
SUNDAYJ MAY 3J 1987 

llLIES WE TELL OURSELVES
ll 

(No. 1 IN A SERIES) 

LUKE 18:9-14 
• 

DURING THE SEASON OF LENT J JUST CONCLUDED 

WITH THE CELEBRATION OF EASTER J WE DID A 

SERIES OF SERMONS ON THE THEME� nLIES WE 

TELL EACH 0THER.n 

IN THE OPENING SERMON OF THAT SERIESJ l 

NOTED THAT MOST OF US LIKE TO THINK OF 

OURSELVES AS TRUTH-TELLING PEOPLE. WE TRY 

TO TEACH OUR CHILDREN NOT TO TELL LIES J 

BUT TO TELL THE TRUTH. OUR INTENTIONS ARE 

GOOD. BUT THERE'S MORE TO TELLING THE TRUTH. 

THAN GOOD INTENTIONS. WE LIVE IN A WORLD 

OF LIES J AND WE ACCEPT SOME OF TH·ESE LIES 

AND REPEAT THEM TO EACH OTHER WITHOUT MOST 

OF THE TIME QUESTIONING WHAT WE ARE DOING. 

SOME OF THE LIES THAT WE TELL EACH OTHER 

AND WHICH WE EXPLORED IN THAT SERMON SERIES 

WERE: nMoRE MONEY WILL MAKE Us HAPPYJn 

nw1NNING Is WHAT MATTERS," "Ir's ALWAYS 
. . 

BEEN THIS WAYJ" AND "OUR HERO WILL SAVE 

Us.n 

HOWEVER J THERE ARE NOT ONLY THE LIES IN 
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OUR CULTURE WHICH WE TELL EACH OTHERJ THERE 

ARE ALSO LIES WHICH WE TELL OURSELVES. AND 

IT IS SOME OF THOSE LIES THAT WE ARE GOING 

TO BE LOOKING AT IN THIS SERMON SERIES. 

To PUT IT ANOTHER WAYJ WE ARE ALL MASTERS 

OF SELF-DECEPTION. WE ALL DO IT. WE TELL 

OURSELVES ) FOR EXAMPLE ) THAT WE'LL DIET 

TOMORROW OR ASK FOR A RAISE TODAY. WHEN 

WE'RE EXPECTING A CALL FROM SOMEONE AND 

HE OR SHE DOESN'T CALLJ WE ARE QUICK TO 

MAKE EXCUSES TO OURSELVES FOR THAT PERSON. 

THE CONVICTION THAT OUR CHILDREN ARE ALL 

GENIUSES IS A DEEP-ROOTED ONEJ AS IS THE 

BELIEF THAT WE WILL NEVER MAKE THE MISTAKES 

OUR PARENTS MADE. WE DENY PAINFUL TRUTHS ) 

THAT ISJ WE TELL OURSELVES LIES AND USE 

FANTASY TO HELP DEADEN THE PAIN. THESE 

ARE ALL EXAMPLES OF SELF-DECEPTION AND THE 

BEHAVIOR IS AS OLD AS HUMANITY. 

THE BIBLE IS FILLED WITH STORIES OF SELF­

DECEPTION. IN THE VERY FIRST STORIES IN 

THE FIRST BOOK OF THE OLD TESTAMENTJ IN 

GENESIS) ADAM TELLS HIMSELF AND TELLS GOD 

THAT IT WASN'T HIS FAULT THAT HE ATE THE 

FRUIT OF THE FORBIDDEN TREE. EVE TELLS 

HERSELF THAT IT WASN'T HER FAULT THAT SHE 

DID THE SAME, KING DAVID LIED TO HIMSELF 

WHEN HE TOOK BATHSHEBA) ANOTHER MAN'S WIFE. 

HE EXCUSED HIMSELF BY SAYING THAT HE WAS 

THE KING AND ABOVE THE LAW. As WE SHALL 

CONTINUE TO SEE IN THIS SERMON SERIES) JESUS 
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KNEW HOW MUCH EACH OF US IS TEMPTED TO SELF­

DECEPTION. 

IN THE PARABLE FROM THE GOSPEL OF LUKE J 

READ A FEW MINUTES AGO J JESUS ILLUSTRATES 

HOW THE PHARISEE DECEIVED HIMSELF INTO 

BELIEVING THAT HE WAS BETTER THAN OTHERS 

AND MORE VALUED BY GOD THAN OTHER PEOPLE. 

PSYCHOLOGISTSJ PHILOSOPHERS AND WRITERS 

HAVE OFFERED VARIOUS DEFINITIONS OF SELF­

DECEPTION OVER THE YEARS. FREUD INTRODUCED 

THE TERM "DEFENSE MECHANISM," OTHERS HAVE 

USED SUCH TERMS AS "FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS J " 

OR "LIES OF THE MIND." PSYCHOLOGIST C. 

R, SNYDERJ PRINCIPAL AUTHOR OF THE BOOK 

ENTITLED J "EXCUSES: MASQUERADES IN SEARCH 

OF GRACEJ" OFFERS THE FOLLOWING DEFINITION 

OF SELF-DECEPTION: "You HAVE TWO IDEAS 

ABOUT YOURSELFJ ONE OF WHICH IS MORE POSITIVE, 

IT IS THIS POSITIVE PERCEPTION OF THE SELF 

THAT WILL BE MORE IN YOUR CONSCIOUSNESS 

THAN THE NEGATIVE BELIEF, HOWEVERJ THIS 

NEGATIVE PERCEPTION IS NOT TOTALLY OUT OF 

YOUR AWARENESS." IN OTHER WORDS, IT HELPS 

YOUR SELF-ESTEEM TO BELIEVE THAT YOU DID 

YOUR BEST POSSIBLE WORK ON A RECENT REPORT. 

IN THE BACK OF YOUR MINDJ HOWEVER} YOU MAY 

RECOGNIZE THAT YOU COULD HAVE DONE FAR 

BETTER IF YOU HAD REALLY APPLIED YOURSELF, 

SOMETIMES J OF COURSEJ SOME OF THE LITTLE 
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LIES WE TELL OURSELVES CAN BE HELPFUL IF 

IT DOESN'T GO ON TOO LONG. THEY ALLOW A 

PERSON TO REORGANIZE J TO PULL HIS OR HER 

RESOURCES TOGETHER. WE SOMETIMES CALL THIS 

RATIONALIZATION, FOR EXAMPLEJ WHEN WE DON'T 

RECEIVE A COVETED PROMOTIONJ WE MAY TELL 

OURSELVES IT IS BECAUSE OF AN UNFAIR BOSS 

OR UNFAIR SYSTEM J AND NOT BECAUSE OF OUR 

POOR PERFORMANCE. WE ARE ANXIOUS TO HOLD 

ONTO A POSITIVE IMAGE OF OURSELVES J AND 

IN DOING SO MAINTAIN A SENSE OF CONTROL 

OVER OUR LIVES. BUT ON THE OTHER HAND IF 

IT WAS OUR POOR PERFORMANCE THAT KEPT US 

FROM GETTING THE PROMOTIONJ THEN IF WE 

DECEIVE OURSELVES TOO LONGJ WE MAY NEVER 

GET A PROMOTION. WE WILL KEEP COVERING 

UP OUR DEFICIENCIES. THUS IT TAKES COURAGE 

AND TALKING WITH SOMEONE ELSE TO DISCOVER 

WHAT THE TRUTH IS. IT COULD BE THAT AN 

UNFAIR BOSS OR SYSTEM KEPT US FROM GETTING 

THE PROMOTION. SELF-HONESTY IS A CRUCIAL 

ISSUE FOR ALL OF US. IF WE KEEP DECEIVING 

OURSELVESJ·WE WILL ALSO DECEIVE OTHERS AND 

WE WILL NOT BE ABLE TO HAVE OPEN AND HEALTHY 

RELATIONSHIPS. IN ADDITIONJ WHEN WE KEEP 

DECEIVING OURSELVESJ WE BLOCK OUR RELATIONSHIP 

WITH Gan. AND MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSEJ 

IF WE KEEP LYING TO OURSELVES IN IMPORTANT 

AREAS OF OUR LIVES WE WILL NOT BE ABLE TO 

MAKE THE CHANGES THAT ARE NECESSARY FOR 

US. OUR GROWTH AND MATURITY WILL BE BLOCKED. 
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ANOREXICS } BULIMICS AND ALCOHOLICS TEND 

TO BE EXPERTS AT DENYING PAINFUL TRUTHS J 

AND THE RESULTS CAN BE TRAGIC. AN ANOREXIC 

WILL BELIEVE THAT SHE IS ALWAYS TOO FAT J 

EVEN WHEN THE MIRROR AND SCALE OFFER 

HORRIFYING EVIDENCE OF HER FALSE JUDGMENT. 

A BULIMIC MAY REPRESS THE KNOWLEDGE OF HER 

BINGES AND PURGES DESPITE THE.ALL-TOO-

VISIBLE DANGER SIGNS. AND ALCOHOLICS LIE 

TO THEMSELVES ALL THE TIMEJ CLAIMING THAT 

THEY DRINK JUST TO LOOSEN UPJ OR THAT THEY 

ALWAYS REMAIN IN CONTROL. OFTEN THE FAMILIES 

OF ALCOHOLICS JOIN IN THE DESTRUCTIVE GAME 

OF SELF-DECEPTION} AVOIDING THE PAINFUL 

TRUTH. 

IN HER NEW BOOK ENTITLED } "BETTY } A GLAD 

AWAKENING } " BETTY FORD DESCRIBES IN DETAIL 

THE LIES SHE KEPT TELLING HERSELF} AND SHE 

ALSO RELATES HOW HER FAMILY MEMBERS SUPPORTED 

HER IN HER LIESJ BECAUSE THEY DIDN'T WANT 

TO FACE THE PAINFUL TRUTH EITHER--THAT SHE 

WAS ADDICTED TO PRESCRIPTION DRUGS AND 

ALCOHOL. 

TYPE A INDIVIDUALS} CHRONIC SUPER-ACHIEVERS} 

ARE ALSO GREAT SELF-DECEIVERS } ACCORDING 

TO SOME RECENT STUDIES. THE VERY CAPACITY 

THAT MAKES THEM ACHIEVERS APPEARS TO MAKE 

THEM MORE PRONE TO ILLNESS AND DEATH. A 

STUDY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURG 

DEMONSTRATED THAT TYPE A's WILL EXERCISE 
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HARD AND THEN TUNE OUT FEELINGS OF FATIGUE J 

COMPLETELY DENYING THAT THEY ARE TIREDJ 

DESPITE OBVIOUS SIGNS, IN THE SAME WAYJ 

TYPE A's OFTEN FAIL TO RECOGNIZE EARLY SIGNS 

OF HEART TROUBLE AND NEGLECT TO TAKE CARE 

OF THEIR BODIES ACCORDINGLY, 

YET SOME SELF-DECEPTIVE PRACTICES MAY PROVE 

PHYSICALLY BENEFICIAL, IN A STUDY OF 

PATIENTS PRIOR TO SURGERYJ PSYCHOLOGISTS 

RICHARDS. LAZARUS AND FRANCES COHEN OF 

THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA AT BERKELEY J 

DISCOVERED THAT THOSE WHO AVOIDED THINKING 

ABOUT THE UPCOMING OPERATION AND ITS POSSIBLE 

NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCES RECOVERED FASTER THAN 

\_/ THOSE PATIENTS WHO DWELT ON IT. 

SOME KINDS OF SELF-DECEPTION J IN MODERATIONJ 

ALLOW US TO BECOME MORE ACCEPTING OF HUMAN 

BEHAVIORJ WHILE MAINTAINING A POSITIVE SELF-

IMAGE AND ENCOURAGING RISK-TAKING. THE 

KEY ISSUE IS HOW TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN 

HARMFUL AND HELPFUL SELF-DECEPTION. AND 

THAT'S NOT ALWAYS EASY TO DO. WE NEED 

OTHERS TO HELP US BECAUSE WITHOUT SOME 

OUTSIDE LOOK AT OURSELVES J WE TEND TO 

DECEIVE OURSELVES MORE INTENSELY. 

AGAIN J IN HER BOOKJ BETTY FORD DESCRIBES 

HOW SHE-WAS NOT ABLE TO SEE HER DRUG AND 

DRINKING PROBLEM AND HOW SERIOUS IT HAD 

BECOME UNTIL OTHERS WHO LOVED AND CARED 



FOR HER INTERVENED. AND IN HER CASE� IT 

TOOK MORE THAN FAMILY MEMBERS J ALTHOUGH 
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THEY WERE INCLUDED. IN HER OWN WORDS J "SOME 

OF THEM SAW ME MORE CLEARLY THAN I SAW MYSELF J 

AND ALL OF THEM LOVED ME UNTIL I COULD LOVE 

MYSELF I// 

How THEN 'CAN W.E AS CHRISTIANS DEAL WITH 

THE LIES WE TELL OURSELVES? 

1. FIRST J WE NEED TO ADMIT THAT WE DO LIE 

TO OU·RSELVES. THERE IS NOT ONE AMONG US 

WHO IS IMMUNE. WE EXHIBIT AN AMAZING AGILITY 

IN AVOIDING THE TRUTH ABOUT WHO WE ARE AND 

WHAT WE DO. OUR FAILURES IN BEING HONEST 

WITH OURSELVES ARE INSTANCES OF SELF­

DECEPTION. AND ALL OF US ARE J HAVE BEEN� 

OR COULD BE SELF-DECEIVERS. WE ARE PRONE 

TO IT J CAPABLE OF IT J AND NEVER MORE LIKELY 

TO BE IN ITS GRIP THAN IN THOSE MOMENTS 

WHEN WE ARE SURE WE ARE NOT, 

As PEOPLE OF FAITH J WE ARE CALLED TO BE 

HONEST IN OUR DEALINGS WITH GODJ WITH OTHERS 

AND WITH OU�SELVES. SELF-DECEPTION CAN 

DISRUPT ALL OF THOSE RELATIONSHIPS. 

As WE HAVE SEEN J HARMFUL SELF-DECEPTION 

OCCURS WHEN PEOPLE WHO ARE COMMITTED TO 

CERTAIN VALUES ACT AGAINST THOSE VA-LUES 

WHILE CONVINCING THEMSELVES THAT WHAT THEY 

ARE DOING DOES NOT IN FACT VIOLATE THOSE 
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VALUES. ISN'T THAT WHAT HAPPENED WITH THE 

ARMS SALES TO IRAN? THE DISCIPLE PETER J 

FOR EXAMPLEJ TOLD HIMSELF AND OTHERS THAT 

HE WAS STRONG AND WOULD NEVER DESERT HIS 

MASTER. HE DESIRED TO BE A PERSON FAITHFUL 

UNTO DEATH. YET HE WAS NOT THAT PERSON, 

HEJ AT THAT POINT IN HIS LIFE J VALUED 

SOMETHING ELSE MORE--HIS OWN SKIN. 

PETER J HOWEVER J WAS ABLE TO OVERCOME HIS 

SELF-DECEPTION J WITH THE HELP OF OTHERS. 

AND IN THE NEXT CHAPTER OF HIS LIFEJ HE 

BECAME A STRONGER AND MORE FAITHFUL FOLLOWER 

OF JESUS. HE HAD LEARNED THE VALUABLE LESS.ON 

THAT WE CAN AND DO LIE TO OURSELVES--AND 

THAT IS CAN AND DOES HAPPEN TO EACH ONE 

OF US. 

2. THE SECOND STEP TO DEALING WITH SELF­

DECEPTION IS TO RECOGNIZE THAT WE NEED HELP 

IN OVERCOMING IT. WE ARE NEVER ABLE TO 

SEE OUR LIES TO OURSELVES AS CLEARLY AS 

WE NEED TO SEE THEM. OTHERS CAN SEE THEM 

MORE CLEARLY THAN US. 

IN THE PARABLE WHICH JESUS TOLD ABOUT THE 

PHARISEE AND THE TAX COLLECTORJ JESUS WAS 

CRITICAL OF THE PHARISEE) BECAUSE HE TRUSTED 

TOO MUCH IN HIS OWN RIGHTEOUSNESS, THE 

PHARISEE WAS TOO SURE THAT HE WOULD NEVER 

DECEIVE HIMSELF. HE WOULD NEVER BE ABLE 

TO ADMIT TO HAVING LIED TO HIMSELF IN ANY 
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RECEIVE ANY KIND OF HELP. 
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SAMUEL JOHNSON ONCE NOTED THE KINDS OF MOVES 

SELF-DECEIVERS MAKE; THEY CONGRATULATE 

THEMSELVES ON A SINGLE ACT OF GENEROSITY ) 

TELLING THEMSELVES THAT THEY ARE GENEROUS 

PEOPLE; OR THEY DWELL ON THE FAULTS OF 

OTHERS; OR THEY AVOID PEOPLE WHO KNOW WHAT 

THEY ARE LI KE., PRE FERR I NG ·THE COMPAt�Y OF 

THOSE WHO WILL NOT EXPOSE THEM TO THEMSELVES. 

ON THE OTHER HAND., THE TAX-COLLECTOR THAT 

JESUS DESCRIBED IN HIS PARABLE WAS THE KIND 

OF PERSON WHO WAS WILLING TO ADMIT ) FIRST 

THAT HE WAS CAPABLE OF LYING TO HIMSELF ., 

AND SECOND THAT HE NEEDED HELP TO OVERCOME 

THE LIES HE HAD BEEN TELLING HIMSELF. THUS 

HE WAS SAVED. JESUS SAID TO HIM., "I TELL 

YOU., THIS MAN WENT DOWN TO HIS HOUSE JUSTIFIED 

RATHER THAN THE OTHER; FOR THOSE WHO EXALT 

THEMSELVES WILL BE HUMBLED AND THOSE WHO 

HUMBLE THEMSELVES WILL BE EXALTED," 

THUS I INVITE YOU TO BE PRESENT FOR THESE 
. 

. 

SUNDAYS IN MAYJ AS WE LOOK MORE CAREFULLY 

AT SOME OF THE LIES WE TELL OURSELVES. 

TODAY'S SERMON WAS A KIND OF GENERAL 

INTRODUCTION TO THE WHOLE SERIES. AMEN. 


