
Though I have spent the past three decades in recov-
ery, the Lord has used this book to deepen my spiritual 
growth. Dr. Richards’ insights have helped me to rec-
ognize many painful judgments in my past. My sinful 
nature, along with my own willful, deluded thoughts, 
created a cycle of sin—a death-spiral of pain, drugs, 
acceptance into the Manson family, and murder, result-
ing in the destruction of innocent lives.

I doubt your heart has caused the pain that mine 
has. But Jesus says, “If you are angry with someone, 
you are subject to judgment!“ We reap what we sow, 
no matter how small. This book dispels all excuses to 
judge, no matter how painful our lives become.

This book is good news! As painful judgments are 
placed upon the Cross, righteousness, peace, and joy in 
the Holy Spirit arise. Our relationships with God and 
others will flourish in the kingdom of love. A rich life 
of healing will follow, as others are blessed through 
walking in His presence.

—Charles “Tex” Watson
Author of Will You Die for Me?

Mule Creek State Prison, Ione, CA
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This book is dedicated to the memory of Julie Vaughn and the 
family and friends who loved her till the end...
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Introduction
xX

Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.

The world is full of hurting people. The need to free our-
selves from the incredible pains inflicted by life is esca-
lating to desperate proportions. Society abounds with 

the evidence—the increase in substance abuse, the quest for 
spiritual enlightenment, the ever-growing industry of prescrip-
tion drugs, violence at home and in schools, and the increasing 
inability to establish meaningful relationships.

We are living in the day regarding which the Bible says, “And 
because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold” 
(Matthew 24:12). As mankind treats one another in destruc-
tive, self-centered ways, we create emotional wounds that make 
people afraid to love and trust. And the less we feel loved, the 
more pain we inflict upon each other. Thus the ever-growing 
cycle continues on, and pain abounds.

Most people have never acquired the tools necessary for 
resolving personal hurt. As a result, hurt grows into bitterness, 
sorrow, depression, and eventual loss of physical health. Our 
future becomes controlled by a past that has locked us into an 
unending cycle of more hurt and disappointment.

Various cults, governments, and idealistic religious leaders 
vainly offer us a utopian promise of a place where we can avoid 
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pain by forcing society to follow the right rules. Drugs and pop 
psychology offer us an escapism mentality that is little more than 
denial. Militant groups have tried to persuade us that violence 
can stop violence. Sadly, even the church offers only a victim’s 
mentality that has us forgiving and re-forgiving our offenders, 
yet never finding true freedom from the pain.

One of the things in life over which we have no control is the 
constant barrage of offenses. Jesus Himself said, “It is impossible 
but that offences come” (Luke 17:1). If He said there was no way 
around it, trust me, there is no way around it. We have no control 
over the fact that pain will come. But we do have complete con-
trol over that pain’s ability to turn into suffering. We can end the 
cycle of hurt with incredible ease. We can avoid bitterness and 
the need for vengeance. We can free ourselves from the pain of 
the past. We can even change our future.

A murder trial may drag on and on as it goes through the 
judicial process. Each of the victim’s family members relives 
the horrible crime every time the case is presented. Appeal 
after appeal seems to make the pain of the survivors grow 
more intense. Often those family members stand before a news 
camera and announce, “If I can see the offender pay the price for 
his crime, I will find closure.” For some reason we believe that 
the suffering of another individual will somehow stop our suf-
fering. But it never really works that way. No matter how great 
the price the offender pays, it has no real bearing on the pain of 
the offended.

In Scripture, Jesus does not say very much about the person 
who offends us. Instead, He emphasizes that we are to “watch 
out” when offenses come. When offenses come, we are at far 
more risk than the person who committed the offense. It is true 
that the offender’s crime is clear and blatant; it is often hard to 
justify. But it is easy for us to justify all manner of self-destruc-
tive behavior simply by the fact that we have been offended. 
Nevertheless, even though we are victims, we are still subject 
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to the same life principles. The rules for peace and happiness 
do not change simply because we can now justify unacceptable 
behavior.

Vengeance, however, is powerful and deceptive. In fact, it is 
so powerful that God said He was the only One with the right 
to use it. “Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather 
give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will 
repay, saith the Lord” (Romans 12:19). Vengeance is punishment 
and retaliation. The determination to punish belongs solely to 
the One who has the right to judge. Judgment belongs to God.

Do you want to be free from pain and suffering? Let this book 
take you on a journey—a journey toward freedom from pain. The 
first step on this journey requires that you surrender the “right” 
to judge. Although this will be one of the most challenging steps 
you will ever take, it also will be one of the most rewarding.

I have put the principles discussed in this book into practice 
for more than twenty years. They have saved me from pain and 
bitterness countless times. Thousands have been helped by these 
same principles. You now hold in your hands the tools you need 
to free yourself from the pain of the past and to avoid suffering 
in the future.
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Critical Factors
xX

The most important thing in life is to decide what is 
most important.

—Ken Blanchard

How true that is. Every moment of every day we give our 
time and energy to something. The question is, do we 
give our time to what is really important? Think about 

it. Will the places you put your attention and efforts today take 
you closer to, or farther away from, your dreams? Will the deci-
sions you make create more confusion and pain, or less? Will the 
way you implement God’s Word bring you more confidence in 
God, or less? In his book First Things First Every Day, Stephen 
Covey points out that effective time management is not about 
putting more activity into the same amount of time, but about 
doing what is important in the time you have. He calls it manag-
ing by the compass instead of the clock.* I call it living in priority.

Nearly all the top business trainers observe the 80/20 rule. 
This rule says that 20 percent of your effort will produce 80 per-
cent of your results. The wise manager discovers the 20 percent 

* Covey, Stephen; A. Roger Merrill; and Rebecca Merrill. First Things First 
Every Day. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1997, 19–20.
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that is important, focuses his or her efforts in this critical area, 
and accomplishes 80 percent of the work.

Conversely, there are those who work harder and longer but 
do not see the same kind of productivity in life. As a result, they 
feel that life is unfair, and sometimes they feel like victims.

The Only Path to Happiness Is through the Son

It is easy to feel that there is a set of unwritten laws that no 
one ever taught you. It is easy to look at those who excel at life 
and feel that they are somehow more privileged than you are. 
You might even assume that God blessed them more than He 
did you. Your only options seem to be to give up or to start a 
mystical quest for the magic formula that will bring what you 
desire in life.

In daily life, as well as in business, people experience pain 
and failure while trying very hard to be happy. For some, this 
begins their mystical search to please God and somehow obtain 
the blessings that are described in His Word. Their journey is 
one of legalism, dead works, self-absorption, and frustration. 
You see, there is not a single thing we can do to get God to vio-
late or deny the finished work of Jesus. The Scriptures are quite 
clear that we have everything that pertains to life and godliness 
through Jesus. (See 2 Peter 1:3.)

In order for God to even consider blessing us as a result of 
our efforts, He would have to completely deny the finished work 
of His Son. Looking for ways to earn or obtain blessings always 
causes us to look someplace other than the Lord Jesus and His 
finished work. The starting place for the pathway out of pain 
and into sanity is to always remind ourselves of the truth: We 
are accepted in Jesus. We are righteous through Him. We are 
free from every curse of the law because we are in Him. We are 
qualified for every aspect of the inheritance through Him. And 
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every promise God has ever made to anyone is “yes” because we 
are in Him (2 Corinthians 1:20).

Going to the Root of the Problem

Instead of looking for some deep, hidden, mystical answer 
to bring joy and peace to our lives, we should simply look to 
the Word of God. When we came to Jesus, our Christian walk 
was supposed to be a journey of becoming disciples. A disciple 
builds his or her life on the lessons and principles of the teacher. 
We are to build our lives on the teachings of the Lord Jesus. Thus 
the answer to our dilemma is always found in Him, His finished 
work, His Word, and His example.

All of God’s Word is important, but like everything else in 
life, there are critical factors. Critical factors are truths that are 
so broad in scope that they affect nearly every area of our lives. 
There are other principles that, when applied, affect many areas 
of our lives. Then there are still other principles that, when 
observed, solve only one problem. The critical factors solve a 
wide scope of problems. When we examine the Word, we find 
what I call “The Critical Factors for Spiritual Life.” These are 
the areas we should observe as top priority. They are the 20 per-
cent that will produce 80 percent of the results in our lives. The 
Critical Factors for Spiritual Life are those factors in which you 
cannot afford to fail. They are the difference between the fruit 
and the root. They are the underlying principles that govern 
many different actions.

When we deal with a “fruit” problem, it is like trying to keep 
bad fruit out of our fruit tree. We spend our time going round and 
round the tree, attempting to pick all the bad fruit. Regardless of 
how hard we try to keep it off, it grows back. Sometimes it grows 
back before we make it all the way around the tree! It is terribly 
discouraging to work so hard and see so few results. It is even 
more discouraging when the problems grow back.
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When we go right to the “root” problem, however, we elimi-
nate the source that is feeding the fruit. We deal with one issue, 
and it makes all the bad fruit stop growing. By using this method, 
we participate in the 80/20 rule. We act by priority. We address 
the critical factors.

Use These Principles for Every Root

This book addresses one of the most important critical factors 
for life. It examines one root. Nevertheless, by applying the prin-
ciples discussed in this book, you can free yourself from emo-
tional pain and turmoil that otherwise will linger for a lifetime. 
For the first time, you can discover what it is like to be free from 
the pain of the past.

You see, emotional pain becomes our window to the world. 
We look at everything around us and judge it in light of our past 
pain. Unfortunately, gazing through this framework creates an 
endless cycle of new pain and a reaffirmation of our false para-
digm of life. For the person in pain, the past equals the future. 
Life becomes a series of reoccurring pains that never seems to 
end.

Once we are free from pain, the world looks different, and 
our experience becomes different. When living in a place of 
peace and freedom from fear of future pain, we make new deci-
sions and establish an entirely new basis for life. In the absence 
of distorted thinking, we can identify the critical factors for life. 
Walking with God becomes “easy and light,” just as Jesus prom-
ised (Matthew 11:30).

Here is my promise to you. If you will read this book and 
apply these principles, you will discover more personal freedom 
than you have ever known. Every relationship will become more 
peaceful and less stressful. The amount of conflict in your life 
will be reduced dramatically. Most of the past pain will be elimi-
nated from your life, and you will stop creating new pain.
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Your promise, though, must be this: “However challenging 
I find them to be, I commit myself fully to the principles that I 
recognize as scripturally sound. Those of which I am unsure, 
I will search out to discover their soundness. I will not merely 
read these words and forget them; I will put them to the test of 
life application.”

Welcome to the journey for freedom!


