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A mother sat across from me weeping profusely one evening.  I had just presented brief 

psycho-education about codependency.  She acknowledged that I wasn’t the first to ask her if 

she had considered it.  She admitted that as a matter of fact, she left her previous therapist to 

seek me out because she thought that a new counselor would support her in desire to protect her 

son from the harm of his substance use.  

“Aren’t you asking me to judge him?  Doesn’t the Bible say not to judge?”  “I know my 

boy loves Jesus”, she asserted, “I just need to help him cut down on his drinking, so he can see 

that he does.”  “Isn’t that how I show him how much I love him?” We spent the rest of the 

session exploring one of the adages of the Recovering Community – “You didn’t cause it, you 

can’t control it, and you can’t cure it.”  These are the hallmark thinking errors, or cognitive 

distortions as they are known in cognitive behavior therapy, of the codependent. 

All too often, Christ-followers, like that mom, who make personal sacrifices for 

alcoholics or addicts justify their behavior as love. They may point to such scriptures as "bear 

one another's burdens" (Galatians 6:2) or the most noble of all, "Greater love has no one than 

this: to lay down one's life for one's friends" (John 15:13). But is the effort to rescue users from 

the natural, logical consequences of their use Christian love? Or is it codependency?
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Learning 
Objectives

Because of this workshop, participants will be 
able to: 

• Discuss evidence-based attributes of 
codependency. 

• Articulate at least three (3) ways codependency is 
distinct from Christian Love as defined in various 
passages of scripture.

• Describe 5 codependent behaviors often labelled 
as behaving with Christian Love and Develop 3 
clinical interventions to overcome them. 



What the evidence has shown

▪ Originally, “the term ‘codependent’ was used to describe persons 

living with, or in a relationship with an addicted person” (Lampis et al., 

2017). 

▪ Codependency has been identified as a psychological problem present 

in those people who cohabit with alcoholics as well as addicts to other 

chemical substances (Noriega, 2002). Giddens (1998) describes a 

codependent person as somebody whose personal identity is not well 

developed and so their identity is dependent upon external situations 

and pressures. 

▪ Codependency is established slowly in the same way as alcohol 

problems increase. It moves from apparently stable moments followed 

by recurrent crisis and then become an apparently normal reaction 

against a subnormal situation to a pathological relationship problem 

( Rodríguez, 2013).

▪ The main consequence of codependency is that “[c]odependents, busy 

taking care of others, forget to take care of themselves, resulting in a 

disturbance of identity development” (Knudson & Terrell, 2012, p. 246).



What the evidence has shown 

DSM V Although not included in the DSM V, 

codependency does not only overlap with 

DPD but also with BPD, which is one reason 

some research has dismissed the idea of 

codependency making up its own 

personality disorder. One study found, 

though, that while codependent people do 

share some overlap with DPD and BPD 

symptoms, there are also people who 

exhibit codependency without exhibiting 

symptoms of DPD and BPD (Knapek et al., 

2017).

.



What the evidence has shown 
▪ The core feature of the Dependent Personality Disorder* is a 

strong need to be taken care of by other people. This need to 

be taken care of, and the associated fear of losing the support 

of others, often leads people with Dependent Personality 

Disorder to behave in a "clingy" manner; to submit to the 

desires of other people. In order to avoid conflict, they may 

have great difficulty standing up for themselves. The intense 

fear of losing a relationship makes them vulnerable to 

manipulation and abuse. They find it difficult to express 

disagreement or make independent decisions, and are 

challenged to begin a task when nobody is available to assist 

them. Being alone is extremely hard for them. When someone 

with Dependent Personality Disorder finds that a relationship 

they depend on has ended, they will immediately seek another 

source of support

DSM V



What the evidence has shown 
▪ Borderline Personality Disorder is a pervasive pattern of instability of 

interpersonal relationships, self-image, and affects, and marked 

impulsivity beginning by early adulthood and present in a variety of 

contexts, as indicated by five (or more) of the following: 1. Frantic efforts 

to avoid real or imagined abandonment. Note: Do not include suicidal or 

self-mutilating behavior covered in Criterion 5. 2. A pattern of unstable 

and intense interpersonal relationship characterized by alternating 

between extremes of idealization and devaluation. 3. Identity 

disturbance: markedly and persistently unstable self-image or sense of 

self 4. Impulsivity in at least two areas that are potentially self-damaging 

(e.g., spending, sex, substance abuse, reckless driving, binge eating). 

Note: Do not include suicidal or self mutilating behavior covered in 

Criterion 5. 5. Recurrent suicidal behavior, gestures, or threats, or self-

mutilating behavior 6. Affective instability due to a marked reactivity of 

mood (e.g., intense episodic dysphoria, irritability, or anxiety usually 

lasting a few hours and only rarely more than a few days). 7. Chronic 

feelings of emptiness 8. Inappropriate, intense anger or difficulty 

controlling anger (e.g. frequent displays of temper, constant anger, 

recurrent physical fights). 9. Transient, stress-related paranoid ideation or 

severe dissociative symptoms.

DSM V





Be devoted to one another in love. 

Honor one another above yourselves. 

Romans 12:10

Greater love has no one than this: to lay 

down one’s life for a friend. John 15:13

Bear one another’s burdens. Galatians 6:2

Love covers a multitude of sin 1 Peter 4:8

Love endures all things 1 Cor 13:7

People pleasing – others need ahead of your 

own

Rescuer

Martyrdom

Deceit – Making excuses for missing work, etc.

Inability to be alone to the point of remaining in 

abusive relationships

Is it Christian Love?      Or Codependency?



Characteristics

▪ Some of the characteristics of 

codependency are:

▪ 1. Inability to be alone.

2. Complaints of boredom and feelings of 

emptiness.

3. Low self-worth.

4. Putting others needs ahead of your own.

5. External loci of control.

6. Fear of not being loved.

7. Constant need for approval.



Theoretical Perspectives

▪ Motivational interviewing (MI)

▪ to identify and increase readiness to change

▪ Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 

▪ to challenge cognitive distortions

▪ Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT)

▪ to learn how to set boundaries

▪ to teach relationship skills



Treatment

▪ Because co-dependency is usually rooted in a person’s 

childhood, treatment often involves exploration into 

early childhood issues and their relationship to current 

destructive behavior patterns. Treatment include…

▪ education, 

▪ experiential groups, and 

▪ individual and group therapy 

…through which co-dependents rediscover themselves and 

identify self-defeating behavior patterns. (Mental Health 

America, 2018).

▪ Finally, affiliate with a well-established support group 

such as Alanon, Codependence Anonymous, or Celebrate 

Recovery



Case Study

50 year old, divorced white female 

Presented with concern of lack of communication between her imprisoned son and 

his sister.  She wanted to learn a way to cause her daughter to believe her brother 

that he will stay clean when he gets out of prison.  She admitted that he has a history 

of relapse including using while locked up. In fact, though she reports feeling used, 

she continues to put money on his books even though she knows he is going to 

barter commissary goods for drugs.  

She also acknowledges that when he failed to keep employment in the past, she gave 

him money for basic needs knowing he would spend it on heroin.

He has employment lined up for when he gets out of prison working in his father’s 

lawncare company.  This is her ex-husband, who is activity using heroin.  She has 

called her ex-husband and begged him not to hire their son.  He blew her off saying 

their son would need income and also reiterating that he sees nothing wrong with 

recreation use of heroin.  Talking to her ex-husband and even the kind of concern 

she has for her son caused a strain in her relationship with her current boyfriend.

She laments that she feels like a failure.  She can’t get her kids to be civil to each 

other and she can’t keep her son from using drugs.  His use causes her extreme 

anxiety because she fears he is going to overdose.  Her anxiety has increased with 

his release nearing and her PCP increased the Celexa she has been taking since her 

son was incarcerated.

She is very religious and while she has never used drugs, she has been married to 

two men who did, who were also physically and emotionally abusive to her.  Her son 

has become more and more verbally aggressive toward her.



Case Discussion
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