3 Big Lies About Love
Every Woman is Taught
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by Alison Cook, Ph.D.
I’ve seen it time and time again. Sometimes, it’s after 2 years of marriage; sometimes
it’s after a 10, 20, or 40-year anniversary. Regardless, the story is eerily similar.
Jane meets Bill when they are just out of college. He is strong and confident. She is
young and full of promise. They fall in love. Happy ending, right? Nope. Here they are
in the counseling office.
Sadly, the statistics back up what I see in my office. The answer to whether Jane and
Bill will have a happy ending is: “likely not.” In fact, their odds at staying married are
the equivalent of a coin toss. Even if they do become one of those 50% who stay
married, the odds that they are happily married are extremely slim.
I don’t mean to be a downer, but love is no joke. Some people do get lucky. I’d say it’s
about 15%. These are not odds in your favor.
If you are reading this, you’ve likely already discovered this reality for yourself. You
might still be hoping for love or close to giving up. Regardless, I’m sorry that no one
taught you about what real love takes. And, I’m sorry you were taught so much bad
advice that got in your way.
But, I also want you to know this: it is never too late.
As I have worked with hundreds of women over the past two decades, I have identified
3 Big Lies about love women are taught to believe. We are taught these lies by our
parents, pastors, and communities. These lies live in the air that we breathe.
These 3 Big Lies keep you from the kind of loving relationships you crave. But, once
you learn to identify them, you can take charge of finding the love you desire.
Love is a two-way street—it takes two people who are willing to work at it. It takes two
people who know how to give and receive. I’m not saying you have control over the
other person. You don’t. But, if you tackle these 3 lies, you will increase your odds for
finding good love exponentially.
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Lie #1: Your Emotions are Bad
Nearly every woman I know has been told at some point that her emotions are bad,
unhelpful, or a nuisance. In fact, churches often teach explicitly that feelings are never
to be trusted. You might have been taught that you should deny feelings like fear,
anger, or doubt. Simply will them away.
There is one big problem with the message: it’s terrible advice if you want to develop a
strong, deep, loving relationship over time.
Let me back up for a minute: The idea that emotions are bad is simply not taught in the
Bible. For example, read Job 42:7-8, Isaiah 53:4; John 11:33; and Matthew 5:3-5. In
these verses, God shows a variety of emotions throughout the Bible. He responds to
his people with grief, anger, and even jealousy. Jesus also demonstrates a full range of
emotions. For instance, he showed grief (John 11:35), anger (Matthew 21:12-17), and
anguish (Luke 22:44).
God is a relational being. And, you are made in his image. Emotions are the tissue that
connect us to the ones we love, including God, ourselves, and our romantic partner.
Can you imagine a relationship without emotions? Every so often I see a glimpse of
what that might look like. One night, my family and I went to the bustling local
hamburger joint for dinner. As we ate, a couple in their mid-fifties caught my eye. They
were sitting in the corner. It wasn’t their loud conversation that caught my attention. It
was their absolute silence. For a solid hour, as they went through the process of
ordering, receiving, and eating their dinner, they did not say a single word to each
other. From time to time, one of them would glance at the television above the bar.
That was it. That was their experience of eating out together.
I wondered about what had happened in their relationship. Maybe they lived together,
cared for children together, and even slept together. At some point, one of them
stopped trying to connect. The other one did, too. Slowly over time, they started going
through the motions, as their lives moved down parallel tracks. And now, here they
were going through the motions of eating a meal together. It made my heart break.
Emotions magnify our connection to one another. We long to feel the good ones like
love, affection, tenderness, and passion. But, if you want to feel the good emotions,
you will also have the face the harder ones. Jesus did. It’s part of being in relationships
with human beings.
For examples, sadness tells you something painful has happened. Fear tells you that
you are in danger. Guilt can tell you when you’ve done something wrong. And, anger

warns you to take important steps to protect yourself. Each of these emotions needs
to be understood in the context of any loving relationship.
All of these emotions are valuable. They don’t have to create drama or torment. But,
they do need to be witnessed, understood, and honored constructively within our
relationships.
I’m not saying to let your emotions take you over. I am saying that you need to learn
how to care for your emotions and speak on behalf of them. They are keys to honest,
open, and long-lasting love relationships.
Here are some examples of two different ways of dealing with emotions:
Emotional Health

Denying Emotions

I am noticing that I’m lonely. I want to
get curious about why.

I don’t get lonely. God meets all my
needs.

I’m starting to feel angry. I’m going to
take a time-out so I can figure out what is
going on with me.

I’m not angry. I’m just fine. (Seething
inside).

I feel ashamed about what I did. I’m
nervous to talk about it. But, I want to let
him in.
I get scared when he takes long work
trips without me, even though I trust him.
I would feel better if he knew how I felt.
I can’t shake this sadness, and I’m not
sure why. I wonder if he could help me
brainstorm ways to feel better.

I don’t have to tell anyone what I did.
That’s between God and me.
Everything’s fine. No worries! (Fake smile)

I shouldn’t feel sad. God has given me
so much!

As you read through these statements, ask yourself: which column will you lead you to
more intimacy with your loved one?
What kind of person would you rather be in relationship with? The one who is shutting
emotions out? Or the one who is open about them?
I think you know the answer to these questions.
The problem is that denied emotions WILL cause problems in your love relationships.
In some cases, unacknowledged loneliness and pain might hide quietly behind an
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addiction. In others, unacknowledged pain might come out as depression. It might
lead to an affair or a violent outburst. It might even lead you to reject your faith or
leave your marriage.
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Denying your emotions is not what Scripture recommends. Jesus welcomes the beat
up, downtrodden, hopeless, even doubting souls he encounters. He does not exile
them. Likewise, don’t exile your own emotions in your most important relationships.
In healthy relationships, getting to the heart of vulnerability is holy ground. Jesus is
never closer than when you get really honest with yourself about what you’re really
feeling. You can’t heal what you don’t acknowledge. You can’t transform what you’ve
pretended doesn’t exist.

How to Turn Your Emotions into Your Allies
Instead of believing your emotions are bad, start turning them into your allies.1 Here’s
how to start:
1. Get curious about your emotions
It sounds simple, but it works. As you get curious about your emotions, you
differentiate from them. In other words, when you put your attention on an emotion,
you gain a little distance from it. Instead of being overtaken by an emotion, you begin
to observe it. Getting curious about your emotions is the first step toward greater selfawareness.
2. Befriend your emotions
Your first response to an emotion is typically to beat yourself up or try to will it away.
This is what you’ve been taught. Neither response works. What does work is to practice
extending compassion toward yourself for having this emotion. It’s there for a reason.
You don’t have to let it take you over. But you also don’t have to hate yourself for
feeling that way.
3. Invite Jesus to draw near
What would it be like to ask Jesus to enter into your experience of anger, sorrow,
jealousy, or unforgiveness? Instead of trying to will those feelings away, simply be with
1

For more on how to turn emotions into your allies, check out my book with Kimberly Miller, MTh, LMFT,
Boundaries for Your Soul: How to Turn Your Overwhelming Thoughts and Feelings into Your Greatest Allies (Thomas
Nelson, 2018).

them and ask Jesus to be with you as you experience them, too. You might be
surprised at what you discover.
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4. Speak on behalf of your emotions
As you engage your emotions with compassion, they’ll soften and you’ll gain clarity.
They will start to help you understand what you need in your relationships with other
people. Your anger, once acknowledged, might help you understand where you need
to set a healthy boundary. Your sadness might help you discover a wound that needs
compassion. Your envy might help you identify a desire deep within you’ve been afraid
to face. Imagine what it might be like to share that desire in an honest, authentic way.
God made you to have emotions. They’re an important part of who you are. Pay
attention to them and tend them carefully, as you would your body or your mind. As
you do, they’ll become wonderful allies as you seek to develop loving, close
relationships.

Lie #2: You Can’t Trust Yourself
You weren’t just taught that you can’t trust your emotions. You were taught that you
can’t trust yourself, as a woman.
In fact, most women are taught to find someone “out there” you can trust. Once you
find this safe person, then you will be all set. They will protect you and care for you.
Until they stop.
Or, until you realize they might not be so trustworthy after all.
Now you’re stuck.
You see, the message is all wrong.
First, you must learn to trust yourself. Then, you can create a safe, trusting relationship
with another person. When you trust yourself, two beautiful things happen that
increase your ability to forge healthy relationships with other people:
1. You gain confidence
You’ll be less dependent on others and more confident in yourself. As a result, you
won’t need as much from others, because you’ll know how to get your own needs met.

You’ll no longer put up with toxicity that you don’t need in your life. Instead, you’ll
trust yourself to:
•
•
•
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Call out toxic behavior.
See the red flags in a romantic relationship.
Choose a path that aligns with how God made you.

2. You gain a healthier perspective
You won’t search for perfection in someone else. Instead, you will have realistic
expectations of your relationships. You’ll understand how to:
•
•
•

Negotiate what you want out of your relationship.
Take responsibility for your own side of the street.
Give grace more freely for things that don’t really matter.

When you don’t trust yourself, you put yourself at the mercy of others. Instead of using
the abilities God gave you, you lean on others blindly. The problem is that if you can’t
trust yourself, how can you really trust anyone around you?
Because this message is so misunderstood, I want to be clear about what trusting
yourself means and what it does not.
Trusting yourself is not:
•
•
•
•
•

“You doing you” regardless the cost.
Never caring what others think.
Turning your back on God.
Never seeking help or advice.
Placing “ultimate” trust in yourself.

Trusting yourself is:
•
•
•
•
•

Becoming aware of your needs and how to meet them.
Taking responsibility for your decisions.
Learning to regulate your emotions in challenging situations.
Building a support network that really sees you.
Growing in confidence that you have what it takes.

You have an active role to play in navigating your own happiness. Your loved one
cannot do that work for you. He can support you in your process of learning to develop
trust in yourself. Here are some examples of what that might look like:

Your Job
Identify a problem that you need to work
through.
Become more aware of your own
thoughts, feelings, and beliefs.
Make a wise decision.
Take steps toward changing things you
can control.
Get back up when you stumble or falter.
Create rhythms that are good for your
heart, mind, and body.

His Job
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Reflect honestly on what he’s noticed in
that area.
Provide a sounding board for what he
sees in you.
Support you in seeking wisdom.
Modify anything in his life that is keeping
you from becoming more like Christ.
Surround you with grace.
Encourage you as you engage these
practices.

Remember: the column on the right is completely out of your control. Don’t start there.
Instead, take a look at that column on the left. You can do everything in that column
with or without his help. And, if he bails on you as you do, that’s his loss.
Trusting yourself leads to trustworthiness. And, this is a key quality in healthy
relationships. As you learn to trust what you need and want in your life, you will start to
understand how to detect trustworthiness in other people.

An Exercise in Trusting Yourself
The opposite of trusting yourself is self-doubt. If you’ve struggled with trusting yourself,
try the following exercise. Take out a blank piece of paper and divide it into two halves.
Think of a situation where you continually doubt yourself and start to pay attention to
the messages in your mind.
1. List out your “Doubt Yourself” messages
On one side of the paper list the “doubt yourself” messages that run through your
mind. These messages can show up in any number of ways. They often include the
words, “I can’t”, “I’m not”, or “They are”. Here are some examples:
•
•
•
•
•

“I can’t figure this out on my own.”
“I’m not worth the time or investment.”
“They are so much better than me.”
“I’m not good enough.”
“I don’t have what it takes.”
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There is no shame in these messages. Just notice them. It’s important to get them out
of your head and onto the page. You become more aware of habits or ways of thinking
that may no longer be healthy for you. As you become more aware of these messages
with compassion, you can start to change how you think.
2. List out alternative “What if” messages
On the other side of the paper make a second list. On this list, give yourself permission
to write down alternative “What if“ messages. Here are some examples:
•
•
•
•
•

What if I am more equipped than I feel?
What if I am worth every moment of this time?
What if I have what it takes?
What if my instincts on this are right?
What if God is empowering me?

The goal is not to convince yourself. Instead, the goal is to open your mind to an
alternative narrative. You are shifting out of old patterns of thinking and creating space
for new possibilities. What is it like to consider this new way of thinking?
3. Invite God to draw near
Prayerfully consider both columns, inviting God to draw near. What would it be like to
take a step toward trusting yourself with God’s help? Is it possible he’s nudging you
toward taking a brave action? Don’t rush in to making a big change at this point.
Simply notice any assumptions you’ve been making about yourself or about God.
The point of this exercise is to grow in self + God-awareness. It’s to begin to notice
messages that you might be listening to that aren’t actually what God wants or what is
best for you.
Remember: Learning to trust yourself does not mean you stop trusting God. The two
are not mutually exclusive. God is still your rock and your provider. God is still there for
you. Do not mistake what I am saying.
But, would you call out for rescue while actively putting yourself in harm’s way?
Would you cry out for help while ignoring the tool that is sitting right next to you?
Would you play it safe and avoid the risks God is asking you to take?
That’s not trusting God. That’s hiding.
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As you say “yes” to learning to trust yourself with God’s help, you are becoming the
confident, talented, brave woman God made you to be. And YOU are the key building
block to forging healthy relationships with other people.

Lie #3: To Love Others, You Must Die to Yourself.
I ran across some journals recently from when I was fresh out of college. I was struck by
how much I second-guessed myself in everything I did.
I know we’re supposed to be gentle with our younger selves. But honestly, as I was
reading, it was a little painful. It was like watching a movie where the heroine is on the
verge of complete self-sabotage.
The thing is, I was the product of some bad teaching. I loved God with all of my heart.
But some part of me had picked up the idea that “I” should not matter. If “I” loved
something, that was “self.” And, “self” was bad. We’re supposed to die to “self.”
Somehow I picked up the idea that following God meant that I must completely
obliterate any sense of “me.”
This could not have been further from the truth.
For years, there has been a silent message most women have been taught to accept. It
is based on an idea that is portrayed as Biblical. The message is that in order to be a
good Christian woman in any situation, no matter how hard, you must die to yourself.
This message has been passed down in various forms, such as:
“You should never think of yourself.”
“You should only think of others.”
“You should always be nice.”
The subtle power of this message is strong, especially for women, because it is often
portrayed as what Jesus wants. Afterall, didn’t Jesus say:
“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily
and follow me”? (Luke 9:23)
This one phrase has been used out of context to encourage millions of women to:
•
•

destroy their health
stay in abusive marriages

•
•
•

let people take advantage of them
bury their God-given talents
let others walk all over them
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Do you really think that’s what Jesus meant?
When verses are ripped out of context and used as weapon, it’s toxic. You may not
even know that you’ve somehow internalized this toxic interpretation of Jesus’s words.
You just know that you’re exhausted, hurting, empty, and overwhelmed.
Here is the underlying problem: No one ever taught you that loving others means
saying “Yes” to yourself.
But don’t take my word for it. What Jesus did say?
Jesus said to deny yourself to follow him. Let’s take a look at what that really means.
First, listen to what Jesus said about the process of dying to yourself when he was
talking with his disciples:
“Listen carefully, unless a grain of wheat is buried in the ground, dead to the
world, it is never any more than a grain of wheat. But if it is buried, it sprouts and
reproduces itself many times over. In the same way anyone who holds on to life
just as it is destroys that life. But if you let it go, reckless in your love, you’ll have
it forever, real, and eternal.”
John 12:24-25, MSG (emphasis added)
Jesus uses the analogy of a grain of wheat that gets buried to describe the process of
dying to yourself. Yes, that grain stops being a grain when it gets buried. Something
old is gone. But what happens to that grain? It sprouts and reproduces itself many
times over. That grain becomes even more powerful.
Based on this passage, dying to yourself is a process of letting go of what was in order
to become someone even stronger, more fruitful, and productive.
And that is exactly what the Bible teaches will happen as you follow Jesus. Here’s what
John says:
“But whoever did want him, who believed he was who he claimed and would do
what he said, He made to be their true selves, their child-of-God selves.”
John 1:11-12 MSG (emphasis added)

John is saying that when you follow Jesus, believe in him, and do what he asks, you
will become even more of your true self, the beautiful woman that God made.
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You don’t die to yourself to become a doormat. You die to yourself to become even
more of the woman God made.

Real Love Requires Two Whole People
Why are these lies so destructive for a healthy love relationship?
Let me answer you based on my work in psychology. Healthy relationships require two
individuals who are strong and healthy, each in their own way. Yes, each individual
must set aside their selfishness. But, in order to create a healthy bond, each person has
to first show up as the person that God made.
Let me explain.
When you were young, it was your parent’s job to help you understand who you are. In
many ways, parents hold a mirror up to you to help you see yourself as God does. For
example, good parents:
•
•
•
•
•

Teach you how to care for your body.
Help you identify what you are feeling or thinking.
Teach you how to identify and ask for what you need.
Help you learn how to say “Yes” and “No” to others in healthy ways.
Help you respect a healthy “No” you might receive from another person.

As a result of all this work, you become a person who is “differentiated,” as
psychologists like to say. In other words, you are no longer dependent like a child.
Instead, you become a mature, healthy adult who knows how to care for yourself and
navigate relationships.
However, if you grew up in what psychologists call an “enmeshed” family, you weren’t
taught these things. Instead, the boundary lines between your parents’ needs and your
needs became blurred together. Your mom or dad’s needs became the priority,
leaving you little space to understand your own emotions and needs. As a result, you
put all your focus on taking care of or pleasing them and did not get the nurturing that
you needed to become a strong, independent woman.
Instead of learning to take care of yourself, you learned that love is only about meeting
others’ needs.

When you grew up this way, as many women did, you might find that in your adult
relationships you:
•
•
•
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Feel like you have to earn love by pleasing other people.
Think that you should always do what the other person wants.
Believe that it’s selfish to have dreams of your own.

You are bending over backwards to take care of everyone around you. However, all
you feel inside is misunderstood, invisible, or lonely. Maybe you look to your church for
answers. And once again you hear that same message you already learned the hard
way from your parents: Die to yourself.
The problem is this: How can you possibly deny a self you were never taught to claim?
In fact, you are already dying to yourself in your relationships. You have been dying to
yourself since you were a tiny child. You’ve never known how to do it any other way.
Dying to yourself is not the solution to creating the love you deserve and crave.
The solution is to find yourself, as Jesus’s words suggest.
Once you find yourself, you can then work together with another person to forge a
healthy, two-way relationship.
Healthy relationships are not about denying yourself so that the other person can live
free of expectations.
They are about two whole people coming together and learning how to compromise
so that each of you grows stronger.
Seen in this new light, what if dying to yourself means dying to old ways of staying
stuck, isolated, and exhausted trying to earn approval and love?
What if “dying to yourself” means dying to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

toxic patterns of relating to other people
people pleasing as a way to get love
shame and self-hatred
trying to perfect yourself in order to earn approval
playing small so others won’t be threatened by you
believing that you don’t matter and that your life does not have value

What if dying to yourself means dying to toxic patterns in your relationships?
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What if dying to yourself means dying to old beliefs that simply aren’t true?
What if dying to yourself means dying to the lie that God does not want more for you?
What if denying to yourself means saying “yes” to following Jesus in the work of
becoming your true self?
This is the what it means to say “yes” to the life God wants for you. This is what it
means to grow in emotional and spiritual health. It means “dying to” toxic patterns of
relating to God, yourself, and others. And, it means saying “yes” to following the Good
Shepherd as he leads you to becoming more of your God-created self.

Exercise: How to Say “Yes” to Yourself
If you’ve struggled with saying “Yes” to yourself, try the following exercise. Take out a
blank piece of paper and divide it into two halves. Think of a situation or relationship
that is plaguing you, and start to pay attention to the messages in your mind.
1. Identify your “Die to Yourself” messages
On one side of the paper list the “die to yourself” messages that run through your
mind. These are the self-denial messages that can show up in any number of ways.
They often include the word “should,” such as:
•
•
•
•
•

I “should” do what he wants.
I “should” meet that need.
I “should” forget about that dream.
I “should” forgive and forget.
I “should” pretend that what he did was OK.

Look over your “should” list and consider the following question: Who said you had to
do it this way?
2. Identify your “What if I Could” messages
On the other side of the paper make a second list. On this list, give yourself permission
to write down what you would like to do if you “could”. For example,
•
•

I “could” tell him what I want.
I “could” ask for help.

•
•
•

I “could” pursue that dream.
I “could” take space to heal.
I “could” state what I need.
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As with the prior exercise, the goal is not to convince yourself or goad yourself into
action. Instead, the goal is to open your mind to an alternative perspective. You are
shifting out of old patterns of thinking and creating space for new possibilities. What if
you had permission to do it your way?
3. Invite God to draw near.
Prayerfully consider both columns, inviting God to draw near. Is it possible God is
nudging you toward being truer to the woman he made you to be?
This is the first step in making what I call a “Yes List.” It’s starting to think about what
you want to say yes to in order to honor the woman God made.
It may feel uncomfortable at first. That’s okay. Be gentle with yourself as you practice
“dying” to unhealthy ways of relating to other people and start saying “Yes” to the life
God has for you.

3 Truths Every Woman Can Believe
If you take nothing else from this e-book, please remember these three statements:
1. Your emotions are powerful allies.
2. You can learn to trust yourself, in partnership with God.
3. In order to love others, you must say “Yes” to your true self.
If you embrace these truths, and start saying “Yes” to them in partnership with God,
you will be equipped to create the kind of lasting love relationships you seek.
“The one who gets wisdom loves life; the one who cherishes understanding will soon
prosper.” (Proverbs 19:8)

15

About Dr. Alison Cook
Alison Cook, M.A., Ph.D. is a counselor, speaker, and the coauthor of Boundaries for Your Soul: How to Turn Your
Overwhelming Thoughts and Feelings into Your Greatest Allies.
For over 15 years, Alison has helped women learn how to stand
firm, develop confidence from the inside out, forge healthy
relationships, and fully live out their God-given potential.
Each week, over 25,000 women receive Alison’s email newsletter packed encouraging
advice and helpful insights.
For more information about Alison, visit: www.AlisonCookPhD.com
For more information about Boundaries for Your Soul, visit: https://amzn.to/3f9c4ev

