way with 
words, so I figured a professional writing major made sense . . . until 
I started taking classes. I was not as good as I thought I was. Not by 
a long shot. I went from being a B student to struggling to maintain 
Cs. I experienced the editing process for the first time . . . and it was 
an excruciating process. Had I not needed to just graduate with a de-
gree, I would have changed my major. But I decided to commit to it. 

Those two years (yes, I did five years of college) were the hardest 
of my college career. I couldn’t fake confidence anymore; I had none. 
Almost every paper I submitted was torn to pieces. I would make 
improvements only to find myself questioning nearly everything I 
had written. To graduate, I had to fulfill an internship and success-
fully complete my senior thesis class, which included a senior port-
folio and a comprehensive exam. My senior thesis class was taught by 
one of the hardest English professors in the department, and I had 
selected the second hardest professor, the department chair, for my 
internship. There is nothing like two experts to keep you insecure 
and on your toes.

The internship was intense. I worked for the student activities 
office, and the director was a grammar guru. She made me edit my 
work a minimum of fifteen times each project before the final prod-
uct was complete. Her usual comment on my pieces was, “Details, 
details, details.” Details would be the difference between achieving 
an A or an F.

I worked hard to put together my portfolio and prepare for the 
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comprehensive exam. My professor told me from the start I would 
be lucky to pass this class since I had declared the major so late and 
most of my peers had been professional writing majors since they 
were freshmen. I was at a severe disadvantage and had to work hard 
to prove I could become a professional writer. I worked relentlessly 
to create a portfolio that would include my best writing from fresh-
man to senior year. We were specifically told not to change anything 
from prior years, as the portfolio review committee, made up of other 
professors, would want to see how we had progressed over time. 

Did I mention I was at a severe disadvantage? Since I had not 
been a professional writing major from the beginning, I struggled 
to locate papers I had written in the early years. Further, I was the 
only person who had edited my work, and I had already learned that 
was not good enough. On the other hand, my peers had learned and 
grown through the professors’ feedback over four years.

I submitted my best work, and hoped the review committee and 
my professor would see that it did have value. But when I went for 
my final portfolio appointment, my fears became reality. His words 
are as real today as they were when he spoke them to me over twenty 
years ago: “This portfolio only proves what we already knew. You 
do not have what it takes to become a professional writer. You will 
never be a published author. You might as well find another profes-
sion altogether, because no one in his right mind would pay you for 
your work.” 

I wish I could tell you that quote is a cruel exaggeration. But my 
professor felt it was his job to make it clear who could write profes-
sionally and who could not. He was clear: I could not.

As you might imagine, I was crushed. All I had left was the fact 
that I was one of the few in the senior thesis class who had passed 
the comprehensive exams and the hope that my internship portfolio 



37

ME, INSECurE?

had gone better than my senior portfolio. My internship supervisor 
in student activities had given me an A for my performance, so it was 
up to my assigned internship professor to decide whether I needed to 
seek another career. 

My internship portfolio sat with several others in a box outside 
her office. I remember carefully removing mine and sitting on the 
floor next to the box, debating whether I should open it. I thought 
about taking it home and allowing someone else to see the grade 
before me. But I decided if my fate was a shattered dream, I should 
take it alone in this empty hallway. I slowly opened the binder. An 
A– greeted me from the top of the page! I refrained from shouting 
but did a happy dance from my seated position . . . and then I saw 
the sticky note attached to the page. The note included my name and 
my grade and the phrase, “Who would have ever thought it could be 
possible.”

I had earned an A–, but there was that statement: “Who would 
have ever thought it could be possible.” The whole world was against 
me. I would have to decide where I was going to go from here. There 
was nothing and no one left to encourage me. I had no hope of ever 
becoming a professional writer. Talk about insecurities! I was about 
to graduate with a degree, but according to my professors, it would 
never amount to anything at all. I was devastated. 

I decided I would avoid a writing career. I tried to get a job in 
counseling and advising students, but the interview process proved 
disastrous. I had a résumé filled with student leader responsibilities 
and experiences, but I felt like an imposter. I had a BA in profes-
sional writing, but it had nothing to do with the jobs for which 
I interviewed. I eventually accepted a job as a floor manager at a  
department store. 

All the work I had done to prove people wrong, all the time I’d 
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spent learning to be a leader, the countless hours of trying to improve 
my writing craft and find my voice—they all came crashing down 
around me. I decided that I was exactly what every negative remark 
about me had said I was. I would never amount to anything. Period. 
I believed that my worth was defined by who I thought I was. I de-
cided I was less than my peers and gave up completely. 

We do this to ourselves all the time, don’t we? We allow outside 
circumstances or individuals to define who we are and what we are 
destined to become. We hear the thoughts and opinions of others 
and allow those words to define us. I’ve realized over the years how 
this has become the enemy’s ammunition in my life. Let me walk you 
through what this looks like for me. Maybe you can relate.

Someone makes a remark about a deficiency in my life, and it 
rings true, at least as far as who I believe I am. Until that moment, I 
hadn’t realized anyone but me knew about that flaw. I feel exposed, 
as if now everyone is aware of the fact that I am less. For example, 
someone might observe, “You are not very good at delegating. I have 
never seen anyone as controlling as you are.” 

Whether the person is right or wrong does not matter. I’ve in-
ternalized their statement as truth, and fear and anxiety rise inside 
of me because I’ve been exposed. I am not perfect, not even close. 
I feel shame and guilt. I feel helpless to change. I am embarrassed 
that I am not who that person expected me to be, and I now want 
to hide from the world. The mask is off and the world can see the  
real me.

Oh, but that’s not the end of it. I begin harboring negative 
thoughts about the other person. Rather than going back to the per-
son and asking for clarification or considering that maybe the com-
ment came from his or her own stresses or insecurities, I begin tearing 
down that person in my head. I weigh my critic’s weaknesses against 
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my own—but instead of making myself feel better, I end up distanc-
ing myself from that person and from God, as I sin against both. 

I begin to see everyone around me in a negative light. I become 
bitter and angry, pointing out other people’s flaws and short comings. 
I am the judge of all things, and I have little mercy. I deflect my 
emotions about the situation onto other people who are completely 
innocent because I am now assuming they feel the same way about 
me as the other person. They’ve all been conspiring to show me who 
I really am.

My prayer life suffers. I lose interest in spending time with God 
or doing God-centered things because, well, He’s probably going to 
reveal more of my shortcomings. I become increasingly prideful; I 
dig in my heels and rationalize my behavior. The shame and guilt 
build, isolating me further from God and other people.

And then what do I do? I begin to beat myself up. I feel less than 
other people, I realize how much I don’t like myself, and I come to 
the conclusion that my critic was probably correct. In fact, in my 
imagination, I make myself appear even worse. I consider quitting 
whatever it is I am leading. My insecurities fester, even as my aware-
ness of my own unworthiness makes me feel still more unworthy. 

I typically land in one of two camps at this point: Either I decide 
to end this pity party and seek God for wisdom and guidance, or I 
begin feeling utterly depressed. If I have any presence of mind at this 
point, I will remember that I can choose repentance and allow it to 
break me out of this horrible cycle. I know I could experience emo-
tions like joy, peace, and hope—if only I decide to agree with God’s 
Word and submit to what the Holy Spirit tells me to do. 

Unfortunately, it is a cycle, and the cycle can begin again with 
another person’s remarks or some other trigger. The cycle looks some-
thing like this:
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Can you relate? Do you do this to yourself? Do you allow the enemy 
to determine your moods, actions, emotional stability, the health of 
your relationships, and even your future, all because you get caught 
up in the lies that say you are not worthy, that you are less than 
others, that you can’t possibly have any purpose or place here on  
Planet Earth? 

You believe  
the lie that who God 

says you are is not  
true and place your  

faith in people.  
Your unbelief increases.

Fear and anxiety reveal  
your insecurities and make 
you feel like a victim.

Bitterness, anger,  
and resentment grow. 
You point out others’ 

flaws and project 
your emotions  

onto them.

You feel guilt  
and shame.  

You want to hide.

Guilt and shame  
increase as you  

realize how you’ve 
treated others.  

You feel unworthy. 
Peace is nonexistent; 

prayer is difficult.

You’re stuck in the 
guilt and shame  
you’ve claimed  
as your own.  

You don't know 
how to change.

Allow bad feelings  
to fester and  

enlarge the issue.

Allow outside  
influence to  

negatively affect 
emotions.

Distance self  
from others.  

Negative feelings 
increase.

Realize how far 
away you are from  

God and truth.

Move away  
from God.

The  
Approval  

Cycle
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If so, you are not alone. But don’t despair—God tells you dif-
ferently. His Word teaches that you have worth, purpose, and confi-
dence in Him.

Defining Insecurity

Joseph Nowinski, author of The Tender Heart: Conquering Your 
Insecurity, writes: 

Insecurity refers to a profound sense of self-doubt—a deep 
feeling of uncertainty about our basic worth and our place 
in the world. Insecurity is associated with chronic self- 
consciousness, along with chronic lack of confidence in 
ourselves and anxiety about our relationships. The in secure 
man or woman lives in constant fear of rejection and a deep 
uncertainty about whether his or her own feelings and de-
sires are legitimate.8 

When we question everything about ourselves, sizing ourselves 
up and comparing ourselves with others, we are exhibiting insecure 
behaviors. We are afraid of what others think, and we second-guess 
(or even third-guess) our response in nearly every situation. As a re-
sult, sometimes we feel we are less than someone else, and sometimes 
we puff ourselves up as we tear down another person. 

That is the backhandedness of insecurity—it can make us feel less 
than or drive us to try to look more than. Either way, we are hiding 
our true selves, the people God created us to be. 

In a social-media context, the insecure woman might critically 
read through her posts and analyze others. She decides what is good 
and what is bad, then she takes what she likes and mimics it in her 
own posts in the hope that others will like or share her post—even if 
the post doesn’t reflect her ideas or opinions much at all. Sometimes 



42

LIKE ME OR NOT

she will poll people on a certain situation, hoping her friends will 
side with her. She may seek affirmation about her body, position, 
purchases, personality, and so on. Social media is a drug for the in-
secure person; it soothes and salves temporarily, even while it creates 
more dependence. It never fully satisfies, no matter what it promises. 

So how can we who are caught in this addiction ever feel or act 
differently? How do we break the cycle of harboring ill thoughts, hid-
ing behind feelings of shame and guilt, becoming bitter and angry, 
and ultimately distancing ourselves from God and others? Is there a 
way to avoid the emotions and actions that separate us from prayer 
and time in the Word? Is there a way out of the pit of despair we’ve 
dug for ourselves? Will the cycle ever stop?

Yes, you can learn to identify and anticipate the patterns. You can 
break the cycle. However, you need to know this up front: The battle 
will never stop. It is a tactic of your enemy to defame your character, to 
obscure your likeness to your heavenly Father. You must understand 
the attack is not against you alone—it is also against God. But you 
can learn how to respond to the attacks at every stage. If you will stick 
with it and persevere and gather and sharpen the weapons you need to 
defeat the enemy’s attacks, you will experience victory in this area. So 
let’s not delay any longer. Let’s see what God says about who you are and 
how your worth and confidence is established and complete in Him. 

Defining Confidence 

Let’s take a journey back in time to the first man and first woman, 
Adam and Eve. There in the garden, we can see where our insecuri-
ties, our fear of rejection, and the attack on our worth began. Genesis 
1:27 tells us that God created man and woman in His own image. 
This is extremely important in our understanding of where our worth 
and confidence come from. Knowing it should inform our response.

We were created in God’s image—we are mirror images of our 
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God! Said another way, we are image bearers. We bear the likeness 
of God in a way no other part of Creation does—not the angels, not 
the demons, not animals, nor the landscape. Nothing else in all of 
creation is like us in that respect. To be human is to be like God: your 
spirit, character, sense of humor, emotions, and mind somehow all 
resemble the God who created you.

No wonder Satan attacked Eve’s worth and confidence. If you 
look at Genesis 3 (the account of the fall of those first humans into 
sin), you will see how the serpent successfully exposed Eve’s inse-
curities and thus brought about the chain of events that separated 
humans from God. Genesis 3:1 esv says:

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the 
field that the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, 
“Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the 
garden’?”

The serpent’s words may be the most loaded question in history: 
“Did God actually say . . .?” The question attacked Eve’s confidence in 
God, and it made her doubt herself, her husband, her memory, and 
her ability to make a decision. It questions her worth and purpose 
as a caretaker of the garden; it makes her wonder if she is doing a 
good job or if perhaps she is not doing all that she should be doing. 
It attacks her confidence in Adam, because he must have been the 
one who relayed the commandment to her. In Genesis 2:15–17 esv  
we read:

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of 
Eden to work it and keep it. And the Lord God commanded 
the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the gar-
den, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you 
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shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely 
die.” [Emphasis added.]

The command was given before Eve was created! The serpent 
struck at a point that probably was most likely to insert doubt and 
incite insecurity.

All these are tactics of the enemy. In John 10:10 esv, Jesus said 
that our enemy “comes only to steal and kill and destroy.” This is just 
one example of how he accomplishes that mission. 

The serpent in the garden called into question the perfection of 
God’s creation. He began by questioning Adam and Eve’s capabili-
ties as caretakers. Today he does the same thing to us. Do we know 
who—and whose—we are? Do we know what we have been given to 
steward, or are we confused about our purpose? Do we understand 
the power within us, or do we see ourselves as powerless?

The question, “Did God really say . . .?” undermines our sense 
of security in God. It’s hard to imagine Adam and Eve having any 
insecurities—after all, they wandered around the garden naked! (It 
makes me blush just thinking about it.) But their response to the 
serpent’s questions show how much they were like us. Eve reasoned 
with the serpent and allowed uncertainty to creep into her thoughts. 
(And oh, yeah, the fruit looked good too.) 

Imagine the thoughts going through Eve’s mind: “Do I believe 
what God told Adam, or do I believe this serpent? What will hap-
pen if I don’t agree with this serpent? How will the serpent respond 
to me? Will the serpent believe I know what I am talking about? 
Do I even know what I’m talking about?” Eve was just as human as 
we are—and she was feeling a little insecure, a little off-kilter. She 
wanted to please the creature in front of her just as we would. 

I could almost transcribe this from the soundtrack that of-
ten runs in my mind. Our insecurities make us vulnerable to peer 
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pressure. Peer pressure can lead to purchasing more than we should 
on a shopping trip because our friends insisted we just had to have 
that dress, though we knew it was out of our budget. Peer pressure 
cuts our hair the way someone else likes it; it convinces us to wear 
clothes we otherwise would have rejected. “Did he really say . . .?”

The enemy is cunning; he delights in provoking us to forget who 
we are and where our self-worth comes from. “Do you really know 
who you are? Are you secure and confident in that knowledge, or can 
I make you question it?”

Eve did. 
You recall what happened next. She saw the fruit—it was “good 

for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining  
wisdom”—and she ate it. (Genesis 3:6). Then she gave it to her hus-
band and he ate it. Then they hid. God pursued them and found 
them (as if He didn’t know where they were). Even in such times, 
God makes Himself known as our pursuer. 

When God called them to account for their actions, Adam and 
Eve did much as we would do—they played the blame game: “He 
made me do it; she made me do it; the snake made us do it.” Their sin 
separated them from God, and they chose blame instead of repen-
tance. This confirmed their insecurities and revealed that they didn’t 
know their identity in God at all and, therefore, could not have any 
confidence in Him.

And that’s the cycle: The enemy attacks our worth, significance, 
and purpose. That in turn reveals our insecurities. We feel shame and 
guilt and hide ourselves from others and God. We blame instead of 
repent, we distance ourselves further from God, feeling more shame 
and more guilt until we suffer the consequences of isolation, depres-
sion, or worse. It isn’t until we realize the need to change our behav-
iors and reconcile with Him and others through repentance that we 
can break the cycle.
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Taking Forward Steps

It’s easy to see that Eve shared our struggle, that she felt the same 
need for approval we do. I don’t want us to leave this story before we 
realize her struggle began because Eve forgot or ignored who she was 
and whose she was. This is the same thing that makes us feel insecure 
today. When we don’t know who we are, we become easy prey for 
our enemy.

So that is step one. We must know that we are under attack 
from a spiritual enemy, not one made of flesh and blood; we wres-
tle “against evil rulers and authorities of the unseen world, against 
mighty powers in this dark world, and against evil spirits in the heav-
enly places” (Ephesians 6:12 nlt). The enemy uses people to attack 
us where it hurts the most, but he is an evil spirit and he has one 
goal, to oppose God. If he can defame the created, he can defame the 
Creator, and he will do that using the people around us.

Further, we, with our weaknesses, insecurities, and wounds, 
can be used by the enemy to lie to others, which can undermine or 
destroy their relationships with God, isolating them and ultimately 
confirming their insecurities and promoting the lie that they can-
not rely on God. So, the first step is to recognize the attack and the  
attacker. In doing so, we’ll no longer see the person as our enemy; 
we’ll recognize instead the spiritual powers behind their actions. 
And we’ll know better how to fight because we’ll know who we are 
fighting.

The next step is to remind ourselves of who we are and whose we 
are. When the serpent tempted Eve, she could have responded dif-
ferently. She might have said, “Excuse me, I don’t know who you are 
or why you’re talking to me, but I know who I am. I am a unique 
creation of God. I’m His child, and my job is not to debate the details 
of what He said but simply to partner with my husband in caring for 
the garden. So right now, using the good brain God gave me, I think 
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this garden needs some snake repellant.” She didn’t have to question 
her role, her purpose, or her identity as a daughter of God. She could 
have stuck to what she knew, first and foremost—that she was creat-
ed in the image of God. Genesis 1:27 makes three distinct statements 
about this: “So God created mankind in his own image, in the image 
of God he created them; male and female he created them.” The text 
leaves no doubt that we were made by the hand of God in His image. 

Is God insecure in who He is? Absolutely not. In Exodus 3:14, 
He simply but boldly states, “I am who I am.” God never questions 
His identity; He knows who He is. As image bearers, we can do the 
same, standing firm in who we are as His creation. At the end of this 
chapter is a list of Scriptures that clearly state who we are in Christ. 
Memorize them, so that when an attack on your identity comes, you 
can remind yourself by saying, “I know who I am and whose I am. 
I have nothing to be insecure about, because He has redeemed me.” 

The third step is to realize that guilt and shame do not come from 
God. Though the people of ancient Israel had broken God’s heart 
with their sins and earned for themselves a long exile, God promised 
them, through the prophet Isaiah: “Instead of your shame you will 
receive a double portion, and instead of disgrace you will rejoice in 
your inheritance. And so you will inherit a double portion in your 
land, and everlasting joy will be yours” (Isaiah 61:7). You needn’t 
wallow in shame and condemnation; those things do not come from 
God. You can live in the reality of the inheritance that comes through 
faith in God—qualities like joy, peace, healing, and redemption.

But what if you forget or ignore these steps and get caught up 
again in the same old cycle? Well, then, go to the next step: forgive-
ness. Realize that the person who hurt you or ignited your insecurities 
did so out of their own wounds. Intentional or not, it was because of 
their own wounds that they wounded you. You know what it’s like 
to be caught in the cycle of approval addiction, wanting to lash out 
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at others because you have been hurt; they may be in the same place. 
Their actions may have had nothing to do with you at all. Of course, 
there may be some degree of truth in what the person said or did. You 
are not perfect, but you can acknowledge this without falling prey to 
guilt and shame. In fact, you could even see their words or actions as 
a prompt for you to forgive another person (or yourself ). 

Either way, choosing this route rather than denial and hiding 
and blaming defeats the enemy and preserves your relationship 
with God. If you have hurt others in this process, go back and ask 
for forgiveness. As hard as that is sometimes, remember that pride 
doesn’t like forgiveness; in the long run, you will experience healing 
and freedom as you practice forgiveness. As Scripture says, “Make 
allowance for each other’s faults, and forgive anyone who offends 
you. Remember, the Lord forgave you, so you must forgive others”  
(Colossians 3:13 nlt).

Practicing forgiveness and grace toward others helps to break the 
cycle of addiction to approval. 

Redefining Confidence

Once you learn you don’t have to give in to insecurity, you can grow 
in the realization that security and confidence come from God. I 
know this to be true, through my own healing in this area. Just as I 
was about to write this book, the enemy attacked me at a very vulner-
able spot. In the process, I realized how much God had taught me 
over the last few years. I was able to clearly identify the cycle I had 
been in. I avoided the knee-jerk reaction I was used to and moved 
into counterattack mode as soon as the attack began. 

In years past, an attack like that would have sent me into a down-
ward spiral. I would have spoken negatively of my attacker, coaxed 
others to take my side, and sought to justify my response so I could 
look better than her. I would have become bitter and angry, then the 
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shame and regret for my actions would have placed distance between 
me and God. I would have placed all the blame on the woman who’d 
attacked me and not recognized the enemy’s role in the situation 
at all. A slew of repercussions would have followed—I’d have with-
drawn from her and all associations with her, which might also have 
meant I’d have to let go of my responsibilities in that area. I would 
have made matters worse by attacking her in public arenas, just as she 
had done to me on social media and elsewhere. 

But I didn’t, because God, in His grace and mercy, had taught 
me to do otherwise. I know who I am and whose I am, so I knew 
she attacked me out of her own wounds. Thus, I gave no weight to 
her remarks. She was hurt, and she wanted to hurt me. That was all.

What if we were all healed from our insecurities, and secure and 
confident in God’s purpose for our lives? What if we no longer lashed 
out at others, wounding them and hurting ourselves in the process? 
What if we walked in the power and authority God has given to 
us through the Holy Spirit? What if we took the words the enemy 
said to Eve—“Did God really say . . . ?—and answered, “Yes, God 
really did say I am a child of God,9 an heir to His throne.10 I am a 
part of a royal priesthood,11 set apart by Him to do good works that 
He designed for me to do because I am called according to His pur-
pose.12” We could praise Him then for turning our mourning into 
celebration;13 we could trade our insecurities for confidence in Him. 

Go. Get into the Word of God and pull out the Scriptures that 
tell you more of who you are in Him. Start memorizing them. To 
help you get started, I have placed some Scriptures at the end of this 
chapter and in the Appendix in the back of this book. Get them 
into your mind and heart so that you’ll have the weapons you need 
to stand firm and triumph. Rise up. You have been created in His 
image. He has designed you to walk in His power and authority for 
such a time as this.
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Jesus, oh, how we love You. Your Word is perfect for every situ-
ation and against every attack from our enemy. Your life shows 
us what confidence in God looks like. You never questioned who 
You were; You always knew. Even when the enemy tried to tempt 
You in the desert, You knew Your place in the Trinity. You teach 
us that, as image bearers, we are full of the power and authority 
that the Holy Spirit provides. We can use that power to defeat 
our enemy. We can know who we are, having full confidence in 
our identity in You. Thank You, Jesus; we trust in Your holy and 
precious name. Amen.

Memorization Scriptures

But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
God’s special possession, that you may declare the praises of him 

who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.
1 Peter 2:9

For we are God’s masterpiece.  
He has created us anew in Christ Jesus,  

so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago. 
Ephesians 2:10 nlt

For in Christ Jesus you are all  
sons (daughters) of God, through faith.

Galatians 3:26 esv

No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know 
what his master is doing; but I have called you friends,  

for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you.
John 15:15 esv
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