When I put “shoulds” on myself, I invite the
Accuser (a name given to the Devil)
to put me on trial.
There are some good “shoulds” that I should do!
Those things that God directly commands are to be
obeyed and practiced.
But we face two challenges. First, many of our
“shoulds” are not of God. Those “shoulds” we need
to examine carefully, and sometimes we need to
dismiss or at least give less attention to them.
Second, even when we fail to do what God wants us
to do, we live in grace. Our good standing with God
is not based on our performance of doing what
we should!
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We have an internal critic, a voice in our head that’s
an internal narrator. This voice is the inner chatter,
non-stop conversations that drive our reactions. It's
like we are constantly on trial. We hear the “voices”
of a prosecutor, judge, witnesses, and jury that
testify against us through our thoughts. Remember,
we have to have the right attorney or advocate Jesus, who pleads our case before God. But we can’t
just listen to the voices accusing us and replay them
over and over in our minds. These voices tell us what
we “should” do or who we should be. While we are the
ones being accused, we also have to become the jury
to determine if the accusations are true.
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Here’s what this internal “voice” and the “shoulds”
do: They govern our lives. They are mostly negative,
repetitive, and focused on self. They create a
constant low-grade crisis and, at times, create an
all-out crisis. They focus on the past (memories,
mistakes) and future (anticipation, anxiety) and
rarely on the now (present) which is the only thing
we can affect or control. They’re driven by
unexamined urges and desires that are deep in our
subconscious (Jeremiah 17:9). They judge us and
others. They taunt us. They are never satisfied. They
compare us to others. They thrive on drama. And the
irony is that this voice of shoulds can also be
influenced by the Holy Spirit and can lead us to live
like Jesus.
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What’s crazy is we take this voice for granted and are
largely oblivious to this powerful part of who we are.
The voice and the “shoulds” are not necessarily true,
but we tend to automatically listen to them and,
worse, blindly act out our thoughts. Our thoughts
create our feelings, and together they shape our
hearts. Our heart causes us to react to people, tasks,
and situations (Matthew 12:34; 15:19).
This voice loves to put “shoulds” on us. But
remember, our thoughts are just thoughts. They are
not necessarily true or based on reality and tend to
be burdensome and extraordinarily negative. Our
thoughts exist only in our heads. We must examine
them. A popular word in culture now that describes
this is the idea of “mindfulness.” The Bible says we
are to guard our hearts (Proverbs 4:23) and take
every thought captive (2 Corinthians 10:5). We need
to slow down and look at the very thought that we
wish to be free from in light of God’s truth. We are
wise when we stop reacting blindly to our thoughts.
We need to examine and even challenge
our “shoulds.”
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Here’s the goal of this reflection guide:

Step out of the
unwinnable race and
rest in grace.
The unwinnable race is trying to live the
“should” life. The good life is when we
learn to live in grace.
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

You might process these with a trusted person or
write down or journal your thoughts.

1. Growing up, what are some “shoulds” that you felt
or experienced from your family, friends,
neighborhood, or community?

2. Which “shoulds” from your family, friends,
neighborhood, or community did you internalize
and still live with or try to live by?

3. What internal “shoulds” from the above questions
burden you or bring stress into your life? Identify
at least two.
■ Are they good?
■
■

■

Are they necessary?
What is their source? Are they from God
From others?
Why do they bring you stress and
pressure, and if so, why?
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4. How do you experience the “courtroom” in your
mind where you are the prosecutor, judge, and
jury? How do you experience the internal critic?
■
■

■

■

How often does this courtroom convene?
What are the current accusations or
“shoulds” that you hear?
What’s the source of your accusations
and “shoulds?”
How do you feel during or after the
“hearing?” How do you react?

5. The key to escaping the tyranny of our internal
“shoulds” is to live in God’s grace.
■

Read and reflect on Galatians 2:19-21 and 5:1

■

What is grace? How do you define grace?

■

■

■

How do you understand “law.” How are
“shoulds” and the “law” similar or parallel?
How does the tyranny of “shoulds” or the
“law” hurt, hinder or hassle you?
What kind of religious “laws” or rules do
you feel like you should do or you’ve been
told you should do, but in fact are not
required by Jesus?
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The series “Should Happens” was
inspired by this book: Should Happens by
Todd Clark. It’s a great read to help you
step out of the unwinnable race and
rest in grace.
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