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“It Will Never Happen to Me!”

Far too many leaders who slide into moral failure have thoughts like this:

	• It will never happen to me!
	• Moral failure is for the weak, but that’s not me. I have my act together.

Men and women who I’ve known and considered paragons of virtue have later sat in my office and confessed 
moral failure, sadly sabotaging everything they valued in life—their marriage, family, calling, reputation, and 
self-esteem. Woe to leaders who believe that it can’t happen to them. While believing failure to be impossible, 
a strange sense of dissatisfaction begins to invade the leader’s soul. Sinful thoughts begin to take root. Hiding 
behaviors begins to characterize their conduct, which sooner or later relaxes the restraints that once served as 
guardrails to keep healthy leaders on the leadership roadway of joyful service. Self-deception so easily wraps 
itself around the heart of a person, slowly cutting off the lifeblood of spiritual vitality.

Among the greatest fears of those who lead isn’t something that can happen to us. Rather, it is something that 
can happen within us, cloaked in a self-preserving hiddenness that ultimately can destroy us. It flows from a 
sense of dissatisfaction in one’s very soul.

The Crosshairs Research offers some helpful indicators that seem to attend situations where ministry leaders 
and other vocational caregivers succumb to career-disrupting or career-ending moral failure. In this chapter, 
we’ll outline some of the patterns or indicators that accompany catastrophic moral failure.

The ABCs of Moral Failure

Is there a way to anticipate the pernicious moral drift that erodes a leader’s mission, credibility, and relation-
ships? The Crosshairs Research reveals five conditions that were present in all the men and woman who fell into 
the pit of moral failure. Understanding and watching for these conditions, should they emerge in your life, will 
serve as an early warning system that the conditions are right for a catastrophic decision and act to occur. By 
understanding and watching for these early warning signs, you can take preventive action to disrupt and destroy 
the conditions that commonly precede moral failure.

These conditions were identified in 94 percent of counseling clients who were part of the Crosshairs Research 
study pool. These clients were dismissed from their leadership positions due to moral failure that included such 
things as adultery, pornography consumption, theft, and other types of misconduct. When these five conditions 
are present at the same time, catastrophic moral failure is almost certain unless a major intervention occurs:

	• Accountability is rejected or non-existent.
	• Blind or naïve belief that it won’t happen to me.
	• Commitment to work takes precedence over commitments at home.
	• Devotional life suffers with the only exception being moments of desperation.
	• Emotional energy is invested in self-justification instead of self-evaluation. 

Let’s evaluate each of these five conditions in turn with the goal of converting each one into an early warning 
indicator.
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Accountability

You experience a subtle drift or an intentional decision to move into hiddenness and self-preservation mode. 
Self-preservation, by its very nature, diminishes any safe relationship that may exist in your circle of fellowship. 
A lack of accountability in your life is a declaration of independence, refusing to answer to anyone outside of 
yourself. If we refuse accountability from others, we probably refuse it from God as well. God designed us to 
live in community with one another, holding one another accountable, not as independent entities.

So it’s important to ask yourself:

	• Who has your ear?
	• Who do you willingly allow to speak truth into your life?

Lack of accountability is the key indicator that the stage is set for moral failure. When leaders begin to ignore 
and disregard any form of accountability, they are opening the door for dark thoughts and musings to circulate. 
Confessing and discussing such thoughts with trusted others normally disempowers and neutralizes danger-
ous thoughts before they can take root in the mind. Pushing away all forms of accountability constraints is 
tantamount to giving yourself permission to allow dangerous ideas to enter the otherwise normal and healthy 
thought life of the leader. Sooner or later, spiritual enemies will activate some aspect of your old nature and a 
beachhead will be established where reinforcing negative thoughts will rush in and begin to invade and over-
whelm your heart and mind.

Clear evidence that the enemy is beginning to win the battle for control of the mind and heart is found when 
hiding and avoiding behaviors begin to manifest themselves. A discerning accountability partner can sense 
when this behavior is beginning to activate and can lead you into exposing the dangerous thoughts that you’re 
seeking to protect or hide. We often lack the courage to confront our own hiding behaviors and the dark 
thoughts we’re trying to protect. Allowing others to help us become more fully aware of and take responsibility 
for these early warning behaviors can prevent catastrophic failure from occurring.

If we won’t submit to accountability with trusted others in the family of God who are genuinely concerned 
about our wellbeing, then it follows that we will eventually refuse to submit to God. We are designed by God to 
live in community with trusted others. When we start to isolate and hide ourselves from our spouses, our fami-
lies, and our fellowship of believers, then the stage is being set for moral failure to occur.

Take a moment and reflect on the following questions carefully:

	• Do you have a trusted and available accountability partner with whom you meet regularly?
	• Are you able to share honestly, expose, and dismantle the unwholesome thoughts that enter and want 

to take up long-term residence in your heart and mind?
	• Do you have the courage to own and confess your hiding behaviors and remove the masks you’ve 

started to wear to prevent others from seeing the evolving you as you dance with dark and dangerous 
thoughts and imaginations?

	• If you’re not accountable to someone, what beliefs are keeping you from establishing such a relation-
ship?

Blind Belief

As human beings living with an old or fallen nature, we have a tremendous vulnerability to self-deception. 
Self-deception is a denial of reality or a false or misguided interpretation of the forces at work in our lives that 
lead us to faulty conclusions about actions we may take.



Based on the profile of clients who have visited my office, self-deception is possible at any age or stage of 
life. The saddest scenario of all occurs when a leader who has persevered throughout a lifetime, succumbs to 
a catastrophic moral failure as their retirement season of life approaches. Just when the community should be 
celebrating a life well lived, the leader, if he or she doesn’t handle his or her failure correctly, slinks out of town 
in shame and disgrace. Take heed; failure can occur to anyone at any time in one’s career.

The forces of darkness lack all virtue, save one—they are patient. Just as a sniper can lie motionless day after 
day to accomplish his mission, our spiritual adversary and enemy waits patiently. Sometimes the wait is for 
thirty or forty years until the right set of circumstances are lined up to place us in the crosshairs and make a kill 
shot. The spiritual adversary waits patiently for the opportunity that will leave the most nefarious impact on the 
faith community.

Regularly talking things through with a trusted accountability partner can help you expose areas of thinking 
where you may be self-deceived and setting the stage for attack by the enemy. Even now, consider the follow-
ing:

	• Can you create a list of the reasons why you give yourself per-mission to believe or assume that failure 
will not happen to you? Where are these reasons flawed?

	• What do you think will happen when another trusted friend helps you expose and understand the ways 
in which you allow yourself to be self-deceived?

Commitment to Work

This third condition results from the compulsion to meet outside expectations at the expense of marriage and 
family. The pressures in our hurry-sick culture are enormous for vocational people helpers, with many function-
ing at their limit with no margin for recovery. Nonprofit and ministry leaders feel that the financial pressures are 
relentless.

Added to the pressure of outside expectations are those we place on ourselves. The burden of expectations 
placed on us pale in significance to the burden of our own unhealthy, misguided need for approval. Disappoint-
ing others can be cruel, so we work feverishly in order to avoid disapproval at the expense of our most import-
ant relationships.

At these junctures, remember: You will likely not be working in the same context a decade from now. However, 
you do hope to have a relationship with your spouse and kids that is both enduring and endearing throughout 
your lifetime.

Devotional Life

This fourth condition toward moral failure takes place when the individual’s spiritual feeding has deteriorated 
into a starvation diet. In counseling and coaching sessions with clergy and other ministry leaders, I frequently 
ask, “How is your own spiritual feeding?” Only on rare occasions is the response encouraging. Quite often, 
there is an awkwardly long silence. Much too frequently the response is, surprisingly, “No one has ever asked 
me that question before!” And this response is coming from those expected to lead others spiritually.

Unfortunately, the church is usually not the place where church workers are spiritually fed and nurtured. Spiritu-
al leaders rarely have others who are willing to inquire about their spiritual nourishment. This is oftentimes due 
to their lack of willingness to invite or grant the per-mission to ask the deeply personal and challenging spiritual 



questions.

So let me ask:

	• Who in your circle of relationships are you willing to give the permission to ask the tough spiritual 
questions? 

	• What are the questions that would be important to ask?
	• Who has your spiritual welfare as their concern?
	• Again, who do you willingly allow to speak truth into your life?

Emotional Energy

The final condition found in every autopsy of moral failure involves a subtle shift in emotions and attitudes 
from self-evaluating and being honest with yourself to self-justifying and rationalizing feelings and behaviors 
that allow you to continue to flirt with sinful, dangerous thoughts. This process continues to the point where 
your conscience becomes numb and anesthetized. Slowly over time you begin to shut down your early warning 
systems or simply learn to ignore them. In essence, you give yourself permission to become self-deceived.

Either as an element of our old natures or through the influence of active spiritual forces seeking to destroy us 
through lies and deceit, we lose our ability to see our situations rationally. We give ourselves per-mission to be-
come insane (lose our sanity and sensibilities). Often we don’t realize it is happening, because we are obsessed 
with some sinful objective that we believe will bring us some big payoff and improve our condition in life. I 
cannot find an instance in all human history where a person is better off after achieving a sinful objective. In all 
cases, regret and heartache is the ultimate reward for falling or failing into sinful conduct, no matter how entic-
ing and alluring the object of self-gratification may appear.

Self-justification and self-deception go hand in hand. Nowhere is this truth more problematic than in cases of 
marital infidelity. Infidelity, when deeply analyzed, is not a search for a new partner that will fulfill my needs, 
but a new self that will be happier and more content with life after a long season of discontent and discourage-
ment. In situations where marriage reconciliation occurs after vow violation, the offender often feels guilt or 
remorse over injuring his or her spouse but may not necessarily feel guilty about the illicit relationship itself, 
providing evidence that the underlying search for a new more respectable self is not resolved.

Every individual battles self-deception in one form or another; it’s just a matter of where and to what degree. 
A wise or healthy person acknowledges this reality and lives in a state of vigilance, knowing that he or she is 
always vulnerable to a self-deception trap or scenario.

So how can you be more certain that you are moving away from an unhealthy self-justification toward an emo-
tional and spiritually healthy self-evaluation? First, recognize several important indicators of unhealthy self-jus-
tifying. Also, recognize that you are always self-deceived— it is just a matter of where and to what degree. 
“The heart is deceitful above all things . . . who can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9).

Upon first consideration, full acceptance of your capacity for self-deception may seem unfair. But with further 
consideration, you will realize that it is actually a posture of self-respect. If you have any dignity at all, why 
wouldn’t you want to know the truth about yourself that can eventually lead to growth and transformation?

To pursue God’s highest and best in your life, you must first face the challenging truth about yourself. My 
experience as a coach and counselor has lead me to believe that confident and mature individuals really have no 
problem in believing that they are always self-deceived; it is just a matter of the degree.



Dr. Charles Ringma, in his book, Dare to Journey—with Henri Nouwen, describes the dilemma of self-decep-
tion in these words:

The internal pressure and societal constraints on us to be strong, self-sufficient, self-reliant and indepen-
dent are enormous. We can easily begin to believe in ourselves so much that we begin to think we are 
invulnerable. It is easy to believe our own illusions, particularly when they are reinforced by others and 
held up as achievable ideals by our society.

While being responsible is important, being self-sufficient is an illusion. Leaders particularly feel the pres-
sure to be strong and self-reliant. Not only do they find themselves in situations where they have to operate 
in this way, but others expect this of them as well. Thus leaders frequently find themselves in positions 
where they have to continue to give, but are not nourished themselves.

Here’s a stark truth: If we are unwilling to be accountable to another trusted person, then we are likely unwilling 
to be accountable to God. We are open and vulnerable to self-justifying beliefs and behaviors. Hiddenness is the 
hallmark condition for self-deception and self-justification.

A key clue that you are engaged in self-justifying behavior is the practice of blame shifting. Blame shifting 
involves attributing responsibility to or blaming others for your own unhealthy attitudes and behaviors. A con-
trasting and equally damaging practice is blame absorbing, where you place all the blame on yourself, ignoring 
or not dealing with unhealthy beliefs and behaviors in others. A manifestation of either extreme indicates that 
self-deception is occurring. Truth can only be discovered when you take ownership of your own attitudes and 
actions and address bad behaviors when manifested in others.

When we blame, we are relinquishing our God-given prerogative to choose who we want to be and how we 
want to live before God. We let others write the script of who we are becoming.

Here are some helpful self-reflection questions:

	• How and where am I expending energy in self-justifying rather than self-evaluating?
	• Who or what do I tend to blame rather than take responsibility for my beliefs and behaviors?
	• Where in my life do I tend to practice hiding behaviors, so people don’t or won’t see the real me?
	• What areas of my life have I allowed to be exposed without any form of accountability to trusted oth-

ers who are concerned about my spiritual safety and wellbeing?

Five Guardrails from Moral Failure

Now let’s look at the conditions or guardrails that contribute to our moral, spiritual, and relational wellbeing:

	• Accountability is intentional and preemptive.
	• Belief that moral failure can happen to me leads to intentionally taking precaution.
	• Commitment to develop and maintain key personal relationships.
	• Devotional life is intentional, strategic, and periodically reviewed.
	• Emotional energy is intentionally invested in self-evaluating matters of your thoughts, passions, word, 

and actions—enlisting the help of others as accountability partners. 

In more than three decades of counseling, I have yet to meet a person who has fallen into disqualifying mor-
al failure while having all five of these guardrails in place. In order to faithfully keep these guardrails in your 
life, there is an underlying theme—intentionality! Most people have good intent, but it is not the same as being 
intentional. These guardrails do not come naturally. However, when you cultivate them intentionally, they can 



become disciplines of the Christian life, deeply woven into the fabric of your reflexes.

A person who honestly, sincerely, and intentionally practices all five of these protective criteria will enjoy a 
blessed life free of the consequential pain that accompanies self-deception and moral failure. These ABC prac-
tices must become the disciplines of all leaders.

Over the years, we have collected numerous accountability questions that can serve as a personal and spiritual 
audit. They have been the gifts from many people and can serve to catalyze your endeavor to create your own 
list of accountability questions.

As you read through the following personal and spiritual questions, reflect: Which accountability questions are 
relevant and important for my current life situation? Where in my life might I need to be more intentional in 
order to grow and mature? Who do I willingly allow to speak truth into my life?

	• Am I involved in relationships that reflect a healthy accountability?
	• Am I content with whom I am becoming?
	• Do I have a place of quiet reflection in my life?
	• Is my spiritual nutrition the right diet for me? How might it need to change?
	• Is my prayer life improving? How does it need to change?
	• Is my humility genuine? Where in my life might I lack a teachable spirit?
	• Where have I seen God’s faithfulness in recent days?
	• In what area of my life am I having difficulty trusting God, even though he is faithful?
	• What actions in my life demonstrate a deeper trust in God?
	• What areas of life tend to busy my mind and distract me from hearing the voice of God’s Spirit?
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