
5/6 Self-trust 
Stories are really important to human beings; here are some of the things we use 
them for.

• Recounting our day-to-day lives 

◦ We usually do this in narrative form. 

◦ We tell consistent little chunks of a story, that usually comes to some kind 
of a point, even if it's just informational, or amusing. 

◦ In fact, people that don't hold to this are sometimes seen as violating 
some social norm--like, does this story have an end?  A point? 

◦ Social media is an ever-present opportunity to do lots of this. 

• Entertaining one another 

◦ Bedtime stories, campfire stories, plays, books, songs, movies, etc. 

◦ But also I might just tell a funny or surprising story to my family or friends 
because I hope we'll all enjoy it together 

• Defending against accusations 

◦ When our actions are called into question, we often respond by telling how 
the situation seemed from our point of view. 

◦ We'll return to this idea with more details in a minute. 

• Preemptive strike against accusations 

◦ Here are things I might say to my wife: 

▪ "I'm going to do the dishes, then play Clash of Clans, then go to 
bed." 

▪ "I'm going to do my devotions, then take a nap, then if you have 
any honey-dos for me, let me know." 

◦ Each of these is a little story that's told to remind her that any laziness she 
observes on my part is only part of the story. 

◦ If I'm honest about my motivations here, for example, in the second quote, 
I'm saying that basically just to earn a nap. 



◦ I'm using this little story with three typical grown-up, Saturday things in it to 
make my nap seem like it fits in reasonably in the day. 

◦ This is not to say that I'm abnormally lazy or Lydia is abnormally critical. 

▪ It's just to point out how pervasive narratives are in how we 
communicate, and how we obtain what we want. 

• Inspiring or motivating one another 

◦ We could talk about this for a long time, but I'll just give one example here. 

◦ Every year, my employer runs an information session for faculty who are 
going up for promotion or tenure.  They explain how you should write an 
application packet. 

◦ One of the most important things they tell you is that your overall summary 
should be some kind of personal story. 

◦ That sounds strange in an academic context, which should be impartial 
and unswayable, but when the decision gets to the Board of Trustees, 
they feel most satisfied in granting the final stamp of approval if they feel 
that they understand you, and know who you are, and where you're going, 
and they can get on board with it. 

◦ How do humans accomplish that?  With stories. 

Stories themselves are neither morally good nor bad.
• They are just, for whatever reason in the way God decided to make us, a 

particularly powerful communication tool. 

• Obviously there are powerfully good stories in the Bible. 

• And there are powerfully bad stories like those woven by dictators to inspire 
oppression and abuse. 

• And morally neutral stories, like what happened to me at work on Thursday. 

• The problem arises when a powerful tool like stories are given to a creature, like 
me, whose heart is desperately sick, and I can't understand it. 

[before we go on to that, any questions or comments at this point?] 



Humanity misuses stories in many ways.
I just want to talk about two of them that happen in our everyday lives. 

• When defending myself 

◦ When I'm actually innocent, then I typically defend myself with facts. 

◦ So if I respond with a story of how the events happened from my point of 
view, the implication is that if the accuser could see things from my point 
of view, they would see that my behavior was the natural response to 
whatever came before.

◦ This is based on a lot of assumptions we never articulate, all of which 
come from our self-orientation. 

▪ I assess my own actions rightly.  (Jeremiah 17:9 told us that this is 
unlikely in the extreme, even impossible without the Spirit.) 

▪ You can't judge my actions unless you've seen them from my point 
of view. 

▪ The way I respond to the things that happen to me is normal and 
natural. 

▪ If you had experienced what I did, you would have done the same. 

▪ I don't need to see my actions from your point of view.  You need to 
see them from my point of view.  (That is, you need to understand 
how I felt provoked, but I don't need to understand how you felt 
hurt.) 

◦ Every one of these assumptions flows directly out of my self-orientation. 

▪ In fact, they flow largely from self-trust, which is going to be 
the main theme of today.

▪ We humans (typically) have an enormous amount of self-trust and 
it's often just as invisible as other aspects of our self-orientation. 

▪ This is in direct contradiction to the scripture verses we have that 
tell us that self-trust is definitely not warranted. 

▪ I have a story about how able we are to create narratives 
about our own motivation, but I'm not certain it's true, so I 
may or may not tell it. 



▪ But I have observed teenage children create narratives to 
defend themselves in rapid-fire succession, each 
inconsistent with the previous, not even realizing that flaw, 
just throwing up defenses over and over on instinct.  Even 
young people are capable of creating a pretty credible story 
about their actions' reasonableness in less than one second, 
then doing it again mere moments later if needed. 

▪ Notice that this means that our self-trust and/or self-
defense instincts are far greater than our desire for 
truth.

▪ So when Jesus says, "I am the truth," we learn two things. 

▪ First, by nature, I desire myself more than I desire 
Jesus.  So the first and greatest commandment is 
unnatural for me. 

▪ Second, he does not have the same problem.  Being 
truth, he cannot prioritize his own interests above the 
truth. 

• I even use stories and explanations in my own head to make myself feel better 
or justified about my own plans.

◦ If I experience doubt or guilt, one of my natural reactions is to begin 
crafting a story in my own head about why my actions are OK. 

▪ On the one hand, this may be a preparation to defend myself in 
case someone asks. 

▪ But on the other hand, just the preparation of such a story can be 
convincing to me. 

▪ I can literally make myself feel less guilty by talking through 
reasonable excuses for my own behavior. 

▪ Or after the fact, have you ever talked something out with yourself 
in your head until you "had your story straight?"

▪ Just the act of doing so can literally cause me to believe my own 
story. 

▪ Shouldn't this seem ridiculous to me?  Why should that 
work?  I'm the one who's got the most inside track to see 



how little thought goes into creating these stories, so 
shouldn't I be more suspicious of them than anyone?

◦ So we're back on our truly unreasonable levels of self-trust again, and how 
they are often invisible to us. 

[pause here for questions or comments] 

So that's the bad news. 
One final note to cap off this section on how much we blindly and implicitly trust 
ourselves: 
In all the narratives I tell, I'm the protagonist, either the hero or the victim, depending on 
the story, but always the good guy. 
It's time to talk about the ways that God calls us out of this aspect of our self-
orientation.

• Your testimony 

• The way you profess faith for the first time is by giving your testimony. 

• A testimony is a narrative in which I am no the hero. 

• The opposite is true; I'm the bad guy, and someone else--Jesus--is both the 
victim and the hero. 

• Coming to Christ requires letting go of my story and telling his story instead. 
 (Francesca Battistelli) 

• Readiness to trust others 

◦ When Rick preached years ago on I Corinthians 13, he interpreted the 
phrase "believes all things" in verse 7 as follows: 

◦ We should be just as ready to believe good motives behind others' actions 
as we are to ascribe good motives to our own actions. 

◦ That is, let's take that ability we have to defend ourselves in an instant and 
leverage it to see how others might be innocent. 

◦ Not that we should be foolish about this, but just generous. 

• Prayer and meditation



◦ Prayer is not just asking for things and talking to God; it is also listening 
to God.

▪ That is, thinking over, in his presence and with the help of the 
Spirit, something you need to think over.

▪ Our self-oriented ways of thinking are blessedly more difficult in his 
presence, with full acknowledgment that we need help.

▪ There are many times that I've been surprised how much he will 
show to me, especially about myself, when I think in his presence. 

◦ Psalmists speak a lot about meditation on God's Law. 

▪ This is all throughout Psalm 119. 

▪ In Psalm 1, we see that the man who meditates on God's Law is 
being nutrified and flourishing from the root. 

▪ In contrast, those who spurn wisdom from God are ready to be 
blown away in the next breeze. 

◦ The author of Hebrews sets this in direct opposition to the verses from 
Jeremiah and Psalm 19 earlier: 

▪ They said who can discern his errors?  Who can understand his 
heart? 

▪ Hebrews said that the Word is living and active, discerning the 
intentions of the heart. 

▪ Meditation on the Word in the presence of its author is a beautiful 
and powerful thing. 

▪ Our self-protective stories lose their power when "all are open and 
laid bare." 

◦ Especially in Cambridge, we don't want to hear that we need trouble 
thinking.

▪ We love thinking.  Many of us for our whole lives have been 
told that we're good at thinking.

▪ For some of us, it's the only thing we're any good at. 



▪ But yes, we need a lot of help with our own thoughts.  They are not 
trustworthy.

▪ The fact that we don't think so is actually the very self-trust 
problem we're now talking about working against.

▪ And doing our thinking on our knees, admitting we need help, is a 
great place to start. 

• Faith in God

◦ Sadly, all sins have at heart a measure of self-trust.  (See slide with Piper 
quote re: Romans 14:23.) 

◦ When we choose to do something God has commanded us not to do, we 
are saying either that 

▪ we don't think that he has our best interests at heart (i.e., we don't 
trust him), or that 

▪ we know better than he does about what's good for us (i.e., we trust 
ourselves more). 

• Certainly, there are times we say we just don't care, but that's just shorthand for 
either "what I want is better" or "God isn't worth my thoughts right now."  Both 
place my desires and opinions above him. 

• Example: 

◦ Lashing out in anger at something that bothers me may seem to me in the 
moment like the best thing to do because of how satisfying it is. 

◦ But that says that my desires to control, or harm, or take revenge, or 
whatever motivates the anger, are what I should follow, what I should 
believe, what I should trust the course of my life to. 

◦ Sin is, in some ways, faith and trust in my own flesh and the idols it 
seeks.

• This is why repentance and faith are so connected, because repentance is 
turning from my own way, and faith is trusting in God's way, and to the 
knowledge that he does have my best interests at heart, and that following his 
commands is indeed good for me and everyone around me. 



[take thoughts and questions] 

We're getting close to the gospel here, but we haven't gotten all the way to it yet. 
So I do want to remind you that in a future week, we'll be talking about this idea: 

• How we can teach a class that encourages a specific virtue without undermining 
the gospel 

I want to give perhaps half of one lesson to that in one of the final weeks, so keep your 
eyes open for when that comes around. 


