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Recently, a dear friend of mine passed away. She was a physician—brilliant, 
thoughtful, and deeply compassionate—more so than almost anyone I’ve ever known. 
She understood the body well and paid close attention to her health. She approached 
life holistically, carefully, and intentionally. She used supplements, pursued 
treatments, adjusted her diet, and made thoughtful changes when needed. These 
practices helped her maintain good health. She was proactive, disciplined, and well 
informed. 

She was also one of the most spiritual people I’ve ever known. 

She prayed constantly. She loved Jesus deeply and spoke often of God’s goodness. 
She loved Christmas so much that both her home and her clinic remained decorated 
all year long—lights, ornaments, and reminders of joy and hope never packed away. 
Faith was woven naturally into her daily language and her daily life. 

When faced with an issue, she would often burst into open prayer right there on the 
spot, expecting everyone present to join her. I loved that about her. She was 
unapologetic about her beliefs and unashamed of her faith. 

Yet when the crisis came, it came from a direction she never anticipated. It was 
sudden and final—a massive heart attack—something she had never focused on, at 
least not in the many conversations we shared. 

I don’t tell this story to draw conclusions about her faith or her outcome. Those 
aren’t mine to make. I tell it because her life caused me to pause and ask questions—
not about her, but about the many sincere believers who live in similar ways. 

People who pray. 
People who love Jesus. 
People whose faith shapes their language, their values, and their daily 
choices. 
People whose faith is real. 

This raises an important possibility worth considering: What if a person can have 
good faith—maybe even better faith than many others—and yet still live with a faith 
that doesn’t fully function when it matters most? A faith that genuinely comforts and 
sustains them emotionally and spiritually but hasn’t yet grown into the kind of faith 
that moves the mountains in their own lives. 

Not because they lack belief. 
Not because they lack sincerity. 

But because no one ever taught them to think about faith in functional terms at all. 

What if the issue isn’t whether God is willing to heal, guide, or intervene, but whether 
we’ve learned how to exercise faith in a way that fully engages Him? What if faith, as 
we’ve practiced it, works well up to a point—but has never been stretched, trained, or 
trusted beyond that point? What if our faith is sincere and still dysfunctional? 

These aren’t questions of guilt or failure. They’re questions of understanding. 

Many sincere believers live with a faith that genuinely helps them endure life, remain 
hopeful, and stay connected to God. Their faith is good. In some cases, it may even be 
better than that of many others. And yet, when the pressure is real—when fear, 
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uncertainty, or risk rise to the surface—that same faith doesn’t always function in a 
way that produces joy, clarity, or rest. It supports them, but it doesn’t yet transform 
them. It helps them cope, but it doesn’t always move the mountains they face. 

That’s what I mean by dysfunctional. 

Not false faith. 
Not insincere faith. 
But faith that works—until it doesn’t. 

Good enough faith often feels sufficient, which is precisely why the deeper wound 
goes unnoticed. And yet “good enough” may be quietly crushing the joy that Christ 
intends His people to experience. A faith that merely sustains us through life may 
still fall short of the faith that actively draws us toward Him in moments of 
uncertainty, risk, and fear. 

We all have mountains in our lives, and they’re rarely abstract. Sometimes the 
mountain is a painful, destructive disease that seems to advance no matter what we 
do. Sometimes it’s a wayward child whose choices keep breaking our heart, leaving 
us praying and wondering what more can be done. Sometimes it’s a marriage or 
relationship that has unraveled despite years of effort, forgiveness, and hope. For 
others, the mountain is financial ruin—the slow panic of bills that can’t be paid, work 
that disappeared, or security that collapsed without warning. It may be crushing 
anxiety, persistent depression, a long-standing addiction, unresolved trauma, or a 
sense of spiritual dryness that refuses to lift. 

These aren’t theoretical struggles. They’re the places where faith is tested not by 
words, but by reality. They’re the moments when coping is no longer enough, when 
encouragement alone doesn’t quiet the ache, and when belief—however sincere—
feels strained under the weight of lived experience. 

What if Christ’s teachings about faith were never meant to be poetic comfort in 
moments like these, but practical truth? What if faith was designed to move us 
toward Him in the very places that feel immovable, so the mountains themselves 
could begin to move? 

And what if the limiting factor has never been God at all, but the way we’ve 
understood and practiced faith itself? 

If these questions feel unsettling, let them rest on your heart, because they’re also 
deeply hopeful. Faith can grow, mature, and begin to function as it was always meant 
to. And when it does, joy, clarity, and rest are no longer out of reach. They’re not 
reserved for a chosen few while somehow withheld from you. 

These questions aren’t indictments. They’re invitations—quiet, honest invitations—to 
explore what faith can become when it’s lived, trusted, and exercised more fully in 
your walk with Christ. 

What We Mean by “Faith” 
When most Christians talk about faith, we often assume we’re talking about the same 
thing. The word feels familiar and settled. Faith is something we’re said to have, 
something we profess, something that defines our identity. It’s spoken of almost as 
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though it were a possession we carry—present, intact, and assumed to be working 
simply because it exists. 

But before we can talk clearly about faith, we need to pause and discuss belief—
because belief and faith aren’t the same thing. That distinction matters far more than 
most of us realize, and it explains much about why faith so often feels sincere, yet 
limited. 

In everyday Christian language, belief and faith are frequently used interchangeably. 
We say we “believe,” and we mean we have faith. We say we have “faith,” and we 
mean we hold certain beliefs to be true. Over time, the two blur together, until faith is 
quietly reduced to believing the right things and believing them sincerely. 

But belief and faith operate differently. 

Belief is what we hold to be true. It’s assent. Agreement. The mind saying, yes, this is 
right. Belief can be conscious and articulated, or unspoken and assumed. It can live 
at the surface of our thinking or run much deeper—shaping how we see ourselves, 
God, and what we think is possible, often without our awareness. 

And not all belief is the same. 

Some beliefs strengthen and support faith. Others quietly limit it. A person may 
sincerely believe in God, believe in Jesus Christ, and believe the teachings of 
scripture, while also carrying deeper beliefs that work against those truths. Beliefs 
formed through pain, disappointment, shame, or long misunderstanding—beliefs 
like I am unworthy of love, nothing really changes for people like me, or God may 
help others, but not me. 

These beliefs are rarely chosen deliberately. Many form early—sometimes 
programmed into us as children, sometimes learned slowly through experience, 
disappointment, or misunderstanding. When left unexamined, they don’t simply 
coexist with faith. They quietly define what a person believes is realistic, safe, or even 
possible. In that way, they set the boundaries within which faith is allowed to 
operate. 

Scripture treats this reality with sobering seriousness. Jesus warned that it would be 
better for a millstone to be tied around someone’s neck and for them to be drowned 
in the depths of the sea than to cause one of these little ones to stumble. That’s not 
hyperbole. It’s a recognition of how deeply formative early belief can be, and how 
lasting the damage when false ideas take root in a child’s mind and heart. 

A belief formed in childhood—especially one tied to worth, love, safety, or God’s 
character—can shape a person’s inner world for decades. Long after a child becomes 
an adult, those beliefs may still quietly govern what they expect from life, what they 
dare to hope for, and how much they believe God will truly do for them. 

This is why belief alone isn’t the measure of faith. 

Faith is something different. Faith is what happens when belief becomes operative. 
Belief may acknowledge that something is true, but faith reveals whether that truth 
has become sufficiently trusted to shape expectations and outcomes. Belief can 
remain internal and static; faith cannot. Faith shows itself by what a person is willing 
to rely upon when the cost is real. 
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This distinction helps explain why faith can feel sincere yet remain limited. A person 
may believe many true things and still live with a faith that functions primarily to 
help them cope. That kind of faith provides comfort, encouragement, and emotional 
support. It sustains a person through hardship and helps them endure. It’s real 
faith—but it may not yet be fully developed. 

It may never have been stretched, trained, or exercised beyond coping into a force 
powerful enough to change circumstances, alter trajectories, or move the mountains 
standing in the way of joy, healing, or peace. 

This is what I mean by dysfunctional faith. Not false faith. Not insincere faith. But 
faith that functions only within a narrow range. Faith that works—just well enough. 

At the other end of the spectrum is functional faith. Functional faith has been 
allowed to grow beyond mere support into active reliance. It no longer stops at what 
feels manageable or familiar, but has been exercised in ways that produce real 
change. Functional faith doesn’t merely help a person endure life as it is; it begins to 
participate in reshaping life as it can be. 

This is why “good enough” faith is often the greatest obstacle to fuller faith. Because 
it works. It keeps a person sincere, stable, and devout while quietly preventing them 
from ever discovering what faith was always meant to become. 

And unless this distinction is understood, faith may remain genuine for a lifetime—
and still never function as Christ intended. 

When Faith Becomes Dysfunctional 
Faith doesn’t become dysfunctional because it disappears. It becomes dysfunctional 
because it settles. 

A helpful way to see this is through something we all understand: family life. God 
intends families to be places of love, safety, trust, growth, and belonging. And many 
families, from the outside, appear to function just fine. The bills get paid. People 
show up for holidays. No one is overtly violent. Everyone stays under the same roof. 

But anyone who has lived inside a dysfunctional family knows the truth. The family 
exists—but it doesn’t truly function. Communication is guarded. Conflict is avoided 
or weaponized. Love is conditional. Trust is fragile or nonexistent. People coexist, but 
they aren’t safe with one another. In many ways, they’re little more than roommates 
sharing space rather than family sharing life. 

From the outside, such a family may look “good enough.” 
From the inside, it quietly drains joy, security, and peace. 

Faith can fall into the same pattern. 

Many people have a faith that genuinely helps them survive life. It comforts them in 
sorrow. It reassures them in uncertainty. It gives meaning, community, and moral 
direction. It may even help them endure prolonged hardship without falling apart. 

And yet, a faith that merely helps you survive is not necessarily the faith Christ 
invited people into. 

Dysfunction begins when faith is quietly reduced to coping. 
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Coping faith helps you endure what you believe cannot change. It helps you manage 
pain, accept limitation, and survive disappointment. But it does not expect 
transformation. It does not reach forward. It does not engage risk. It does not move 
mountains. 

This kind of faith often feels sufficient—which is precisely why the deeper wound 
goes unnoticed. “Good enough” faith rarely sounds alarms. It rarely feels broken. It 
functions just well enough to prevent collapse while quietly limiting joy. 

But Christ never spoke of faith as something that merely helps us endure floods. He 
spoke of faith as something that carries us higher—above the floodwaters altogether. 

Imagine a building with rising water. Remaining on the lower floors may feel safe at 
first. You’re still inside. You still belong. You’re not panicking. But water doesn’t need 
to destroy the building to destroy those who refuse to ascend. Staying low feels 
reasonable—until it isn’t. 

In the same way, good-enough faith often remains at levels where it can still function 
during ordinary conditions. But when pressure rises—when loss deepens, when fear 
intensifies, when the situation demands movement rather than endurance—that 
same faith suddenly feels powerless. Not because God is absent, but because the faith 
itself was never trained to rise. 

This is where dysfunction quietly reveals itself. 

Dysfunctional faith replaces movement with explanation. It replaces risk with ritual. 
It replaces engagement with God with religious activity that feels productive but 
never requires vulnerability. It learns to stay busy rather than come closer. 

Like a dysfunctional family, it may still gather. It may still speak the language of love. 
It may still affirm commitment. But it doesn’t function as it was designed to function. 

And here’s the uncomfortable truth: faith that remains “good enough” will always 
resist going higher. Because rising costs something. It requires humility. It requires 
letting go of strategies that once worked but no longer do. It requires trusting God 
not just to sustain us where we are, but to lead us somewhere new. 

This is why dysfunctional faith often feels safe—but stagnant. 
Stable—but joyless. 
Active—but unfruitful. 

And this is why Christ’s invitations so often sounded unsettling. Come unto me. 
Follow me. Go. Sell. Leave. Risk. Trust. He wasn’t inviting people to cope better with 
life as it was. He was inviting them to find the staircase and ascend—to leave the 
lower levels where faith merely survives and rise to higher, safer ground beyond the 
reach of the floodwaters. A faith that actually works. A faith that transforms, restores, 
and moves. 

A faith that stays low may still believe. 
But a faith that rises begins to function. 
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Why humility is the key 
If dysfunctional faith keeps us on the lower levels, then humility is the key that opens 
the door to rising. 

This is where many sincere believers quietly struggle—not because they reject 
humility, but because they misunderstand it. Humility is often confused with 
weakness, passivity, or resignation. It’s mistaken for thinking poorly of oneself or 
giving up hope. But humility, as Christ teaches it, is something far more demanding 
and far more powerful. 

Humility is the willingness to see what is actually true. 

That kind of honesty is costly. It costs us the comfort of familiar explanations. It costs 
us the safety of stories we’ve told ourselves to make sense of pain, disappointment, or 
delay. It costs us the illusion that what has “worked well enough” must therefore be 
sufficient. 

For many of us, those explanations were formed early. When we were children, we 
learned ways to cope when things didn’t go well. We cried. We pouted. We withdrew. 
We tried harder. We performed better. We discovered which responses brought 
relief, attention, or protection. Those strategies made sense at the time. They helped 
us survive. They worked—then. 

But coping mechanisms learned in childhood are not faith. And the beliefs they 
quietly programmed into us—about safety, control, worth, or trust—don’t mature 
simply because we grow older. 

Scripture names this transition plainly. ”When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I 
understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away 
childish things” (1 Corinthians 13:11). Growth requires letting go of what once 
worked but no longer serves the life we’re now called to live. 

This is why humility is so difficult. It asks us to release the illusion of safety our old 
strategies created. It invites us to admit that the ways we once protected ourselves 
may now limit our capacity to trust. It exposes the gap between coping and faith, 
between survival and transformation. 

And this is why humility is the key to the doorway. 

Because pride is the door that remains closed—or more accurately, the wall we build 
between ourselves and God. 

Pride is not merely arrogance or self-importance. More often, it’s the ego’s attempt to 
stay safe. Pride is the protective structure we build when fear is present. It’s the 
internal posture that says, I cannot afford to be exposed, I cannot risk being wrong, 
I cannot let go of what I understand. Pride is the mechanism fear uses to disguise 
itself as strength. 

Fear and faith cannot coexist in the same heart. They move in opposite directions 
along the same path—one toward God, the other away from Him. And pride is what 
fear uses to hold its ground. 

Pride shields us from fear by controlling outcomes, explanations, and expectations. It 
explains why things are the way they are. It defends old strategies. It insists on 
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remaining competent, composed, and self-sufficient. Pride doesn’t always say, I don’t 
need God. More often, it says, I already understand this. Or, This is just how it 
works. Or, I’ve learned not to expect too much. 

In this way, pride quietly edges God out—not through rebellion, but through self-
protection. 

Humility does the opposite. Humility dismantles the wall. It doesn’t deny fear; it 
refuses to let fear govern. Humility says, I may not see clearly yet. I may not have 
the right strategy. What I’ve relied on before may no longer be enough. That 
admission isn’t weakness—it’s courage. And it’s costly. 

This is why humility opens the door to faith. 

Faith requires movement toward God. Pride halts that movement by demanding 
safety first. Humility allows movement by trusting God more than our own defenses. 
Pride builds walls to keep pain out; humility opens doors to let God in. 

This is why humility feels so threatening to the ego. To be humble is to stand without 
armor—to relinquish the protective gear we’ve worn against disappointment, 
rejection, and loss. Pride says, Stay guarded. Humility says, Step forward anyway. 

Here the distinction becomes unmistakable: humility opens the door to faith because 
it’s willing to act in the presence of fear, while pride exists precisely to prevent that 
action. 

Until pride is recognized for what it is—not strength, but fear in disguise—the door 
remains closed. Faith remains sincere, well-intentioned, and constrained. But when 
humility names fear honestly and refuses to be governed by it, the wall begins to 
come down. 

And where the wall falls, faith can finally function. 

Why Faith Breaks Down at Action 
For many Christians, faith breaks down precisely where action is required. Not 
because they don’t love Christ, but because they’ve inherited a divided understanding 
of how faith is meant to work. Over time, that division hardens into two familiar 
patterns—both sincere, both common, and both quietly dysfunctional. 

Some overemphasize works. 

You can find these people in nearly every congregation. They’re sometimes called the 
STPs—the Same Ten People. The ones who arrive early and leave last. The ones who 
always volunteer. The ones who never say no when help is needed. Without the STPs, 
many congregations would struggle to function at all. 

They are faithful, dependable, and deeply committed. Most of the time, they’re 
sincerely motivated by love. 

But over time, responsibility accumulates. 

Because they’re willing, they’re given more. Because they’re capable, they’re trusted 
with everything. They take the assignments others avoid, and often the ones others 
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never see. Gradually, their willingness makes it easier for everyone else to step back. 
Sacrifice concentrates in the hands of a few, while the many become spectators. 

In that environment, STPs rarely get space to listen—not because anyone forbids it, 
but because there’s always another need to meet, another task to complete, another 
gap to fill. Decisions happen quickly. Momentum replaces discernment. Prayer 
becomes asking God for strength to keep carrying what they’ve already agreed to 
bear, rather than asking whether He asked them to carry it at all. 

When things go well, it’s easy to assume it’s because they worked hard, stayed 
faithful, and earned their spiritual footing. Service starts to feel like deposits into a 
spiritual bank account—faith stored up for a future rainy day. 

But when that rainy day comes—and it always does—the account is often empty. 

In the moment they need guidance, rest, or intervention, they discover that effort 
can’t substitute for trust, and activity can’t replace listening. Confusion follows. 
Bewilderment sets in. And some, emotionally exhausted and spiritually disoriented, 
go from full engagement to complete withdrawal in a single moment. 

What began as devotion quietly became self-reliance. 

Action without listening to Christ doesn’t produce resilience—it produces collapse. 

When action is no longer grounded in truth that can only come from Christ, it 
becomes an unfillable hole. You work harder, carry more, and give more, waiting for 
a payoff that never comes. Exhaustion replaces peace. Confusion replaces clarity. 
Eventually, something breaks—not because faith was absent, but because no one can 
live indefinitely on effort without direction. 

Others overemphasize belief alone. 

These believers are often thoughtful, sincere, and deeply committed to sound 
doctrine. They know what they believe. They can articulate it clearly. They speak 
often of grace, rest, and trust in God’s sovereignty. Many have been wounded by 
legalism or exhausted by performance, and belief has become a refuge—a place of 
safety. 

They pray. They wait. They affirm truth. And they genuinely want to honor Christ. 

But over time, belief becomes a place to remain rather than a place to move from. 

One of the most common expressions of this pattern sounds spiritual on the surface, 
but quietly disables faith: ”If God wills it.” 

The phrase itself isn’t wrong. Scripture affirms God’s will. But it’s often 
misunderstood. Many interpret waiting on the Lord as remaining still until God acts 
first. They wait for unmistakable certainty, for fear to disappear, or for circumstances 
to change—believing that moving before clarity arrives would be presumption rather 
than faith. 

But this isn’t how Scripture describes waiting. 

Biblical waiting isn’t passive stillness. It’s active readiness. It’s posture, not paralysis. 
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The eagle doesn’t fly until it flaps its mighty wings to generate lift. Wings weren’t 
given to admire, but to be used. 

The waters don’t part until someone steps forward. 
The healing doesn’t manifest until someone reaches out. 
The direction doesn’t clarify until someone moves. 

This is the consistent pattern of Scripture. God speaks. Light is given. And faith 
responds in motion. 

Many remain grounded not because God hasn’t spoken, but because they’re waiting 
for Him to remove the risk that faith itself was designed to require. What feels like 
reverence is, in truth, hesitation. And hesitation is often rooted in fear—fear of being 
wrong, fear of loss, fear of cost. In that way, fear masquerades as reverence, adopting 
spiritual language while quietly preventing action. 

Either way, faith never takes flight. 

Belief becomes a shield. Everything is affirmed, nothing is denied—and yet nothing 
changes. Belief reassures, but it doesn’t lead. It explains, but it doesn’t move. Faith 
becomes something held rather than something followed. 

Belief without movement doesn’t protect faith—it confines it. 

Both patterns—overemphasizing works or overemphasizing belief alone—feel 
faithful. And that’s precisely why the breakdown often goes unnoticed. 

The issue isn’t sincerity. It’s formation. 

In plain terms, functional faith follows a simple progression: 

Humility opens the door. 
Coming places us before Him. 
Hearing provides direction. 
Obeying aligns the will. 
And taking action allows faith to live. 

But each step in this progression is itself an act of faith. 

It takes faith to turn the key. 
It takes faith to open the door. 
It takes faith to come before Him rather than remain where we are. 
It takes faith to listen when the answer may challenge us. 
It takes faith to obey when the cost is real. 
And it takes faith to act when outcomes aren’t guaranteed. 

Faith isn't something you save for the final step. You exercise it at every stage. And 
with each movement—each mental, spiritual, or physical action—faith becomes 
sharper, stronger, and more responsive. 

Remove any part of this progression and faith falters. Not because it disappears, but 
because it gets misdirected and diminished. 

Faith that's never expressed remains sincere but untrained. 
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Faith that's never acted upon remains real but underdeveloped. 

This is how faith becomes dysfunctional—not through disbelief, but through 
distortions that masquerade as the real thing. 

Why Action Is the Cost of Faith 
Once humility opens the door, faith must do what it has always done: move. 

Faith is not a feeling, a wish, or a hopeful disposition. Faith is a principle of power. 
But like any source of power, it remains dormant until you engage it. Until action 
occurs, faith exists only in potential, not in effect. 

Humility is the key, but faith is the act of reaching for the door. Faith is placing the 
key into the lock. Faith is turning it. 

Without that movement, nothing opens. 

This is where many people get confused. They believe humility itself is faith, or that 
sincerity substitutes for it. But humility only makes faith possible. Faith itself is 
expressed when you act on what you trust, even before you know the outcome. 

Faith doesn't come alive through contemplation. It comes alive through motion. 

Consider a simple, familiar example. You see a chair. You don't possess perfect 
knowledge that it will hold your weight. You may believe it will, based on past 
experience, but belief alone does nothing. Faith begins when you walk toward the 
chair. You exercise more faith when you turn and sit down. And when you place your 
full weight upon it, something changes. What was once faith becomes knowledge. 
You now know—through experience—that the chair will sustain you. 

Until that moment, faith was required. After that moment, it's no longer needed. 

But if fear stops you from walking toward the chair—if you remain standing, 
analyzing, hesitating, or explaining—faith is never exercised, and knowledge is never 
gained. Not because the chair couldn't hold you, but because you never acted. 

Faith works the same way. 

Faith is always the bridge between belief and knowledge. It moves you from what you 
think might be true into what you come to know for yourself. And you can only cross 
that bridge through action. 

This is why action is the cost of faith. 

Action costs certainty. It costs control. It costs the safety of remaining unexposed. 
Action requires stepping forward without guarantees—before outcomes are visible, 
before fears are resolved, before knowledge is complete. And only humility is willing 
to pay that price. 

Pride waits for proof before moving. 
Humility moves in order to receive proof. 

This is also why fear so often halts faith. Fear doesn’t merely question outcomes; it 
forbids movement. It demands safety before trust. But faith doesn’t eliminate fear—it 
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moves in the opposite direction of fear. Fear becomes information, not command. It’s 
acknowledged, but it’s not obeyed. 

When a person chooses to act despite fear, faith shifts from dormant to active. It 
becomes power in motion. 

This is where functional faith begins to emerge. 

Functional faith doesn’t wait for perfect clarity. It moves with what it knows, trusting 
that understanding often follows obedience rather than precedes it. Each step 
conditions the heart to trust more deeply, listen more clearly, and rely more fully. 
Faith grows not by remaining still, but by being exercised. 

Scripture repeatedly shows that faith becomes power when it’s acted upon. The 
woman with the issue of blood wasn’t healed by believing alone. Surrounded by a 
crowd, weak and unseen, she pressed forward and touched the hem of the Savior’s 
garment—and ”immediately her issue of blood stanched” (Mark 5:29). Her healing 
followed her action. 

The man who had been unable to walk for thirty-eight years wasn’t healed while lying 
still. He was told, ”Rise, take up thy bed, and walk”, and as he obeyed, strength came 
(John 5:8–9). The command required movement before evidence. 

The lepers weren’t cleansed as they stood before Christ examining their condition. 
They were told to go and show themselves to the priests, and ”as they went, they 
were cleansed” (Luke 17:14). Healing occurred in motion, not in hesitation. 

Again and again, the pattern is the same. Faith isn’t rewarded for contemplation, but 
for engagement. Power follows obedience. Healing follows movement. Knowledge 
comes after trust has been exercised, not before. 

Action doesn’t earn grace. It makes room for it. 

Until action is embraced, faith remains sincere but inactive. But when humility 
unlocks the door and faith steps forward, something changes. Faith becomes what it 
was always meant to be—not a theory to affirm, but a power that moves…mountains. 

Repentance vs punishment (a healing reframe) 
For many people, the moment faith asks them to move is the moment fear speaks the 
loudest. 

Not fear of effort, but fear of punishment. 

When people fear punishment, they don’t stop believing. They stop being honest. 
Fear doesn’t remove belief—it redirects it into self-protection. 

A simple parable helps reveal what’s happening. 

The boy and the cookie jar 
A boy is told not to reach into the cookie jar. He does it anyway. In the process, he 
breaks the jar. When fear enters, the boy doesn’t run to his parent. Instead, he cleans 
the kitchen. He straightens the house. He organizes what he can see. His hope is 
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simple and deeply human: If I can show how good I am, maybe the broken jar won’t 
matter. 

But the jar is still broken. 

This is how fear shapes religious behavior. 

When fear of punishment takes hold, pride rushes in to protect the heart. Truth gets 
covered. What’s broken gets hidden. What’s wrong gets minimized. Confession is 
delayed in the hope that the problem will resolve itself or fade with time. 

Instead of repentance, people pivot into performance. 

They clean up everything they can see. They serve more. They give more. They try 
harder. They offer visible goodness in place of honest return. The heart attempts to 
manage perception—drawing attention to visible goodness while quietly asking that 
the broken place be left untouched, saying, ”See how good I am here—just please 
don’t look there.” 

This isn’t repentance. It’s fear-driven management. 

And it drives people away from Christ. 

But this was never Christ’s design. 

Repentance wasn’t given as a sentence. It was given as a gift. 

Repentance isn’t about humiliation. In fact, being humble and being humiliated 
aren’t the same thing at all. They sit at opposite ends of the same root. God invites 
humility because humility opens the heart to change. Humiliation crushes the heart 
and destroys the desire to return. God doesn’t seek to shame His children into 
obedience; He seeks to draw them back into relationship. 

Repentance is not condemnation. 

Scripture is clear about this. ”For God sent not his Son into the world to condemn the 
world; but that the world through him might be saved” (John 3:17). Christ stands as 
an advocate, not an accuser. ”There is therefore now no condemnation to them 
which are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). Condemnation doesn’t come from Christ—
it comes from the adversary, who is called ”the accuser” (Revelation 12:10). Christ 
calls. The adversary condemns. 

And repentance is not punishment. 

Punishment seeks to harm, to restrain, to exact payment. Repentance seeks to heal, 
to free, to restore. When Christ invites us to repent, He’s inviting us to step out of 
captivity, not deeper into it. Sin enslaves. Repentance releases. The adversary seeks 
to punish and bind. Christ seeks to forgive and set free. 

Repentance, in its truest form, is course correction. 

It’s the moment a person stops hiding, stops compensating, and turns back toward 
Christ with honesty. It says, ”I was going the wrong way. Please show me the right 
one.” And Christ always does. 

This is why humility makes repentance light. 
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When the heart is humble, repentance becomes quick and relational. It doesn’t spiral 
into shame. It doesn’t require theatrics. It simply returns. The burden lifts because 
fear no longer drives the response. Love does. 

Fear of punishment drives people away. 
Humble repentance draws them closer. 

And only a heart that feels safe will move when faith calls it forward. 

What Changes When Faith Becomes Functional 
When faith becomes functional, the first thing that changes is not circumstances—it’s 
posture. 

And with that shift comes peace. 

Not because faith itself produces peace, but because functional faith is faith in Christ. 
Faith may move, but Christ is the One who carries. Faith may act, but Christ is the 
One who responds. The power to move mountains doesn’t originate in us; it flows 
through us from Him. 

This is why peace appears before outcomes change. 

Christ alone is the Prince of Peace. True peace doesn't come from understanding, 
control, or favorable circumstances. It comes from alignment with Him. Of 
everything the adversary can imitate—power, knowledge, signs, even religious 
devotion—peace is the one thing he cannot counterfeit. True peace only comes from 
Christ. 

When faith becomes functional, fear doesn't vanish, but it loses its authority. Fear no 
longer commands decisions or dictates direction. It becomes information rather than 
ruler. And as fear recedes from the throne, peace takes its place—not the fragile 
peace of avoidance, but the steady peace of trust. 

This is why functional faith feels like course correction rather than punishment. 
Christ doesn't lead by accusation or fear. He leads by invitation. His peace isn't the 
reward at the end of the journey; it's the assurance that you're walking with Him 
now. 

That peace becomes the internal witness that faith is no longer stalled. It confirms 
that your movement is aligned, even when the path is still unfolding. And it 
conditions your heart to trust more deeply—not in yourself, but in Him. 

What Functional Faith Looks Like When the Waters Rise 
Scripture has always spoken of floodwaters—not merely as physical events, but as 
symbols of pressure, judgment, confusion, and collapse. Long before any particular 
crisis or generation, the Lord warned that the waters would rise, that foundations 
would be tested, and that only those who had built wisely would remain steady. 

Functional faith doesn't deny that floods come. It prepares for them by helping us 
rise above them. 



Your Dysfunctional Faith Is Crushing Your Joy 

Page 14 
© 2025 Michael Claridge  |  servantofthevineyard.com 

When the waters rise, faith is revealed—not by what we claim to believe, but by how 
we move. Calm seasons can hide dysfunction. Pressure exposes it. And when life 
presses in, functional faith becomes visible in ways that are plain, practical, and 
observable. 

When the waters rise, functional faith produces movement instead of paralysis. 

Those whose faith is functioning don't freeze while waiting for perfect certainty. They 
move with the light they have. Not impulsively, and not recklessly—but deliberately. 
They act early rather than late. They respond to promptings instead of endlessly 
postponing them. Faith doesn't eliminate caution, but it breaks the spell of 
immobility. 

When the waters rise, functional faith produces peace before outcomes change. 

This peace doesn't come from knowing how things will turn out. It comes from 
alignment—from knowing you're responding honestly to Christ rather than hiding, 
stalling, or compensating. Even when circumstances remain unresolved, the internal 
noise quiets. Anxiety loosens its grip. The heart rests—not because the future is 
secured, but because the relationship is. 

Rest comes not from certainty, but from alignment. 

When the waters rise, functional faith treats revelation as necessary, not optional. 

Guidance is no longer a luxury reserved for emergencies. It becomes expected. 
Needed. Desired. Those walking in functional faith listen because they intend to 
respond. And because they respond, they hear more clearly. Revelation becomes 
regular—not dramatic, but directional—woven into daily decisions and next steps. 

When the waters rise, functional faith produces faster repentance. 

Because fear of punishment has been removed, honesty becomes easier. When you 
sense misalignment, you address it quickly. There's no spiraling, no hiding, no 
prolonged self-justification. Repentance becomes what it was always meant to be—a 
quick return, not a drawn-out ordeal. The heart turns, adjusts, and moves on lighter 
than before. 

When the waters rise, functional faith allows grace to be experienced as power. 

Grace is no longer merely something you believe in or speak about. It's felt. It 
strengthens. It enables movement that would otherwise feel impossible. Grace 
doesn't replace effort, nor does effort earn grace. Grace meets trust in motion and 
carries the weight faith alone cannot bear. 

When the waters rise, functional faith uses tools as instruments, not substitutes. 

Structures, disciplines, systems, and helpful tools remain useful—but they're no 
longer leaned on as replacements for relationship. They serve faith rather than define 
it. Christ remains central, and everything else takes its proper place. Discernment 
replaces dependence. 

When the waters rise, functional faith produces deep rest rooted not in control, but 
in trust. 
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This rest doesn't depend on economies stabilizing, institutions holding, or 
circumstances resolving neatly. It flows from knowing you're walking honestly with 
Christ. That nothing is being hidden. That no performance is being staged. 
Alignment brings rest long before certainty ever does. 

Instead of scrambling for control, those with functional faith act deliberately. They 
seek guidance and listen for direction. They simplify where needed. They forgive 
sooner. They adjust how they lead their homes. They leave patterns, habits, or even 
positions when prompted. They refuse to let panic rule them when familiar 
structures shake. 

Some of this movement is visible. Much of it is not. 

Often it looks like responding early to a quiet prompting to forgive. 
Sometimes it looks like stepping away from what once felt secure. 
Sometimes it looks like obedience no one else sees or understands. 

This is how ascent happens. 

When the waters rise, functional faith doesn't merely help people endure life. It lifts 
them above it—into steadier ground, clearer hearing, and a peace that fear can never 
manufacture. 

A Simple Diagnostic 
Before moving on, it may help to pause and look inward—not with judgment, but 
with honesty. 

When trouble came—what did I do first? 

Did I move immediately into action, trying to fix or manage the situation 
on my own? 
 
Did I wait, hoping things would resolve themselves without risk or 
movement? 
 
Did I pivot into visible goodness, trying to compensate rather than 
respond? 
 
Or did I come honestly before Christ, listen, and move as He directed? 

There's no need to answer this aloud. No need to explain it. No need to justify it. 

The answer isn't meant to condemn you. It's meant to reveal where faith has been 
trained—and where it hasn't yet learned to function. 

Simply notice what your heart did. 

That's enough. 
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A Closing Invitation 
If anything in these pages has stirred you, unsettled you, or quietly named something 
you've felt but couldn't quite articulate, let that be received as an invitation—not an 
indictment. 

You don't need more effort. 
You don't need more information. 
You don't need to become someone else. 

What may be needed is simply this: to rise. 

To ask, gently and honestly, whether your faith—sincere as it is—has been 
functioning as it was always meant to function. Whether it's been helping you cope, 
or whether it's been drawing you toward Christ in ways that actually change how you 
live, choose, and move. 

Functional faith doesn’t begin with certainty. It begins with humility—with the 
willingness to reach for Him, listen for His voice, and take the next step He places 
before you, even when fear is present. Especially when fear is present. 

Over the years, when my own son needed reminding, I would write him a simple line: 
Be faithful, not fearful—and fearless, not faithless. I meant it then, and I mean it 
now. Fear will always argue for staying low. Faith, when placed in Christ, invites us 
upward. 

Christ is faithful. 

He doesn’t call us higher to abandon us. 
He doesn’t ask us to move without walking with us. 
He doesn’t promise the absence of storms—but He does promise His presence above 
the waters. 

Wherever you’re standing now, the door isn’t locked. The staircase hasn’t been 
removed. And the invitation hasn’t expired. 

Come unto me. 

The invitation of Christ has always been upward—not toward fear, but toward trust; 
not toward self-reliance, but toward Him. Scripture captures that invitation with 
quiet authority: ”Arise, shine; for thy light is come, and the glory of the Lord is risen 
upon thee” (Isaiah 60:1). 

The call of Christ has never been frantic. It has always been faithful. 

We rise when He invites us to rise. 
We move when He asks us to move. 
We trust Him with what we cannot yet see. 

And Scripture closes that invitation with steady assurance: ”But you, go your way till 
the end; for you shall rest, and will arise to your inheritance at the end of the days” 
(Daniel 12:13, NKJV). 

Why action matters: To move because He is faithful. 
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And as so many have discovered before you, functional faith in Christ doesn’t merely 
help you endure life—it leads you into His peace, clarity, and joy that fear can never 
provide. 

Be faithful, not fearful—and fearless, not faithless. 

That is the invitation. 

That is my testimony. 
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