
Introduction
It is no news flash that smart people can do some pretty dumb things. But many times 
we forget that smart people can also believe some pretty dumb things.

Over the years I’ve counseled and worked with many people who have made life-
altering decisions based on what they perceived to be biblical principles, only to 
discover too late that what they thought was biblical didn’t come from the Bible at all.

Most of the time they were victims of a spiritual urban legend: a belief, story, or 
assumption passed around as fact. In most cases the source is a friend, a Sunday-
school class, a Bible study, a devotional, a book, or even a sermon.

Because these stories seem plausible and come from reputable sources, even spiritual 
urban legends are often accepted without question and are quickly passed on. Once 
widely disseminated, these legends tend to take on lives of their own. They become 
almost impossible to refute because “everyone knows” they’re true. Anyone who dares 
to question their veracity is written off as spiritually dull, lacking in faith, or liberal.

Each of these spiritual urban legends is fool’s gold: It looks great at first glance, but 
once tested, it proves worthless. No doubt we’ve all jumped to some pretty foolish 
conclusions. I know I have. But fortunately, early in my faith journey I had some 
thoughtful mentors who pointed out the folly of basing my belief system on what 
everybody else said rather than on careful biblical scrutiny. They taught me to avoid 
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reading just my favorite verses. They showed me the 
importance of reading all of the surrounding verses—and 
the rest of the book as well.

It’s my hope that this book will do the same for you—that 
it will help you question everything you hear and test 
everything you believe against the Bible’s actual words and 
teachings. 

Chapter 1: Faith Can Fix Anything
The word on the street is that faith is a potent mixture of 
intellectual and emotional self-control that, when properly 
harnessed, can literally change outcomes through positive 
thinking and clear visualization. It’s what successful people 
tout as the key to their achievements, what survivors 
of great tragedies cite as the source of their endurance, 
what televangelists credit with healing power, and what 
motivational speakers make a sweet living espousing.

Unfortunately, that kind of hopeful thinking has nothing in 
common with what the Bible calls faith. Hopeful thinking 
is more about faith in faith than faith in God. Yet it’s what 
many of us have been taught to believe God wants from us 
when we’re confronted with insurmountable odds.

While faith is a concept deeply rooted in the Christian 
Scriptures, most of our modern ideas about it aren’t. Much 
of the blame for that can be placed on the way the original 
manuscripts of the New Testament have been translated 
into English. A quick comparison of how we use the words 
faith, belief, and trust in contemporary English with how 
they were originally used in the Greek language of the New 
Testament can be eye opening. Let’s examine what I mean.

For most of us, the word faith conjures an image of 
confidence, whereas the word belief usually conjures an 
image of intellectual assent. You can see this definition of 
belief in the way many of us approach evangelism. We tell 
the Jesus story to people, and then we ask them whether 
they believe it. Those who say yes are immediately assured 

that they’re headed for heaven. After all, they’re “believers.” 
It doesn’t seem to matter that the Bible adds quite a few 
qualifiers beyond mere mental assent.

In contrast to our use of the words faith and belief, 
when we use the word trust it almost always carries an 
assumption that there will be some sort of corresponding 
action. If we trust a person, it’s supposed to show up in our 
response.

Clearly, each of these three words carries a different 
meaning in the English language. But to the surprise of 
most Christians, almost every time we find one of these 
three words in our English New Testament, each is a 
translation of the exact same Greek root word. That means 
that the Bible knows nothing of the sharp distinction we 
make between faith, belief, and trust.

The kind of faith the Bible advocates and that God wants 
from us has far more to do with our actions than our 
feelings. In fact, biblical faith is so closely tied to actions 
of obedience that the Bible ridicules the very idea of 
someone claiming to have faith without acting upon it. 
Jesus promised that all who believe in him (remember 
that includes trusting him enough to actually follow and 
do what he says) would receive forgiveness and the gift of 
eternal life.

That’s exactly how biblical faith works. When rightly 
understood and applied, it doesn’t matter how many 
doubts we have. It doesn’t even matter whether we’re 
convinced that all is lost. Ultimately, all that matters is 
whether we have enough faith (maybe just a mustard 
seed’s worth) to follow God’s instructions. Those who do 
get where they’re supposed to go. Those who don’t end up 
lost somewhere far from home.

Faith is not a skill we master. It’s not an impenetrable shield 
that protects us from life’s hardships and trials. It’s not a 
magic potion that removes every mess. It’s a map we follow. 
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Chapter 2: Forgiving Means Forgetting
Forgiving is not an option. It’s a sacred duty that Jesus 
demands and that is reiterated throughout the New 
Testament. It’s central to the Christian message. But when 
we’re actually faced with forgiving someone . . . well, that’s 
another matter. It’s tough. And it’s made all the harder 
because so many of us have never been shown what 
biblical forgiveness looks like.

If you look up the word forget in any English dictionary, 
you’ll find that its primary meaning is an inability to recall 
something. Forgetting is the opposite of remembering. 
Perhaps that’s why when the Bible says that God forgives 
our sins and remembers them no more, many of us think 
that means he literally erases them from memory as 
though they never happened.

But if forgiveness means God literally has no memory 
of those events, we are left with a theological dilemma 
because, if that were true, you and I would know things 
that God doesn’t: The Bible would contain stories he can’t 
remember. Obviously, that’s an absurdity.

So what does the Bible mean when it speaks of God 
remembering our sins no more? It means that God no 
longer responds to us in light of those sins. Our sins no 
longer derail our relationship with him. They no longer 
garner his wrath. They are gone—completely—from 
our account. But their being gone doesn’t mean he can’t 
remember all the things we’ve done. An omniscient God 
doesn’t forget anything.

This is important to understand because whenever the 
call to forgive morphs into a call to forget, many of us opt 
out. Even if we feel we should forgive, few of us think we 
can forgive if it means self-induced amnesia. So we don’t 
even bother to try except with small hurts and annoyances; 
the bigger issues we hang on to. But that’s not all. When 
forgiveness becomes synonymous with forgetting, spiritual 
confusion and other unfortunate spiritual responses tend 

to arise for those of us who have been forgiven and those 
of us who need to forgive.

When we refer to forgiveness, there are two realms: the 
spiritual and eternal arena and the earthly and temporal 
arena. God’s forgiveness shows up a little differently in 
each one. 

In the spiritual and eternal realm, forgiveness wipes the 
slate clean. While God doesn’t forget what we’ve done, 
he treats us as if it never happened. Spiritual and eternal 
consequences are completely removed. Judicially, our 
record is expunged. But on the earthly level, things are 
different. God’s forgiveness seldom, if ever, removes all the 
consequences or restores all that we’ve broken. Instead, his 
forgiveness offers a second chance.

Even after we’ve peeled away the urban legends and myths 
that surround forgiveness, forgiving remains an incredibly 
tough thing to do. It doesn’t come naturally. Ultimately, 
it’s a supernatural act motivated and empowered from 
the inside out. But there are some things we can do to 
cooperate with God’s inner prompting and clear out the 
weeds of our own resistance. I’ve found two practices to be 
especially helpful.

We all face situations when we know what we should do, 
but we don’t want to do it. The need to forgive is often 
one of those situations. That’s when I turn to what I call 
the prayer of permission. It’s a prayer I pray when I have no 
desire or motivation to do what I know I should do. It’s a 
simple prayer in which I give God permission to change the 
way I feel about a person or a situation. 

The second tool I’ve used to help me over the hump when 
I’m hesitant to forgive is what I call a sin walk. No, I don’t 
mean a walk on the wild side. I mean a literal walk in the 
neighborhood or down by the beach during which I do 
my best to remember all the sins I can recall. And I mean 
all. I try to go back to the first brownie pilfered from Mom’s 
cookie jar.
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It’s always an eye-opening exercise. It usually exposes 
my “righteous anger” as not being so righteous after all. 
It’s humbling. It renews my awe and gratitude for the 
incredible grace and forgiveness I’ve received. It makes 
playing the role of an unforgiving servant seem ridiculous. 
It’s also been known to send chills down my spine and 
tears down my cheeks.

Forgiving is a big deal. It’s not only for those who have 
done the little things that get us so worked up. It’s for 
those who are responsible for the big stuff as well. When 
we offer forgiveness to those who have no excuse—and for 
things most of the world would consider unforgivable—we 
become more like Jesus. Remember, he died for sins he 
never committed to forgive people who had no right to be 
forgiven. Maybe that’s why it’s such a big deal to him that 
we learn to forgive as we’ve been forgiven.

Chapter 3: A Godly Home Guarantees Godly 
Kids
Like many other spiritual urban legends, the idea that 
a godly home guarantees godly kids finds its source in 
a well-known but widely misunderstood Bible verse, 
Proverbs 22:6: “Train a child in the way he should go, and 
when he is old he will not turn from it.” Most people seem 
to think this verse promises that a child raised correctly will 
come back to the Lord eventually. But that’s neither what it 
promises nor what it says.

To begin with, Proverbs 22:6 is not a promise. It’s a proverb. 
Promises are absolute, especially God’s. When he makes a 
promise, it’s a done deal. You can take it to the bank. But 
a proverb is different. It’s an observation about how life 
generally works. It tells us what usually happens, not what 
always happens.

The book of Proverbs is so named for a good reason. It 
comprises God-breathed observations about life. But 
the observations are far from universal. The righteous 
aren’t always honored. The wicked sometimes succeed. 

The diligent can lose it all, and the lazy can strike it rich. 
The same goes for Solomon’s encouraging words about 
children who are properly raised. Those words are a 
proverb, not a promise: Not many children will depart from 
their spiritual roots, but some will.

The myth that a godly home guarantees godly kids 
(and godly adults) is not just untrue; it’s not just wishful 
thinking; it’s spiritually dangerous. If we buy into it, we 
become especially vulnerable to two factors that are never 
part of God’s plan: unwarranted guilt and foolish pride.

You’ve observed this scene in the market or, maybe, in 
the church courtyard—a father or mother struggling with 
an unruly child. What’s the first reaction that most of us 
have? It’s usually a harsh judgment of the parents, not the 
child. Sure, we may say to ourselves, “What a brat!” But we 
also wonder what kind of parenting produced such a little 
tyrant.

Every son and daughter of Adam is born with a sinful 
nature. We’re saddled with a propensity for self-centered 
behavior. It’s not something we can eliminate with a 
carefully controlled environment or even the prayers and 
godliness of a Christian parent. Our sin nature is not a 
mere theological concept. It’s a real and present danger. 
Sometime it gets the upper hand. When it does, it’s not 
someone else’s fault—not even Mom’s or Dad’s.

The flip side of unwarranted guilt is foolish pride. It’s 
something I’ve found to be particularly prevalent among 
those of us who buy into the myth that good and godly 
homes always produce good and godly kids when the 
truth is, we simply are fortunate to have children who are 
naturally compliant, easygoing, or academically gifted.

Have you ever noticed that many of the traits that give 
rise to self-congratulatory pride in the parents of naturally 
compliant children don’t play out so well once those 
kids become adults? Or that many of the traits we look 
down on in a younger child become admirable later? The 
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stubbornness of a three-year-old, for example, becomes 
backbone and conviction in a thirty-three-year-old. 

Bottom line: Children aren’t a mindless lump of wet clay. 
The products created by a potter might well reflect his 
skill. But the accomplishments or sins of our children don’t 
necessarily reflect our parenting skills or godliness any 
more than the output of the annual harvest necessarily 
represents the skill or godliness of a Christian farmer. There 
are far too many variables. All we can do is our best. The 
outcome is ultimately out of our hands.

Parenting is a tough job. Advice is easy. So is critique. But 
for those of us in the midst of the battle, it’s not so simple. 
Things that sound easy in a seminar or Bible study are 
usually much more nuanced in real life. 

Rather than preening in pride, casting harsh judgments, 
or wallowing in self-pity and unwarranted guilt, we simply 
need to cast aside the myth that produces these unsavory 
responses and live in the light of the truth. As parents, we 
do have a sacred responsibility for how we raise our kids. 
But we have no ultimate control over how they turn out.

Chapter 4: God Has a Blueprint for My Life
As I’ve watched the way we go about trying to determine 
God’s will, I’ve become convinced that the majority of us 
assume that God’s will is both important and elusive. It’s 
important for many reasons. Anytime God has a specific 
plan or preference, only a fool ignores it. A bigger fool 
defies it. Just ask Jonah. As for God’s will being elusive, it’s 
elusive because . . . well . . . it just is—isn’t it? And that raises 
this troubling question: If God’s will is so important, why is 
it so hard to find?

The problem stems from a concept many of us have been 
taught from birth. We’ve been led to believe that God has 
a highly detailed blueprint for our lives that includes a 
specific, preordained job, career, house, spouse, car—and 
everything in between—for each of us. As a result, we 

spend a lot of time looking for that special person, place, or 
thing that we think God has set aside only for us.

The fact is, God doesn’t have a blueprint for each of our 
lives. Never has. Never will. But he does have a game plan. 
And the difference is crucial. 

Consider how a blueprint works. A blueprint contains 
a specific set of instructions that spell out everything 
in detail. It’s so specific that anyone with the ability to 
read and follow a set of plans can build exactly what the 
architect had in mind. A game plan is significantly different. 
Rather than spelling out everything in detail, a game plan 
sets forth general guidelines and principles that allow 
freedom and flexibility as the game unfolds.

But that doesn’t mean it’s a case of “Do as you please.” The 
quarterback can’t decide to run out of bounds and then 
sneak back onto the field or throw a pass to an ineligible 
receiver. Those moves aren’t allowed. But within the rules 
of the game, he has a multitude of options. If Plan A breaks 
down, he’s expected to try something else to help win the 
game. But that’s not the case with a blueprint. It has no 
Plan B. If Plan A gets messed up, everything is messed up. 
It’s back to the drawing board.

That is not to say that God never has a specific, highly 
detailed plan. Sometimes he does. But those kinds of 
explicit instructions are exceptions, not the norm, even in 
the lives of our biblical heroes.

In the vast majority of situations and decisions, we have 
great latitude. God doesn’t care where we work so much 
as how we work, where we live so much as how we live, 
and even whom we marry (as long as it’s within the faith) 
so much as how we conduct our marriage. Just look at the 
actual words of the New Testament. You’ll notice there is 
little emphasis on the kinds of decisions we commonly 
stress over. Instead, the primary emphasis is on godly 
character and daily obedience as our patterns of life.
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When faced with an important decision, certainly we 
should pause to check the Scriptures and ask God whether 
he has any specific input. If he does (either through the 
Scriptures or the inner leading of the Holy Spirit), we 
must do exactly as he says or leads. But we shouldn’t be 
surprised when, most of the time, his silence says, “I don’t 
care—this one is your call.”

The starting point for finding God’s will is obeying the 
commands and instructions we already know. The pathway 
of obedience always leads to further light. It’s what I like 
to call the dimmer switch principle. If we obey the light we 
have, we gain more. If we disobey the light, we receive less.

God, indeed, does have a plan for all of us. But it’s a game 
plan with lots of freedom, not a blueprint with every detail 
spelled out. Our job is not so much to find something; 
it’s to become someone—a reflection of his image and 
character no matter where we find ourselves.

Chapter 5: Christians Shouldn’t Judge
Jesus and the Bible not only don’t forbid judging, they 
actually give a set of principles and lenses through which 
to judge. Think about it: If we were forbidden to make 
moral and spiritual judgments, we would have no objective 
way to distinguish between truth and error. But Jesus told 
us how to judge precisely because some beliefs are true 
and some are false, because some actions are right and 
some are wrong.

One of the first keys to judging appropriately is to 
remember that the standard we use to judge others will 
be the standard God uses to judge us. That doesn’t mean 
that if we overlook or ignore the sins of others we can sin 
with impunity. It does mean that we need to judge with 
extreme caution and clarity.

A second key to judging appropriately is to make sure that 
we deal with our own sins before we start worrying about 
everybody else’s. Jesus didn’t tell us to ignore the specks in 

the eyes of others. But he did tell us to take the log out of 
our own eye first. Then we’ll be able to see clearly enough 
to help in taking the speck out of someone else’s eye. That 
means that as long as I’m losing the battle over a specific 
sin in my own life, I need to keep my mouth shut. Not that 
I excuse or defend sin in others, but there’s no wisdom in 
joining the chorus of those who are crusading against a 
particular sin when I have a closetful of my own sins.

A third key to judging rightly is to make sure that our 
judgments match God’s. The myth that God doesn’t 
want us to judge can put us in the awkward position of 
disagreeing with God when he calls something sin, and 
we’re unwilling to do so. But there is also an opposite 
mistake when it comes to judging others. We can judge 
and rip on things God has no problem with.

Perhaps the most misunderstood aspect of judging 
biblically has to do with how we evaluate and judge the 
non-Christian world around us. It’s here that many of us 
make a well-intentioned mistake. We judge non-Christians 
by Christian standards. Usually it’s an attempt to take a 
stand for righteousness. But judging non-Christians by 
Christian standards puts the cart before the horse. Even if 
we successfully convince non-Christians to live by Christian 
standards (or successfully legislate it), without bringing 
people into a relationship with Christ, all we’ve done is 
populate hell with nicer people. More importantly, the 
Bible specifically forbids us to judge non-Christians by 
Christian standards.

That doesn’t mean that we can’t call their sin, sin. It doesn’t 
mean that they can disobey God’s law with impunity. It just 
means we’re supposed to leave their judgment to him and 
focus on ourselves and the family of God when it comes to 
enforcing his standards.

A final key to balancing it all is to remember that our 
ultimate purpose is never to condemn. That’s God’s 
prerogative. Our role is to evaluate and protect and restore, 
depending upon the situation and the people involved. 
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In the case of judging fellow Christians, the purpose is 
always to discern and restore. In contrast to the prohibition 
against judging non-Christians, we have a responsibility 
to judge and hold one another spiritually accountable. But 
the purpose is always to root out the sin or error to restore 
the one caught in its web.

A proper understanding of when and how to judge is 
an important step toward spiritual maturity. Without it, 
we can end up at either one of two dangerous extremes: 
winking at sin in the mistaken belief that we have no right 
to judge the belief and actions of others or unintentionally 
condemning ourselves with our harsh denunciation of 
the very things we struggle with—or God could care less 
about.

Chapter 6: Everything Happens for a Reason
Those who assume that everything that happens has God’s 
fingerprints all over it fail to distinguish between what 
God allows and what God causes—what God permits and 
what God prefers. The Bible makes it clear that there are 
a number of scenarios in which the dark trials of our lives 
have nothing to do with God’s wonderful plans for us.

Sometimes the trials and hardships we face are the 
results of sinful choices. That’s not God’s doing. That’s our 
doing. Sometimes bad things happen because we live 
in a fallen world. To some degree, we’re all caught in the 
backwash of Adam’s sin. It’s unavoidable. It’s universal. Any 
attempt to downplay the universal impact of the fall—or 
worse, assume that Christians have a magic bubble of 
protection—fails to square with Scripture or life. It’s a 
recipe for disappointment with God. When it comes to the 
consequences of the fall, we aren’t offered immunity. We’re 
offered eternity.

There is another reason bad stuff happens. Sometimes we 
make foolish decisions—not sinful decisions—just dumb 
ones. Our choices matter. They have consequences. It’s 
ludicrous to blame God or to assume that he’ll jump in 

and fix every idiotic decision we make. In fact, the Bible 
calls such thinking foolish. The good news isn’t that God 
promises to keep us from making lame decisions or to 
fix whatever we break. It’s that he promises to continue 
working for our eternal good no matter how many dim-
witted judgments we make along the way.

All of this raises a question. If some of the things that 
happen in our world aren’t what God wants, why doesn’t 
he step in and take charge? Why doesn’t he shut down evil 
and be done with it? Why sit back and allow a defeated 
enemy to function as the god of this age? The answer is 
straightforward. God lingers because for every day he 
delays, more of his former enemies become his friends and 
family.

Bottom line: God hasn’t promised that everything will 
always work out in this life. But he has promised that no 
matter what happens, he will never leave us nor forsake us. 
In Romans 8:28 God also promises that no matter what life 
or the enemy might throw our way, his good and eternal 
purposes can never be thwarted. But please, let’s stop 
calling the devil’s best shot God’s doing. Let’s stop calling 
Adam’s legacy God’s handiwork. And let’s stop calling evil 
good. It helps no one but the enemy.

Chapter 7: Let Your Conscience Be Your Guide
Many of us have been taught to trust our conscience as 
a God-given, internal indicator of right and wrong. Faced 
with a tough moral dilemma, we turn to it. If we have 
peace about our decision or action (an absence of guilt), 
we assume it must be okay. Otherwise, our conscience 
would surely have let us know something was wrong. 

But such thinking reflects a fundamental misunderstanding 
of the role of our conscience and how it actually functions. 
The idea that our conscience is a trustworthy moral guide 
is a myth. It’s another spiritual urban legend that, though 
widely believed, finds no support in either Scripture or the 
way life really works.
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The problem is that so many of us imagine our conscience 
to be a spiritual thermometer. We assume it can be 
placed into any situation, and it will tell us the moral 
temperature—too hot, too cold, or just right. But that’s not 
how our conscience works. It isn’t a spiritual thermometer. 
It’s a spiritual thermostat. The difference is vital. 

Thermostats don’t define hot or cold. They reflect our 
definitions of hot or cold. We set them to respond however 
we like. That’s exactly how our conscience works. It’s a 
spiritual thermostat. We set it to the standards we choose. 
We determine when it kicks in and when it stays idle. It 
doesn’t tell us whether we’re violating God’s standards. It 
tells us when we’re violating our own standards.

Our conscience is also easy to reset. Just take a look in 
life’s rearview mirror. Most of us can identify actions and 
attitudes that we once thought to be wrong but now 
produce not the slightest twinge of guilt. The same goes 
for things we once approved of but now frown upon.

There’s still another danger that comes with letting our 
conscience be our guide. Like a computer, our conscience 
is no better than the data it relies on. Sadly, it can be 
subjected to some pretty lame programming. And since 
our conscience is not any more trustworthy than the 
standard it’s calibrated to, we can end up feeling very good 
about some very bad things.

There is one more characteristic of our conscience that 
makes it dangerous to rely on. Over time, it can become 
callused. Most of us have experienced the callusing of our 
conscience to some degree. Think back to something you 
felt guilty about the first time you did it. If you kept at it, 
most likely your sense of guilt began to dissipate. Keep at 
it long enough, and the guilt goes away for good. That can 
leave us with a clear conscience. But it doesn’t mean our 
actions are praiseworthy. It simply means our conscience 
has been desensitized to the point where it no longer 
responds when prompted.

When rightly understood and functioning properly, our 
conscience is a valuable early warning device. Like a yellow 
or red traffic light, it tells us to slow down, be cautious, or 
slam on the brakes. And when it does so, it’s time to check 
the Scriptures before proceeding. 

But it is a terrible green light. And this is where those who 
let their conscience be their definitive guide and ultimate 
arbitrator of right or wrong get into the most trouble. Even 
apostles didn’t take a clear conscience as assurance of 
God’s approval. We shouldn’t either.

Chapter 8: God Brings Good Luck
It’s understandable why so many of us would assume that 
being on God’s side should bring us good luck and success. 
It makes sense. Only an idiot spits into the wind. Only a 
fool takes on God. We expect those who do so to quickly 
pay the price. For most of us, it’s hard to fathom why God 
would sit back and allow the wicked to prosper while they 
mock him and hassle his people. We wouldn’t allow it if we 
were God. So why should he?

But clearly that’s what he does sometimes. And if we start 
with the assumption that he won’t (or shouldn’t), the 
enemy has us right where he wants us—primed for the 
spiritual angst that comes whenever we count on promises 
God never made and ignore realities we don’t want to see. 
It’s a dangerous place to be.

The same principles are at work today when some of us 
assume that getting baptized, going to church, being 
confirmed, putting money in the till, helping with Sunday 
school, or doing any other religious rituals and activities 
can cover up a closet full of sins or a lukewarm heart. 
Rather than giving us a little bit of luck in exchange for 
a little bit of obedience, God is much more likely to do 
something else—spit us out—because he’d actually rather 
have us ice cold than spiritually lukewarm. He said so 
himself.
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We do non-Christians, new Christians, and even longtime 
Christians a disservice when we neglect the many 
Scriptures that speak of hardship, persecution, and self-
sacrifice while focusing on only one verse that appears 
(incorrectly) to promise a life full of good luck, ease, and a 
steady stream of success.

I want to be clear. I’m not saying that we should go 
through life looking over our shoulders pessimistically 
waiting for the hammer to fall. The fact that God doesn’t 
promise us good luck and earthly success doesn’t mean 
we’re all doomed to bad luck and failure. Christianity is not 
a religion of doom. Properly understood, it’s a faith filled 
with hope and joy.

There’s no real danger of spiritual disillusionment when 
things go better than expected. We don’t rail against God 
because we have been “blessed too much.” The spiritual 
danger comes when all the blessings seem to be eternal, 
but we expected them to start showing up today. It’s then 
that we’re prone to think God has let us down or to believe 
that we’ve been sold a bill of goods.

That’s why unrealistic and unfounded spiritual 
expectations need to be exposed for what they are: wishful 
thinking. Truth isn’t always what we want to hear or would 
like to believe. But it’s still the truth. Everything else is a 
mirage. Those mirage-type truths might give us hope for 
the day. They might spur us to keep going but, eventually, 
they will come up empty. And when they do, they always 
make things worse.

When we know the cost and count the cost before the 
journey begins, we aren’t likely to be blown away when 
it’s time to pay the bill. But when Jesus’s warning about 
some difficult terrain along the way is listed in small print 
or ignored altogether, it’s a different matter. When we 
assume, imply, or promise that God is supposed to bring 
us luck and success, we’re setting ourselves up for deep 
disappointment and spiritual cynicism.

Even worse, we risk turning the King of kings into little 
more than a good-luck charm. And that’s a role he never 
agreed to play.

Chapter 9: A Valley Means a Wrong Turn
Most of us understand that hardships (even long-term 
hardships) are a natural part of life. We know, at least 
theoretically, that God uses them to train and equip us, to 
build character and, sometimes, to carry out his will. That’s 
Christianity 101.

But something fundamentally changes when the deep and 
lengthy valley is our valley. The truths we so easily accept 
in theory and so quickly apply to others become difficult to 
fathom in our own lives. Let’s admit it: It’s tough to imagine 
any scenario in which an all-knowing and all-loving God 
would want us to endure a lengthy season of frustration 
and disappointment. That’s why, when we find ourselves or 
those we love mired in an extended painful valley, we tend 
to immediately start looking for the quickest way out. We 
assume something must have gone terribly wrong.

Valleys come in all shapes and sizes. Some have an obvious 
end; others look like they’ll last forever. Some are self-
induced; some are merely the result of living in a fallen 
world; some are obviously God’s will; and some are nearly 
impossible to figure out until we’re safely on the other side.

But no matter what kind of valley we face, there are certain 
things we need to know to think clearly and respond 
properly. It doesn’t matter whether it’s a self-induced, 
wrong turn, “I goofed up big time” valley or a valley of 
God’s choosing. Here’s what we need to ask ourselves:

• Why am I here?

• How should I respond?

• What can I learn?

9

10 Dumb Things Smart Christians Believe



I’ve found these three simple but profound, fog-cutting 
questions to be incredibly helpful. They’ve repeatedly 
enabled me and those I’ve worked with to navigate life’s 
deeper valleys in a way that honors God, doesn’t short-
circuit spiritual growth, but that does allow us to escape 
the valley as soon as it’s appropriate.

Some valleys are “God sent me here” valleys. Their 
distinguishing trait is obedience that appears to have 
backfired. Whenever doing the right thing is what puts us 
into a valley—or keeps us there—it’s a good bet that we’re 
right were God wants us even though we’d almost always 
rather be somewhere else.

A second kind of valley is found in the self-induced 
darkness that follows a rebellious or foolish decision. It’s 
the one valley that does mean someone took a wrong turn. 
One good thing about an “I messed up” valley is that it’s 
almost always easy to find the connection between the 
wrong turn and the valley. There’s no subtlety. God doesn’t 
hide what’s happening. When we make a willful decision, 
or series of decisions, to stray from the prescribed path, we 
know it. And even if we make a wrong turn in ignorance, 
God will eventually make it known to us. He’s not out to 
stump us or mess with our minds. He wants us to know 
where we went wrong; it’s the only way we’ll get back on 
track.

There is a third type of valley. It’s the valley or trial that 
makes no sense at all. It’s what I like to call a “Who knows 
why” valley. It has no apparent connection to any step 
of obedience or step of disobedience. It’s just there. 
Sometimes it can be figured out when viewed through the 
rearview mirror, but just as often it never makes any sense.

If God asked his only begotten Son to go through the 
valley of the cross, we shouldn’t be too surprised when he 
asks us, as his adopted sons and daughters, to go through 
a few valleys of our own. If Jesus learned obedience 
through the things he suffered, we shouldn’t be surprised if 
we’re asked to take a similar course.

Chapter 10: Dead People Go to a Better Place
To our modern-day sensibilities, the exclusivity of Christ, 
the reality of hell, and the need for a salvation that includes 
personal piety have become passé if not downright 
offensive. And it’s not only our culture that rejects these 
ideas, so do many Christians.

The widespread denial of any sort of actual judgment in 
a place called hell is nowhere more evident than when 
we deal with death. That’s when it becomes obvious our 
funeral assurances are much more than social custom. For 
many, if not most, they’re deeply held beliefs.

Eternal destiny isn’t determined by where we wish people 
would go. It’s not determined by where everyone says 
they went. It’s determined by where God puts us or, more 
precisely, by where we put ourselves. If this all sounds 
harsh or narrow minded, don’t blame me. Blame Jesus. 
He’s the one who said the path was narrow and few would 
enter. It’s not as if he danced around the issue. He spoke of 
it often.

The idea that dead people always go to a better place 
actually flows out of another myth. But it’s a myth different 
from most of the spiritual urban legends we’ve examined 
because, though widely held, it’s seldom publicly 
acknowledged, especially by Christians who have been 
around the block and want to keep their reputations as 
Bible-believers. It’s the belief-that-shall-not-be-named, the 
conviction that all roads eventually lead to the same place 
despite what Jesus may have said.

Most biblically literate Christians know that such thinking 
doesn’t fit with the words of Jesus or the Bible. But when 
push comes to shove, when it comes to the eternal destiny 
of real people we know and love, a large number of us 
choose to create our own theology, to believe what we 
want to believe. And that helps us explain why no one 
objects when the preacher assures us that the dead 
person, no matter who it is or what the person may have 
done, is now in a better place.
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Like all the rest of the myths and spiritual urban legends 
we’ve considered, the belief that all dead people go to 
a better place is not an error of fact. It’s an error that 
inevitably leads to harmful spiritual results, not only for 
those who buy into it but also for those who never hear 
about Jesus because of it.

Yet Jesus said the truth would set us free. Always. Even 
inconvenient truth. For those of us who accept and live 
by this inconvenient and unpopular truth, the cross and 
salvation are returned to their rightful place at the center of 
the gospel. Evangelism once again becomes an important 
priority. And obedience once again becomes the defining 
mark of what it means to love God.

Epilogue: Final Thoughts
How can we protect ourselves not only against these ten 
spiritual urban legends but also against all the myths and 
legends that may come our way?

The answer is found in continually asking two basic 
questions before believing and acting upon anything 
presented as a biblical principle or truth, no matter the 
source: (1) How does this idea or teaching match with the 
way life really works? (2) How does this idea or teaching 
match with what the Bible says—not only one verse, but 
the entire Bible?

The genuine promises and principles of Scripture will have 
no problem passing through that gauntlet. But the clichés, 
urban legends, and Sunday-school myths will inevitably fail 
on both accounts.

The Pastor’s Perspective
As I read through Osborne’s 10 Dumb Things, I was a bit 
surprised—I could think of people who believe every one 
of the urban legends or wrong teachings that he identifies. 
It was striking to me how common they are, not just in the 
world but in the church. And it was a bit scary how easily 

those ideas take root, even in Bible-believing people and 
churches.

There were three of the ten in particular that resonated 
with me. These three I have developed a passion about 
because I have seen, over and over, how destructive 
they can be. They have created as much confusion, 
discouragement, and struggle as anything I have seen.

The first says “Everything happens for a reason.” I know we 
say that to ourselves and to others to bring comfort and to 
try to deal with the seeming randomness of life, especially 
when bad things happen to good people. Sometimes 
the reason is that we live in a fallen world with imperfect 
people and an enemy that hates us. To go beyond that 
often causes people to have to do some kind of mental 
gymnastics and even justify evil to protect God—if there is 
a reason for it, it has to be from him. Tell the parent whose 
child has cancer it is happening for a reason. Although we 
don’t like it, there is far more randomness to life than most 
realize, and to try to find a reason for it all can cause even 
greater problems.

The second one is somewhat connected to that, and that 
is the idea that God has a blueprint for my life. I think God’s 
will has much more to do with what kind of people we 
are than the circumstances we are in. I have seen people 
paralyzed and unable to make decisions because they 
were so afraid of missing God’s will. That’s crazy. God gives 
us more freedom to make choices than we realize, often 
more than we are comfortable with. But the blueprint idea 
creates a fear of failure that is really unhealthy. Seek God, 
and when he gives direction, follow it. When he doesn’t, 
use wisdom and make a decision. 

The third dumb thing was the idea that a godly home 
always produces godly kids. I know parents who seemed 
to do everything right and whose kids still turned away 
from God. The reality is that children and young adults all 
have free will and will make their own choices, and the 
quality of our parenting is only one variable that influences 
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our kids. It’s an incredibly important one—I don’t want to 
minimize that in any way—but it isn’t the only one. And 
when we look at the proverbs as promises, we potentially 
set ourselves up for unnecessary guilt and pain. And it 
burns me when I see people judging parents for how their 
kids turned out, as if they didn’t do a good job, didn’t pray, 
didn’t agonize over what they could do. Almost all parents 
do their best, but children ultimately make their own 

choices. Let’s stop judging when we have no idea what’s 
really going on.

So those are the dumb ideas, the spiritual urban legends 
that especially resonated with me. What are yours? What 
stood out to you? Are there other dumb things you 
think should have made the list? Click here to post your 
thoughts. I’d love to hear them. 
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