


I have had the joy of knowing and ministering with Elizabeth 
Woodson for the better part of a decade. She lives what she 
writes in these pages. Each of us must come to terms with the 
distance between the life we pictured and the life we have. The 
wise Christ-follower navigates that gap with trustworthy dis-
ciplines that turn our hearts heavenward. Elizabeth offers up 
these tools not just as a faithful Bible teacher but as a faithful 
practitioner. Is longing your companion? Look here for help.

Jen Wilkin, author and Bible teacher

In her book Embrace Your Life, Elizabeth is honest and trans-
parent, writing as a friend, as she shares her own journey with 
longing and the biblical truth that helped her be an overcomer. 
Elizabeth’s words are deeply rooted in Scripture and overflow-
ing with practical wisdom. This book is a true gift and will 
encourage anyone of any age who is navigating a season of 
longing and disappointment.

Dr. Tony Evans, president, The Urban Alternative and  
senior pastor, Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship

How are we to navigate the inevitable disappointments of life 
in a fallen world? Those seasons when we become painfully 
aware that life hasn’t gone the way we thought it would? I 
have found over the years that the best guides are the ones 
who have been there already—the ones who have become 
acquainted with heartbreak and frustration but have not given 
in to bitterness. The ones who know anger and despair but are 
still marked by the peace that passes understanding and the 



unwavering joy of knowing they belong to Jesus. Elizabeth 
Woodson is such a guide. She is steeped in the Scriptures but 
doesn’t give in to the vague spiritual sentimentalism that is 
often dishonest about how much disappointment hurts. She’s 
here to lift our heads, and she has had her head lifted by oth-
ers. She is with us in this valley of longing, and writes with 
empathy and compassion while not being afraid to say what 
is true.

Matt Chandler, lead pastor, The Village Church
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1

Introduction

Embrace the Journey

During my first few years in Dallas, there was a 
woman—we’ll call her Charlene—who was a part of 

my small group.1 Like other small groups you may have been 
a part of, we started off by sharing our life stories. When it 
was her turn, Charlene talked about how she was enduring a 
hard season in her marriage—an overwhelming situation that 
was now spilling over into difficulty with her adult children. 
Hers was a story that included divorce, abuse, and now an 
estranged relationship with a son who had just had a baby with 
his girlfriend. Charlene was overwhelmed and hurt because he 
wouldn’t let her see the baby. This particular evening she’d 
had enough, and as she was talking about the latest experience 
of struggle she screamed out, “This is not how my life was sup-
posed to turn out. It wasn’t supposed to be this way!”

After the meeting ended, all I could think of was what 
Charlene had said. Her words were so honest and pregnant 
with pain. Unfortunately, my own story was full of this kind 
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of painful disappointment. Whether it was a hard job experi-
ence or a romantic relationship that had soured, I knew what 
it was like to long for a life I didn’t have. I knew what it was 
like to feel helpless, looking around at your life wondering, 
How did I get here? or thinking, I never thought life would turn 
out like this. 

And you know what? I don’t think this feeling of disap-
pointment is unique to either me or Charlene. I think many 
people deal with it, including you. It’s probably one of the 
reasons you chose to pick up this book. 

The prolonged disappointment that you and I—and many 
others—experience is what I like to call “longing”—the emo-
tional response to the gap between the life you hoped for and 
the one you actually have. You and I have a set of expectations 
about how our lives should turn out. You may have expected 
marriage to be easy, expected to be able to conceive a child, 
or expected your hard work to turn into financial success. But 
when marriage is difficult (or nonexistent), infertility persists, 
or your business collapses, hope can feel so far away. In these 
moments, it seems as if life has disappointed you and left you 
with more questions than answers.

Like many experiences in life, longing presents all sorts 
of questions. But one particular problem with longing is that 
those questions tend not to have easy answers. And the hardest 
part is that we don’t discover this until we exhaust ourselves 
by throwing quick fixes at our problems. Have you ever done 
this? It’s the moment we’ve done so many Google searches to 
find an answer and finally reached that last page of results—
that one that exists in some dark corner of the internet—only 
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to realize there’s no real solution there. We’ve asked all our 
friends, pastors, or coworkers for help, only to receive pity or 
shallow band-aid statements to cover the wound. Lastly, we’ve 
asked God for help, a lot. But when prayer after prayer is not 
answered the way we want, we can become disillusioned, not 
knowing how to move forward or rebuild the dreams that have 
crumbled. This disillusionment can persist for a long time, 
causing our souls to become emotionally weary as we tire from 
the burden of carrying the weight of our despair.

Like I said, I know what it feels like because I’ve been 
there. 

Currently, I’m a never-married single in my late thirties. 
Now, before you put this book down, know this is not a book 
about singleness. But over the years my singleness has taught 
me so much about the longing I believe we all experience. So 
before I dig into your stories, I thought it best to share my 
own. 

I’m not particularly sure when it got there, but marriage 
has always held a spot on my “life goals” list. I didn’t think 
about when it would happen, but I always assumed at some 
point it would. 

I graduated from high school with no high school 
sweetheart to potentially marry. I then went to college and 
graduated, still unmarried. I started working and got another 
degree, and was still as single as a dollar bill. Finally, I left 
my job, went to seminary, and then eventually got hired at a 
church where I led a ministry that was supposed to help single 
people get married. And the fruit of all that? You guessed it: I 
didn’t get married. 
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I had accomplished most of the major goals, except the 
one that hovered at the top of my list. So, around my late 
twenties-early-thirties I started to entertain the question that 
most singles love to avoid: “What if I never get married?” The 
consideration of this question was not me giving up on the 
possibility of marriage, but rather me figuring out what to do 
with my sadness. No one seemed to have good answers for 
me—most of them made marriage merit-based or told me I 
didn’t have enough faith. I knew enough about God to know 
that neither of those answers were true, but I still didn’t know 
how to live in the gap between the life I had hoped for and 
the life I had. 

Shallow answers tend to frustrate me, so for the next few 
years I wrestled with God and my Bible to find substantive 
ones. I wanted an answer that would be true, regardless of 
whether it ended up being the answer I preferred. Moreover, I 
wanted an answer that had the power to not simply pacify me, 
but to release me to experience a full and vibrant life. I wanted 
to know how to have a life that, despite my longing, provided 
me with true and lasting joy. 

a Journey to Find Joy

I’ll be honest, I’m not a fan of affirmation circles. Have 
you heard of them? They are where there’s a chair in the 
middle of a circle, and everyone in the circle takes turns sitting 
in the chair while they receive affirming messages from the 
group. The reason I don’t like them isn’t because I don’t like 
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encouraging other people; it’s because sitting in a circle with 
everyone looking at you makes me extremely uncomfortable. 

A few years ago, I found myself in an affirmation circle 
that initially proved to be just as uncomfortable as every other 
one I had been a part of. I sat in a chair while awkwardly wait-
ing for people to give me encouraging words. But, after a bit of 
silence, one of the group members offered me an unexpected 
yet very encouraging compliment. She said, “Elizabeth, you do 
what lots of folks think is impossible. You live your single life 
with so much joy.” In her short statement, I felt like her words 
highlighted a turning point in my life, because she was right. 
I did have joy, lots of it. 

At that moment I realized that I had found what I had 
been searching for. The road had not been easy, but after years 
of wrestling with the Lord, he had not necessarily changed my 
situation, but he had changed me. He had graciously allowed 
me to embody the joy I had been hoping to find. 

Now, even though the process didn’t take me in a straight 
line, there were some distinct places the Lord took me. In fact, 
I like to think of them as spiritual exercises or practices that 
he took me through. During my journey the practices of self-
examination, lament, hope, remembrance, faith, and joy gave 
me the renewed perspective I needed to embrace the life God 
had given me. 

The goal of our time together is to take you on this same 
journey, making those same six stops along the way. We’ll 
begin by talking through the heart of each spiritual practice 
and then, at the end of each chapter, I’ll help you apply what 
you learned. Theology is needed and beautiful, but it isn’t just 
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meant to take up space in our head. What we believe should 
affect the way we live. So, as I invite you into a space of discov-
ery, I will help you make sure that your insights don’t remain 
theoretical, but run down deep into the entirety of your life. 

And, even though I’ve learned a lot from my time with the 
Lord, the specific story we’ll follow won’t be mine. We’ll use 
one you are probably familiar with—the Bible’s story. Why? 
Because the key to our joy is connected to us understanding 
that we are a part of a story that is bigger than our pain. So, it 
is the story of the Bible that will give us perspective and revive 
our joy. But we won’t cover the entire Bible; we’ll just focus on 
one short story. 

our Guide for the Journey

Navigating our longing can be a confusing and compli-
cated process. But having a friend to walk you through the sea-
son can be helpful, especially when that friend has experienced 
longing themselves. The more I’ve grown in my walk with 
the Lord, the more I’ve come to realize that he has provided 
us with some great “friends” in Scripture. In the Bible, there 
is wisdom and solace in the lives of other people of faith who 
have walked this earth thousands of years before you and me. 

One such friend is Joshua. 
When we meet him, Joshua is experiencing a major turn-

ing point in his life. He is thrown into a major leadership role, 
one that gives him influence over a few million people. While 
many of us might think that sounds exciting, we also find that 
at this same time, Joshua is also walking in a place of longing. 
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In fact, the longing will not leave him before he steps into his 
new role; but rather, it goes with him. 

As we consider this season of transition in Joshua’s life, we 
will zoom in on a brief conversation he has with God. Even 
though it is only a few verses, what God says to Joshua will 
be full of rich theological truth for us. These verses will also 
serve as a guide to help us understand how to navigate our own 
season of longing, because in a short period of time we will 
see God invite Joshua into a place of self-examination, lament, 
hope, remembrance, faith, and joy. In fact, as we fast-forward 
to the end of Joshua’s life, we will see that the seeds planted 
by this conversation end up bearing fruit in his life until the 
very end. 

Friend, I don’t know what longing looks like for you today. 
I don’t know the story behind the disappointment you bear, 
nor do I know the specifics of your disillusionment or despair. 
I don’t know which life you wish you could wake up to each 
morning. But I do know what it’s like to wrestle with God 
over the story you wish you had; and I want to tell you this: 
the joy you seek is possible to find. And, it’s not a cheesy joy 
that minimizes our pain. It’s a deep and substantive joy that 
has enough strength to handle your hard questions, yet is soft 
enough to handle your tears too. By the time you finish this 
book, I can’t promise you that your situation will change. But 
my hope is that you will find a renewed vision for your life—
one that is worth living because you see the beauty of the One 
you get to live it with. 
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chapter 1

Embrace Help

I love watching home renovations on TV. So on the rare 
occasion I’m actually watching TV, I tend to only watch 

HGTV or The DIY channel.1 One of my favorite home reno-
vation shows is Holmes Inspection. It’s a show about people who 
have major problems with their homes. Whether it’s a huge 
leak in the basement, a crumbling foundation, or heating/
cooling issues, these folks are usually at their wits’ end. So, 
they reach out to the main star of the show, Mike Holmes, to 
come help them out. Mike is an experienced contractor and 
home inspector who will come and assess the situation. Then 
he and his team will fix the issue. 

The common thread between all the episodes is that 
although the homeowner can generally see they have an issue, 
they tend not to know how deep it goes. During his inspec-
tion, Mike will start by examining the clear indicators of 
damage, like a pool of water on the basement floor. He will 
then pull up the floor or pull back the walls to find that the 
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real problem is a cracked foundation or a wall that is crum-
bling because of termites. As an inspector, Mike is able to look 
beneath the surface to help the homeowners understand the 
roots of their problems. 

It can be hard to recognize the roots of our longing 
because, if we’re honest, we’re all masters at masking it with 
certain behaviors or thought patterns. Often this masking is 
subconscious, as we do our best to navigate life. It is also dif-
ferent for each person, with everyone having a unique set of 
behaviors or thought patterns they use to immediately soothe 
any discomfort or pain that might arise in their soul. 

For some of us, our value and identity are closely tied to 
who we are or what we do. For high achievers, when expecta-
tions about a particular situation or relationship are not met, 
we will not only see the situation as a failure, but will attach 
that label to ourselves. In response, we might experience an 
onslaught of negative thoughts and speech toward ourselves 
or others. These overly critical words become a slow-dripping 
tool of destruction. In the moment, we don’t realize the dam-
age our words are doing to us and others. But the depth of our 
sadness sometimes produces strong and powerful language 
that keeps us in a cycle of despair. 

Or maybe it’s not negative thought patterns for you. 
Maybe, if you are anything like me in moments of longing, 
you find it easier to drown out all that negative noise by focus-
ing all of your efforts on seeking comfort. I can find myself 
believing that, If I’m comfortable, then everything will be okay. 
All that’s needed is one more meal, one more drink, one more 
show to binge, one more hours-long session scrolling through 
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social media, one more text from an ex, one more random trip 
to Target, or one more [fill in the blank with your favorite 
comfort-coping mechanism]. I wish I could say I haven’t con-
sciously or subconsciously said this to myself, but I have. I’ve 
learned the hard way that trying to combat pain by filling up 
on things that I think will make me feel good doesn’t work. As 
much as you and I might try, nothing can fully ease or soothe 
our pain but the Lord. 

Or maybe you don’t drown out the negative stuff. Maybe 
you turn it all the way up, and instead of directing it inward, 
you direct it upward. After all, knowing that God has the 
power to intervene in your life, but sometimes chooses not to 
do so in the ways you want him to, is a hard truth to accept. 
So instead of solemn disappointment, some of us process our 
real emotions by becoming angry with God, who we feel is 
responsible for our pain. We raise our fist and shake it at him 
with a barrage of “Why?” questions that are almost entirely 
unanswerable. We wanted easy explanations. We wanted 
God’s ways to match our plans. But they didn’t. And now, 
well, heaven’s gonna hear about it.

No matter what it looks like for you in your darkest hour, 
your longing can feel overwhelming and lies can sound like 
truth. So please know this, friend: you are not a failure, your 
pain is not the enemy, and God has not abandoned you. He 
is present with you in your pain and is able to bring you the 
healing that your soul desires. 

But, in order to experience God’s healing, you and I first 
have to recognize the symptoms of our longing. In other 
words, when there is water dripping from the ceiling of our 
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lives, we need to pay attention. Self-deprecation, overly nega-
tive thoughts and speech, over-consumption of any kind, and/
or anger with God are all signs that we have a deep source of 
pain that needs to be addressed. And then, instead of only 
focusing on the surface issue, (for example, trying to indulge 
in food or entertainment a little less often, or practicing posi-
tive self-talk), we have to go deeper than that. We have to get 
honest about the source—the roots—of our longing. 

But like the folks on that home renovation show I men-
tioned previously, we can’t go through this examination pro-
cess alone. 

We need help.

learning from Joshua

Joshua first appears in Exodus 17, where he is chosen by 
Moses to lead Israel in a battle against the Amalekites. You may 
already be familiar with his story, but to recap it for you, Joshua 
was one of the hundreds of thousands of people Moses helped 
deliver from Egypt. He was born a slave and, through the grace 
of God, found freedom. Early into Israel’s story, Joshua is iden-
tified as a leader, and after his victory in Exodus 17, he is chosen 
to join eleven other men as a spy. Moses tasked these men to 
explore the land of Canaan, the land God had promised to give 
Israel. When these spies came back from their trip, only two of 
them gave a good report. Joshua was one of those men. 

During Israel’s decades of wandering in the wilderness, 
Joshua became Moses’s servant and one of his most trusted 
and courageous captains. For those forty years, Joshua served 
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Moses faithfully. And then, right before Israel is finally set to 
lay claim to the land of Canaan, Moses shares these words 
with Joshua and the entire nation of Israel: 

“I am 120 years old today. I am no longer able 
to go out and come in. The Lord has said to 
me, ‘You shall not go over this Jordan.’ The 
Lord your God himself will go over before 
you. He will destroy these nations before you, 
so that you shall dispossess them, and Joshua 
will go over at your head, as the Lord has spo-
ken. And the Lord will do to them as he did 
to Sihon and Og, the kings of the Amorites, 
and to their land, when he destroyed them. 
And the Lord will give them over to you, and 
you shall do to them according to the whole 
commandment that I have commanded you. 
Be strong and courageous. Do not fear or be 
in dread of them, for it is the Lord your God 
who goes with you. He will not leave you or 
forsake you.” (Deut. 31:2–6)

At this moment, Moses is announcing his impending 
death. He would not be leading Israel through this pivotal 
moment in their history. Joshua would experience the fulfill-
ment of a forty-year journey without the man who had led the 
nation through it all. But Moses did not leave Joshua empty-
handed. In Deuteronomy 34:9, we are told that, “Now Joshua 
son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom because Moses 
had laid his hands on him. So the Israelites listened to him and 
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did what the Lord had commanded Moses” (niv, emphasis 
added).

While we see the Holy Spirit permanently indwell believ-
ers in the New Testament, in the Old Testament he temporar-
ily indwells certain people to help them achieve specific tasks.2 
Joshua is one of these people, and by the power and help of the 
Spirit, he had been given the wisdom he needed to navigate his 
season of longing. At any particular point in time, this wisdom 
would allow him to assess his situation and determine whether 
or not he was on the right track. Said another way, the spirit of 
wisdom would help Joshua examine himself, so that he could 
make the adjustments that would enable him, and Israel, to 
experience the fullness of life that God had set out for them. 

Because of Christ, the same spirit of wisdom that was 
given to Joshua lives in all believers (Eph. 1:17). The Holy 
Spirit has been given to us that we might have the help we 
need to live the life we have been given, especially in sea-
sons of longing. The writers of the New Testament tell us 
that the Holy Spirit will guide us (John 16:13–15), teach us 
(John 14:26), pray for us (Rom. 8:26), and provide us with 
wisdom (Acts 6:10; 1 Cor. 2:12–14; 12:8; Col. 1:9). But, like 
God the Father and God the Son, God the Holy Spirit is also 
all- knowing. Nothing gets past him. In the same way that 
he did for Joshua, the Holy Spirit helps us examine our lives 
and make the adjustments we need to experience the joy that, 
through Christ, is available to us. So, even though we may be 
able to see our longing, we need the Holy Spirit, as the divine 
heart inspector, to pull up the floors of our life to show us 
what the root of our longing actually is. 
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Friend, if you hear anything at this point, let me encour-
age you with this: the Holy Spirit is your Helper. You don’t have 
to go at this alone. He is present with you and wants to help you. 
Embrace his help. 

the root of our longing

The truth is, God’s Spirit should be our primary influence 
as we navigate our longing. But sometimes we don’t give him 
much room to help us because we’re already being “helped” by 
a whole host of other influences—ones that have created all 
sorts of expectations about life. These expectations come from 
lots of different people and places. Many of them were shaped 
by our family. For better or worse, our childhood home was 
the place that developed our thoughts of how the world should 
function. It’s where we learned what love looked like and what 
it meant to be an adult. 

I wonder how your upbringing shaped your expectations 
about life. Maybe you learned that you should be treated with 
honor and dignity, no matter who you are or where you’re 
from. Perhaps you inherited an assumption that life was sup-
posed to be free from suffering and pain. Or maybe you were 
raised to desire love, harmony, and oneness. Perhaps none of 
that is true, and you grew up in a broken home, learning that 
chaos is the way of the world and only the clever and the tough 
will make it in the end—that joy is reserved for those brave 
enough to leave all that craziness behind and go chase down 
the good life for themselves. 
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Because of these influences, you likely expected that in 
some way life would be full of goodness and joy, whether that 
life would be handed to you or hunted down yourself. You 
may have also learned to expect that you will always have 
control over the outcome of your life. Nothing, including 
finances, health, and relational commitments, should prevent 
you from having all that you desire. In the words of the good 
ol’ American adage, if you believe it, then you can achieve it! 

But your family unit isn’t the only place your expectations 
come from. You and I have also been heavily influenced by the 
media. Here’s the truth: you and I probably spend too much 
time online looking at other people’s lives! The digital descrip-
tions and images of the “perfect” lives that we are bombarded 
with on a daily basis shape our expectation of who we should 
be and what we should have. We see countless pictures show-
ing other people’s joy and want to have the same. We want 
what we think they have: their happy marriage, beautiful 
appearance, perfectly behaved children, or successful career. 
As we virtually consume the lives of others, our hearts begin 
to crave attention, accolades, and superiority. We want to have 
the best and be the best, and anything that falls short of this 
goal becomes an immediate disappointment. 

As I’ve wrestled with my own feelings of longing, I’ve 
come to believe that whether they are reasonable or not, pro-
longed disappointment from unmet expectations is caused by 
the same root—idealism. This is the belief that what I have is 
not enough and that true joy would be found in something 
“better.” In my mind, the good life happens when everything 
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is as I believe it should be, when real life lines up with my 
ideal life. 

For instance, most of my female friends are single and I 
can’t count the amount of conversations I’ve had where one 
of them says, “I never thought I’d be single this long.” And, 
as years turn into decades, these conversations have grown 
to include a sadness for what they believe they’ve lost. Some 
have given up hope for children and others seem stuck in a 
holding pattern waiting for life to start. Especially for older 
singles, despair can be a close companion because hope for 
marriage seems to have evaporated. The life they want seems 
so far away from the life they have, which makes finding joy 
in this season an almost impossible task. The good life for 
them is not in their singleness but is found in what they don’t 
have—marriage. 

Similar to my single friends, we all have envisioned what 
an ideal life would be like. Yet, when we take a hard look at 
this “ideal life,” what we are imagining is usually a life in 
which we give priority to our own superiority, comfort, and 
pleasure, allowing these things to be the standard by which we 
determine what is best. While it’s certainly not wrong to desire 
something good that God has made, we live in a world that 
tells you and me to prioritize our personal desires to the level 
of demands, and that the time for their fulfillment is right 
now. This expectation of immediate gratification inevitably 
adds to our disappointment, leading us to abandon patience 
as hope quickly fades. 
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pulling up the root

Friend, your healing can only come when you are able to 
process your pain with clarity and conviction. This means 
that the longing that emerges from unmet expectations is a 
signal, a symptom, revealing a larger issue that needs to be 
addressed. 

First, with the help of the Holy Spirit, you and I have 
to acknowledge where our expectations have come from and 
determine whose glory they are rooted in. Sometimes our 
expectations about life are reasonable. After all, we all crave 
the kind of goodness that is linked to the character and nature 
of God. However, sometimes our expectations, because they 
are not based in God’s truth, are unreasonable. In fact, our 
misplaced expectations can cause us to elevate our own glory 
over God’s glory. 

To live for God’s glory means that his purposes take 
priority over yours and mine. When our way and his way 
conflict, we choose to follow his way. But when we choose to 
prioritize the fulfillment of our desires over his, we are living 
for our own glory. When our expectations about life cause us 
to demand outcomes that contradict the truth of God’s Word, 
we are claiming that we know better than God does. And, in 
doing so we make ourselves the god of our own lives. It’s at this 
moment that the Holy Spirit helps us remember that, as A. W. 
Tozer says, “God knows us better than we know ourselves, and 
He knows exactly what we need and when we need it.”3 So, 
when things in life don’t go as planned, the Holy Spirit will 
help us to submit to God’s sovereignty. 
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Now, living for God’s glory and trusting in his sover-
eignty does not invalidate the very real sorrow and pain of 
life  situations—just like my mom always says, life is hard. But 
in the midst of hardship, disillusionment, and even failure, 
we must remember that God has been, is, and always will be 
good, and living for his glory really is better than living for our 
own. This means that no matter the season, our good God is 
always providing blessings for his children, and that his plans 
can always be trusted. Even still, I know that while Scripture 
reveals these truths over and over again, it can be hard to feel 
as if they are true. This is why it’s so important for you and 
me to remember that while our feelings are real, they aren’t 
always reliable. In seasons of longing, we have to keep our head 
and heart aligned, remembering that what we may feel about 
God does not dictate his character. God is always exercising 
his perfect plan for your life. There will be moments when you 
believe and feel this without much work, and other moments 
when you have to choose to believe this while you wait for 
your feelings to catch up. 

If you want to know what this looks like, consider David’s 
words in the Psalms. One thing I love about David is that he 
doesn’t shy away from the very real pain and longings he feels. 
He cries out in his anguish, “O Lord, all my longing is before 
you; my sighing is not hidden from you” (Ps. 38:9, emphasis 
added). David doesn’t keep his longings hidden! Whether it 
is safety, or companionship, or vindication, he doesn’t sweep 
them under the rug. He opens them up before God over and 
over. He is willing to be honest about them and bring them to 
the Lord so that he might leave them in better hands than his 
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own. Yet, in many other places, we see that among his many 
longings, he has one ultimate love: “O Lord, I love the habita-
tion of your house and the place where your glory dwells. . . . 
My soul is consumed with longing for your rules at all times” 
(Pss. 26:8; 119:20, emphasis added).4 David’s ultimate long-
ing was for God’s glory and God’s Word. While other desires 
surely mattered, these are what won out in his heart. The same 
could be said of Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane, where he 
longed for the possibility for the story of redemption to play 
out some other way, and was honest about that desire, and yet 
ultimately chose the way of the Father’s will (Matt. 26:39). 
He chose the Father’s plan right in the middle of real and raw 
emotions. In these cases and more, we see that longing for 
something isn’t the problem. In fact, we should bring our long-
ing into the presence of God. Rather, elevating our longing to 
the point of ultimacy is the problem along with allowing those 
longings to dictate our view of God. 

Second, you and I have to remember (also through the 
help of the Spirit!) the truth about reality—that as humans 
living in a sinful world, we will live in a constant state of 
imperfection until Jesus returns. You don’t have to look far to 
see that things in this world aren’t as they should be. Death, 
sickness, violence, and exploitation are only a few of the many 
forms of brokenness that exist. No one should be okay with 
the expectation that their life might be wounded by the sin of 
another person, but far too often that is our reality. 

In the beginning, God created humanity in his image 
and called us “very good” (Gen. 1:31). Our original design 
included a harmonious relationship with God and with others. 
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God created us to desire that which is good, just, and holy. But 
from the moment Adam and Eve chose their own plan over 
God’s plan, you and I were powerless to live up to our full 
potential. Sin corrupted everything. With one decision, long-
ing entered into the world and all sorts of created things were 
now asked to be more than they were created to be. And even 
though the power of the Holy Spirit is at work in our lives, we 
live in a world where sin and evil are at work. Unfortunately, 
our lives are not immune to the effects of sin, both our own 
and from others. 

I don’t know about you, but I’m reminded of this every 
time I listen to the news. Even now, in my own church, my 
friends are enduring job losses, miscarriages, divorce, sick-
ness, slander, and division because of political strife and racial 
hatred. The pain these tragedies stir in my heart reminds me 
that life shouldn’t be this way, but yet—because of sin—it is. 

The gap between the life we have and the one we want 
oftentimes seems unfair. On more than one occasion, I’ve 
looked at my own “gap” and said, “Why, Lord? Why does it 
have to be this way? I don’t deserve this!” But in these same 
moments, he doesn’t just leave me to accept the gap with a 
spirit of resignation. He helps me navigate it, by drawing my 
heart to remember Jesus, the one who graciously saved me 
so that one day my hopes for perfection would be realized in 
eternity with him. And this perfect salvation also includes an 
eternal justice that will vindicate the times you and I have 
been wounded by evil and sin in this world.

Ultimately, these seasons of deep longing, where all you 
can see is the “gap,” are opportunities for you to first adjust 
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your expectations. You have an opportunity to take your long-
ing to God himself, laying it at his feet instead of bearing it 
yourself. This then gives you the freedom to lift your focus off 
of your situation and place it upon God, trusting that what he 
has given to you is what he has deemed to be best. And, God’s 
best will always be enough.

the practice of Self-Examination || 
Expectations

Remember when I told you in chapter 1 that we’d 
be learning not just theological ideas, but applying those 
ideas too? Here’s where we start. The first spiritual 
practice that leads us to a place of joy is self-examina-
tion. Biblical self-examination is the process by which 
we make a regular and honest assessment of ourselves 
through the lens of the gospel. It helps us be aware of 
how we need to overcome sin and walk in obedience 
to the Lord. It also helps us uncover the places where 
we have internalized the false stories of the world. As 
believers, our greatest goal is to be formed into the 
image of Christ. Full of grace and free from shame, 
biblical self-examination helps us intentionally stay true 
to this commitment to stay aligned to the truth of the 
gospel.

When I think about this practice, my mind goes 
back to David, this time in Psalm 139. When we look 
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closely, we see this psalm doing two things: one, it 
celebrates the character of God, and two, it asks for 
God to transform the character of David. In Psalm 
139:23–24 he writes, “Search me, O God, and know 
my heart! Try me and know my thoughts! And see if 
there be any grievous way in me, and lead me in the 
way everlasting!” With two short verses, David invites 
God to examine the contents of his heart, correcting 
any thought or posture that does not align with the 
Lord’s will. 

Self-examination helps us push against the cultural 
current of constant connection with other people. It 
requires that we get alone with God, pushing pause 
and assessing how our hearts and lives align with “the 
way everlasting,” or the way that God has designed for 
us to follow. So, in the moment when we feel our dis-
appointment has lingered a bit too long or is perhaps 
boiling over into resentment or bitterness or indulgence, 
our first step is to take a hard look at our expectations. 
Not only identifying them, but also evaluating if they 
are prioritizing our comfort or desires over the glory of 
God. 

This is a process that I suggest you do with a journal 
in prayer. Having a pen and paper with us makes sure we 
are ready to write down whatever the Lord may reveal. As 
you reflect on your particular situation, take some time 
to do these three things:
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1. acknowledge the unmet expectations your longing 

represents. 

Be honest with God and share about the life you 
wish you had, but don’t. Write out your expectations 
about the life you have and the ways in which you believe 
they have not been met. 

2. ask the lord to uncover any unreasonable 

expectations. 

Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal any expectations you 
hold about your life (or about God) that may not be 
appropriate—meaning, things you are mad about not 
having that were never promised to you. Ask him to 
point out any ways in which your expectations might be 
rooted in entitlement, fear, or false truth about him or 
yourself. 

3. ask the lord to help you surrender to his plan for 

your life.

As you are praying, ask the Lord, through his 
Spirit, to give you the wisdom you need to align your 
expectations with God’s Word. Be willing to obey the 
instructions he gives you. Submit to “walking in the way 
everlasting,” even if his directions don’t align with your 
preferences. God’s plan is always better than our plan, 
even when it doesn’t feel like it’s better.
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As hard as this is, here’s some good news. Though 
your pages might be full of heavy emotions or even wet 
with tears, God does not seek to leave you in this place, 
but to lead you to a place of comfort and healing. Life is 
hard, and the longing you feel from unmet expectations 
can hurt deeply. But your pain doesn’t have to last for-
ever. Hope for renewed joy is possible; it just requires you 
and me to examine our expectations, acknowledge our 
pain, and embrace the loss (and if you happen to want 
more on how to embrace loss, just stick with me—that’s 
coming!).

But as we will see with Joshua, this journey toward 
healing is not one that you have to go on alone. When 
you are ready to get started, God will be there to help.






