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INTRODUCTION


IT’S ALL ABOUT YOU!
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It’s all about you! You didn’t misread that. This book is all about you! It’s a journey of self-discovery to find out who you are and who you were meant to be. I’m not referring to some ego-driven, self-centered trip. I’m talking about finding the real you, the person God created you to be. Understanding your uniqueness and worth in God’s eyes is fundamental to living the kind of meaningful, purpose-packed life God wants for you.


Before we go any further, I realize some readers may have an aversion to anything having to do with self-esteem. You may be one of those. Maybe you were brought up in the anti-self-esteem camp, and this kind of talk about self just doesn’t feel right. You’re not alone.


Many Christians believe that the concepts of self-esteem and self-worth are unbiblical. In fact, they believe we have no worth at all. As proof, they point out verses like Isaiah 64:6, which says that sin has made us unclean and even our best deeds are no better than filthy rags. Teaching on self-esteem, they further argue, takes the focus off God and puts it on us. We should be promoting not our own worth but rather his worth and his glory.





I BELIEVE THERE IS VALUE IN UNDERSTANDING WHO WE WERE MEANT TO BE AS GOD’S PRECIOUS CREATION.





I appreciate the underlying cautions in that argument.


If taught improperly and unbiblically, principles of self-worth can quickly derail into a self-esteem movement that pushes God out of the picture. That’s not the kind of attitude we’re exploring here.


The reason I’m writing this book is because I believe there is value in understanding who we were meant to be as God’s precious creation. Yes, sin has tainted us; it has marred our image. That grim reality, however, must not overshadow the greater reality of our intrinsic worth in God’s eyes—a truth evident in the Bible from Creation to Revelation.


With that said, it is my intention in the pages to come to provide a biblical counterpoint to the cultural version of self-esteem that pits vanity against value, wealth against worth, and upward mobility against a higher calling.


When we begin to understand how valuable we are in God’s eyes, we can begin to really live the lives God has in store for us. And when we do that, God is glorified.








CHAPTER 1ME, MYSELF, AND WHY
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When I was forty years old, I realized I had not undergone a complete physical examination by my doctor in over ten years, so I scheduled an appointment. For three hours I was put through a battery of tests that, for the most part, were fairly simple and not overly strenuous. Then I walked into the room where the last test would be conducted.


In the middle of this little room was a mass of wires, cables, and monitoring devices attached to a treadmill. And standing next to the treadmill was a sinister-looking medical technician. He told me to take off my shirt, and then he proceeded to shave some patches of hair off my chest. The next thing I knew, electrodes and wires were stuck strategically all over my torso. A few minutes later, the doctor finally clued me in about what was going to happen. “Ed, we’re going to administer a stress test.”


The technician told me to get on the treadmill and walk until I couldn’t walk anymore. This is going to be no problem, I thought. I work out, I jog—I know I can last two, three, maybe even four hours walking on this thing.


I got started, and before long the speed and incline of the treadmill increased. Every few minutes the technician would slow it down and decrease the grade, then build them up again. To my horror, the treadmill went faster and steeper each time!





OUR JOURNEY ALMOST ALWAYS BEGINS WITH A FIVE-WORD QUESTION: DO I MATTER TO ANYONE?





After about twenty-five minutes on this torture device, with my tongue hanging out and sweat dripping off my forehead, the technician calmly asked, “Mr. Young, do you feel a little tired, moderately tired, or very tired?”


I gasped for air. “Very … tired!” But I was determined to stay on that machine—I was not about to give up.


If we could look with complete realism and candor into the mirror of our lives, many of us would discover that we’re on a treadmill at this very moment. I don’t mean the kind of treadmill you find at a health club or purchase through an infomercial I’m not referring to a piece of exercise equipment. Many of us are on a self-esteem treadmill, and we’re determined to stay on it even though we seem to be going nowhere fast.


OUR JOURNEY



The moment we’re born, we embark on a lifelong search for significance. A quest for dignity. A pursuit of meaning, worth, and esteem. But too often our search leads us nowhere because we conduct it in the wrong places with the wrong intentions—and many die before getting anywhere near their desired destination.


Our journey almost always begins with a five-word question for which we each desperately want an answer: Do I matter to anyone? We have an innate hunger in our spirits that pushes us to try to discover whether we matter in life, to find out if our existence is more than futile. But what is the drive behind this hunger? Why do we have this craving for worth and meaning?


We find the reason for our search in the first book of the Bible. God created Adam and Eve in his image. Because they were a reflection of God, they were perfect. These two people inhabited the ultimate environment and were living a euphoric existence. They had it made in the shade. Adam and Eve saw who they were in the eyes of God—they didn’t look to other sources for their self-worth. And because they looked only to God for their value, they had supreme self-esteem.


God gave Adam and Eve only one restriction in the Garden of Eden: “Adam and Eve, all you’ve got to think about is worshiping me and doing some yard work. That’s it. You can have anything you want except this one tree that I’ve planted right here in the middle of the garden. Don’t touch this tree. Don’t eat the fruit of this tree.” And as long as they obeyed this single command, God promised Adam and Eve that they would continue their ideal existence for eternity.


Enter Satan. Satan’s sole desire is to separate humankind from God. And he used humanity’s inferiority to God as the avenue of temptation for Adam and Eve. He lied to them about the reason behind the one restriction God had given them. “Psst—Adam, Eve—the reason God is telling you not to touch the fruit is that if you touch it, you’ll be like him. You can control your own destiny.”


So they ate it.


Adam and Eve believed Satan’s lie, that they would become like God. They succumbed to the temptation and ate the fruit. And as a result of their failure to obey God, Adam and Eve lost their secure status with him.


We see in Genesis 3 the first instance of people looking away from God and relying on themselves for worth and meaning—and we’ve seen throughout history the devastating results.





SATAN’S SOLE DESIRE IS TO SEPARATE HUMANKIND FROM GOD.





Since the fall of humankind, we’ve been struggling with feelings of insecurity and inadequacy. That’s why we ask ourselves the question, Do I matter to anyone? But as long as we search for the answer outside of God and by relying on ourselves, we will never truly satisfy our hunger for self-worth. We’ll never find the answer to that probing question.


TREADMILL HOPPING



People spend their entire lives frustrated, striving, crying, and eventually dying in their search for the answer. But many die without ever discovering the answer because they conduct their search for self-esteem by hopping from one treadmill to another These treadmills go fast, then slow up, then down but ultimately they lead them nowhere.


The Style Treadmill


The first treadmill many of us climb onto in the search for self-esteem is the treadmill of style. We jump on, grasp the railings with white-knuckle pressure, and set out on our trek hoping that style, fashion, and good looks will be the answer. We think, Surely if I focus on my style and dedicate energy to my appearance, I’ll gain the dignity, value, and affirmation I crave.


The Bible warns us, though, of the temporary fulfillment that comes from this first treadmill: “Charm can be deceptive and beauty doesn’t last” (Proverbs 31:30 TLB).


Every time I think of that verse, I remember a joke about two men playing golf at their local country club. While they’re getting ready to tee off, an elderly woman streaks across the ninth fairway with nothing on. One golfer turns to his friend and asks, “What was she wearing?” The other golfer says, “I don’t know. But whatever it was, it sure needed ironing!”


As tired as that joke is, it illustrates the reality that style and appearance are qualities that erode with the passage of time. The Bible again shows us how insignificant outer beauty is in 1 Samuel 16:7: “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.”


It’s amazing, though, what well do to make ourselves look good on the outside. Americans spend boatloads of money and major blocks of time focusing on external appearance. Most of the personal health products we purchase are designed to camouflage the aging process. Tanning lotions tempt us with that twenty-something, fun-in-the-sun look, and costly antiwrinkle creams promise to turn back the biological clock.





WE THINK, SURELY IF I FOCUS ON MY STYLE AND DEDICATE ENERGY TO MY APPEARANCE, I’LL GAIN THE DIGNITY, VALUE, AND AFFIRMATION I CRAVE.





If we’re not careful, though, we can become so obsessed with trying to hold on to our fading youthful appearance that we end up trading eternal spiritual rewards for the temporary, worldly satisfaction of physical beauty.


Imagine how freeing it would be to spend half as much time and energy on your appearance as you currently do. What could happen in your life if you used that time to commune with God, dive into his Word, and connect with other brothers and sisters in Christ? Your search for worth would shift from your vanity mirror to the only Mirror that reflects truth and reality.





MANY PEOPLE IN OUR VANITY-DRIVEN CULTURE ARE LOOKING IN THE WRONG MIRROR—THE MIRROR ON THE WALL—FOR THEIR SELF-ESTEEM.





Here’s how James described the mirror of God’s Word: “Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does” (James 1:23-25).


Sadly, many people in our vanity-driven culture are looking in the wrong mirror—the mirror on the wall—for their self-esteem. And they consistently fall short in their search. If we base our worth solely on style and appearance, we’re setting ourselves up for insecurity, because they are finite and fleeting.


Am I saying the body isn’t important? Are we to walk around with burlap sacks over our heads and never bathe, shave, or use deodorant? Is that what God wants from us?


Not at all.


I’m a staunch advocate of the responsibility we have as Christians to maintain our bodies the best we possibly can, I’ve devoted entire sermon series to the care of the body, and my wife and I have even developed resources called Body for God to help people honor the bodies God has entrusted to them. The Bible calls our bodies the temples of the Holy Spirit. We’re to treat them with care and respect. We should try to look as good as possible with what God has given us.


But if appearance becomes our focus instead of spending time with God and serving him, we’ll get nowhere in our search for self-worth, and it will wear us out fast.


The Status Treadmil


You may have already come to realize that the style treadmill will get you nowhere. But instead of getting off the treadmill cycle altogether, perhaps you’ve done what so many others have and jumped to another meaningless treadmill—status.


Status is a great word because you can split it in two and see the true meaning of it. People who are into status keep stats on us. They go through life with a big tally board in their hands, saying, “I’m going to keep score of what everyone has so I can stay one step ahead of them.” These people personify the expression “keeping up with the Joneses.” And they’re convinced that status will bring the answer to the Do I matter? question in their own lives.
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