
Can A Perfectionist Be Content? 

God’s power can work in us and through us—even when we’re not perfect. 

By Lois Easley 

“When you draw a square,” Dad said, “the lines don’t—have to be perfectly straight and the 

corners don’t have to be perfect right angles.” He was trying to help me see that I really didn’t 

have to be so much of a perfectionist—that I could learn to be content with less than one hundred 

percent precision. 

If you are like me, you can see right away that sometimes the lines do have to be as straight 

as a ruler. But, the point was that I tended to think it was most of the time. Not just when I was 

drawing a square, but about almost everything—especially myself. 

Perfectionism can be defined as that personal tendency in many of us to expect perfect or 

nearly perfect performance from ourselves and others and to let relatively minor “imperfections” 

make someone or something totally unacceptable to us. This is not to say that all attempts to 

excel or achieve are perfectionistic. What I’m calling perfectionism is an all-or-nothing mentality 

that demands inappropriately high standards. It often results in long-term procrastination born of 

a paralyzing fear of failure. 

Contentment, conversely, is to be satisfied, accepting, able to be happy with whatever one 

has. It is among the qualities for which Scripture urges us to strive. But the Bible also tells us to 

pursue the highest or best virtues and ways of thinking, patterning our lives after our Father, who 

is perfect. As conscientious Christians, many of us have developed our perfectionistic tendencies 

directly from our theology. 

We sincerely desire to please our Lord. We understand that He calls us to wholehearted 

commitment and obedience. We look at our own hearts and behavior and see that we fall short of 

this many times. We then logically conclude that God must be displeased with us. So we try even 

harder to please Him, laying even higher expectations on ourselves than we did before, only to 

set ourselves up for failure. 

At this rate we can never be content, because in our minds, God is never content with us. We 

can never live up to what we perceive as His expectations. Where does this vicious cycle begin? 

ROOTS OF PERFECTIONISM 

Besides the theological roots described above, we also learn to think and act in perfectionistic 

ways from a variety of “teachers.” We discover early in life that how people respond to us often 

depends on how well we perform, My dad’s praise thrilled me as a young girl and I would work 

hard to do what would please him. As children, most of us soon find out that unacceptable 

behavior results in some kind of pain or emotional discomfort—often in the form of criticism. 

Most people who are perfectionistic suffer from a long-standing habit of self-criticism, often an 

internalized version of parental criticism. Or it may be a composite of critical attitudes learned 

from teachers, religious leaders, and other role models whose opinions carry a lot of weight for 

us. 

Another root of perfectionism is the desire to achieve, to do an excellent job, to create 

beauty, to bring honor to those we represent. This idealism is noble and good. Parents, teachers, 

and pastors rightly work to cultivate such desires in those committed to their charge. But those 

efforts can backfire when we begin to fear what will happen if we don’t succeed. 

I have often been haunted by the fear that my work would come out less than excellent. Or 

worse—mediocre! It was a long time before I could accept a report card with any marks lower 

than A’s as “okay.” So, part of what made failing so scary was that the definition of 

“succeeding” was so narrow. Being the best was the way I defined doing my best. 

For me, one major root of perfectionism is related to self-esteem. I felt good about myself, 

valued myself, on the basis of how well I could do things, what my grades were, and how the 

important people in my life responded to my performance. I, like most perfectionists, equated my 



work with myself. If my work was bad, then I was bad too. If my work was good, so was I. Even 

when I became a Christian and learned that God loves me unconditionally, it was difficult to 

break the thought patterns that had developed over a lifetime. But though I still struggle with 

perfectionism, I have discovered a few principles that help me to be content. 

ROOTS OF CONTENTMENT 

One of the first things I had to do (and still have to do—often!) is see that God accepts me in 

“the One he loves” (Ephes. 1:6). This acceptance is based on who Jesus is, not on me or my 

performance. Yes, the Holy Spirit can be grieved when I sin, and what I do matters to God. But, 

the critical truth here is that God’s love for me has never been affected by my attempts—or lack 

of attempts—to earn it. That means He still loves me when I fail to keep my kitchen floor clean 

or overspend my budget. He still loves me when I fail to be the zealous evangelist I’d like to be. 

He still loves me when my spiritual disciplines seem to be sadly lacking. 

Paul writes in 1 Tim. 6:6 that “godliness with contentment is great gain.” The “godliness” is 

where the ability to be content comes from. If God Himself truly accepts imperfect me, then to 

be godly includes an acceptance of the imperfect. 

Yet, when I think about what God is like—perfect—I am liable to get back into the cycle of 

thought and action described above. I’ll be no closer to true contentment than before. What do 

contented people have that frees them from self-criticism? 

One root of contentment is basic trust in God. As a perfectionist, I am often trusting in my 

own performance to get me through. This is what causes so much fear of failing—a false belief 

deep down that says, “If I blow it, that’s the end. It all depends on me and there’s no way to 

repair the mistake, no way to recover or adjust.” When I think this way, I’m not even allowing 

for the possibility that God’s role is actually more significant than mine and He can and does 

bring good out of failures. 

On the other hand, if I dare to believe God’s promises to empower me and provide specific 

gifts to accomplish His purposes in and through me, I have a basis for confident action. So then, 

two steps to get out of the strong patterns of perfectionistic fears and frustrations are: (1) Put 

faith in God’s faithfulness—choose to believe the truth about Him and reject the false idea that I 

am alone in my struggle, and (2) Act (do something specific) on the basis of God’s reliability. 

WHAT DOES GOD EXPECT? 

Another important aspect of exercising this kind of faith is an accurate understanding of 

God’s true expectations. Paul’s image of running a race in 1 Cor. 9:24 and Hebrews 12:1 implies 

active pursuit of a goal. Exactly what is the goal—what am I aiming for? 

One goal we know God has for us is “to be conformed to the likeness of his Son” (Romans 

8:29). But notice that God is the active one in this process. He is the one who makes me like 

Jesus. 

So what is my part? Paul instructs us to “work out [our] salvation with fear and trembling” 

(Phil. 2:12).1 am to take an active role also; God doesn’t do everything for me. This means I 

have to make decisions, take risks, think, and work as I grow. 

God does expect a lot. In fact, He expects Jesus’ character to be formed in me. But He does 

not expect me to make that happen all by myself. Jesus said His yoke was easy (Matthew 11:30). 

Notice that a yoke is usually laid across the shoulders of two oxen. When I view myself as 

sharing the load with the Lord Jesus Christ, it becomes much lighter. 

When I try to zero in on what God really expects from me, it again comes down to one thing: 

trust Him with the outcome of my efforts, “good” or “bad.” Sometimes this takes the form of 

letting go of a project even before it’s as perfect as I’d like it to be. It may mean valuing practical 

considerations more than “quality” (usually defined as something closer to “perfect”). Even if 

the external measures of my work seem to spell “failure” to the perfectionist critic inside my 

head, I can still be sure that God will succeed in accomplishing His purposes. 



As I choose over and over again to believe that God is faithful, daring to take positive actions 

based on that belief, I can finally learn to be content—without being perfect. 


