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I. Review:

A. Today marks the ninth Sunday that we have spent considering the

Condition of the Church in our time, and the influence culture – both the

world’s culture and the church’s culture – has on us Christians. All along

the way, the subtitle of this series has been “A Warning About The Enemy

Within.” We are currently looking at the effect false teaching is having

on the church in relation to appealing to our fleshly, sensual nature, and

pride for the purpose of winning converts, attracting people to the church,

and keeping them in the church. Last Sunday we examined the threat

to the spiritual health of the church posed by the use of entertainment

and music driven worship. 

B. Pray

II. Examples of False Teaching Within the Church: Failing to keep the eternal

elevated above the temporal, or failing to protect the spiritual against

the desires of our flesh, or using appeals to our fleshly interests in

order to gain new converts and build the local church. 

A. As I said last Sunday, it is my opinion that when it comes to false

teaching, the third most serious threat to the spiritual health of the church

today is the practice – deliberately or naively – of appealing to people’s

fleshly self-interest, their worldly desires, their pride as expressed through

their quest for self-importance, their longing for moments of happiness

or rest from the weariness of life, and their sensuality, in order to win

converts, attract people to the church, and keep them in the church. 

1. Now I want to be clear about this, I know of no church that publicly

and clearly states that it is their plan to appeal to people’s fleshly,

selfish side in order to get them to convert to Christianity and attend

their church. You see, the false teachings we have focused on from

the beginning of this serious are subtle and winsome rather than

obviously heretical like the false teaching of the Jehovah Witnesses

concerning Jesus Christ, or the false prophecy by Harold Camping

that the rapture would come on May 21st at 6:00 pm. My point is, that

to discern these falsehoods in any church, you have to listen carefully

to what is taught and what is not taught, and you have to watch how

a church goes about church life. 



2. I believe it is also important to point out that this threat is made

possible because many of those who come to church want this kind

of church experience! This is part of the reason why the subtitle to

this series is “The Enemy Within.” 

3. Today I would like us to consider what I am calling the Self-Esteem

Factor and The Tolerance Factor – both of which are classic examples

of this third threat. 

B. The Self-Esteem Factor: One popular goal within the church  is to make

those in attendance feel good about themselves. In fact, many of those

in attendance demand this. And though I have observed this going on

in the church since my early teen years, it has grown to where it is now

seamlessly integrated into the teaching and practice of church life. 

1. I believe there are two primary reason this Self-Esteem Factor has

grown to its current level of importance:

a. The first reason is the acceptance by so many in the church of

psychology’s beliefs that self-esteem is important to our emotional

and mental well-being. 

b. The second reason is, it works! It brings more people into the

church and keeps them happier about attending the church. 

2. We see these beliefs lived out within the church in four primary ways: 

a. an abundance of positive affirmation – even when it is unde-

served, 

b. an avoidance of teaching anything that might make us feel bad

about ourselves, 

c. continuous reminders – in one form or another – that God loves

us unconditionally, which is understood to include the idea that

God accepts us unconditionally – regardless of how we are living, 

d. and the weak, self-focused, high-maintenance spiritual condition

of those who want this kind of church experience. 

3. The strange reality of self-esteem becoming so influential in the

church’s teaching and practice is that it comes from psychology – a

field of study that the church has long held as unchristian. And yet

in our day, it is common to hear teaching within the church that

mimics psychology’s beliefs on self-worth, on a positive self-image,

and on feeling good about yourself – even to the point of teaching that

good self-esteem or feeling good our yourself is important to the

Christian’s mental, emotional, and spiritual health. 

4. I am going to read a quote from Hide or Seek, a book by James Dobson,

published back in 1974. I have no desire to denigrate James Dobson,



for surely he is a nationally respected Christian who has contributed

good to the Christian community. However, this quote will give you

a glimpse of just how early and easily the self-esteem lie was brought

into a Christian context and eventually normalized as part of the true

gospel. Here is what he said: “The matter of personal worth is not

only the concern of those who lack it. In a real sense, the health of

an entire society depends on the ease with which the individual

members gain personal acceptance. Thus, whenever the keys to self-

esteem are seemingly out of reach for a large percentage of the people,

as in twentieth-century America, then widespread “mental illness,”

neuroticism, hatred, alcoholism, drug abuse, violence, and social

disorder will certainly occur” (Hide or Seek: How to Build Self-Esteem

In Your Child, Revell, 1974, pp. 12-13).

a. The point Dobson is making is that self-esteem is essential to

healthy living – mentally, emotionally and relationally. 

b. Because well-respected Christians, such as James Dobson,

supported the importance of self-esteem, it wasn’t long before

many pastors and churches saw the self-esteem idea as an

important part of church life. And so it has become common for

churches to nurture self-esteem within the body in hopes of

building well-adjusted, happier Christians, and larger attendance.

5. The problem with the self-esteem beliefs and teaching is that it cannot

be christianized no matter how hard you try. You can bring it into

the church, and though it has become a common part of the false

gospel, it can never become a normal part of the true gospel.

a. Its basis is in psychology, and it comes from the belief that we

are lovable because we are living human beings. In other words,

we do not have to do anything, we only have to be alive to qualify

as someone who is lovable and therefore worthy of unconditional

love and acceptance. 

(1) But, you say, isn’t that what the Bible teaches? No! The Bible

says we are to love everyone, even our enemies – not because

they are lovable, but because we are Christians.

(2) The point is, God says love, be it Christian or otherwise, is

something I am to express toward you regardless of your

worthiness to receive it. In other words, God does not say

there is something inherently or naturally in you that dictates

my need to love you. My need to love you is dictated by my

being a child of God and submitting to the will and word of

God. And this is how we love even those who persecute us. 



b. Once again, according to the self-esteem concept, I am lovable

simply by being alive. The next conclusion, according to

psychology, is that because I am lovable, it is imperative that I

love myself, because this is the path to a mentally and emotionally

healthy life, free from self-destructive choices and behavior. But

it is also imperative that I love myself, because the better I love

myself, the better I will love and treat and relate to others. 

c. Therefore, according to this teaching, failure to love myself is a

form of selfishness – a selfishness that robs others, including God,

of all the good that can come from my personal growth in self-

esteem. So according to psychology, self-love is no longer

selfishness, but the path to a better, healthier, happier, more

productive life. 

d. And there is one more falsehood that is important to understand

here.  Self-love is no longer pride, it is simply a recognition that

I am loveable. This means that the proud person isn’t really

proud, but rather he lacks genuine self-love and is using what

looks like pride to cover up his sense of inferiority and inadequacy.

6. Now someone my ask: “Doesn’t the Bible teach we should love our

neighbor as ourselves, and doesn’t that mean we have to love

ourselves first in order to love our neighbor?” Indeed, the Bible

commands us to love others as we love ourselves, but making sure

we love ourselves as part of fulfilling this command is not what the

Bible teaches. So where did this teaching about loving ourselves so

we can love others come from? According to Paul Brownback (The

Danger Of Self Love, 1982, pg 51), it was psychologist Erich Fromm,

a self-proclaimed humanist, who first pointed to Mark 12:31 as

support for his theories on self-love. 

7. But what about those who hate themselves, or live in shame, or are

crushed with feelings of inferiority and a sense of worthlessness? 

a. The reality is, any focus on self that replaces God as our supreme

focus is not only from the devil, it is as self-centered in an ungodly

way as arrogance and pride – even when that focus is deemed

by psychology to be unhealthy. 

b. You see, according to the true gospel, the solution to all our

diseases related to self-love is not more or improved self-love, but

just the opposite. According to the true gospel, we don’t have

worth in ourselves. We are but dust (Psalm 103:14). 

c. If we have any worth at all, it is because of God, that is, because

God loves us and redeems us. And as for God loving us, it is not



because we are loveable, but because that is what He wills to do

(Deuteronomy 7:7-8; Romans 5:8). And as for being exalted

or important in God’s sight, it is never because we exalt ourselves,

but because we humble ourselves (James 4:10). 

d. According to the word of God, the way up is to go down. The path

to the most mentally, emotionally, and spiritually healthy life

is through such qualities and actions as self-denial, meekness,

turning the other cheek, carrying our cross daily, and humility. 

e. God affirms this truth when He says: “Have this attitude in

yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, [6] who, although He

existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a

thing to be grasped, [7] but emptied Himself, taking the form of

a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. [8] Being

found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. [9] For this

reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the

name which is above every name” (Philippians 2:5-9). 

f. And Jesus said: “Whoever exalts himself shall be humbled; and

whoever humbles himself shall be exalted” (Matthew 23:12).

8. My point in all this is that the false teaching surrounding the self-

esteem beliefs, is just that, false. And if you still don’t see it as false

by what I have just said, see it, because like all false teaching, it exalts

self over God. 

C. The Tolerance Factor: Tolerance has become a key theme in the

teaching and practice of many churches. And when I speak of tolerance

in this way, I am not speaking of patience or long-suffering or mercy or

grace, I am speaking of permissiveness. 

1. I am calling it permissiveness for three reasons: 

a. First, because the tolerance proclaimed and supported by so many

in the church today rejects love and fairness. It demands

acceptance and approval rather than discipline or negative

consequences for bad behavior. It is one-sided in that it expects

others to conform to its proclaimed high standard of tolerance

while it spurns other high standards in order to do as it pleases

– which often includes doing what is harmful or disrespectful or

hurtful to others. And though it claims to be universal in nature,

it isn’t. It is just another form of limited tolerance. You see, those

who teach it and practice it are intolerant of anyone who refuses

to play by their rules of tolerance. 



b. Second, I am calling it permissiveness because its goal is to get

the rest of us to overlook sin as if it were not sin, and to overlook

rebellion against God as if it were not rebellion, and to treat sin

in the church as if holiness were optional or as if a little sin would

have no damaging effect on the whole group. 

c. Third, I am calling it permissiveness because self is its supreme

concern and God becomes the ready resource to gain support for

this ungodly self-centeredness. In other words, today’s tolerance

is not concerned about God, first and foremost, and submitting

to His will and upholding the truths from His word. Today’s

tolerance is concerned about the self and being able to do as the

self pleases – with the full acceptance and approval of those in

the church. 

2. In order to help you see clearly what I am talking about here, I want

to explain why I said this form of tolerance rejects love and fairness. 

a. That this false tolerance rejects love should be obvious to all in

the fact that love shows no favoritism, whereas this false tolerance

is filled with favoritism. You see, favoritism is tolerant toward

certain people and specific sins while being intolerant toward

others. Love is not like this, for love does no harm to anyone

(Romans 13:10). But it doesn’t stop there, for love is not confined

to avoiding what is wrong, it devotes itself to seeking and doing

what is right and good. And when I say it seeks to do what is right

and good, it seeks this for everyone affected in any way by its

choices and behavior. 

(1) There is no such thing as love toward one person at the

expense an individual, the church, or God. That is favoritism. 

(2) So when, in the name of tolerance, we are called upon to show

acceptance and approval toward those in the church who are

practicing homosexuals, or practicing alcoholics, or persis-

tently abusive toward their spouse and children, or repeatedly

immoral in some form or another, or continuously disobedient

and even defiant toward their parents, or who pursue divorce

outside the approved boundaries set by God, we are not being

called to show love. We are being called to show favoritism. 

(3) You see, we cannot do what God clearly says is wrong without

sinning against God. And neither can we do what God says

is wrong without harming those around us in some way. To

ask for tolerance or promote tolerance in these situations is

to ask for permissive favoritism, and there is no love in that!



b. I also said this false tolerance rejects fairness. I say this because

even though this kind of tolerance is taught as if it were a

universal tolerance, in truth, it is both a limited tolerance and

a one-sided tolerance. 

(1) It is a limited tolerance in that it seeks permissive acceptance

and approval for certain sins practiced by unrepentant sinners

while being intolerant of other sins practiced by unrepentant

sinners. For example, according to the false teachers and

promoters of this kind of tolerance, not being tolerant toward

certain sinners practicing certain sins is wrong, and such

intolerance is not to be tolerated. Isn’t this a double standard?

And can any double-standard be fair?

(2) It is a one-sided tolerance in that it seeks to protect the

acceptance and approval of the unrepentant sinner while

leaving unprotected those who will bear or already are

bearing part of the harmful consequences forced on them by

the sinner’s ongoing choices and behavior. How is this fair? 

3. My point here is that the kind of tolerance that comes from false

teaching is the kind that – 

a. promotes acceptance and approval of deliberate, practicing sinners

without protecting those who are unjustly harmed by their sin,

b. promotes forgiveness of sinners when they haven’t and probably

don’t intend to repent and turn away from their sin, 

c. and builds churches where holiness is sacrificed to inclusiveness,

and builds Christians who side with practicing sinners rather

than God. 

4. Listen carefully. Holding the line on holiness and sin is vital, for no

church jumps from purity to ordaining gay and lesbian ministers

like the Presbyterian church is now doing. Such a downward slide

is not quick, but slow and incremental. It took years for this

denomination to fall this far. Think about that when you are tempted

to side with people against God on this issue of tolerance. God is not

trying to be mean to anyone. He is protecting the sanctity of the

church and the spiritual health of His people. It is not God, but Satan

who wants us to slide the line away from purity and toward tolerant

permissiveness in the church. 

5. May it be true of us that we sided with God!

III. Prayer


