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THE CHAPTER
BEFORE THE FIRST

attended my first Bible study when I was 16 years old. I came into
the house clutching my copy of Beth Moore’s Believing God and
spent the next 16 weeknights glued to my pastor’s TV screen. I still
remember the homework from that study and how I diligently filled
in the blanks and sat spellbound watching the videotaped lectures.

The study was my first taste of a deeper spiritual life. Though
raised in a Christian home, I had little interest in or desire for Chris-
tianity until I turned 15. By that point I'd been captive to a secret
struggle for three years (more to come about this in chapter 8). I was
desperate for a Christianity that was real. I wanted something that
made a difference in my life.

Like most Christian girls, I knew I should read my Bible, pray,
attend church, and have Christian friends, and I did all these things.
But something was missing. Jesus was a theory more than a person.
I read my Bible, but it was like I closed it on Him when I got up to

9
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The Chapter Before the First 11

go. I could defend Christianity intellectually, rationally, even emo-
tionally, but God wasn’t real to me spiritually. I floated on the sur-
face of my faith and no one noticed, because most Christian women
and girls were just like me.

Everything changed in college. I attended a Christian college in
Virginia, and during my time there I met women who knew Jesus
like Beth Moore did. They loved Him deeply. They served Him pas-
sionately. Their lives were so different from the cyclical patterns of
defeat, guilt, and fear I knew. How do I get that?1 wondered.

What I wanted was a life of victory. I wanted a spiritual life that
was more than cute mugs emblazoned with the words “Beautiful
Woman of God.” I saw the promises Jesus made in Scripture and
was puzzled by the disconnect. If Jesus promised overcoming, vic-
torious, abundant life, why wasnt I experiencing it? Why was my
own life riddled with anger, criticism, sexual struggles, and insecu-
rity? How could women like Beth and my college friends talk about
God as if He were right there, speaking to them through the Bible,
while I opened it and only felt bored, the words dry?

[ asked a lot of questions in this journey. I began digging into
Scripture, reading my Bible not just to memorize Christian behav-
iors but to know God Himself. 1 figured if other women could know
Jesus in a personal way, I could too. So I started with what I had:
the Word of God.

As my eyes were opened to God’s character in the Bible, my
entire outlook was transformed. I saw that Christianity wasn't just
about me—my faith, my study, my growth, my se/f—but was ulti-
mately about God. It seems like such a basic conclusion, but it was
profound in the moment.

Until then I'd been seeking Jesus to learn more about myself. I
sought Him to find peace or to get away from the effects of my sin.
I followed Him, but mainly as a means to an end, and my spiritual

Copyrighted material



12 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

life reflected that. When I began searching for God for God’s sake,
[ discovered the kind of spiritual walk Jesus came to initiate. I dis-
covered what He meant by His promise that He had come to give
us abundant life (John 10:10).

My journey to know God hasnt ended, and it never will. As my
relationship with Him has grown and deepened, so has my desire
for women to know the same spiritual depth I'm finding day by day.
In today’s culture, this is more vital than ever. There are thousands of
women’s ministries and women attempting to minister apart from
a biblical foundation. The lines between true Christianity and self-
help are blurred. Women come to Jesus by grace through faith, but
then live as if Jesus has no power. They attend their churches, read
devotionals, pray at dinner, and maybe even talk about their faith
with their friends, but their inner lives are marked by emotional
turmoil and daily defeat. They live with rigid rules or uncontrol-
lable addictions, controlling spirits, and untamed tongues. Every-
thing they were before Christ, just with fire insurance. I know what
it looks like. I've been there.

But true spiritual depth and a life of eternal impact cannot hap-
pen apart from the Holy Spirit and God’s Word, what we see trans-
forming the first believers—people marked by their desire for God,
hungry hearts, and love for one another (Acts 2:42-47). The Holy
Spirit and the Word are still transformative today. But until we
grasp how Jesus meets us in the difficult, hard, overwhelming parts
of our lives, our faith will only be theoretical. We won't need the
Word or the Spirit because we think we can self-help our way out
of everything.

But can we?

I don’t know about you, but the guilt, shame, and restlessness
I experienced in my shallow faith (if you could even call it that)

weren't what I wanted to experience during my time on earth. I
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The Chapter Before the First 13

thirsted for more. Most women do. We need more than “pink fluff”
theology of out-of-context Bible verses, compliments to our person-
alities that never challenge us to grow, and topical messages about

womanhood and identity. We are tired of the Bible being watered

down and made palatable. We need and want #ruzh, because only

truth will set us free.

I can say with gratitude that God has freed me from the cycle
of guilt and defeat I once knew as a shallow Christian. Overcom-
ing, victorious, abundant life is here. It is zow. It doesnt always look
the way we expect and it’s not easy to walk out, but it is available

through Christ. He offers a relationship that changes everything.
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PART ONE



STOP CALLING
ME BEAUTIFUL

reyou ready to be encouraged, ladies?” The speaker sprang onto
/A{he stage with energy, her jewelry glittering in the stage lights.
We shouted a collective “Yes!” from our seats as the speaker

took her place at the pulpit. Wed already sung a few songs and
played a game guessing what was inside someone’s purse, and now
were ready to be filled up with the Word. Trendily dressed in skinny
jeans and big earrings, we grasped our journaling Bibles and mono-
grammed notebooks. We were excited and anxious to be encour-

aged, to find a solution to our daily struggle in this Christian life.

The speaker started with some relatable problems: Our need to
feel like enough. Our stress. Our dissatisfaction with life as it is.
“Ladies, we need Jesus!” she declared. “We need to be encouraged by
Him so we can be the best wives and mothers and women we can be.”
We all got out our pens to take notes, ready to learn and grow. But as
the message wore on between comedy segments, I heard nothing I

17
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18 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

hadn’t heard before: “You're so beautiful.” “You're so worthy of love.
God will get you through this.” “You just need Jesus.”

The women nodded along with the message. I nodded along too.
I knew I needed Jesus. The speaker was right about that. But as the
evening ended and I shuffled out with the throng, Bible unopened
under my arm, [ wondered, /s i normal to want more than this?

Every year thousands of women gather together to listen to yet
another speaker tell us who we are in Christ. These conferences,
retreats, and conventions are well-intentioned. Some of them equip
and educate women in the Word of God, or at least attempt to do
so. Then the next year rolls around and we find ourselves once again
seated at the women’s conference, learning once again that we're

“beautiful daughters of God.” Yet each year we return home to the
same struggles and sins we had before the conference. The spiritual
high of the speaker’s message fades. Something is missing.

At home, many of us face difficult marriages, lonely workplaces,
unfriendly mirrors, and overwhelming motherhood. Insecurity and
guilt take a backseat at a women’s conference, but here at home?
They loom large. The Jesus whose presence was so tangible in a
worship-filled sanctuary is now seemingly impossible to reach.

The problem of shallow Christian teaching pervades women’s
conferences, retreats, ministries, and devotional books. We have
heard the same message time and time again—a message meant to
empower us to live better lives. Yet no matter how many times we
hear it, change evades us. If this message is so powerful, why haven’t
our lives, marriages, and experiences of motherhood changed for
the better? Why does the Christian life still feel so heavy if Jesus
promised His burden was light (Matthew 11:30)?

The Christian life is not a checklist, but many women treat their
faith as if that’s exactly what it is. Their faith consists of virtues they

are meant to achieve by sheer willpower and sufficient Bible reading.
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Stop Calling Me Beautiful 19

They attend church, listen to worship music, start Bible-reading
plans, and try to pray. But when anxiety, stress, fear, anger, or temp-
tation assault their hearts, these women are running on empty. The
Christian life they’ve been sold is all effort and little reward. The best
they can hope for is the next platitude from their morning devo-
tional—“You're a beautiful daughter of God!” However, the “you’re
beautiful” message, though palatable and fun to present, isn't the
one women need to hear most.

Perhaps you're tired of the struggle. You're tired of the work.
You're just...tired. And being told youre beautiful hasnt made
things any easier. What good is being a beautiful daughter of the
King when your marriage is on the rocks, when grief is choking
you, when work is unfulfilling, or when you hate what you see in
the mirror?

Women face many difficulties in our daily lives, things we never
expected and never wanted. This is life in a fallen world, and Chris-
tianity is supposed to have an answer for our struggles. But the
answers we've been given aren’t helping us live more peaceful and
victorious lives. We're still down in the mud and the broken places,
wondering how this could possibly be what Jesus meant when He
said, “My yoke is easy and my burden is light” (Matthew 11:30).

AN INCOMPLETE GOSPEL

Gospel is a vague word for many people, conjuring images of
Billy Graham rallies and the hymnbook in Grandma’s church. But
the gospel is simply this: the whole story of Christ’s work to save us.

What we hear from the pages of a devotional or the stage at a
women’s conference may feel right, but is it the stuff of freedom?
We all want to know we're desirable, but will being called beautiful
give us lives of purpose and depth? Judging by the results so far, the
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20 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

answer to both these questions is no. Being told were beautiful in
God’s eyes is a surface response to a soul-deep problem. That prob-
lem is our own sinfulness.

Sinfulness isn’ta word we like to attribute to ourselves. It’s uncom-
fortable and ugly. We'd much rather talk about God’s love for us—
and that's what many female writers and teachers do. But when we
ignore the impact of sin on our own natures, we can’t comprehend
the greatness of God’s love. In John 3:16, Jesus says, “God so loved
the world that he gave his one and only Son.” God does love us—
so much so that He sacrificed His Son. But when we focus only on
the first half of this verse, we're missing the entire point. God doesn’t
love us because you and I deserved it. He loves us in spite of our-
selves. We are so sinful, so unable to bridge the gap between our-
selves and a holy God, that He sent His Son to die on our behalf.

As women, we long to know that we're desired just for being
us. We'd much rather God had come to earth simply because we're
beautiful to Him. But in order to grasp the fullness of God’s love
and find true freedom, we have to get the story straight. Sin marred
our original beauty. Sin destroyed what God meant us to be.

God is life, and as sinners, we are separated from Him. This
is why the apostle Paul said, “The wages of sin is death” (Romans
6:23); death is the ultimate separation from God. Apart from Jesus,
that’s just what will happen to us. Jesus’s sacrifice wasn't just a nice
plan to get us out of trouble. His punishment replaced ours! Because
God so loved the world, Christ paid the debt we owed.

This is the gospel. This is the good news of Christ Jesus for those
in need! But many female Christian leaders have parsed the gospel
into “pleasant” and “not-so-pleasant” pieces. Consequently, we hear
alotabout God loving us, calling us beautiful, and celebrating us as
women, but not much about what had to happen for us to receive

this extraordinary love.
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22 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

The incomplete gospel of modern Christianity gives general
solutions to very specific problems. Our struggle against sin man-
ifests itself in specific ways: addiction, anger, fear, legalism, shame,
and so much more. The problem for women today is the “good
news’ preached to women doesn’t have the necessary depth to free
us. It’s not enough for Christian women, and we deserve more. We
deserve to know the complete gospel and to understand how it frees
us to live lives of both present and eternal impact.

The gospel is good news because it gives hope to the hopeless. It
lifts us out of perpetual defeat and offers us a way home. A message
divorced from the complete gospel, a message of love and beauty
without Jesus’s sacrifice, can never bring lasting change. The gospel
is the specific solution to our specific problem with sin, however it

manifests in our lives.

THE DEFEAT OF INCOMPLETENESS

What does the gospel have to do with our daily life? Everything,.
The defeat we experience in relationships and in temptation hap-
pens because we don't know how to rightly live out the gospel. And
often we don't live out the gospel because we haven't heard it taught
accurately. Many of us assume that if God loves us (a word we often
define emotionally) and we love Him back on an emotional level,
somehow we will live a life of eternal impact. This might satisfy us
during an early-morning quiet time with coffee and a candle, but
that kind of faith crumbles when we face conflict.

In crisis, we discover just how weak this gospel is. In the midst of
a marital fight, a debilitating illness, or a sudden financial setback,
knowing we are beautiful daughters of God falls rather flat. There
has to be more to the gospel, the more that Jesus promised in John
10:10. And there is! The complete gospel—our sinfulness, God’s
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Stop Calling Me Beautiful 23

grace, Christ’s imputed beauty—empowers us with a strength the
incomplete gospel cannot supply. Without the whole truth about
who we are and what God does for us, we will never know the full-
ness of the life God intends for us.

So we need the full story, the whole gospel. The complete gospel
enables us to live free from sin, shame, defeat, and stress. Yes, God
loves us—but that love came with the highest of costs: Jesus’s death
on the cross. Acknowledging our own sinfulness is the first step to
realizing the magnitude of God’s love. When women recognize the
lengths to which God went in order to bring them into His family,
they are transformed. The bondage of besetting sins becomes sur-
mountable. Chains of addiction are broken one by one. Challenges,
fears, and difficulties that could not be conquered by an incomplete
gospel are crushed by the power of complete truth.

Our God is a God of freedom. While we live in a fallen world,
Christ has overcome the world (John 16:33). Every day that we walk
by the Spirit of God, we have what we need to conquer weakness
and sin. But it takes more than a feel-good message and an occa-
sional prayer to get there.

WHERE THE MESSAGE WENT WRONG

The “beautiful daughter of God” message is not untrue. In Christ,
we are indeed beautiful. We were also created in the image of God
and are part of His kingdom work. These are beautiful truths. But
the beauty of God’s people is not the point of the gospel. The goal
of the gospel is to unite us in relationship with our holy, loving God,
and to invite others to have that relationship through our witness
in this world.

Though it's comfortable and pleasing to hear positive and encour-

aging things about ourselves, that’s not what women of God need
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24 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

most. Shallow Christian messages try to affirm who we are in Christ
without discussing the consequences of sin. But sin is the problem.
We need the external solution to our internal sinfulness: We need
Jesus Christ. We need to hear less about us, and more about Him.

Hearing Jesus preached, not to learn more about ourselves or to
become better people, but simply to learn more about Him, is not
all that appealing to us. We want to know we're desirable, so mes-
sages about desirability strike a chord in our hearts. But if we want
to be truly free, we have to recognize the flaws in these narratives and
open ourselves up to something deeper, something far more lasting
than beauty and desirability.

There are three primary problems with the messages of many
female Christian influencers. By recognizing these three problems,
we can learn to see past surface-level gospel messages and seek the

truth that changes lives.

The Message Is Theologically Deficient
The first problem is that Christian women are being taught a
message that is theologically deficient. 7heology has a simple defini-
tion: the study of God. Early church father Augustine defined it as
“an account or explanation of the divine nature.” All of us have a the-
ology. Our theological viewpoint is the framework for our under-
standing of God. Everything you've read, heard, and believed about
Jesus and the Bible helped shape your understanding of who God is
and how He works in your life. This is your theological viewpoint.
Modern women’s ministry’s framework for presenting and
understanding God contains pieces of truth, but these pieces do
not present an accurate picture of God and the gospel. Women walk
away with a Christianity that is all verses and flowery feelings and
has no power for daily life.
We've been sold a message of all comfort and no strength, and
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Stop Calling Me Beautiful 25

because of this, many of us find following Christ joyless, hard, and
empty. We can’t conquer insecurity, shame, and feeling overwhelmed
because all we know about God are proof-texted verses about His
love and kindness. We don’t know how to walk by the Spirit. We
don’t know the why and how of our salvation and how it works out
in the hard hours of our days. These surface-level messages to women,
though well-intentioned, are keeping us from a true knowledge of
God and in bondage to the very things from which we want to be free.

The Message Is Self-Focused

Second, the message were hearing is self-focused. Flawed theol-
ogy always turns attention away from God and onto ourselves, and
that’s exactly what has happened with women’s ministry today. The
messages preached to us almost inevitably focus on...us. While it
might seem logical that if we focus on ourselves more, we'll change
ourselves for the better, that’s not how discipleship works. Turning
our eyes to Jesus is how we are transformed. Change comes by His
power, not ours.

Self-focus is why so many Christian women are exhausted by the
Christian life. Our attention is constantly being turned away from
the One who could bring us real change. Instead, all our efforts are
turned toward ourselves: our identities, our desirability, our inade-
quacy, and our work to be good Christian women. No wonder we're
tired! This is not what God wanted for His daughters.

The Message Is Superficial

Finally, the modern messages preached to women through books
and media lack deprh. In an effort to provide relevant, relatable
content to Christian women, we've watered down the gospel. The
resulting content leaves women grasping for something more. Mod-

ern American expressions of Christianity, especially among women,
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Stop Calling Me Beautiful 27

are focused on the emotional, rather than intellectual, aspects of
faith. With their limited knowledge of Scripture, Christian women
are left ill-equipped to defend what they believe in the public sphere
and are even less equipped to face testing.

Theological education—learning about God, the Bible, and how
these truths apply to life—is not just for men or for those called to
ministry. Women must be spiritually equipped with the knowledge
of God through His Word so they can minister to the people around
them. This requires participating in a depth of study to which many
women aren't accustomed. Such education requires more spiritually
mature women to disciple their weaker sisters. We must recognize
that cute Instagram quotes, isolated Bible verses, and 15-minute
quiet times are not the sum of the Christian life, but that we are
called to a deep, consistent relationship with God and to teach that
relationship to the people around us.

God’s Word contains all we need to know about the Christian
life, and we need to go deeper in our understanding of it. But we
also need to know how to live it out. How many of us don't know
what taking captive our thoughts (2 Corinthians 10:5) really means?
How many of us don’t know how to set our minds on the Spirit
(Romans 8:6)? How many of us dont know how to walk in a man-
ner worthy of our calling (Ephesians 4:1)? Ultimately, many of us
don’t know how our faith applies to marriage, motherhood, dating,
or work. The missing piece of the conversation is the work of the
Holy Spirit in the believer life.

The Holy Spirit can make for a controversial topic. Large pop-
ulations of Christians associate the Holy Spirit with charismatic
churches, so many pastors and teachers avoid discussing the role of
the third person of the Trinity. As a result, women do not know how
the Spirit empowers them to overcome daily struggles.

Think for a moment. When was the last time you attended a
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28 STOP CALLING ME BEAUTIFUL

women’s conference where the Holy Spirit was really talked about?

What was the last book you read that taught you how the Spirit
changes your relationships and helps you overcome sin? By avoid-
ing controversy, conflict, and discussion of the Spirit’s role, modern

women’s ministry remains on the surface of Christian teaching. This

may be the safe way to teach, but it does not create thriving disci-
ples. The beauty-centric gospel is responsible for creating a genera-
tion of female Christians who know little about what they believe

or how those beliefs should play out on a daily basis.

THE MESSAGE WE NEED

A few weeks ago I attempted the Whole30 meal plan. I'd done it
before—30 days without sugar, dairy, legumes, or processed food—
but for some reason, this time was even more of a struggle. I made
it for two weeks before we went out of town on a trip, during which
[ went completely off the plan. Donuts, here I come! Upon return-
ing home, I found myself craving the foods that previously seemed
so limiting. Having experienced the vibrancy of life without sugar,
all I wanted was veggies and fruits.

Just as my body craved healthy food instead of sugary snacks,
Christian women crave spiritual depth. They don't just 7eed more
from the church—they want more. Within every woman is both
the ability and the desire to find a deeper spiritual life. Many women
simply don’t know where to start. We're told that Christ provides
purpose, yet we live as if He doesnt. We're taught a Christianity
based on effort, not gospel grace, and we are exhausted. We need a
complete gospel message that includes who we are apart from God,
reverence for God Himself, and how God enables us to overcome in
daily life. But where to begin? Where do we find this message, and
how do we live it out?
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Stop Calling Me Beautiful 29

Within each woman of God dwells the Spirit of God, who grants
us wisdom to comprehend who He is (John 14:26), but we don’t
know how to access that wisdom. We have the capacity to be curious
about spiritual things. But surface-level messages kill such a curios-
ity. In a sense, many Christian influencers talk down to us instead of
speaking to the capability of the Spirit within us. These messages are
just enough to keep us going in our spiritual walk, but not enough
to aid deeper growth.

The true gospel is available to all of us through God’s Word. We
must learn to study it. We must know it well enough to rightly
divide the truth and check teachings against the Word of God as
the Bereans did (Acts 17:11). In other words, we must cultivate a
holy curiosity.

Holy means set apart, sacred, and dedicated to God. Curiosity is
a strong desire to know and learn. A holy curiosity, then, refers to a
mind that strongly desires to know and learn about God. A mind
like this doesn’t happen by accident. It is cultivated day by day. The
Holy Spirit grows and nurtures this desire as we faithfully expose
ourselves to Him through Scripture, godly community, and solid
teaching (all of which we'll address later in this book).

Women who love God and cultivate this holy curiosity aren'
satisfied with shallow teaching. By rejecting this imitation spiritu-
ality and seeking God’s intentions for our walk with Him, we grow
into a robust faith, a faith able to weather even the most difficult or
mundane of circumstances: the death of a parent, the betrayal of a
friend, the pain of infertility, the fear of financial ruin, the difficulty
of long-term singleness.

Are you done living on the surface? Are you ready to dive deeper
in your faith, your understanding of God, and your walk by the
Spirit? Are you hungry for more and better in your spiritual life? If
s0, keep reading.
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