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We’ve been surveying the crazy-making relationships in which we sometimes find ourselves. These can 

be relationships with parents, spouses, children, co-workers and colleagues, neighbors, and extended 
family members.  

 
Some of these are relationships which we value and initiate and others are relationships we enter due 
to the decisions of others. But, however the relationship has started and developed, we find it very 

difficult. It saps our strength. It undermines our sense of well-being. It fiddles with the control of our 
preferred emotional climate. Our comfort zone.  

Often times these relationships seem to be beyond our understanding. So, we run and hide. We make 

up excuses to not be with that person. We lie. We feel powerless to do anything about it.  
 
Today we want to give attention to “taking back the keys” from the people who drive us crazy. This is 

actually a pretty helpful image, the car and the keys. What’s significant within the image is who is 
sitting in the driver’s seat. The book we’ve been using as a foundational resource, written by Mike 
Bechtle, is People Can’t Drive You Crazy If You Don’t Give Them the Keys. 



 
For many of us there are just two dynamics for taking back the keys. One of them relates to the fact 

that we have been the one to give them the keys in the first place. Why did we do that?! 
And the second is, since we likely gave away the keys for an understandable reason, maybe there is a 

better way to address the reason we gave away the keys in the first place.  
 
Getting Over Getting Straight A’s 

 
Perfectionism and seeking the approval of others might seem like a strange place to focus when we’re 
talking about those other people, those crazy people, who are fiddling with our inner emotional comfort 

zone, but a major source of giving the keys to others is our own need for their approval.  
 

Here’s how it works:  
 
We don’t want people to think badly of us. It pulls us away from our comfort zone of being deservedly 

well-liked by others. We want their approval, respect, and admiration. We may conclude, “If there is 
nothing to criticize about me, then others will appreciate me.” The closer we are to perfect, the less 

they’ll have to critique.  
 
Sounds logical, right? This should produce less stress because we aren’t being evaluated or judged. If 

you’re perfect, even if you are perfectly twisting yourself in pretzel shapes to meet the expectations of 
others, well, then they’ll shower you with approval.  

 
Except that it isn’t how this goes at all. 
It takes incredible energy to micromanage not only every detail of our lives but the opinions others 

form of our lives. When we base our personal value on the opinions of other people, we crave their 
approval. We think that if people see an imperfection in us, they won’t like us. So being perfect 
becomes a way of avoiding that disapproval. In fact, however, we are setting ourselves up to be at the 

mercy of others’ opinions. Our self-worth is based on what other people think of us, so we try to 
control their perceptions.  

 
If we are a perfectionist it is likely because we grew up being valued for performance rather than 
character. We experienced conditional love: we are loved IF we perform well. We equate acceptance 

with top level performance. We learn to believe that other people only see worth in us because of what 
we accomplish and how we do it. As adults, we view ourselves in the same way, with our self-worth 

being a product of other people’ opinions. We don’t want to be criticized, so they try to become 
perfect. (Bechtle, p. 177). 
 

Mike Bechtle recalls a time when his longtime friend, Matt, a called with a problem. 
Matt is an executive with a major corporation, and at the time he was working on his master’s 
degree at a university about fifty miles from his home. He’s also the parent of four children and 
had commitments at his church.  
“I don’t know what to do,” he said. “I get up and drive to work in traffic for about an hour, and 
then drive in traffic to school in the evening. Then I drive home late at night, and I’m falling 
asleep on the freeway because I’m so tired. I barely get to see my wife and kids, plus I have to 
study to keep up my A average in my classes and give 100 percent at work. I’m managing to do 
it all, but I’m  exhausted. I don’t know what to do, because they’re all important. “ 

 
 “So, why are you going for straight A’s?” I asked. 

“Well, it’s important to do everything with excellence. It wouldn’t be right to do less than my 
best in anything.” 

 



(Bechtle) responded, “But it sounds like your family is the part of your life that’s missing out the 
most. You’re getting A’s in school, but you’re getting a B or a C in  family. What if you reversed 
those and went for straight B’s in school and an A in family?” 

 
 “I don’t know if I could do that,” he said. 
 

(Bechtle continued), I’ve had my doctorate for twenty years. In those twenty years, I’ve been 
asked many times where I studied and what field the degree was in, but no one has ever asked 
me what grades I got in any classes. I probably had a high B average, but I got the exact same 
degree as classmates  who got straight A’s. The goal was the degree and the gaining of 
knowledge. I was able to accomplish that goal without the pressure of striving for perfection. “ 

 
(He reports) that Matt tried it, and it worked. By taking the pressure off himself to be perfect in 
school, he was able to devote more time to the more important things in his life.  

 (p. 180) 
 
A foundational step in taking the keys back is getting beyond my need for straight A’s and overcoming 

my addiction to the approval of others.  
 
Nice to say, Pastor, but then where do I get my approval and my identity? 

 
I’m glad you asked! 

 
Living Under the Influence 
 

There are a number of ways we can approach the need all of us have for identity and approval. 
Identity is something that is indeed given to us. We don’t know who we are and why we have any 
value, any meaning, unless somebody shapes that identity in us.  

 
A lot of this we learn by imitating those who influenced us most as we grew up. The way we dress, the 

entertainment we prefer, our musical tastes, sports teams we cheer for, value we place upon 
education, work ethic, and on and on are shaped by those under whose influence we have lived. The 
approval and disapproval of those same influential people and experiences also help set the course for 

how we determine what is good and what is bad, acceptable and unacceptable. That cannot be erased 
so, for better and for worse, the way we grow into adulthood is shaped by others.  

 
Depending on how that script played out for us, we may be more or less susceptible to falling into the 
performance trap, the approval addition, the perfection project. And, at least to my way of thinking, 

these dynamics can easily set us up for handing the keys to our identity and value to others.  
 
God has done something about this, however.  Jesus is called Redeemer precisely because he is able to 

redeem, that is, able to buy back what has been given away, able to restore what has been damaged, 
able to save what was lost.  

 
At the end of worship services, I say – every week! – we are sent out under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit. 

 
What does this mean? 

 
In several places the Scriptures make a contrast: 

For example, the Apostle Paul writes to the believers in Ephesus, “Don’t be drunk with 

wine…but be filled with the Spirit” (Ephesians 5:18). 



 
And when the Holy Spirit is poured out upon the earliest followers of Jesus, as recorded in Acts 

2, the people around thought they had been drinking, that they were “testifying under the 
influence”, as it were. So, it was! But not under the influence of wine; they were under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit.  
 
You might wonder WHY would anybody want to seek something as strange as to live under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit? It sounds odd, doesn’t’ it?  
The Scripture today contrasts living under our own steam with living under the influence of the Holy 
Spirit:  

9 When you follow the desires of your sinful nature, the results are very clear: sexual 
immorality, impurity, lustful pleasures, 20 idolatry, sorcery, hostility, quarreling, jealousy, 

outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, 21 envy, drunkenness, wild parties, and 
other sins like these. Let me tell you again, as I have before, that anyone living that sort of life 
will not inherit the Kingdom of God. 

 
22 But the Holy Spirit produces this kind of fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 

goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against these things! 
 
24 Those who belong to Christ Jesus have nailed the passions and desires of their sinful nature 

to his cross and crucified them there. 25 Since we are living by the Spirit, let us follow the 
Spirit’s leading in every part of our lives.  

(Galatians 5:19-25 NLT) 
 
A couple of weeks ago I lifted up the example of hydrangeas to illustrate the difference between things 

being forced and things being influenced. I cannot threaten a snowball white hydrangea to turn it blue. 
I cannot humiliate it into turning blue. I cannot shame it into turning blue. But I can induce it to 
become blue by altering what it takes in through its roots. Make the soil more acidic by watering with a 

mild solution of aluminum sulfate and the hydrangea will begin taking on the hues of blue.  
 

If I can borrow the analogy, we can bring ourselves under the influence of the Holy Spirit in several 
ways. If you are tired of being chased around by your need for perfection and have been taken 
hostage by your dependence on the approval of others, you might want to give this a try. 

 
Inspired Word of God 

 
Whenever we use the term “inspired”, we are borrowing biblical language. The terms mean literally 
breathed out by God. The Scriptures self-identify as “inspired” by God. We do not mean that God 

dictated the words, but, again as Scripture itself attests, people who wrote what we recognize as 
Scripture were carried along, under the influence of the Spirit of God -- so we have the word of God in 
the words of human language.  

 
So, what? 

Well, have you ever stumbled across these amazing things the Holy Spirit put in human language  
about you and me 
 I am God’s child (John 1:12) 

 I have been bought with a price. I belong to God. (1 Corinthians 6:20) 
 I have been adopted as God’s child (Ephesians 1:5) 

 I have been redeemed and forgiven all my sins (Colossians 1:14) 
 I have direct access to God through the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 2:18) 
 I am assured all things work together for my good (Romans 8:28) 

 I cannot be separated from the love of God (Romans 8:35-39) 



 I am a citizen of heaven (Philippians 3:20) 
 I am free from any condemning charge against me (Romans 8:31-34) 

 I have the resource of God’s grace and mercy at all times (Hebrews 4:16) 
I am the salt and light of the earth (Matthew 5:13-14) 

 I have been chosen by God and appointed to bear the fruit of God’s     
 Kingdom (John 15:16) 
 I am a personal witness of Jesus Christ (Acts 1:8) 

 I may approach God with freedom and confidence (Ephesians 3:12) 
 I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me (Philippians 4:13) 
 

Inspired Community 
  

Here’s another way we can let the influence of the Holy Spirit overcome our addiction to approval and 
our dependence upon performance: the community of the Holy Spirit. We might not think of it that 
way, but the community of believers is where the Holy Spirit is welcome, where the fruit of the Holy 

Spirit (love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, patience) is expressed in human relationships, 
and where we find our redemption reinforced – not on the basis of something we have done or how 

perfect we are but solely on the basis of what Christ has done for us.  
 
Speed bumps occur in relationships with others. If we’ve been trying to navigate a long-term crazy-

making relationship it likely saps our strength. We want to break free from the dependence upon 
worrying over what others will think of us. We want to be done with our addiction to approval. But 

sometimes we become dis-couraged. See that word. It is dis-couraged. Our courage is taken from us; 
it leaked out. We had it and then, well, apparently it reached an expiration date and wasn’t effective 
any longer. So, we need to find those sisters and brothers who encourage us when our fear and 

anxiety creeps in. En-courage means putting courage in. You and I have those people in our lives, but, 
importantly, we have them among us right here in this community. When I referred to the power of 
influence a couple of weeks ago, I said it was largely a matter of living life close enough with others so 

that we rub off on each other. You live under the influence of the Holy Spirit when you live in proximity 
with others who are also inspired by that same Holy Spirit. That’s why “church” isn’t actually an event 

you visit whether weekly or occasionally; it is a community under the influence of the Holy Spirit.  
 
Daily Inspiration:  

 
Besides being under the influence of the Inspired Word and living in proximity with others of the 

Inspired Community, we can directly welcome the Holy Spirit’s presence and power in our lives. That 
directive from the Apostle Paul, “Don’t be drunk with wine, but be filled with the Spirit” includes a 
present tense, middle voice Greek verb which I might translate as “you, yourself, keep on being filled 

with the Spirit”.  
 
It isn’t just magic that sweeps over us like an emotion. And this isn’t a one-time thing. I’d suggest a 

daily practice to you of a simple prayer: “Fill me with your presence and your power, Holy Spirit 
 

Taking the Keys Back 
 
Mike Bechtle observes: 

Ask any group of kindergarten kids, “How many of you are artists?” Every hand goes up. Pose 
the same question to eight graders and you’ll see about one-third of the hands. Ask a group of 

adults, you’ll find one or two (p. 197). 
 
What happens between kindergarten and adulthood? Somebody got to us along the way. Maybe you 

drew a picture and a well-meaning adult said, ‘Here, let me show you how to draw it better” and right 



there we began to get the idea that we aren’t an artist after all. Only adults can draw. As children we 
don’t have the inner resources to question adults, so we form a conviction about our own value based 

on the opinion of others. Children are pretty good recorders of events, but we are very poor 
interpreters of what the events mean.  

 
Often, we fall into the trap of seeking to be perfect in whatever we do or we refuse to do something in 
which we are less than perfect. We begin to shape our sense of self-worth based on the approval or 

disapproval of others. In so doing, we give the keys to our identity and value to others, as well. It’s a 
set up for stress-filled living and constant anxiety.  
 

God has a completely different opinion of you.  
You are precious 

One of a kind 
Not perfect, of course, but if you are available, a partner with God for the healing of the world under 
the influence of the Holy Spirit. 


