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Do you find yourself 

over-extended and overwhelmed 

with responsibilities?  Do you 

often find it hard to say “no”?  

Do you often feel guilty about 

others’ feelings and behaviors?  

Do you assume responsibility for 

the feelings and behaviors of 

others? Do you put the needs and 

desires of others before your 

own?  Are you a rescuer? 

If you can honestly 

answer yes to some or all of 

these questions, you are undoubtedly plagued with 

an emotional condition that many people struggle 

with –believers and non-believers.  The inability to 

set emotionally healthy boundaries in relationships 

is a condition of co-dependent behavior.  So many 

in our society are wounded and need inner healing 

because they have been emotionally abused by 

improper boundaries or no boundaries at all!  There 

is much to say on this subject, but God has laid a 

foundation from which we can appropriate 

principals for setting healthy boundaries.   

You might ask, “Why do we need 

boundaries?”  We need them to protect ourselves 

from harmful words and behavior.  Many of us think 

we don’t have a right to protect ourselves.  

Throughout the Old and New Testaments, God has  

established boundaries for 

all of His creation, 

especially mankind (Gen. 

8:22; Deut. 28:14; Ps. 74:17; 

Acts 17:26) that set the 

framework for how we are 

to live as a people, to protect 

us and to make provision for 

us.  Throughout scripture, 

we are admonished not to 

turn aside from God’s 

commands so that we might 

grow and prosper (Joshua 

1:7-8).    

From early childhood, I learned to practice 

people-pleasing behaviors to gain acceptance.  So 

deep were my wounds of rejection, that I would 

often compromise my own feelings, values and 

integrity to avoid rejection.  To feed the need to be 

needed, I often played the role of “rescuer” in my 

family, which usually meant stepping into situations 

that were not my concern or responsibility.  These 

self-destructive behaviors continued on into 

adulthood and eventually began to play out in my 

ministry life.  As a Minister of the Gospel, I have 

found that it is imperative to establish appropriate 

boundaries when ministering to others.  To be 

effective, I have to lead and serve as led by the Holy 

Spirit, without being pressured by the expectations 
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of others.   Stepping into areas that are not my 

responsibility or where I have not been invited could 

prove to be disastrous, resulting in wounding the 

very ones I was trying to serve.  So often we want to 

jump in to meet a need, or take responsibility and 

initiative in areas where  

God has not called us.  Sometimes it’s out of 

a need to be needed, to rescue, to please others, or to 

make us feel significant.  I found that when I was 

out of bounds, the results were feelings of anger, 

betrayal, feeling victimized, and abused.    

It is often very difficult for many of us to 

even recognize, much less begin to deal with this 

issue.  For me, the single most important aspect of 

my inner healing was the revelation of the Holy 

Spirit which identified exactly what was causing me 

so much pain!   It was a ministry called Celebrate 

Recovery that helped to facilitate the work of the 

Holy Spirit in my life in a safe, Christ-centered 

environment.¹   I discovered biblical examples that I 

could glean from in my journey of inner healing.   

The Bible is full of examples of this co-

dependent characteristic:  Moses struggled under the 

weight of overwhelming demand to settle disputes 

among the Israelites.  He felt he had to meet all of 

their needs at his own expense, until his father-in-

law, Jethro, stepped in with wise counsel (Exodus 

18:14-27).   

Herod and Pontius Pilate are two other 

examples of men who, because of pressure from 

others, went against their own convictions for fear 

of rejection from the Jews (Luke 23 and John 18:28-

40).  Although they played a role in the ultimate 

plan of God, it was their co-dependent response that 

God used to facilitate His plan of redemption. 

Improper boundaries and other symptoms of 

co-dependency will not only destroy our 

relationships with others, but most importantly, 

hinder the plan and purposes of God for our lives.  

Any addiction, whether chemical dependency or 

people-pleasing pattern of behavior like co-

dependency, is just another form of idolatry.  An 

idol is anything or anyone that occupies the place 

where God belongs in our lives.  In this case, we 

would rather obey man than God (Acts 5:29). 

Yes, we must set healthy boundaries, but the 

foundation for that healing begins with recognizing 

who we are in Christ and managing our relationships 

in light of that.   We must seek Him while He may 

be found.  If we seek Him with our whole heart, we 

will find Him.  Ask Him to show you what is 

causing you pain in your relationships and when He 

does, do something about it (Psalm 139).  Robert 

Burney of Joy to You and Me Enterprises² offers 

the following example of how to set healthy, 

effective boundaries:   

“There are basically three parts to a 

boundary.  The first two are setting the boundary - 

the third is what we will do to defend that boundary. 

For example: 

 

If you - a description of the behavior we find 

unacceptable (be as descriptive as possible)  

 

I will - a description of what action you will 

take to protect and take care of yourself in 

the event the other person violates the 

boundary.  

If you continue this behavior - a 

description of what steps you will take to 

protect the boundary that you have set. 

Example:  If you break your plans with me 

by not showing up or by calling me at the 

last minute to tell me that you had something 

else to do, I will confront your behavior and 

share my feelings.  If you repeat this 

behavior, I will assume that you do not value 

my friendship and will not engage with you 

socially anymore. 

Another example (in the case of someone 

who is just learning about boundaries and 

has been physically abused in the past) 

would be:  

 

Example:  If you ever hit me again, I will 

call the police and press charges - and I will 

leave this relationship.  If you continue to 
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threaten me, I will get a restraining order and 

prepare to defend myself in whatever manner 

is necessary. 

 

It is not always necessary or appropriate to 

share the third part of this formula with the other 

person when setting a boundary - the first two steps 

are the actual setting of the boundary.  The third part 

is something we need to know for ourselves, so that  

we know exactly what action to take if the other 

person violates the boundary.  If we set a boundary 

and expect the other person to abide by it 

automatically - then we are setting ourselves up to 

be a victim of false/unrealistic expectations.   

“It is not enough to set boundaries; it is 

important to communicate consequences and be 

willing to do whatever it takes to enforce them.²”  

Maintaining healthy boundaries in our 

relationships gives us the freedom to respond in 

obedience to God and fulfill His plan for our lives.    

It is only within the boundaries God has set for our 

lives, that we find true liberty.  Those who live an 

undisciplined life, who continually transgress 

physical and emotional boundaries, are on the road 

to destruction.  “Broad is the way to destruction, but 

narrow is the way to eternal life.”  Matt. 7:13-14    

Wisdom says in all of your getting, get 

understanding.  As an addition resource for further 

study and clarity, I highly recommend, 

“Boundaries:  When to Say Yes, and How to Say 

No to Take Control of Your Life” by Dr. Henry 

Cloud and Dr. John Townsend  
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