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The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness 

Self-righteousness is one of the most dangerous sins in the Bible because it does not 
usually look dangerous when it first appears. It does not always come dressed in scandal, 
open rebellion, or obvious wickedness. Many times it comes dressed in religion, morality, 
seriousness, discipline, standards, doctrinal precision, and visible order. It can quote 
Scripture, defend truth, condemn error, and maintain a respectable image, all while 
remaining deeply corrupt at the root. That is what makes it so deadly. A drunkard may know 
he is broken. A harlot may know she is unclean. A public rebel may know he is far from God. 
But the self-righteous man often feels safe precisely because he does not look like those 
men. He is right in his own eyes. He is pure in his own eyes. He trusts in himself that he is 
righteous. And because he feels clean, he does not run to the fountain that could wash 
him. 

This series, The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness, is designed to expose that whole disease 
from the inside out. The title is deliberate. An anatomy study is not content with surface 
appearances. It cuts beneath the skin. It studies what is hidden. It identifies the organs, the 
structure, the source of motion, and the place where life or death is really being carried. 
That is exactly what we are doing here. We are not merely taking a few swings at Pharisees 
in the abstract, and we are not merely condemning the most obvious examples of 
hypocrisy. We are opening the subject carefully and thoroughly to see how self-
righteousness actually works in the soul, how it spreads in religion, how it disguises itself in 
moral seriousness, how it feeds on comparison, how it resists grace, how it breeds 
contempt, and how it can hide even in people who outwardly appear faithful and devout. 

This subject matters because self-righteousness is not a minor flaw. It is not simply a 
personality issue or a rough edge on an otherwise healthy spiritual life. It is one of pride’s 
most polished manifestations. It is pride that has learned religious language. It is pride that 
has learned how to stand in church, carry a Bible, bow its head, and talk about holiness. It 
is pride that has learned to survive under preaching, under standards, under discipline, 
under separation, and even under doctrinal knowledge. It is not content merely to sin. It 



wants to sin in a way that still preserves the illusion of righteousness. It wants the sinner to 
remain blind while feeling clean, and for that reason it is one of the most difficult sins to 
uproot. The man who knows he is lost may be nearer the kingdom than the man who has 
convinced himself he is sound. 

Throughout this series we trace the disease across the pages of Scripture. We begin by 
showing how self-righteousness starts with man becoming his own standard, his own 
measuring rod, and his own private court of appeal. We look at what it means to be right in 
your own eyes and pure in your own eyes, and why that blindness is so spiritually 
devastating. From there we move into the temple scenes of Luke 18, where the Pharisee 
stands as one of the clearest portraits of self-righteous religion ever given. We watch him 
trust in himself, advertise himself, compare himself, and despise another man, and in 
doing so we see that self-righteousness is never merely private. It becomes social. It 
becomes cruel. It becomes a weapon used against the weak, the fallen, and the 
undeserving. 

As the series moves forward, we examine how self-righteousness works in public 
appearance, in outward systems, and in religious culture. We deal with the danger of 
justifying ourselves before men, establishing our own righteousness, and mistaking visible 
religion for true cleanness before God. We look at the leaven of the Pharisees and show 
how self-righteousness spreads quietly beneath the surface, working its way into tone, 
attitude, ministry culture, and even doctrinal exactness. We examine Christ’s language 
about white sepulchres and rotten bones and show how external polish can become the 
very camouflage behind which inward corruption survives unchallenged. We address 
confidence in the flesh, touch not religion, and man-made systems of severity that look 
wise on the outside while leaving the heart untouched and unbroken before God. 

This series also pushes into places that many outwardly serious Christians do not naturally 
suspect. We expose the elder brother’s heart in Luke 15 and show that a man can stay near 
the father’s house and still be alienated in spirit. He can serve outwardly, obey externally, 
and remain inwardly bitter, jealous, and offended by grace. We broaden the theme of 
misplaced trust and show that self-righteousness is, at the deepest level, a trust issue. 
Men do not merely think too highly of themselves. They rely on themselves spiritually. They 
trust their repentance, their sorrow, their reformations, their standards, their knowledge, 
their faithfulness, and their seriousness as though those things could bear the weight of 
standing before God. That is why Scripture keeps stripping the sinner of every prop. God is 
determined to leave no room for boasting. 

And then, because the Bible never diagnoses without also giving the cure, the series turns 
toward remedy. It shows that the first step out of self-righteousness is not self-



improvement but self-abasement before God. The publican’s prayer, “God be merciful to 
me a sinner,” is set forth as the antidote to the Pharisee’s spirit. There is no résumé there, 
no claim, no comparison, no excuse, and no performance. There is only mercy sought by a 
guilty man who has stopped defending himself. And from there the series rises to its 
doctrinal climax in the righteousness of God by faith. That is where the whole matter must 
end. The cure for self-righteousness is not a better version of man’s righteousness. It is the 
righteousness of God in Jesus Christ, received by faith. Man’s righteousness is stained, 
unstable, partial, and corrupt. God’s righteousness in Christ is perfect, complete, 
accepted, and freely given to the believer. The deathblow to self-righteousness is not 
merely seeing how bad man is, but seeing how sufficient Christ is. 

Why is this series important? Because there are many people who know enough Bible to 
recognize gross sin, false religion, and open hypocrisy, but they have never really learned to 
suspect the self-righteous tendencies of their own hearts. They know how to spot 
compromise in others but not confidence in the flesh in themselves. They know how to 
rebuke error publicly but not how to confess pride privately. They know how to maintain 
standards, defend doctrine, and preserve a respectable testimony, but they may still be 
drawing righteousness from those things instead of from Christ alone. This series is 
important because it refuses to let us remain at the surface. It drives us downward to the 
root and then upward to the only true cure. 

In the end, The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness is not meant merely to warn the rebellious. 
It is meant to search the religious. It is meant to humble the serious. It is meant to awaken 
those who have lived near the father’s house while remaining far from the father’s heart. It 
is meant to expose pride in its polished form, mercy in its neglected beauty, and Christ in 
His absolute sufficiency. It is meant to leave the reader with no confidence in the flesh and 
with every reason to glory in Christ Jesus. That is why this series matters. Self-
righteousness is one of the last sins many men suspect in themselves, and often one of the 
first sins God must break if they are to walk truly, lowly, and safely before Him. 

If you want, I can also turn this into a version with a more fiery Ruckman-style edge for the 
opening page of the series. 

 

 

 

1 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness – Right in Their Own Eyes 

Introduction 



One of the most dangerous sins in all the Bible is not drunkenness, harlotry, theft, murder, 
or some public scandal that shocks a congregation and fills men with outrage. One of the 
most dangerous sins in all the Bible is a sin that can sit in a pew, hold a Bible, quote verses, 
talk about standards, condemn the world, and still be as rotten as hell on the inside. That 
sin is self-righteousness. It is a poison so subtle that many men die of it while thanking God 
they are healthier than everybody around them. It is a blindness so deep that a man can be 
standing knee-deep in filth and still imagine himself clothed in white. It is a corruption of 
the heart that makes a sinner think he is qualified to grade everybody else while he himself 
has never truly trembled before the holiness of Almighty God. The man in open rebellion 
may be easier to reach than the man who has built himself a throne out of religious pride, 
because the rebel knows he is dirty, but the self-righteous man thinks he smells like 
heaven. 

The Bible says in Proverbs 21:2, “Every way of a man is right in his own eyes: but the LORD 
pondereth the hearts.” There is the whole problem in one verse. A man’s eyes and God’s 
eyes are not the same eyes. A man can look at his motives, his behavior, his opinions, his 
doctrine, his speech, his family, his church attendance, his giving, his convictions, and 
conclude that he is right, decent, upright, and commendable. But the Lord does not weigh 
a man by the flattering verdict that man gives himself. The Lord ponders the heart. He looks 
past the polished explanation. He sees under the varnish. He hears what never came out of 
the mouth. He judges the spirit under the statement, the motive under the action, the pride 
under the performance, the vanity under the service, and the self-love under the religious 
language. That is why self-righteousness is so deadly. It flourishes in the gap between what 
a man thinks he is and what God knows he is. 

When we begin this series, we must begin here, because self-righteousness does not start 
in the Pharisee’s robe. It does not start in the temple prayer. It does not start in some 
obvious hypocrite standing on a street corner trying to be seen of men. It starts in the fallen 
human heart the moment a man appoints himself judge of his own condition. It starts when 
he becomes his own standard, his own defender, and his own court of appeal. It starts 
when he decides that the final opinion about his life belongs to him instead of God. From 
there everything else grows. Legalism grows there. Hypocrisy grows there. contempt for 
others grows there. doctrinal pride grows there. sectarian arrogance grows there. false 
humility grows there. spiritual cruelty grows there. A man must first be “right in [his] own 
eyes” before he can become uselessly sure, unteachably proud, and practically immune to 
conviction. So before we examine the branches of self-righteousness in later essays, we 
must get an axe to the root and deal with the old disease of being right in our own eyes. 

1. The First Courtroom Is in the Human Heart 



Before a man ever argues with another person, he has already argued with God in secret. 
The first courtroom is not in society, not in the church, and not in public controversy. The 
first courtroom is in the human heart, where a man sits on the bench, calls his own 
witnesses, dismisses the charges, and pronounces himself innocent. Fallen man is not 
content merely to sin; he must also explain his sin, frame it in favorable language, and 
preserve his self-image while doing it. That is why the issue is deeper than bad conduct. 
Bad conduct can sometimes be admitted. Self-righteousness is the mechanism by which 
bad conduct is excused, minimized, repackaged, and made to look respectable. It is one 
thing for a man to do wrong and then hang his head. It is another thing for a man to do 
wrong and then write himself an award for bravery, sincerity, authenticity, or balance. 

This is why the Bible keeps pressing the issue of the heart. Proverbs 16:2 says, “All the ways 
of a man are clean in his own eyes; but the LORD weigheth the spirits.” Notice that. A man 
can inspect all his ways and walk away from the inspection feeling clean. Why? Because 
man naturally conducts an inward investigation with a corrupt judge and a corrupt 
standard. He is lenient toward his own motives, generous toward his own intentions, and 
ready with an explanation when his sin comes up for review. He will call bitterness 
discernment, pride conviction, rebellion courage, compromise wisdom, cowardice peace, 
and lust affection. He can rename his corruption and then stand back and admire the 
label. But God does not judge labels; God judges truth. He does not grade by what a man 
intended to look like. He judges by what the thing actually is in His sight. 

That is one reason why preaching that exposes the heart is always hated by self-righteous 
people. They can endure preaching against “those people” out there. They enjoy messages 
that put a spotlight on the sins of the culture, the sins of apostates, the sins of liberals, the 
sins of drunkards, the sins of politicians, the sins of harlots, and the sins of Hollywood. But 
the moment the word of God starts climbing over the fence and walking into the private 
chambers of the religious heart, they get nervous. They do not mind a sermon against sin in 
general; they mind a sermon that names the secret pride behind their standards, the vanity 
behind their ministry, the smugness behind their orthodoxy, or the self-importance behind 
their “separation.” Hebrews 4:12 says the word of God is “a discerner of the thoughts and 
intents of the heart.” That is exactly what self-righteousness fears, because it can survive 
public religion, but it cannot survive honest light. 

2. “Every Way of a Man Is Right in His Own Eyes” 

The verse in Proverbs 21:2 is not an exaggeration. It does not say some ways of a man look 
right to him. It says every way of a man is right in his own eyes. That is the native instinct of 
the fallen nature. It is not merely that men occasionally misjudge themselves. Men are born 
with a built-in bias toward self-approval. They lean toward themselves. They favor 



themselves. They defend themselves. They instinctively interpret the facts in a way that 
protects their pride. When two men commit the same sin, each will often judge the other 
more harshly than he judges himself. His own sin had context, pressure, stress, 
misunderstanding, and mitigating factors. The other man’s sin had no such explanation. 
That is how corrupt the old nature is. It manufactures a whole system of weights and 
measures designed to keep “me” looking better than I really am. 

This spirit fills the book of Judges. Judges 17:6 says, “In those days there was no king in 
Israel, but every man did that which was right in his own eyes.” That verse is usually quoted 
to describe moral chaos, and it surely does that. But look deeper. The issue is not only that 
men did wrong; it is that they did what was right in their own eyes. Their behavior flowed 
from self-authority. They had replaced the throne of God with the throne of self. That is the 
essence of self-righteousness. A man becomes self-righteous before he becomes 
outwardly religious, because self-righteousness is at bottom a declaration of 
independence from God’s verdict. It says, “I will decide what is right. I will evaluate myself. I 
will declare myself acceptable. I will not submit to an outside authority that condemns 
me.” Whether that shows up in a pagan idolater or in a polished churchgoer, the principle is 
the same. 

Romans 3 destroys this whole system. The Holy Spirit piles up the case against man until 
there is no loophole left. “There is none righteous, no, not one” (Romans 3:10). That verse is 
fatal to self-righteousness because it strips man of his favorite illusion: that he may not be 
perfect, but he is righteous enough. No, sir. God does not say there are some righteous and 
some unrighteous among Adam’s race. He says there is none righteous, no, not one. That 
means your private court has issued a false verdict. Your inward judge is corrupt. Your self-
estimate is unreliable. The flesh says, “I’m not that bad.” God says, “There is none 
righteous.” The flesh says, “I try to do right.” God says, “There is none that doeth good, no, 
not one” (Romans 3:12). Until a man bows to God’s estimate of him, he will remain chained 
to his own. 

3. Self-Righteousness Begins Before Religion Does 

A great many people imagine self-righteousness is only a church problem. They picture a 
Pharisee, a legalist, a man with a smug face and a religious vocabulary. But self-
righteousness is older than organized religion. It began in Eden when man preferred his 
own judgment to God’s word. Eve saw that the tree was good for food, pleasant to the eyes, 
and to be desired to make one wise. She evaluated the matter for herself. She did not 
submit her conclusion to the plain command of God. Sin entered when man put personal 
perception above divine revelation. That is the root of the whole thing. Self-righteousness 
at its core is not merely thinking highly of yourself; it is trusting your own judgment against 



God’s word. It is saying, in effect, “I have reviewed the situation, and I have found my own 
way to be suitable.” 

You see the same pattern in Saul. When he spared Agag and the best of the sheep and 
oxen, he dressed his rebellion in religious language. He did not come out and say, “I defied 
God because I felt like it.” He wrapped the whole thing in sacrifice. He covered 
disobedience with a spiritual explanation. That is classic self-righteousness. First Samuel 
15 shows a man more concerned with preserving his image than submitting to God’s 
judgment. When Samuel confronted him, Saul immediately shifted into defense mode. He 
blamed the people, emphasized the “good” intentions behind his actions, and resisted the 
verdict of the prophet. Why? Because self-righteousness does not merely sin; it must 
reinterpret the sin until it appears defensible. That spirit is older than the Pharisees and just 
as alive in modern believers as it was in ancient kings. 

Even lost men who claim no religion at all are self-righteous in this sense. They speak 
constantly of being a “good person,” as though goodness is determined by social 
comparison. They say things like, “I’ve never killed anybody,” “I try to help people,” “I’ve got 
a good heart,” and “I’m better than most.” That is self-righteousness in street clothes. It is 
the same old disease without the church suit on. It is man trying to establish innocence by 
selecting a lower standard than the holiness of God. He grades himself against serial 
killers, predators, crooked politicians, and obvious degenerates, then concludes he must 
be acceptable. But the issue is not whether you are cleaner than the muddiest man in 
town. The issue is whether you are righteous before a God “of purer eyes than to behold 
evil” (Habakkuk 1:13). Once you see that, self-righteousness begins to lose its oxygen. 

4. The Flesh Loves Comparison More Than Truth 

Self-righteousness cannot live without comparison. It needs a ladder. It needs a lower 
man. It needs a worse example. It needs a reference point that makes the self appear 
elevated. That is why the self-righteous heart is always scanning the room. It is always 
taking measurements. It notices quickly who dresses worse, talks worse, behaves worse, 
knows less, serves less, fails more, and falls lower. It does not do this accidentally. It does it 
because comparison is the oxygen mask of self-righteousness. If a man can find someone 
beneath him, he can reassure himself that he is fine. That is why the Pharisee in Luke 18 
thanked God that he was “not as other men are” (Luke 18:11). His whole prayer depended 
on comparison. He did not measure himself by God’s holiness; he measured himself by 
another sinner. 

The problem with comparison is that it can make a corpse look healthy if you lay it next to a 
worse corpse. A man can always find somebody more corrupt, more carnal, more ignorant, 



more unstable, more worldly, or more openly wicked. But what does that prove? It proves 
only that sin has degrees in its manifestations, not that righteousness exists in fallen flesh. 
One leper may have fewer visible sores than another leper, but both are lepers. One 
prisoner may have cleaner clothes than another prisoner, but both are imprisoned. One 
hypocrite may be more disciplined than another hypocrite, but both need the same Savior. 
Self-righteousness survives by forgetting that God’s standard is not the man down the road. 
God’s standard is God. And when that standard is brought back into view, all human 
boasting dies quickly. 

Paul slams this in 2 Corinthians 10:12: “but they measuring themselves by themselves, and 
comparing themselves among themselves, are not wise.” That is not merely bad 
psychology; it is spiritual foolishness. Why? Because the entire system is corrupted from 
the start. If the measuring stick is crooked, all the measurements will be false. If the 
standard is fallen man, then fallen man will always look better than he ought. The only safe 
place for the soul is under the blazing light of God’s word. There, comparisons collapse. 
There, excuses dry up. There, the sinner learns that the issue is not whether he is above 
average in relation to others, but whether he has any righteousness that can endure the 
scrutiny of a holy God. And once a man really sees that, he stops asking, “Am I better than 
him?” and starts crying, “Lord, what am I in Thy sight?” 

5. Self-Righteousness Renames Sin Instead of Repenting of It 

One of the most revealing marks of self-righteousness is the constant renaming of sin. The 
self-righteous man is not usually eager to say, “I was proud.” He says he was standing for 
truth. He is not quick to admit, “I was bitter.” He says he was burdened. He does not 
confess, “I was cruel.” He says he was bold. He does not say, “I was jealous.” He says he 
had concerns. He does not say, “I was meddling.” He says he was helping. He does not say, 
“I was arrogant.” He says he was confident. That old nature has an endless dictionary of 
substitute terms designed to let a man keep his sin without feeling dirty. It is expert at moral 
cosmetics. It can put a tie on rebellion and call it leadership. 

This is where the Bible’s language is so needed. God names things correctly. The Spirit of 
God does not use flattering terms for ugly realities. He does not call pride conviction. He 
does not call gossip concern. He does not call envy discernment. He does not call vanity 
ministry. He does not call the fear of man prudence. He does not call unbelief caution. The 
self-righteous heart hates plain biblical language because plain biblical language tears the 
mask off. That is why preaching should not merely inspire; it should identify. It should put 
the right name on the wrong thing. Until a man agrees with God’s wording about his 
condition, he has not truly repented. Repentance begins when heaven’s vocabulary 
replaces self-serving terminology. 



Isaiah 5:20 says, “Woe unto them that call evil good, and good evil.” While that certainly 
applies socially and nationally, it also cuts personally. A self-righteous person is continually 
adjusting labels to protect the ego. But real conviction from the Holy Ghost shuts that game 
down. David did not finally get clean until he quit the justifying and said, “I have sinned 
against the LORD” (2 Samuel 12:13). The prodigal did not start coming home until he 
stopped blaming circumstances and said, “I have sinned” (Luke 15:18). The publican did 
not get justified by changing the terminology; he got justified by smiting his breast and 
crying for mercy. Self-righteousness says, “I made a mistake.” Brokenness says, “I have 
sinned.” Self-righteousness says, “I was misunderstood.” Brokenness says, “Lord, be 
merciful to me.” One protects the self; the other abandons the self to the mercy of God. 

6. The Heart That Excuses Itself Will Never Learn 

A self-righteous man is nearly impossible to teach because he has already pre-approved 
himself. Instruction bounces off him. Rebuke irritates him. Correction insults him. Warning 
offends him. Why? Because he does not come to truth empty. He comes padded, 
insulated, and fortified by his private verdict about his own rightness. Proverbs 12:15 says, 
“The way of a fool is right in his own eyes: but he that hearkeneth unto counsel is wise.” 
There is the dividing line. Wisdom listens because wisdom knows it may be wrong. Folly 
resists because folly has already ruled in its own favor. The fool does not always look 
foolish. Sometimes he has a Bible in his hand and a verse on his lips. But if he cannot be 
corrected, he has already told on himself. 

That is why some believers remain frozen for years. They are active, vocal, opinionated, 
even useful in outward ways, but they do not deepen. They do not soften. They do not grow 
tender. They do not become more teachable. They do not become more honest before 
God. Their theology may become more developed, but their heart does not become more 
yielded. That is because self-righteousness blocks the very doorway through which growth 
comes. Growth requires the admission, “I do not yet see clearly.” Growth requires the 
humility to say, “Search me, O God.” Growth requires a willingness to be shown ugly things. 
But if a man is determined to preserve an image of himself as basically sound, mature, and 
spiritually advanced, he will unconsciously repel the very truth that could change him. 

The most dangerous thing about this is that self-righteous people often imagine 
themselves to be the most discerning people in the room. They think because they can 
detect error in others, they must be healthy themselves. But a man may have an eagle eye 
for another man’s faults and be stone blind to his own. Matthew 7 makes that plain. A man 
can be obsessed with the mote in his brother’s eye while carrying a beam in his own. That is 
not mere inconsistency; that is self-righteousness in action. It gives a man sharp sight 
outward and total darkness inward. He becomes a critic instead of a penitent, an inspector 



instead of a worshiper, a prosecutor instead of a confessor. And once a soul drifts there, it 
can spend years talking about truth while never being transformed by it. 

7. The Only Safe Cure Is God’s Verdict and God’s Mercy 

The cure for being right in your own eyes is not becoming more pessimistic about yourself 
in a fleshly way. It is not adopting performative self-hatred. It is not walking around talking 
like a worm in a dramatic tone while secretly remaining proud of your humility. The cure is 
submitting to God’s verdict and then fleeing to God’s mercy. A man must come to the place 
where he stops arguing his case and accepts the divine sentence. He must let God be true 
and every man a liar, including himself. Romans 3:4 is not an abstract theological 
statement. It is a death sentence to self-justification. When God says there is none 
righteous, the only sane response is, “Lord, Thou art right.” When God says the heart is 
deceitful above all things, the only safe response is, “Then I dare not trust my own self-
assessment.” The way out begins where the argument ends. 

That is why broken men in Scripture are such a rebuke to the self-righteous spirit. Job finally 
put his hand over his mouth. Isaiah cried, “Woe is me! for I am undone” (Isaiah 6:5). Peter 
fell down before Christ and said, “Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). 
The publican would not so much as lift up his eyes unto heaven. Those are not the words of 
men trying to preserve their image. Those are men who have been shattered by reality in the 
presence of God. And notice what happened then. God met them. Mercy rushed in where 
pride had been broken. Cleansing came where self-defense stopped. The man who clings 
to his own righteousness shuts the door on mercy, because mercy is for the guilty, not the 
self-certified. 

Ultimately, the answer to self-righteousness is not self-improvement but the righteousness 
of Jesus Christ. If I am right in my own eyes, I do not feel my need for His righteousness. If I 
am impressed with my own standing, I do not hunger for His. But when God’s light shows 
me what I am, then the gospel becomes more than doctrine on a page. It becomes life from 
heaven. Then I understand why Paul wanted to “be found in him, not having mine own 
righteousness” (Philippians 3:9). Mine own righteousness is a cracked foundation, a false 
garment, a collapsing shelter. His righteousness is perfect, eternal, spotless, and 
sufficient. The death blow to self-righteousness comes when a man quits trying to look 
acceptable in himself and rests entirely in the worth of Another. That man has finally left 
the courtroom of self and fallen at the feet of the Judge who justifies the ungodly by grace 
through faith. 

Conclusion 



Self-righteousness is not a side issue. It is not a minor flaw in temperament. It is one of the 
deepest corruptions of the human heart because it fights the truth at the point of diagnosis. 
A drunkard may admit he is a drunkard. A thief may admit he is a thief. A harlot may admit 
she is unclean. But the self-righteous man feels no urgency because he has written himself 
a clean bill of health. He is “right in [his] own eyes.” That is why this sin is so deadly. It does 
not simply coexist with spiritual blindness; it produces and protects it. It convinces a sinner 
that he is fundamentally sound when in fact he is alienated from the righteousness of God. 
It lets him stand beside the fountain of grace and never wash because he does not think he 
is dirty. It is the polished coffin, the iron mask, the religious narcotic, the inward lawyer that 
keeps a soul from honest dealing with God. 

If we are going to understand the anatomy of self-righteousness, we must never forget 
where it starts. It starts when man enthrones his own judgment above the verdict of God. It 
starts when he treats his own opinion as authoritative concerning his standing, motives, 
and condition. It starts when he compares himself with others, renames his sin, resists 
counsel, and protects his ego from the sword of Scripture. Everything that grows out of that 
root will be twisted. Worship will be twisted. Service will be twisted. Standards will be 
twisted. Doctrine will be twisted. Ministry will be twisted. Relationships will be twisted. A 
man may still use all the right words, but the engine inside is wrong. Until he abandons self-
approval, he cannot truly begin to walk in the fear of God. 

The blessed truth is that God has not left us to drown in our own delusion. He has given us 
His word, which tells the truth about us, and He has given us His Son, who is the truth for 
us. The Bible strips off the flattering labels. The Holy Ghost exposes the hidden pride. The 
light of God invades the secret courtrooms where we have been acquitting ourselves for 
years. And once that light has done its work, the gospel stands there in all its glory. The man 
who has ceased to be right in his own eyes is finally in a condition to be made right in God’s 
sight. That is where real life begins. That is where mercy becomes sweet. That is where 
Christ becomes precious. And that is where self-righteousness starts to die: not when a 
man learns to think more highly of himself, and not even when he learns to think more lowly 
of himself in a theatrical way, but when he learns to stop looking at himself as the standard 
and bows before the righteousness of God in Jesus Christ. 

 

 

2 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness – Pure in Their Own Eyes 

Introduction 



One of the most terrifying conditions a man can ever fall into is not simply sin, but 
blindness to sin. A drunk in the gutter may still know he is ruined. A harlot may still know 
she is unclean. A thief may still know he has stolen. But when a man is filthy and believes 
himself to be pure, he has moved into a far more dangerous realm. He has crossed from 
transgression into delusion. He is no longer merely doing wrong; he is blessing himself 
while doing it. He is no longer merely stained; he is convinced that the stain is either not 
there at all or is so small that it does not matter. That is the poison of self-righteousness. It 
is not just pride in action. It is blindness in operation. It is a soul so deceived by its own self-
estimate that it can stand before the mirror of God’s truth, refuse the reflection, and still 
walk away congratulating itself on its supposed cleanness. 

The Bible says in Proverbs 30:12, “There is a generation that are pure in their own eyes, and 
yet is not washed from their filthiness.” That verse is one of the sharpest spiritual diagnoses 
in all of Scripture. It reveals a generation, a kind of people, a recurring breed of human 
being who can be spiritually polluted and yet inwardly persuaded of their purity. Notice the 
language carefully. They are “pure in their own eyes.” Their eyes are the problem. Their 
judgment is the problem. Their private estimation is the problem. They have looked at 
themselves and reached the wrong verdict. But the verse does not stop there. It says, “and 
yet is not washed from their filthiness.” Heaven gives a different report than the human 
heart. God says the problem is not only error in thinking; it is actual filthiness. That means a 
man may have social decency without spiritual cleansing. He may have religious 
vocabulary without inward washing. He may have outward order while inwardly remaining 
corrupt in the sight of God. 

This is why self-righteousness must be exposed and broken if a man is ever going to get any 
help from God. A man who knows he is sick can be pointed toward a physician. A man who 
knows he is lost can be directed to a Savior. A man who knows he is guilty can cry for 
mercy. But what do you do with a man who thinks he is pure? What do you do with a soul 
that hears the warnings of Scripture and files them away for somebody else? What do you 
do with a religious man who hears preaching on pride, hypocrisy, lust, bitterness, envy, 
vanity, and unbelief, and somehow manages to remain the one person in the room who 
thinks none of it applies to him? That is the heart of this essay. We are going to deal with the 
terrifying blindness of self-righteousness, the difference between seeming clean and being 
washed, the deception of external decency, and the only remedy that can ever cleanse a 
filthy soul that has mistaken itself for pure. 

1. The Eyes of Man and the Verdict of God 

The first thing we must settle is that a man’s view of himself is never the final authority. 
Proverbs 30:12 says there are people “pure in their own eyes,” which means their purity 



exists in the realm of self-evaluation, not divine reality. They have inspected themselves 
and rendered a favorable verdict. They have looked inward with a biased judge, a corrupted 
standard, and a selfish instinct for self-preservation. Fallen man does not naturally 
evaluate himself honestly. He evaluates himself defensively. He does not walk into the 
courtroom of conscience seeking truth; he walks in seeking acquittal. He comes with built-
in arguments, protective explanations, and a thousand reasons why what he is doing is 
understandable, excusable, balanced, moderate, or spiritually acceptable. So when the 
Bible says a generation is pure in its own eyes, it is showing you that the human heart is not 
merely weak; it is dishonest. 

That is why Proverbs 21:2 says, “Every way of a man is right in his own eyes: but the LORD 
pondereth the hearts.” Men are experts at the surface reading of things. God weighs what is 
under the thing. Men watch actions; God judges motives. Men hear words; God discerns 
spirit. Men admire restraint; God looks for truth in the inward parts. Men applaud 
appearances; God ponders the heart. That is where the terror begins, because a man can 
build an entire life around what looks respectable and still be a stranger to inward 
cleansing. He can learn what a clean life is supposed to look like. He can know the proper 
vocabulary, the proper postures, the proper standards, the proper tribe, the proper tone, 
the proper doctrines, and still have no brokenness before a holy God. He can train the 
outside and leave the inside untouched. He can have a polished testimony with an 
unwashed heart. 

The great danger here is that once a man trusts his own eyes more than the word of God, he 
becomes nearly unreachable. He hears divine warnings as though they are directed at a 
different class of people. He can read verses on hypocrisy and think of the liberals. He can 
read verses on pride and think of the celebrities. He can read verses on filthiness and think 
of the world. He can read verses on self-righteousness and think of the Pharisees, Roman 
Catholics, cultists, or compromised denominations. Meanwhile the Holy Ghost is trying to 
hold the mirror right in front of his face, and he keeps turning the mirror outward. That is 
how deep this blindness runs. The problem is not that the mirror is unclear. The problem is 
that the sinner has decided he prefers his own eyes to God’s. 

2. Filthiness Hidden Under Respectability 

One of the most successful disguises self-righteousness ever wears is respectability. A 
man does not have to look vile to be vile in God’s sight. He can be polished, disciplined, 
restrained, orderly, educated, punctual, family-oriented, and outwardly moral, and still be 
filthy before the Lord. Filthiness in Scripture is not limited to visible scandal. It includes 
inward corruption, hidden lust, spiritual pride, covetousness, bitterness, malice, hypocrisy, 
and all the secret uncleanness of the heart. The reason respectable people are often 



harder to reach than scandalous people is because respectability can cover enough of the 
symptoms to make the patient deny the disease. He sees that he does not commit the 
coarser sins publicly, and he therefore assumes he must be clean. But an unwashed heart 
under a pressed suit is still an unwashed heart. 

The Lord Jesus Christ dealt with this repeatedly among the Pharisees. In Matthew 23:25 He 
said, “for ye make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are full of 
extortion and excess.” There is the whole principle. The outside is not the whole story. Men 
can make the outside look clean. They can regulate speech, dress, public behavior, and 
visible habits. They can present themselves well before society or even before the church. 
But God is not deceived by exterior management. He is not impressed by spotless cups 
with poison inside. He is not moved by whitewashed walls that cover rot. The self-righteous 
man spends his energy managing appearances, while the broken man asks for inward 
cleansing. One aims to be admired. The other longs to be washed. 

This is exactly why external decency can become spiritually dangerous when it is trusted. 
There is nothing wrong with moral restraint. There is nothing wrong with discipline, 
standards, order, sobriety, or clean living. Those things are good in their proper place. But 
when a man starts using those things as proof that he must be spiritually clean, he has 
stepped into deception. He begins to say, “I don’t do what they do. I don’t go where they go. 
I don’t talk like they talk. I don’t live like they live.” Very well. But have you been washed? 
Not merely trained, not merely civilized, not merely reformed, not merely conditioned, but 
washed? Proverbs 30:12 does not say they had improved habits. It says they were “not 
washed from their filthiness.” That means the real issue is not image correction but 
cleansing. 

3. The Difference Between Restraint and Washing 

A man may restrain sin without being cleansed from sin. That is one of the most important 
distinctions in the whole subject. Restraint can be produced by fear, upbringing, culture, 
reputation, consequences, temperament, or self-interest. Washing can only be produced 
by God. A man may avoid scandal because he does not want to get caught. He may avoid 
open vice because he fears shame. He may adopt a cleaner life because he wants a better 
social standing. He may stay outwardly decent because he was raised in a strict home, a 
conservative church, or a disciplined environment. But none of those things, by 
themselves, mean that the inner man has been dealt with before God. The wolf may have 
learned to sit quietly in the corner, but he is still a wolf. 

Titus 3:5 says, “Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his 
mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration.” That is divine language. Washing is not 



self-improvement. It is not polishing the flesh. It is not refining Adam. It is not producing a 
more presentable version of the old man. Washing is something God does to a sinner who 
cannot wash himself. That is why self-righteousness is so foolish. It confuses outward 
management with inward cleansing. It imagines that because the swamp has fewer visible 
ripples, the mud at the bottom must be gone. But it is still there. The heart of man remains 
deceitful, corrupt, and polluted apart from the cleansing work of God. You do not solve that 
by manners. You do not solve it by religious language. You do not solve it by looking better 
than the next fellow. 

Psalm 51 is a devastating rebuke to all fleshly confidence in restraint. David did not ask 
God to merely help him look better. He cried, “Wash me throughly from mine iniquity, and 
cleanse me from my sin” (Psalm 51:2). Later he said, “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be 
clean: wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow” (Psalm 51:7). That is the voice of a man 
who knows he cannot clean himself. A self-righteous man talks about trying harder, doing 
better, getting back on track, and making improvements. A convicted man cries for 
washing. He understands that the issue is not just a few bad choices but a dirty condition. 
He understands he needs more than correction; he needs cleansing. That is the dividing 
line. One man manages sin. The other seeks to be washed from it. 

4. Religious Language Can Hide a Dirty Heart 

One of the most frightening things about self-righteousness is how easily it hides behind 
religious language. A man can speak in “Bible words” and still be unwashed. He can say 
“praise the Lord,” “amen,” “conviction,” “separation,” “revival,” “discernment,” and 
“holiness,” and still be inwardly swollen with pride, envy, jealousy, vanity, or malice. 
Religious language often gives a man the illusion that because he speaks in sacred terms, 
he must be spiritually sound. But words can be memorized. Tones can be copied. Phrases 
can be inherited. A sinner can learn the dialect of his crowd without ever having his heart 
broken before God. He can sound like the saints and still think like a Pharisee. 

The Pharisee in Luke 18 is the classic example. He prayed, but he was not clean. He 
thanked God, but he was not humble. He fasted, tithed, and used religious language, but 
he was still lost in self-righteousness. The problem was not that he lacked religious talk. 
The problem was that all his talk was built around himself. The center of his prayer was not 
God’s holiness, not mercy, not truth, not guilt, not cleansing. It was his own supposed 
superiority. “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are” (Luke 18:11). There is a dirty 
heart dressed in clean language. There is filthiness wearing a church face. There is 
uncleanness blessing itself with spiritual vocabulary. That is the very thing Proverbs 30:12 
warns about. 



This is why we must never mistake religious fluency for spiritual purity. A man may know 
how to frame things in doctrinally impressive ways and still be foul in the sight of God. He 
may use Scripture to defend himself, justify his attitude, and preserve his image. He may be 
able to win arguments and lose his soul. He may be able to detect error in others while 
remaining blind to his own corruption. The devil himself quoted Scripture in Matthew 4, so 
a Bible verse in a man’s mouth is not proof of a clean heart. The issue is not whether he can 
speak the language of religion. The issue is whether he has ever been washed from his 
filthiness. That is a different matter entirely, and it is one that many religious people never 
honestly face. 

5. Self-Righteousness Resists Reproof Because It Thinks It Is Clean 

Once a man believes himself to be pure, reproof becomes an insult to his identity. That is 
why self-righteous people so often resent correction. You are not merely pointing out a 
problem to them; you are threatening the image of purity they have constructed. Proverbs 
9:8 says, “Reprove not a scorner, lest he hate thee: rebuke a wise man, and he will love 
thee.” Why does the self-righteous man hate reproof? Because he does not come to 
correction as one who suspects he may be wrong. He comes as one who has already 
acquitted himself. So when the truth lands, he does not receive it as help. He receives it as 
a hostile attack. The preaching that should heal him instead provokes him, because it 
threatens the false purity he has spent years protecting. 

This is why some church people can sit under strong preaching for years and never get right 
with God. They hear the message, but the message cannot find an opening. Every point is 
deflected. Every warning is reassigned. Every conviction is redirected toward somebody 
else. They are “pure in their own eyes,” so they read every sermon with themselves safely 
excluded. They say “amen” to the parts that condemn other people, but they shut down 
inwardly when the Holy Ghost begins putting His finger on their own heart. The man in open 
sin may break quicker, because he knows the shoe fits. The self-righteous man keeps 
changing shoes. He will not stand still long enough to let the word land where it belongs. 

The tragedy is that the truth he resents is the very truth that could heal him. Proverbs 27:6 
says, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend.” But self-righteousness cannot appreciate 
faithful wounds, because it is committed to maintaining a false image of health. It does not 
want surgery; it wants compliments. It does not want exposure; it wants confirmation. It 
does not want cleansing; it wants admiration for appearing clean. That is why reproof is a 
mercy. It breaks the illusion. It challenges the false verdict. It calls a man out of the land of 
self-blessing and into the painful, healing light of reality. The only soul that benefits from 
reproof is the one willing to admit, “I may not be as clean as I think.” 



6. Social Respectability Is Not Spiritual Purity 

A great many people mistake social respectability for spiritual cleanness. They live orderly 
lives, pay their bills, stay out of public scandal, speak politely, raise families, attend church, 
and keep up a decent name in the community. All of that may be good as far as it goes, but 
none of it proves the soul has been washed. Social respectability may keep a man out of 
jail and make him easier to live around, but it cannot remove filthiness from the heart. A 
respectable sinner is still a sinner. A dignified rebel is still a rebel. A polished unbeliever is 
still lost. The graveyard can be well landscaped and still be full of death underneath. 

Isaiah 64:6 takes a flamethrower to human respectability: “But we are all as an unclean 
thing, and all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags.” Notice that. Not merely our 
wickednesses, but “our righteousnesses.” The very things men present as evidence of 
moral worth are contaminated in the sight of God when offered as the basis of acceptance 
before Him. That means the man with a neat life, decent habits, and a socially admirable 
reputation still has no righteousness of his own that can stand before divine holiness. His 
best day needs mercy. His cleanest performance needs cleansing. His most polished 
righteousness, if trusted as righteousness before God, is still filthiness. That verse alone 
should bury every notion that respectability equals purity. 

This is why the gospel is such an offense to the self-righteous. The drunkard may 
understand readily that he needs grace. The prostitute may understand readily that she 
needs grace. But the respectable, moral, churchgoing, disciplined man is often the hardest 
one to convince, because he believes he has brought enough to the table already. He has 
not. Nicodemus was respectable, religious, educated, and devout, and Jesus still told him, 
“Ye must be born again” (John 3:7). Why? Because moral polish does not produce new 
birth, and outward decency does not wash filthiness away. A man can have all the 
trappings of order and still be spiritually dead, dirty, and lost without Christ. 

7. The Only Remedy for Filthiness Is Divine Cleansing 

If Proverbs 30:12 describes the disease, the rest of Scripture points us to the cure. The cure 
is not trying harder to look pure. The cure is not building a more convincing religious image. 
The cure is not comparing yourself with people worse than you. The cure is not intensifying 
your standards while leaving your heart untouched. The cure is divine cleansing. First John 
1:7 says, “the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanseth us from all sin.” There is the answer. 
Not your discipline. Not your respectability. Not your tribe. Not your religious language. Not 
your public image. The blood of Jesus Christ. The soul that thinks itself pure will never run 
there with urgency, because it does not feel dirty enough to need it. But once God opens 
the eyes, that blood becomes precious. 



This is also why confession is so vital. First John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is 
faithful and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” Self-
righteousness hides, edits, minimizes, and re-labels sin. Confession drags it into the light 
and agrees with God about it. Self-righteousness says, “I’m basically clean.” Confession 
says, “Lord, I am not washed in myself.” Self-righteousness says, “Others may need this, 
but I’m fine.” Confession says, “Search me, O God, and know my heart.” Self-righteousness 
resists exposure because it fears shame. Real confession embraces exposure because it 
longs for cleansing more than image protection. That is how healing begins. A man stops 
curating a false appearance of purity and begins dealing honestly with the filthiness that 
only God can wash away. 

At the highest level, the answer is not that I must become impressed with how dirty I am as 
some end in itself. The answer is that I must see the truth about myself so that I may flee to 
the truth about Christ. Philippians 3:9 says, “And be found in him, not having mine own 
righteousness.” That is where the whole matter ends. I do not need improved self-
righteousness. I do not need more polished self-estimation. I need the righteousness of 
Another. I need cleansing I could never produce, mercy I could never earn, and a washing I 
could never perform on myself. The man “pure in [his] own eyes” is still lost in the maze of 
self. The man who has seen his filthiness and fled to Christ has finally found the fountain 
opened for sin and for uncleanness. 

Conclusion 

Proverbs 30:12 is one of the most sobering verses in the Bible because it reveals how close 
a man can live to spiritual truth while remaining entirely deceived about his own condition. 
He can be “pure in [his] own eyes,” and yet still be “not washed from [his] filthiness.” That is 
the horror of self-righteousness. It is not only that a man is unclean. It is that he has 
mistaken uncleanness for purity. He has exchanged God’s verdict for his own. He has taken 
outward order, moral restraint, social respectability, religious vocabulary, and cultural 
decency, and he has woven them into a false robe of cleanliness. He looks in the mirror and 
blesses what God has not yet washed. He trusts appearances while the inward man 
remains polluted. That is a damnable blindness unless the Lord breaks it. 

The reason this subject matters so much is because this blindness shows up everywhere. It 
shows up in religion. It shows up in conservative churches. It shows up in respectable 
homes. It shows up in men who know doctrine. It shows up in women who keep order. It 
shows up in families that look clean from the outside. It shows up in preachers, teachers, 
servants, and hearers who have learned how to present well without ever falling broken 
before the holiness of God. It shows up anywhere people begin confusing restraint with 
regeneration, manners with mercy, polish with purity, and reputation with righteousness. 



The filthiness of the heart can sit under a clean collar, behind a nice smile, and inside a 
Bible-carrying body for years if it is never honestly brought to the Lord for cleansing. 

The blessed news is that God does not merely expose filthiness to shame a man. He 
exposes it so He can wash it. He reveals the dirt so the sinner will stop blessing himself and 
start seeking mercy. He tears down the illusion of purity so that real purity may begin 
through the blood of Jesus Christ and the cleansing work of God. The man who is pure in 
his own eyes is still in the dark, no matter how religious he sounds. But the man who has 
seen his filthiness and come to Christ for washing has begun to walk in the light. That is the 
lesson. Do not trust your own eyes. Do not trust your own verdict. Do not trust the 
respectability of the flesh. Let God tell you the truth about your condition, and then let God 
wash what only He can cleanse. 

 

 

3 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - The Pharisee in the Temple 

Introduction 

If a man wanted one passage in all the Bible that lays self-righteousness out on the table 
like a dissected corpse, Luke 18:9-14 would be one of the first places to go. The Lord Jesus 
Christ did not leave this thing vague. He did not merely say that some men are proud and 
others are humble. He drew the whole picture in living color. He put two men in the same 
temple, under the same heaven, before the same God, during the same hour of prayer, and 
yet one walked out condemned in his own righteousness while the other walked out 
justified by the mercy of God. That is not accidental. That is divine surgery. That is God 
taking a lantern into the dark chambers of religious pride and showing us exactly what self-
righteousness looks like when it speaks, when it prays, when it compares, when it boasts, 
and when it judges. It is one thing to define self-righteousness with theological language. It 
is another thing to watch it stand up in church and pray. 

Luke 18:9 begins with these words: “And he spake this parable unto certain which trusted 
in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others.” There is the whole anatomy 
right there in one verse. Self-righteousness has two heads on the same serpent. First, it 
trusts in itself that it is righteous. Second, it despises others. It is never content merely to 
think well of itself. It must also think lowly of those around it. It does not merely build a 
throne for self. It also digs a pit for its neighbor. That is the spirit of the Pharisee in the 
temple. He is not there because he is broken. He is not there because he is needy. He is not 
there because he has been crushed by the holiness of God and has come seeking mercy. 
He is there to perform before God, to advertise himself before heaven, and to draw a 



favorable contrast between himself and another sinner standing nearby. That is why the 
Lord selected that man for the parable. The most dangerous religion in the world is the 
religion that uses God as an audience for self-praise. 

This essay matters because that Pharisee is not dead. He is alive in every generation. He 
wears different clothes, uses different language, and belongs to different camps, but his 
heart is the same. He can be found in dead religion, in formal religion, in charismatic 
religion, in fundamental religion, in academic religion, in social media religion, and in old-
fashioned religion that has the right vocabulary with the wrong spirit. He can quote verses, 
argue doctrine, defend standards, condemn apostasy, and still carry the same poisonous 
heart that stood in that temple and thanked God he was not like other men. So if we are 
going to understand self-righteousness clearly, we must stand in that temple and watch 
both men pray. We must hear the boasting and the brokenness. We must observe the 
comparison and the confession. We must see why the man who sounded the strongest 
was actually the weakest, and why the man who looked the lowest was the one who went 
home justified. 

1. The Lord Addressed a Particular Kind of Man 

The first thing that must be noticed is that the Lord aimed this parable at a definite class of 
people. Luke says He spoke it “unto certain which trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and despised others.” That means the problem was not ignorance alone. It was 
not moral weakness alone. It was not merely bad habits or poor judgment. The problem 
was that these men had arrived at a settled inward confidence about their own 
righteousness. They had formed a private verdict. They had weighed themselves, measured 
themselves, approved themselves, and pronounced themselves fit. That is the starting 
point of all self-righteous religion. A man does not become a Pharisee by merely belonging 
to a sect. He becomes a Pharisee when he begins trusting his own estimate of himself 
instead of God’s verdict concerning him. 

Notice also that this trust is inward. It says they “trusted in themselves.” That means the 
root issue is not outward religion, though outward religion often becomes the display case 
for it. The root issue is where the confidence rests. Does it rest in the mercy of God or in the 
quality of the man? Does it rest in divine righteousness or personal righteousness? Does it 
rest in grace or in performance? Self-righteousness always leans on self. It may mention 
God. It may invoke His name. It may even thank Him. But underneath the language, the 
actual confidence is in the man himself. His character, his discipline, his record, his 
standards, his tribe, his consistency, his orthodoxy, his morality. The Pharisee says “God,” 
but he trusts “self.” That is one of the great deceptions in religion. A man can use God-
language while self remains the true object of confidence. 



Then the verse says they “despised others.” That is always the second fruit. Pride never 
remains private. Once a man begins trusting his own righteousness, he will need other 
people beneath him to help support the illusion. He will start sorting men into categories, 
not according to God’s mercy, but according to his own ladder of superiority. He will not 
merely rejoice that he is accepted by grace. He will take secret pleasure in being better 
than somebody else. He will become a spectator of other men’s failures, an accountant of 
other men’s faults, and a critic of other men’s weakness. That is why self-righteousness is 
so ugly. It not only lies about the self, it grows cruel toward others. It cannot survive without 
comparison, and comparison nearly always ends in contempt. 

2. Two Men Went Up Into the Temple to Pray 

The Lord begins the story simply: “Two men went up into the temple to pray; the one a 
Pharisee, and the other a publican” (Luke 18:10). On the surface, both men appear to be 
doing the same thing. Both are in the right place. Both are in the temple. Both have come at 
a religious hour. Both are standing in the presence of God. Both are associated with prayer. 
But similarity of setting does not mean similarity of spirit. Two men may bow their heads 
and yet be worlds apart inwardly. Two men may stand in church under the same sermon 
and yet one may be melting while the other is hardening. Two men may use the language of 
devotion and yet one may be speaking from pride while the other is speaking from 
desperation. The temple is the same, but the hearts are not. 

The contrast between the two men could not be sharper in the eyes of society. The Pharisee 
was the admired man. He was the respectable man. He was the separated man. He was 
the doctrinal man. He was the man of visible discipline and visible religion. The publican 
was the despised man. He was associated with corruption, compromise, greed, and 
shame. If you had asked the average observer outside the temple who was closer to God, 
he would likely have pointed to the Pharisee without hesitation. That is one of the reasons 
the Lord framed the parable this way. He was not merely contrasting a good man with a bad 
man. He was overturning man’s natural estimates. He was showing that the man who 
appears most religious outwardly may be furthest from justification inwardly, while the man 
most conscious of guilt may be the nearest to mercy. 

This should warn every reader not to judge spiritual condition by appearance. The world 
judges by reputation. Religion often judges by presentation. God judges by truth. That 
Pharisee had the better resume, the cleaner public image, the nobler social standing, the 
stronger religious reputation. But none of those things can justify a sinner before a holy 
God. The publican may have lacked all the Pharisee’s outward respectability, but he had 
one thing the Pharisee did not have that day: honesty before God. That is the difference 
between religion and reality. Religion says, “Who looks acceptable?” Reality asks, “Who 



has come empty enough to receive mercy?” The answer in the temple was not the man 
everyone admired. It was the man who knew he had nothing to bring. 

3. The Pharisee’s Prayer Was Really a Performance 

Luke 18:11 says, “The Pharisee stood and prayed thus with himself.” That wording is 
devastating. He may have been standing in the temple, but spiritually he was trapped 
inside the echo chamber of self. His prayer never really got beyond himself because it was 
not built on need, contrition, or brokenness. It was built on self-awareness and self-display. 
He “prayed thus with himself.” In other words, he was his own audience almost as much as 
God was. He was rehearsing his virtues in religious form. He was using prayer as a stage 
upon which to display his moral superiority. Self-righteousness loves religious forms 
because they allow pride to hide in holy places. 

Then listen to what he says: “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are” (Luke 
18:11). That sounds spiritual at first glance because it begins with a word to God and even 
includes thanksgiving. But thanksgiving can be corrupted when it becomes a vehicle for 
self-exaltation. This man is not thanking God for mercy. He is not thanking God for grace. 
He is not thanking God for pardon. He is thanking God that he himself is superior to others. 
He has taken the language of gratitude and filled it with vanity. He is not occupied with 
God’s holiness. He is occupied with his own difference from other men. He is not 
overwhelmed by divine goodness. He is pleased with personal distinctiveness. His prayer is 
simply pride dressed in church clothes. 

The rest of the prayer confirms it. He says, “extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even as this 
publican.” There it is in plain sight. He cannot even pray without glancing sideways at 
another man. He needs the publican standing nearby to complete his prayer, because 
comparison is the fuel of self-righteousness. He has no song unless there is somebody 
lower to stand on. He is not measuring himself by the blazing righteousness of God. He is 
measuring himself against selected categories of sinners and congratulating himself for 
coming out ahead. That is the disease in living color. The self-righteous man does not ask, 
“What am I before God?” He asks, “How do I compare to the people I despise?” And by 
framing the question that way, he secures the answer he wants. 

4. Religious Achievements Became His Evidence Before God 

The Pharisee goes on: “I fast twice in the week, I give tithes of all that I possess” (Luke 
18:12). Now he presents the exhibits in his case. He has already established that he is 
better than the bad men. Now he will establish that he is better than the average religious 
man too. He fasts often. He tithes thoroughly. He has a record. He has habits. He has 
visible acts of devotion. On paper, he is impressive. And that is exactly what self-



righteousness feeds on. It gathers data. It organizes accomplishments. It builds a list. It 
remembers sacrifices, duties, disciplines, and distinctions. Then it carries those things into 
the presence of God as though they strengthen the case for acceptance. 

There is a terrible subtlety here. Fasting is not wrong. Tithing is not wrong. Discipline is not 
wrong. External acts of devotion are not wrong in themselves. The issue is not whether the 
thing is religious. The issue is whether the thing is being used as evidence of righteousness 
before God. The Pharisee did not merely fast. He trusted in what fasting said about him. He 
did not merely tithe. He trusted in what tithing proved about him. He had converted 
spiritual practices into moral currency. They were not expressions of dependence. They 
were assets in the account of self. That is how self-righteousness works. It can take the very 
things that ought to humble a man and turn them into material for boasting. 

This is why even good practices can become dangerous when pride gets hold of them. A 
man may read his Bible, pray faithfully, attend church, serve diligently, dress soberly, avoid 
worldliness, and hold sound doctrine, and all of those things may be good. But if he begins 
resting in those things as proof that he is spiritually superior, they become food for the 
Pharisee inside. He stops seeing them as fruits of grace and starts seeing them as evidence 
of worth. He moves from gratitude into boasting. He becomes a curator of his own religious 
museum. He walks God through the exhibits and expects approval. The Lord Jesus Christ 
destroys that whole approach in this parable. The man with the stronger list went home 
unjustified because the list had become his savior. 

5. The Publican Had Nothing to Say for Himself 

Luke 18:13 shifts the scene with beautiful force: “And the publican, standing afar off, would 
not lift up so much as his eyes unto heaven.” The Pharisee stood boldly and spoke 
comfortably. The publican stood afar off and trembled. That distance is not a theatrical 
gesture. It reflects inward reality. He knows he is unworthy. He is not claiming nearness. He 
is not presuming upon his own condition. He is not at home in the presence of God 
because he has begun to see himself truthfully. He cannot even lift his eyes. That is not 
false humility. That is a guilty conscience brought under conviction. The man has no 
religious swagger left. He is not managing appearances. He is not performing. He is 
undone. 

Then the verse says he “smote upon his breast.” That is a bodily expression of inward grief. 
He is not inspecting another man. He is dealing with his own heart. The Pharisee’s prayer 
reached outward in comparison. The publican’s anguish turned inward in confession. He 
knows the problem is not “those people.” The problem is not society, not the liberals, not 
the compromise crowd, not the apostates, not somebody standing nearby. The problem is 



inside his own chest. That is why he smites his breast. He is acknowledging that the source 
of the trouble lies within. That is the beginning of spiritual sanity. Until a man stops using 
everybody else as the main exhibit and begins dealing honestly with his own heart, he has 
not yet entered the road of mercy. 

And then come those immortal words: “God be merciful to me a sinner.” He does not say, 
“God, notice my improvements.” He does not say, “God, compare me fairly.” He does not 
say, “God, at least I am not as bad as the men everyone talks about.” He does not say, 
“God, You know my intentions.” He says, “be merciful.” That means he understands the 
only thing that can help him is not justice on his merits, but mercy on God’s terms. He does 
not bring qualifications. He does not bring achievements. He does not bring arguments. He 
brings need. That is the language self-righteousness never learns until it is broken. The 
Pharisee talked about what he had done. The publican pleaded for what only God could do. 

6. The Great Reversal Is Justification by Mercy, Not Merit 

Verse 14 delivers the divine verdict: “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified 
rather than the other.” That is one of the most shocking statements an audience of that day 
could have heard. The respected religious man was not justified. The disgraced publican 
was. The man with the cleaner record outwardly was sent home without justification. The 
man with the broken heart and the cry for mercy was declared right before God. That is 
heaven’s reversal of man’s religion. It is a death blow to every form of merit-based 
spirituality. It is God saying plainly that justification is not granted to the man who thinks 
highly of his own righteousness, but to the sinner who abandons self and pleads for mercy. 

Notice also that the Lord does not say the publican went home improved rather than the 
other. He says justified. That is strong language. It means the issue at stake is not 
emotional release or moral sentiment. It is standing before God. One man left that temple 
right with God, and it was not the man who had been advertising his virtues. Why? Because 
God justifies the ungodly who cease from defending themselves and come empty to His 
mercy. The publican did not earn justification by his sorrow as though tears are the new 
currency. No. He received it because he came in the right posture, without self-righteous 
claims, looking wholly outside himself. That is faith’s posture. It is the collapse of self-
confidence and the appeal to divine mercy. 

This cuts the legs out from under every religious system that teaches or implies that a 
sinner stands accepted before God because of what he has built, performed, 
accumulated, achieved, or maintained. The Pharisee had those categories and was lost in 
them. The publican had none of them in that moment and was justified. That means the 
ground of acceptance is never found in the sinner himself. It must be found in God’s mercy 



and, in the full revelation of the New Testament, in the righteousness of Jesus Christ 
imputed to the believer by faith. The temple parable points straight in that direction. Self-
righteousness says, “Look at what I am.” Mercy says, “Look at what God is willing to do for 
the man who has nothing.” 

7. “Every One That Exalteth Himself Shall Be Abased” 

The Lord closes the parable with the rule that governs the whole matter: “for every one that 
exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted” (Luke 
18:14). That is not a suggestion. It is a law of God’s kingdom. Self-exaltation always ends in 
abasement before God. Humility before God always ends in exaltation by God. The 
Pharisee had already exalted himself in the temple. He had built his speech around self. He 
had lifted himself above the publican. He had taken pleasure in his own righteousness. And 
because he had already crowned himself, God sent him down unapproved. The publican 
lowered himself, confessed his need, and begged for mercy. Because he took the low 
place, God lifted him by justification. 

This principle runs through the whole Bible. Lucifer said, “I will ascend,” and was cast 
down. Nebuchadnezzar strutted through Babylon and was brought low. Haman built his 
ladder and hanged upon it. Peter boasted and wept bitterly. On the other hand, the contrite 
are raised, the broken are healed, and the humble find grace. James 4:6 says, “God 
resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.” The Pharisee did not merely fail to 
receive extra favor. He met resistance. That is what proud religion never seems to grasp. It 
imagines that because it is busy, disciplined, vocal, and active, God must be pleased. But 
God resists the proud, even when the proud are standing in a temple. 

That closing line also shows that self-righteousness is not merely a bad attitude. It is self-
exaltation. It is the lifting up of the self in the presence of God. That is why it is so offensive. 
It is not simply inaccurate. It is insolent. It is a sinner taking polluted flesh and setting it on a 
pedestal before heaven. It is a man who ought to be crying for mercy instead drawing 
attention to his own superiority. And because God is holy, He will abase that spirit. The only 
safe place for any sinner is low at the feet of God, stripped of claim, stripped of boasting, 
stripped of comparison, stripped of self-defense, crying for mercy. That man may not look 
impressive in the temple, but he is the one heaven helps. 

Conclusion 

The Pharisee in the temple is one of the clearest x-rays of self-righteousness in all Scripture 
because the Lord lets us hear the voice of pride praying in a holy place. He lets us watch a 
man use thanksgiving as a wrapper for vanity, religious discipline as a platform for boasting, 
and another sinner’s shame as a prop for his own self-advertisement. The Pharisee does 



not come to God as a beggar. He comes as a presenter. He does not come to seek 
cleansing. He comes to display credentials. He does not come as a sinner needing grace. 
He comes as a man already pleased with his own spiritual account. That is why his prayer 
is so chilling. It sounds religious on the surface, but underneath it is the old poison of self-
trust and contempt for others. 

The publican stands forever as the opposite spirit. He does not manage an image. He does 
not compare records. He does not polish a speech. He does not negotiate terms. He 
stands afar off, smites his breast, and asks for mercy. That is the man who went home 
justified. Not because brokenness is a meritorious work in itself, but because brokenness 
abandons the lie of self-righteousness and places the soul where grace can meet it. The 
Pharisee’s religion left no room for grace because he was full of himself. The publican’s 
confession made room for mercy because he came empty. One man carried a resume and 
missed justification. The other carried guilt and found it. 

That is the message this generation needs desperately. The great danger is not only open 
wickedness. The great danger is religious pride that can quote Scripture, defend standards, 
denounce compromise, and still remain untouched by the mercy of God. A man may sound 
strong in public and be furthest from justification in private. A man may appear low, guilty, 
and ruined and yet be nearest to the heart of God because he has stopped defending 
himself. So the lesson is plain. Do not stand in the temple with the Pharisee’s spirit. Do not 
use prayer to promote self. Do not use other men’s failures to perfume your own pride. Get 
low before God. Tell the truth about yourself. Quit trusting in your own righteousness. And if 
you want to go home justified, come the way the publican came, with nothing in your hands 
and mercy on your lips. 

 

 

4 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - Justifying Yourselves Before Men 

Introduction 

One of the most poisonous forms of self-righteousness is not always the loud Pharisee 
standing on a street corner, nor the cult leader building a counterfeit kingdom, nor the open 
hypocrite who is easy to expose. One of the most dangerous forms of self-righteousness is 
the quiet, polished, socially acceptable kind that knows how to survive in public by 
maintaining an image. It is the religion of appearance. It is the spiritual craft of managing 
how other people perceive you. It is the inward corruption that keeps one eye on heaven 
and the other eye on the crowd, not because it fears God, but because it craves approval. 
That thing is deadly because it often passes for maturity, balance, wisdom, respectability, 



and spirituality. It can look clean, sound clean, and present clean, while the heart 
underneath is still swollen with vanity, pride, insecurity, fear of man, and a secret love for 
being thought well of. That is why it is so hard to detect in ourselves. It flatters the ego while 
pretending to honor God. 

The Lord Jesus Christ put His finger right on it in Luke 16:15: “Ye are they which justify 
yourselves before men; but God knoweth your hearts: for that which is highly esteemed 
among men is abomination in the sight of God.” That verse is a dagger. It reaches past all 
the polished language and pierces the hidden motive. The issue is not simply that these 
men had bad theology. The issue is that they had built a public case for themselves. They 
had learned how to justify themselves before men. They knew how to appear right, sound 
right, and stand right in the sight of others. They had mastered public vindication while 
remaining inwardly wrong before God. That is one of the great diseases of religion. A man 
learns how to survive by reputation. He builds an identity out of what people think of him. 
He gets good at presenting himself as stable, righteous, discerning, loving, bold, doctrinally 
sound, or spiritually deep. But beneath the presentation, the Lord sees a heart that still 
loves applause more than truth. 

This essay matters because this problem is everywhere. It is in churches, pulpits, 
ministries, homes, online arguments, Bible studies, social circles, and religious traditions 
of every stripe. Men want to look right. They want to sound spiritual. They want to be known 
as balanced, holy, wise, separated, loving, or strong. They want the appearance of 
righteousness without the painful inward death that true holiness requires. So religion 
becomes a stage instead of an altar. It becomes performance instead of repentance. It 
becomes brand management instead of heart searching. And all the while, the Lord 
“knoweth your hearts.” That is the great terror of the text. Men may be fooled by 
appearances. Churches may reward appearances. Friends may applaud appearances. But 
God knows what is under the costume. He sees whether the soul is hungering for truth or 
merely hungering to be thought well of. He sees whether a man is pursuing righteousness 
or only pursuing the reputation of righteousness. 

1. The Need to Look Right Can Replace the Need to Be Right 

One of the first marks of self-righteousness is that the need to look right begins to outweigh 
the need to be right. A man becomes more concerned with his image than his condition. 
He begins measuring spiritual success by how he is perceived rather than by what God 
actually sees. Once that happens, truth becomes secondary and appearance becomes 
supreme. He may still use all the proper language. He may still quote Scripture, affirm 
doctrine, attend services, and maintain standards. But inwardly, the governing concern is 
no longer “Lord, search me.” It is “How am I coming across?” He wants to preserve a 



certain impression. He wants to manage how others interpret him. He wants to be regarded 
as sincere, knowledgeable, strong, humble, fair, bold, or spiritually mature. That concern 
can become so dominant that the man forgets he is living before the eyes of a holy God. 

This explains why some people become skillful at optics without ever becoming tender in 
conscience. They know how to choose the right words. They know when to say amen, when 
to weep, when to be silent, when to speak up, when to show restraint, and when to show 
zeal. They know how to create a public identity that protects them from scrutiny. That does 
not mean everything they say is false. In many cases, much of it is outwardly correct. The 
problem is deeper than factual correctness. The problem is that correctness has become 
part of a self-justifying presentation. The man is building a case before men. He is curating 
a reputation. He is unconsciously writing a story about himself in which he appears as one 
of the good, steady, reliable, righteous people. Meanwhile God is watching the hidden man 
of the heart. 

That is why Luke 16:15 is so devastating. The Lord does not merely say, “You justify 
yourselves.” He says, “before men.” He identifies the audience. That is where the energy is 
directed. These men are not broken before God. They are busy presenting themselves to 
others. And the moment the audience becomes central, hypocrisy is never far behind. 
Why? Because men can be persuaded by selective evidence. Men only see what they are 
shown. Men hear the words but do not always know the motive. Men are impressed by 
tone, polish, confidence, education, and public behavior. But God sees what men cannot 
see. He sees why the thing is being done. He sees the secret thrill a man gets from being 
admired. He sees the private panic when the image begins to crack. He sees the self-love 
hiding under spiritual presentation. 

2. Religion Easily Becomes a Stage 

Religion is especially dangerous to the proud heart because it offers so many opportunities 
for performance. There are prayers to be heard, truths to be defended, standards to be 
displayed, positions to be taken, wrongs to be denounced, songs to be sung, ministries to 
be built, and followers to be impressed. If a man is not careful, the very things that should 
have brought him low before God become props in the theater of self. He learns how to act 
spiritual. He learns how to speak in ways that communicate seriousness and conviction. 
He learns how to appear burdened, how to appear balanced, how to appear strong, how to 
appear compassionate, how to appear fearless. He may even become famous for qualities 
that, in reality, are more performed than possessed. That is the tragedy. The stage lights get 
brighter while the prayer closet grows darker. 



The Lord warned about this repeatedly. In Matthew 6 He spoke of those who give, pray, and 
fast “to be seen of men.” The action itself may look religious, but the inward engine is 
rotten. The giving is not for God. The praying is not for God. The fasting is not for God. All of 
it is bent toward visibility. All of it is arranged around audience perception. That is the same 
principle as Luke 16:15. Men are justifying themselves before men. They are constructing a 
public argument for their own spiritual worth. The audience may call them devoted. The 
crowd may call them deep. But if the secret motive is self-display, the Lord says they 
already have their reward. They got the one thing they were really after, the attention of 
men, and missed the approval of God. 

This is why public religion is never safe unless the heart is being continually judged in the 
light of God. A preacher can preach truth for the wrong reason. A singer can sing with a dirty 
motive. A teacher can teach in order to be esteemed. A separated man can enjoy the 
reputation of being more separated than others. A defender of sound doctrine can secretly 
love the feeling of superiority that comes with being the man who is always right. Even 
humility can be staged. A man can perform brokenness if he thinks brokenness will be 
admired. The flesh is that crooked. It can turn almost anything into theater. And once 
religion becomes a stage, repentance dries up. You cannot really repent while still trying to 
protect the costume. 

3. Public Approval Is a False Court 

When a man lives to justify himself before men, he has effectively chosen the wrong 
courtroom. He has decided that the verdict of the crowd is what matters most. That is an 
awful exchange, because public approval is one of the most unstable, shallow, and 
misleading courts in the world. The crowd can be impressed by things God hates. The 
crowd can applaud gifts while ignoring character. The crowd can reward confidence, 
polish, charisma, and forcefulness, even where the inward life is dry and proud. The crowd 
can call a man spiritual because he sounds certain. The crowd can call a woman holy 
because she looks proper. The crowd can confuse presentation with purity. And if a man 
starts drawing life from those verdicts, he will become addicted to being thought well of. 

That addiction produces a subtle slavery. The man must keep the image alive. He must 
continue appearing right. He must stay within the boundaries of what will preserve 
admiration. He must avoid exposing weaknesses that would damage the story people 
believe about him. So instead of pursuing truth wherever it leads, he begins protecting 
reputation wherever it is threatened. He may suppress confession because confession 
would make him look smaller. He may avoid honest admissions because admissions 
would weaken his standing. He may double down on bad attitudes because backing down 
would be embarrassing. He may refuse correction because correction would reveal he is 



not as sound as people think. The whole life becomes a campaign of self-preservation 
before human witnesses. 

Galatians 1:10 cuts straight through that bondage: “For do I now persuade men, or God? or 
do I seek to please men? for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ.” A 
servant of Christ cannot make the crowd his supreme court. He cannot make public 
esteem the highest ruling. The moment he does, he is compromised at the level of motive. 
That does not mean he becomes careless, rude, or reckless. It means his soul is no longer 
chained to the verdicts of other people. He would rather be right with God and 
misunderstood by men than admired by men and false before God. Self-righteousness 
cannot live that way. Self-righteousness needs witnesses. It needs approval. It needs a jury 
that will reinforce the image. But the man who truly fears God learns to distrust the 
applause of men when God has not spoken peace. 

4. Image Management Is the Enemy of Honest Repentance 

No one repents honestly while trying to manage appearances. Real repentance is too 
humiliating for that. It requires the soul to step out from behind its public presentation and 
agree with God against itself. It requires the sinner to stop editing the story, stop arranging 
the facts, stop softening the language, and stop preserving reputation long enough to say, 
“Lord, that is what I am.” Self-righteousness hates that moment because it is built on self-
protection. It can endure sermons, discussions, debates, books, and religious activities, 
but it cannot endure true inward exposure without a fight. It wants to confess in vague 
language, in safe categories, in carefully measured terms that do not damage the public 
image too much. It wants forgiveness without the collapse of self-importance. 

This is one reason why some people remain outwardly religious for years without ever 
becoming deeply clean. They practice maintenance instead of repentance. They adjust 
behaviors. They manage impressions. They apologize in ways that preserve dignity. They 
admit enough to seem humble, but not enough to be truly broken. They say the kinds of 
things that keep them looking teachable while remaining largely untouched at the core. The 
whole thing becomes strategic. It becomes self-aware and self-protective. But God is not 
fooled by edited repentance. He knows when a confession is still serving the ego. He knows 
when a man is trying to appear repentant rather than actually getting right. 

David did not get help until he stopped managing the thing and cried, “Against thee, thee 
only, have I sinned” and “wash me throughly from mine iniquity” and “create in me a clean 
heart, O God” (Psalm 51:4, 2, 10). That is not image management. That is collapse before 
God. That is a man no longer trying to justify himself before men. That is a man willing to let 
the truth ruin his public defense because he needs cleansing more than he needs dignity. 



Self-righteousness cannot pray that way while it is still active. It has too much to lose in the 
court of public opinion. But the man who fears God learns that losing face before men is a 
small price to pay for being real before the Lord. 

5. Self-Righteousness Loves the Reputation of Balance, Wisdom, and Superiority 

One of the subtlest forms of self-righteousness is the desire to appear especially balanced, 
wise, spiritual, or superior in judgment. Not every self-righteous person is loud and crude. 
Some are polished and measured. They do not parade obvious boasting. They prefer a 
more sophisticated vanity. They want to be known as the sane voice, the reasonable one, 
the discerning one, the one who never overreacts, the one who sees both sides, the one 
who speaks with mature calm. There is nothing wrong with balance or wisdom in 
themselves, but once a man begins craving the reputation of those things, he is in danger. 
He can become more concerned with being seen as balanced than with actually being 
truthful. He can start cultivating the image of wisdom while inwardly remaining proud of his 
supposed wisdom. 

That same thing happens with spiritual superiority. A man may not say plainly, “I am better 
than everybody here.” He may instead communicate it through posture, tone, implication, 
and selective distance. He lets people know, in a thousand quiet ways, that he sees more 
clearly than they do, that he is not carried away like the others, that he is more discerning, 
more grounded, more doctrinally sound, more separated, or more spiritually deep. It is 
refined pride, but pride just the same. The old Pharisee has simply changed his clothes. 
Instead of openly boasting about fasting and tithing, he boasts through cultivated image. 
He wears wisdom as a halo and discernment as a crown. And men, being drawn to 
confidence and polish, often reward him for it. 

The problem is that the Lord sees straight through it. He knows whether a man is truly wise 
or just hungry to be seen as wise. He knows whether a man is truly humble or just skilled at 
appearing humble. He knows whether a man is truly balanced or merely frightened of 
taking an honest stand that might damage his image. He knows whether a person’s calm 
tone comes from peace or from vanity. He knows whether a strong public identity is the 
fruit of a clean conscience or the architecture of self-righteousness. Men only see the final 
presentation. God sees the motive under every choice. That is why the need to appear 
superior is so deadly. It can flourish under the praise of others while remaining abominable 
before God. 

6. God Knows the Heart Beneath the Presentation 

Luke 16:15 does not merely expose the act of self-justification. It gives the divine answer to 
it: “but God knoweth your hearts.” That is the line every self-righteous soul should tremble 



under. Men may not know your heart. Your family may not know it. Your church may not 
know it. Your friends may not know it. Your audience may not know it. You may even 
succeed for a season in convincing yourself. But God knoweth your heart. He knows why 
you said what you said. He knows why you did what you did. He knows whether your 
service came from love or vanity. He knows whether your restraint came from holiness or 
fear of losing face. He knows whether your doctrine is defended for His glory or for your 
own identity. He knows whether your kindness is real or strategic. He knows whether your 
public spirituality is rooted in repentance or merely in presentation. 

That truth should either terrify or comfort you, depending on the condition of your soul. It 
terrifies the hypocrite because it means no disguise works with God. It comforts the broken 
believer because it means the Lord also sees sincerity where men may misjudge it. But in 
the context of self-righteousness, it is a thunderclap. It means every carefully arranged 
appearance is useless before the throne. It means every public defense collapses under 
the gaze of omniscience. It means that all the labor spent on reputation cannot alter the 
divine knowledge of what is really there. That is why religion without heart truth is so futile. 
It works only in the lower courts. It impresses only the blind. It survives only where 
omniscience is ignored. 

First Samuel 16:7 says, “man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on 
the heart.” That is not just a comforting verse about how God sees deeper than human 
prejudice. It is also a warning that outward appearance can be profoundly misleading. Men 
can be taken in by strong external signals. God is not. The Lord looks beneath the language, 
beneath the demeanor, beneath the public record, beneath the reputation, beneath the 
brand, beneath the ministry persona, beneath the spiritual costume, and beneath the 
polished testimony. He sees the real center. And if that center is still devoted to self-
approval before men, no amount of external admiration can turn it into righteousness. 
What matters is not whether people think you are right. What matters is whether God sees 
truth in the inward parts. 

7. The Cure Is to Live Before God, Not Before the Audience 

The cure for justifying ourselves before men is not to become careless about testimony. It is 
not to stop caring what anyone thinks in a reckless, fleshly way. The cure is to shift the 
courtroom. It is to move the soul back under the eye of God and out from under the tyranny 
of audience approval. It is to begin asking different questions. Not “How did that make me 
look?” but “Was that true before God?” Not “Did people come away impressed?” but “Did 
the Lord see honesty in my heart?” Not “Was I vindicated?” but “Was I clean?” The whole 
orientation of the soul must change. A man must learn to seek truth instead of image, 
reality instead of presentation, inward cleanness instead of public admiration. 



That takes humility because living before God kills performance. It forces a man to let the 
Lord dismantle the version of himself he has worked so hard to protect. It teaches him to 
welcome correction because correction serves truth. It teaches him to confess plainly 
because plain confession is better than polished deceit. It teaches him to accept 
misunderstanding by men if faithfulness to God requires it. It teaches him to do good 
secretly, pray secretly, and serve without always needing a witness. It teaches him to be 
more interested in a clear conscience than in a clean image. That is where freedom begins. 
The soul that no longer needs to justify itself before men has stopped living on borrowed 
breath. 

Paul gives the right spirit in 1 Corinthians 4:3-4: “But with me it is a very small thing that I 
should be judged of you, or of man’s judgment” and “he that judgeth me is the Lord.” That is 
not arrogance. It is liberty under God. Paul was not saying human accountability does not 
matter. He was saying that the decisive verdict belongs to the Lord, not to the passing 
estimates of men. That kind of God-centered living breaks the back of self-righteous image 
management. A man can finally stop performing and start repenting. He can stop managing 
appearances and start seeking truth. He can stop building a public case and start asking 
for a clean heart. And when that happens, religion is no longer a stage. It becomes what it 
ought to have been all along, a place where sinners meet the searching light and saving 
mercy of God. 

Conclusion 

Self-righteousness that justifies itself before men is one of the most dangerous forms of 
spiritual deception because it can live and thrive under religious respectability. It does not 
always announce itself through loud boasting or obvious hypocrisy. Sometimes it hides 
under polish, calmness, balance, discipline, doctrinal precision, and a carefully managed 
reputation. It learns how to appear right, spiritual, fair, wise, and steady in the eyes of 
others. It builds a public identity that draws admiration and avoids scrutiny. But the whole 
structure is built on sand because the one thing that matters most cannot be manipulated. 
“God knoweth your hearts.” That is the sentence that topples the whole theater. It reminds 
us that every stage performance ends the moment the soul stands before the eyes of 
omniscience. 

The great danger of living this way is that a man may spend years protecting an image while 
neglecting his own heart. He may become impressive without becoming clean. He may 
become reputable without becoming broken. He may become known for righteousness 
without ever having faced the truth of his inward corruption. He may even use religion itself 
as a shield against honest repentance. And in that condition, the praise of men becomes a 
curse, because it reinforces the lie he is already telling himself. The audience claps, the 



reputation holds, the image survives, and the soul remains unsearched. That is why what is 
“highly esteemed among men” can be “abomination in the sight of God.” Men often reward 
the very presentation God despises. 

The answer is not to become theatrical in the other direction or to wear false humility like 
another costume. The answer is to come back under the gaze of God and let His verdict 
matter most. It is to stop asking how things appear and start asking whether they are true. It 
is to seek inward cleansing instead of outward validation. It is to let confession replace 
image management, and truth replace performance. It is to remember that being approved 
by men is not the same thing as being accepted by God. The soul that learns to live before 
the Lord rather than before the audience is finally on safe ground. That soul can stop 
justifying itself before men because it has begun to hunger for something better than 
reputation, the truth of God in the inward parts. 

 

 

5 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - Establishing Their Own Righteousness 

Introduction 

There is hardly a more offensive sin in the sight of God than the sin of self-righteousness, 
because self-righteousness is not merely a bad attitude or an inflated opinion of oneself. It 
is a direct contradiction of what God has said about man, sin, grace, and righteousness. It 
is man refusing God’s diagnosis and inventing his own remedy. It is a sinner standing under 
condemnation and yet insisting that he can contribute something acceptable toward his 
own justification. It is the old rebel heart trying to patch together a covering of works, 
religion, effort, morality, sacraments, tradition, zeal, or personal discipline, and then 
presenting that covering to a holy God as if heaven should be impressed with it. That is why 
Romans 10:3 cuts so deep. It exposes self-righteousness for what it really is. It is not a 
harmless religious instinct. It is a theological rebellion against the righteousness of God. 

The verse says, “For they being ignorant of God’s righteousness, and going about to 
establish their own righteousness, have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness 
of God” (Romans 10:3). Every word in that verse is a hammer blow. They were ignorant of 
God’s righteousness. That means they did not truly understand His holiness, His standard, 
His justice, His perfection, and His absolute requirement for a righteousness that matches 
His own nature. Then, in that ignorance, they went about to establish their own 
righteousness. That means they did not merely stumble into error. They actively labored at 
it. They built it, defended it, polished it, and promoted it. They developed a substitute 
righteousness of their own making. And then the verse says they “have not submitted 



themselves” unto the righteousness of God. That is the heart of the matter. Self-
righteousness is man refusing to bow. It is man refusing to come bankrupt. It is man 
refusing to admit that he has nothing God can accept. The sinner would rather build a 
counterfeit garment than stand naked and receive the robe of Christ. 

This issue runs through the whole Bible because fallen man has always tried to solve his sin 
problem without fully submitting to God’s answer. Cain brought the works of his own 
hands. Israel trusted in the law without seeing its true purpose. The Pharisee in the temple 
brought his moral record. The rich young ruler brought his commandment-keeping. 
Religious systems throughout history have built elaborate ladders of sacraments, rituals, 
duties, fastings, pilgrimages, penances, and moral achievements. Even the average lost 
man who says, “I think I’m a good person,” is speaking the language of Romans 10:3. He is 
going about to establish his own righteousness. This essay must lay the axe to that root. A 
sinner is either standing in his own righteousness or in the righteousness of God by faith in 
Jesus Christ. There is no middle ground, no hybrid system, and no shared glory. Until a man 
abandons his own righteousness completely, he cannot receive the righteousness that God 
gives freely in His Son. 

1. Ignorance of God’s Righteousness Produces Confidence in Self 

The verse begins with ignorance because that is where the whole disaster starts. Men are 
ignorant of God’s righteousness. That does not mean they are always irreligious, 
uncultured, or biblically illiterate. In many cases, they are highly religious, deeply 
traditional, morally disciplined, and outwardly serious. But they do not know God’s 
righteousness as He reveals it. They do not know the blazing purity of His holiness, the 
strictness of His justice, the absolute perfection of His standard, and the impossibility of 
sinful flesh ever satisfying that standard by personal effort. If a man truly saw God’s 
righteousness in its full force, his mouth would be stopped, his self-confidence would 
collapse, and his religious boasting would die on the spot. But because he remains 
ignorant of that righteousness, he imagines that his own righteousness may still have some 
value before God. 

That ignorance is not merely mental. It is moral and spiritual. The natural man does not 
want to know God as He is, because the true knowledge of God destroys every flattering 
thought the flesh has about itself. Isaiah did not walk out of the throne room saying, “I think 
I can improve enough to be acceptable.” He cried, “Woe is me! for I am undone” (Isaiah 
6:5). Job did not see God and start reciting his merits. He said, “I abhor myself, and repent 
in dust and ashes” (Job 42:6). When divine righteousness is truly revealed, self-
righteousness does not get stronger. It gets crushed. That is why the flesh prefers a reduced 



version of God, a manageable version of holiness, and a softened version of justice. The old 
nature must lower God in order to elevate man. 

Once that ignorance settles in, the sinner begins to imagine that righteousness is 
something he can attain, maintain, or at least help produce. He thinks of righteousness as 
moral decency, religious sincerity, church loyalty, commandment-keeping, or the 
accumulation of good deeds. He starts comparing himself with other sinners instead of 
measuring himself by the holiness of God. He says, “I’m not as bad as they are,” which is 
simply another way of saying he is ignorant of God’s righteousness. Romans 3:10 declares, 
“There is none righteous, no, not one.” That statement annihilates self-righteousness at the 
root. But the man who is ignorant of God’s righteousness cannot receive that statement 
honestly. He will always try to carve out an exception for himself. 

2. Self-Righteousness Is Active, Not Passive 

Romans 10:3 says they were “going about to establish their own righteousness.” That is not 
passive language. It means they were busy. They were active. They were exerting 
themselves in this false cause. Self-righteousness is not a lazy sin. It is often one of the 
busiest sins in the world. It fasts, it tithes, it studies, it debates, it performs rituals, it builds 
systems, it obeys rules, it joins churches, it keeps ceremonies, it wears proper clothing, it 
learns proper language, and it develops a whole religious identity around personal 
performance. The flesh does not mind exertion if the exertion allows the self to remain 
central. That is why some of the hardest people to reach with grace are not the openly 
profane but the deeply religious. 

This is one reason false religion often looks so impressive. It has activity. It has effort. It has 
sacrifice. It has visible commitment. It has seriousness. It has structure. But all of that 
activity may be driving in the wrong direction. A man can be sincere and still be sincerely 
wrong. He can be disciplined and still be lost. He can be extremely devoted to a religious 
system and still be going about to establish his own righteousness. That was true of Saul of 
Tarsus before he met Christ. He was not a lazy man. He was not careless about religion. He 
was zealous, structured, learned, disciplined, and blameless “touching the righteousness 
which is in the law” (Philippians 3:6). Yet all of that zeal was harnessed to the wrong 
righteousness. 

That truth should humble every religious man alive. Busyness is not righteousness. Zeal is 
not righteousness. Ceremony is not righteousness. Sincerity is not righteousness. Effort is 
not righteousness. The issue is not whether a man is active. The issue is whether he has 
submitted to the righteousness of God. The Jews in Romans 10 were very active, but their 
activity was a substitute for submission. They preferred labor to surrender. They preferred 



performance to trust. They preferred a righteousness they could help construct over a 
righteousness they had to receive as a gift. That is still the spirit of self-righteousness today. 
It would rather sweat in the flesh than bow in helplessness. 

3. Establishing Personal Righteousness Is a Refusal to Submit 

The verse says they “have not submitted themselves unto the righteousness of God.” There 
is the heart of the whole matter. Self-righteousness is not simply a mistaken estimate of 
one’s moral standing. It is a refusal to submit. The sinner will not bow to God’s verdict on 
his condition, and he will not bow to God’s method of salvation. He refuses both the 
diagnosis and the cure. He will not admit total ruin, and he will not accept a righteousness 
in which he has no share of the glory. Submission is offensive to the flesh because 
submission means surrendering all claim, all merit, all bragging rights, all self-help religion, 
and all private moral pride. 

This is why salvation by grace through faith is so offensive to the natural man. It leaves him 
no room to boast. Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For by grace are ye saved through faith... Not of 
works, lest any man should boast.” God designed the gospel to shut boasting out. He shut 
the sinner up to grace so that all glory would belong to Christ. But the flesh hates that 
arrangement. It wants a religion where it can contribute something. It wants a plan where it 
can still say, “At least I did my part.” It does not mind God helping. It does not mind Christ 
being important. It does not mind grace being mentioned. What it minds is the total loss of 
control and the total loss of credit. 

Submission means a man must stop defending himself. He must stop bargaining with God. 
He must stop imagining that sacraments, morality, discipline, heritage, or effort can 
improve his standing before the Judge. He must cease from trying to save face and instead 
confess that he has no righteousness at all that can stand before divine holiness. That is 
why the publican in Luke 18 went home justified and the Pharisee did not. The Pharisee 
would not submit. The publican did. The Pharisee brought a record. The publican brought a 
plea. The Pharisee trusted in himself. The publican cried for mercy. That is always the 
dividing line between self-righteousness and saving faith. 

4. Man’s Righteousness Is a Counterfeit Answer to Sin 

Self-righteousness is man’s counterfeit answer to the guilt problem. God says the sinner 
needs righteousness from outside himself. Man says he can manufacture some from within 
himself. God says the sinner is condemned already. Man says he can improve enough to tip 
the scales. God says the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. Man 
says he can discipline, reform, and ritualize himself into acceptability. That is why self-



righteousness is not merely the wrong method. It is a counterfeit gospel. It offers a fake 
cure for a fatal disease. 

Cain is the first great picture of this. God had established the principle of blood sacrifice, 
but Cain brought the fruit of the ground, the labor of his own hands. He brought what he 
had produced. He brought his own religious offering, on his own terms, from his own effort. 
That is self-righteousness in seed form. It is man saying, “I know what God requires, but I 
have something else I would like Him to accept.” And when God rejected Cain’s offering, 
Cain did not humble himself and submit. He became angry. That is exactly what self-
righteousness does. When God refuses man’s counterfeit righteousness, the flesh does not 
naturally repent. It resents the insult. 

All false religion follows that same line. Some trust in baptism. Some trust in communion. 
Some trust in confirmation. Some trust in keeping the Sabbath. Some trust in moral living. 
Some trust in their family’s religion. Some trust in church attendance. Some trust in 
conservative standards. Some trust in emotional experiences. Some trust in endurance to 
the end. But if any of those things are made part of the ground upon which a man thinks 
God accepts him, they become counterfeit righteousness. The form may vary, but the spirit 
is identical. It is man going about to establish his own righteousness instead of submitting 
to the righteousness of God. 

5. Law, Morality, and Religion Cannot Produce Saving Righteousness 

The law of God is holy, just, and good, but the law was never given as a ladder for sinful 
man to climb into justification. The law reveals sin. It defines transgression. It stops 
mouths. It brings the knowledge of sin. Romans 3:20 says, “by the deeds of the law there 
shall no flesh be justified in his sight.” Yet the natural heart constantly tries to turn the law 
into a self-salvation program. It says, in effect, “If I keep enough, improve enough, obey 
enough, or clean up enough, perhaps God will accept me.” That is the exact opposite of the 
law’s design. The law was meant to shut the sinner up to grace, not give him confidence in 
the flesh. 

Morality cannot produce saving righteousness either. A man may become more decent 
than he was. He may stop certain gross sins. He may become respectable, socially 
acceptable, and even admired. But morality does not change the fact that he is a sinner by 
nature and guilty before God. A polished sinner is still a sinner. A civilized rebel is still a 
rebel. A man may be preferable to live next door to without being any closer to justification 
in heaven’s court. That is why Isaiah 64:6 says, “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags.” 
Not just our wickednesses, but our “righteousnesses” when offered as grounds of 
acceptance before God. 



Religion has the same limitation. It can organize a man, restrain a man, educate a man, and 
polish a man, but it cannot justify a man. The Pharisee had religion. The rich young ruler 
had religion. Saul had religion. The Jews in Romans 10 had religion. But religion without 
submission to the righteousness of God becomes the workshop of self-righteousness. It 
gives the flesh materials to work with. It supplies rituals, duties, and performances by 
which the sinner can continue pretending he has something valuable to offer God. That is 
why the gospel must cut across law, morality, and religion and declare plainly that 
righteousness before God is not achieved through any of them. 

6. The Righteousness of God Must Be Received by Faith 

If man cannot establish righteousness, then righteousness must come from somewhere 
else. That is exactly what the gospel declares. Romans 3:21-22 says, “But now the 
righteousness of God without the law is manifested... Even the righteousness of God which 
is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe.” There it is. The 
righteousness required by God is supplied by God. It does not arise from man. It does not 
mature out of moral effort. It does not emerge from ritual performance. It is “the 
righteousness of God.” And it comes “by faith.” Faith is the empty hand that receives what 
grace provides. 

This is where self-righteousness reaches its crisis point. The sinner must choose whether 
he will cling to his own righteousness or receive God’s righteousness. He cannot do both. 
Philippians 3:9 makes that plain: “And be found in him, not having mine own 
righteousness... but that which is through the faith of Christ.” Those are two opposite 
garments. “Mine own righteousness” on one side, “that which is through the faith of Christ” 
on the other. The sinner must part company with the first in order to be clothed with the 
second. That is why conversion is such a humbling experience when it is real. It is the death 
of self-confidence in religious matters. 

Faith receives because faith has stopped constructing. Faith rests because faith has 
stopped striving to establish merit before God. Faith looks away from self and unto Christ. 
It says, “I cannot save myself, cleanse myself, justify myself, improve myself into 
acceptance, or build a righteousness God will honor. I need Another.” That is the blessed 
poverty of spirit the Lord spoke of. The man who is poor in spirit is not offering heaven a 
résumé. He is receiving from heaven a righteousness he never could have earned. That is 
why faith and self-righteousness cannot coexist peacefully. The one lives by receiving. The 
other lives by producing. 

7. Christ Is the End of Self-Righteousness 



Romans 10:4 says, “For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that 
believeth.” Christ is the end of all attempts to get righteousness by law-keeping, merit, 
sacraments, reform, ritual, or fleshly effort. He is the end of every ladder the sinner tries to 
build. He is the end of every religious garment the flesh tries to sew together. He is the end 
of boasting, because in Him alone the sinner finds the righteousness that God accepts. 
Christ does not improve man’s righteousness. He replaces it. He does not polish the old 
garment. He clothes the believer in a new one. 

Second Corinthians 5:21 gives the glory of it: “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who 
knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.” That is the answer 
self-righteousness can never imitate. It cannot produce substitution. It cannot produce 
imputation. It cannot produce a sinless Savior standing in the sinner’s place and the sinner 
being reckoned righteous in Him. All self-righteous religion can do is keep a man busy with 
counterfeits. But in Christ there is a real answer, a perfect answer, a finished answer. The 
believer is not merely assisted toward righteousness. He is made “the righteousness of 
God in him.” 

That is why self-righteousness is such an insult to the cross. It says, in effect, that Christ’s 
righteousness is not sufficient by itself. It says His finished work needs supplementation. It 
says His blood must be helped by human performance. It says His grace is not enough. No 
wonder God hates it. Self-righteousness steals from Christ what belongs to Christ alone. It 
intrudes the flesh into the holy ground of justification. But when a sinner finally abandons 
his own righteousness, bows before God, and trusts Christ alone, he finds that what he 
could never establish by a lifetime of effort has been freely given by grace through faith. 
That is the end of self-righteousness and the beginning of true peace with God. 

Conclusion 

Romans 10:3 is one of the clearest descriptions in all the Bible of what self-righteousness 
really is. It is ignorance of God’s righteousness, laboring to establish a counterfeit 
righteousness of one’s own, and refusing to submit to the righteousness God provides. That 
is not a small doctrinal slip. That is rebellion in religious form. It is the sinner preferring his 
own terms over God’s terms. It is man putting his own dirty garment beside the spotless 
robe of Christ and daring to think the two can be compared. It is the creature saying to the 
Creator, “I know You require righteousness, but I have something of my own I would like You 
to accept.” 

Every false gospel in the world grows out of that root. Every system of works religion, every 
ritualized path of merit, every sacramental ladder, every “be good enough” theology, every 
“do your best and God will understand” philosophy, every “faith plus obedience plus 



endurance plus ceremony” corruption of the gospel comes from this same refusal to 
submit. Man does not naturally want grace because grace humiliates him. Grace tells him 
he is helpless. Grace tells him he cannot contribute to the ground of his salvation. Grace 
tells him that all glory belongs to Jesus Christ. And the old nature hates that verdict until 
the Spirit of God breaks it down. 

The blessed truth is that God has provided exactly what He requires. He requires 
righteousness, and He has revealed His righteousness in His Son. He requires perfection, 
and Christ alone is perfect. He requires a spotless standing, and that standing is given 
freely to every sinner who believes. So the issue is plain. Will a man keep going about to 
establish his own righteousness, or will he submit to the righteousness of God? Will he 
keep patching together the filthy rags of self-righteous religion, or will he be clothed in 
Christ? Until he abandons his own righteousness, he cannot receive God’s. But when he 
does abandon it, when he bows, submits, and trusts the Lord Jesus Christ, he finds that the 
righteousness he could never build has already been finished at Calvary and offered freely 
by grace through faith. 

 

 

6 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - The Leaven of the Pharisees 

Introduction 

One of the most dangerous things about self-righteousness is that it does not always walk 
in through the front door wearing a name tag. It does not always arrive with a loud boast, a 
lifted chin, and an obvious spirit of arrogance that everybody can spot in five seconds. 
Sometimes it comes in quietly. Sometimes it comes in religiously. Sometimes it comes in 
under the banner of zeal, conviction, separation, maturity, discernment, and doctrinal 
seriousness. That is what makes it so deadly. It does not merely corrupt the openly vain. It 
infects the serious. It gets into churches, ministries, families, Bible studies, and circles of 
believers who sincerely began by wanting truth. Then somewhere along the line, a love for 
truth begins to mutate into pride about having truth. A burden for holiness begins to mutate 
into contempt for those judged less holy. A desire for separation begins to mutate into a 
hunger to feel superior. That is why Christ warned about leaven. He was talking about 
something that spreads quietly, works invisibly, and changes the whole lump from the 
inside out. 

The Lord said in Luke 12:1, “Beware ye of the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.” In 
Matthew 16:6 He said, “Take heed and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and of the 
Sadducees.” Later in that chapter the disciples understood that He was not speaking 



merely of literal bread, “but of the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the Sadducees” 
(Matthew 16:12). That means this leaven has to do with hypocrisy, doctrine, influence, and 
inward corruption working beneath an outward form. It is not accidental that Christ used 
leaven as the illustration. Leaven is small, but it spreads. It is often hidden, but it works. It is 
not content to stay isolated in one corner. It moves through the whole mass. That is exactly 
how self-righteousness behaves in religious environments. It gets into language, into tone, 
into reactions, into assumptions, into standards, into leadership culture, into the way 
people talk about “truth,” and before long an atmosphere develops where orthodoxy is still 
present on the lips but pride has started reigning in the heart. 

This essay matters because many believers imagine self-righteousness only in its grossest 
form. They picture the most obvious Pharisee, the most pompous legalist, the most 
theatrical hypocrite. But the leaven of the Pharisees is often more subtle than that. It can 
begin with a sincere desire to be doctrinally sound. It can begin with a desire to stand 
against compromise. It can begin with a longing to honor God’s word. There is nothing 
wrong with any of those things in themselves. The danger comes when the flesh sneaks in 
and begins using those good things as material for self-exaltation. Then truth is no longer 
loved simply because it is God’s truth. It is loved because it becomes part of a superior 
identity. Then discernment is no longer a tool of protection. It becomes a badge of rank. 
Then separation is no longer unto God. It becomes distance from other people that feeds 
pride. That is the leaven we must expose. It is the quiet spread of self-righteousness 
beneath doctrinal clothing, and if it is not judged, it will permeate the whole spirit of a 
person, a church, or a movement. 

1. Leaven Works Quietly Before It Works Openly 

The genius of Christ’s warning is in the illustration itself. Leaven does not announce its work 
with noise. It does not ask permission. It does not spread in a dramatic burst. It moves 
quietly, gradually, and thoroughly. That is exactly how self-righteousness often enters a life. 
It rarely begins with a man saying, “I want to become a proud religious hypocrite.” It begins 
with smaller movements. A person starts noticing error and takes satisfaction in being right 
about it. He begins separating from compromise and takes pleasure in the distance 
between himself and others. He starts learning doctrine and slowly becomes more 
impressed with his grasp of doctrine than humbled by the God who revealed it. Little by 
little, the thing spreads. The outside may still look serious and biblical, but beneath the 
surface the soul is changing. 

That is why some of the most dangerous spiritual declines happen in people who still 
appear outwardly sound. They still use the right verses. They still defend good doctrine. 
They still reject false teaching. They may still preach against sin, liberalism, apostasy, and 



corruption. But inwardly, the leaven is working. Their tone gets harder. Their spirit gets 
colder. Their reactions become less redemptive and more superior. They begin to enjoy 
exposing error a little too much. They begin to relish being the one who sees what others do 
not see. They become less grieved over sin and more excited by the chance to prove they 
are not like the sinners they condemn. Nothing may have changed dramatically in outward 
confession, but the inward atmosphere has changed. 

This is why believers must be watchful early, not merely reactive late. By the time self-
righteousness becomes obvious, it has usually been working a long time. It has already 
moved through attitudes, habits of thought, conversational patterns, and emotional 
reflexes. It has already begun training the soul to feel safer in superiority than in humility. 
That is why Christ said “beware.” He did not say merely identify it once it has matured. He 
said beware of it because it moves in hidden ways before it reveals its full power. A wise 
Christian learns to fear the first subtle stirrings of pride more than the flesh learns to fear 
the exposure of pride after it has ripened. 

2. Hypocrisy Is the Outer Crust of an Inward Infection 

Luke 12:1 says plainly, “the leaven of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.” That is vital. 
Hypocrisy is not the whole story, but it is the visible shell that forms around the inward 
disease. A hypocrite is a man whose outward presentation and inward reality are no longer 
in agreement. The Pharisee projects holiness, sincerity, and seriousness, while inwardly 
cherishing pride, vanity, self-love, and often secret corruption. Self-righteousness needs 
hypocrisy because self-righteousness depends on appearance. It thrives on image. It 
requires a gap between what a man appears to be and what he actually is, because the 
whole enterprise depends on public perception outrunning private truth. 

This is why hypocrisy is not just lying with words. It is living a carefully managed 
contradiction. It is speaking with the tone of brokenness while inwardly congratulating 
yourself for sounding broken. It is preaching against pride while secretly feeling elevated 
because you are the one preaching against it. It is talking about grace while having no 
patience for weak brethren. It is defending truth while using truth as a weapon of self-
exaltation. The Pharisee may genuinely affirm good doctrine. That is what makes the whole 
thing more subtle. The danger is not always false statements. Often the danger is true 
statements flowing from a false spirit. 

The Lord Jesus hated this condition because it turned religion into theater. In Matthew 23, 
He repeatedly exposed the scribes and Pharisees for cleansing the outside while remaining 
corrupt within. They loved greetings in the markets, uppermost rooms, public respect, 
religious display, and visible markers of devotion. All of that was hypocrisy because the 



outside was being used to conceal the inward rot. The same thing happens wherever the 
leaven of self-righteousness spreads. The person becomes more committed to looking 
holy than being holy, more devoted to the appearance of discernment than to the humility 
that should accompany discernment, and more concerned with being perceived as right 
than with actually walking low before God. 

3. Doctrine Can Be Used as Food for the Flesh 

Matthew 16 makes clear that the leaven also had to do with doctrine. The disciples came to 
understand that Christ was warning about “the doctrine of the Pharisees and of the 
Sadducees.” Now doctrine matters. Sound doctrine matters tremendously. Truth is not 
optional. Error is dangerous. Compromise is real. The believer is commanded to hold fast 
sound words and reject false teaching. But here is the danger: the flesh can use doctrinal 
precision as food for pride. A man may love sound doctrine, and that is good. But if he is not 
watching his heart, he may begin loving the identity that comes with being doctrinally 
sound more than he loves Christ Himself. At that point, doctrine is still in his mouth, but 
leaven is in his spirit. 

That is one reason doctrinally careful circles are not automatically safe from self-
righteousness. Sometimes they are especially vulnerable to it because they possess real 
truth that the flesh can exploit. The proud man loves any material he can use to elevate 
himself, and truth in the hands of pride becomes a polished sword of superiority. He begins 
to define spirituality not merely by fidelity to the word, which is essential, but by his own 
social position within a tribe of “sound” people. He begins to enjoy the distinction between 
“us who know” and “them who do not.” He may even begin confusing doctrinal correctness 
with personal righteousness, as though having right views automatically proves he has a 
right spirit. 

The Pharisees knew many things. They had learning. They had categories. They had 
boundaries. They had systems. They could argue points. But all that knowledge did not 
produce humility. It produced pride because the heart had not been judged. First 
Corinthians 8:1 says, “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.” That does not mean 
knowledge is bad. It means knowledge in the hands of the flesh inflates. It swells the ego. It 
provides material for boasting. The cure is not to abandon doctrine. The cure is to receive 
doctrine in the fear of God, with a broken heart, under the governing influence of charity 
and truth together. Otherwise the very truths that ought to humble us become leaven for 
the old man. 

4. Zeal, Separation, and Discernment Can All Be Counterfeited by Pride 



Self-righteousness often wears the clothing of virtues that are real virtues in their proper 
place. Zeal is good. Separation is good. Discernment is good. Maturity is good. Conviction 
is good. The problem is not in those things themselves. The problem is in the flesh 
attaching itself to them and using them as props for self-exaltation. A person may begin 
with a sincere burden to separate from compromise, but over time that separation can 
become more about identity than obedience. He may begin with godly zeal against 
corruption, but that zeal can slowly become a thrill in denouncing others. He may begin by 
seeking discernment, but end by cultivating a persona built on being the one who always 
sees what others miss. 

This is why the leaven of the Pharisees is so contagious in religious circles. It does not ask 
people to abandon religious seriousness. It offers to enhance it in a fleshly way. It tells 
them they can be the strong ones, the discerning ones, the remnant, the separated few, the 
ones who really get it. That appeal is intoxicating to pride. A person can feel spiritually 
elevated while still affirming the right doctrines and maintaining real standards. But the 
atmosphere changes. Instead of holiness producing compassion and sobriety, it produces 
distance and superiority. Instead of discernment producing grief over deception, it 
produces a smug satisfaction at being “in the know.” Instead of separation being unto the 
Lord, it becomes a way of measuring distance from everybody else. 

The Lord Jesus was perfectly holy, perfectly separate, and perfectly discerning, and yet 
there was no trace of fleshly self-righteousness in Him. That should tell us something. The 
same external words can come from two radically different spirits. One man separates 
because he loves God. Another separates because he loves feeling unlike others. One man 
discerns error with tears. Another discerns error with a hidden relish. One man stands for 
truth under the weight of responsibility. Another stands for truth under the thrill of 
superiority. The outward actions may resemble each other in part, but heaven knows the 
difference. The leaven of the Pharisees is the counterfeit version of zeal, separation, and 
discernment produced by pride. 

5. Ministry Culture Can Become Fermented by Self-Righteousness 

Self-righteousness does not remain merely individual when it is left unchecked. It can 
shape an entire ministry atmosphere. A church, a school, a fellowship, an online platform, 
or a religious movement can begin absorbing the tone of self-righteousness until it 
becomes part of the culture. Then people learn not only what to say, but how to say it. They 
learn what kind of posture gets rewarded. They learn how to sound sharp, discerning, 
mature, and serious. They learn which people are spoken of with admiration and which 
people are spoken of with subtle contempt. The whole environment becomes fermented by 



a spirit that may still speak the language of truth while having drifted far from the meekness 
and fear of God. 

This is one reason Christ warned publicly about the Pharisees. Their influence went beyond 
their personal hypocrisy. It created an atmosphere. It taught people to value the wrong 
things. It trained the public to admire externals, titles, performances, and public piety. It 
normalized a version of religion in which image outran reality. The same thing happens 
wherever self-righteousness spreads unchallenged. Soon the culture rewards clever put-
downs more than compassionate restoration. It admires exposure more than intercession. 
It values being hard to impress rather than easy to humble. It subtly teaches that to be 
spiritual is to be above others rather than before God. 

The tragedy is that a young believer can enter such an environment genuinely wanting to 
know the Lord and slowly absorb the wrong spirit while learning right content. He learns 
verses, distinctions, and warnings, which may all be true and helpful, but he also learns a 
certain inner posture. He learns to associate strength with superiority, conviction with 
harshness, and maturity with emotional distance from weak people. That is the 
fermentation process of leaven. It affects the whole lump. This is why leaders must fear not 
only false doctrine, but proud culture. A ministry can preserve orthodox language while 
transmitting a Pharisaical spirit, and that spirit can do enormous damage. 

6. The Drift from Loving Truth to Loving Superiority 

Perhaps the subtlest danger of all is this drift from loving truth to loving the superiority 
associated with truth. A believer may start well. He may genuinely love the Scriptures, 
cherish right doctrine, and long to stand against error. Those are noble desires. But if the 
heart is not continually searched, something can begin to shift. The affection once 
centered on Christ and His truth starts fastening onto what those truths make the person 
feel about himself. He enjoys being among the enlightened. He enjoys not being deceived. 
He enjoys being able to identify what is wrong with everyone else. He enjoys the status of 
being one of the serious ones. Without realizing it, he begins loving his rank more than the 
truth that supposedly established that rank. 

At that point, correction becomes hard because the truth has become tied to the ego. If you 
question the man’s tone, spirit, or pride, he hears it as an attack on truth itself. Why? 
Because in his mind the two have fused. He cannot imagine that his doctrinal position may 
be right while his heart is wrong. The Pharisees had that problem in an extreme form. They 
could not separate their supposed devotion to God from their devotion to themselves as 
interpreters and guardians of religion. So when Christ exposed them, they experienced it 



not as a call to repentance but as a threat to their whole identity. That is where leaven 
leads. It binds the truth externally to the self internally. 

A healthy believer must therefore ask not only, “Do I hold the right doctrine?” but also, 
“What is this doctrine producing in me?” Is it producing greater humility, worship, gratitude, 
sobriety, and patience? Or is it producing a stronger appetite to be right in public, win 
arguments, and look down on others? Truth received rightly sanctifies. Truth mixed with 
pride ferments. The issue is not whether the doctrine is true. The issue is whether the heart 
has stayed low before the God who gave the truth. The drift into superiority is often slow 
enough that the person barely notices it, which is why Christ’s warning remains so 
necessary. 

7. The Cure Is Continual Self-Judgment in the Presence of Christ 

The answer to the leaven of the Pharisees is not less truth, less discernment, less 
separation, or less doctrinal seriousness. The answer is more honest self-judgment in the 
presence of Christ. It is to keep bringing the heart under the searching light of God and 
refusing to let the flesh build a throne out of holy things. The believer must not only test 
doctrine. He must test his own spirit. He must ask God to reveal where zeal has become 
vanity, where separation has become superiority, where discernment has become self-
display, and where doctrinal precision has become food for pride. If that self-judgment is 
absent, the leaven will keep spreading under the cover of religious correctness. 

This is why the New Testament repeatedly joins truth with humility, charity, meekness, and 
the fear of God. Paul tells Timothy that the servant of the Lord must not strive in the fleshly 
sense, but be gentle, patient, apt to teach, and meek in dealing with opponents. James 
says the wisdom from above is pure, but also peaceable, gentle, and easy to be intreated. 
The answer is not sentimental softness that surrenders truth. The answer is truth governed 
by the spirit of Christ rather than by the pride of the flesh. The Lord Jesus never 
compromised truth, but neither did He need the ego-feeding atmosphere that Pharisaical 
religion creates. He could be severe without being self-righteous, sharp without being vain, 
and uncompromising without becoming infected by superiority. 

Practically, that means believers must stay close to the cross. The cross kills boasting. It 
reminds us that everything we rightly know, we know by grace. It reminds us that without 
Christ we were blind, lost, dead, and hell-bound. It reminds us that the same flesh that 
loves truth can also exploit truth for pride. It reminds us that we stand only by grace. A man 
who lives near Calvary will still hate error, still love truth, still separate from evil, and still 
exercise discernment, but he will do so with the deep awareness that apart from God’s 



mercy he would be as blind as the people he warns. That spirit suffocates the leaven of the 
Pharisees. 

Conclusion 

The leaven of the Pharisees is one of the most dangerous forms of self-righteousness 
because it works quietly, spreads thoroughly, and often hides beneath things that are good 
in themselves. It can get into doctrine, language, tone, standards, ministry atmosphere, 
and personal identity. It does not always arrive with obvious arrogance. Sometimes it 
comes dressed as zeal, separation, maturity, and discernment. That is why Christ said 
beware. He was not warning about something crude and easy to spot only. He was warning 
about a subtle religious corruption that can take holy things and use them to feed unholy 
pride. 

That warning remains urgent for believers who love the word of God. The more truth a man 
possesses, the more material the flesh has available for boasting if the heart is not kept low 
before God. A person can begin by loving truth and slowly drift into loving superiority. He 
can begin by grieving over error and end by enjoying the feeling of being above those in 
error. He can begin with real separation unto God and end with self-conscious distance 
from others that nourishes pride. He can preserve doctrinal soundness outwardly while 
inwardly fermenting with hypocrisy, vanity, and contempt. That is the tragedy of leaven. It 
changes the whole atmosphere if it is not judged. 

The cure is not compromise. It is Christ. It is walking in truth under the shadow of the cross. 
It is receiving doctrine with humility, practicing discernment with tears, and maintaining 
separation without feeding superiority. It is letting the Lord search the hidden motives and 
refusing to let the flesh build an empire out of biblical distinctives. A believer must love 
truth, but he must love Christ more than the status he imagines truth gives him. He must 
hate error, but he must hate the pride in his own heart as well. When that happens, the 
leaven loses its power. But when that self-judgment stops, the Pharisee spirit can spread 
far faster than most people ever imagine. 

 

 

7 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - White Sepulchres and Rotten Bones 

Introduction 

There are few passages in all the Bible more devastating to religious pride than Matthew 23. 
When the Lord Jesus Christ turned His full attention upon the scribes and Pharisees, He did 
not speak to them as men who had merely made a few innocent mistakes in judgment. He 



addressed them as experts in outward religion and strangers to inward reality. He exposed 
a kind of spiritual corruption that can survive in the middle of church activity, Bible 
language, public respectability, and visible moral order. He showed that the greatest 
danger in religion is not always open vice. Sometimes the greatest danger is polished 
religion covering a dead heart. Sometimes the most dangerous man in the room is not the 
drunk in the alley or the harlot in the street, but the man in clean robes who has learned 
how to look holy while remaining inwardly foul before God. That is what makes self-
righteousness so terrifying. It can wear a white garment over a grave. 

The Lord said in Matthew 23:27, “Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites. for ye 
are like unto whited sepulchres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within full 
of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness.” That is not poetic exaggeration. That is 
heaven’s diagnosis. A sepulchre may be whitewashed and beautiful on the outside, but if it 
is full of death on the inside, the beauty is only a disguise. It is decoration over decay. It is 
paint over corruption. It is polish over uncleanness. That is what self-righteousness does. It 
is obsessed with visible order, visible morality, visible respectability, visible spirituality, 
visible tradition, visible discipline, and visible control. But God is not fooled by visible paint. 
He looks past the whitewash. He sees through the costume. He knows whether the heart 
under the robe is broken, clean, and true, or whether it is still swollen with pride, extortion, 
hypocrisy, lust, vanity, bitterness, and secret iniquity. 

This essay must strike hard because we live in a world where religious appearance is often 
treated as proof of spiritual reality. Men see the outside of the cup. They hear the long 
prayer. They notice the Bible under the arm, the serious face, the theological terms, the 
careful standards, the proper dress, the strict habits, the structured system, and they 
assume that all of that must mean the person is right with God. But the Lord Jesus Christ 
tore that whole illusion to pieces in Matthew 23. He showed that self-righteousness is not 
ruined by religious activity. In many cases it is protected by it. The very works men point to 
as evidence of holiness can become the camouflage behind which corruption survives 
unchallenged. The outer system becomes the shell. The inner rot remains alive. That is why 
we must study the white sepulchre. It is one of the most exact pictures in the Bible of 
outward beauty sheltering inward death. 

1. White Paint Does Not Remove Death 

The brilliance of Christ’s illustration lies in its simplicity. A sepulchre is a tomb. A tomb may 
be scrubbed, repaired, beautified, and painted until it looks solemn and impressive. But 
nothing done to the outside changes what is inside. Dead men’s bones remain dead men’s 
bones whether the tomb is decorated or neglected. Uncleanness remains uncleanness 
whether the container appears noble or plain. That is the first great lesson about self-



righteousness. External refinement does not alter internal corruption. A sinner may train 
himself, restrain himself, organize himself, educate himself, discipline himself, and present 
himself well, but unless God has dealt with the inward man, the heart remains what it was. 
Paint is not resurrection. Decoration is not cleansing. 

This is why the flesh loves outward religion. Outward religion is manageable. It can be 
measured. It can be displayed. It can be compared. It can be improved in visible ways. A 
man can broaden his phylacteries, lengthen his prayers, refine his speech, adjust his 
clothing, learn his doctrines, and preserve his public image. All of that can be done without 
the death of pride. It can be done without true repentance. It can be done without 
confession. It can be done without inward washing. The old man does not object to these 
activities so long as they do not threaten his throne. In fact, he often welcomes them 
because they allow him to look alive while remaining dead in the places that matter most. 

That is why self-righteousness is such a satanic deception. It does not merely leave death 
untouched. It hides death under beauty. It lets the sinner live in the illusion that because he 
has improved the exterior, the interior must be acceptable as well. He sees the white paint 
and assumes the grave is no longer a grave. He sees the controlled life and assumes the 
heart is clean. He sees the polished testimony and assumes the conscience is pure. But 
the Lord does not judge by white paint. He judges by reality. And reality says that death 
covered over is still death. A sepulchre does not become a temple because it received a 
fresh coat of paint. 

2. The Outside of the Cup Can Be Clean While the Inside Is Filthy 

The Lord used another image in the same chapter that presses the same truth. Matthew 
23:25 says, “for ye make clean the outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are 
full of extortion and excess.” That is one of the plainest condemnations of self-righteous 
religion ever uttered. The outside is clean. The appearance is respectable. The presentation 
is acceptable. But inside the vessel there is greed, indulgence, corruption, and moral 
foulness. Self-righteousness always majors on the outside because the outside is where 
human applause lives. Men can admire the outside. Men can be persuaded by the outside. 
Men can be intimidated by the outside. But God sees what fills the vessel. 

Notice the Lord’s choice of words. He does not say the inside is merely weak or 
incomplete. He says it is “full of extortion and excess.” Extortion suggests greed, 
exploitation, selfish gain, a grasping spirit. Excess suggests lack of inner restraint, 
indulgence, appetite out of control. In other words, these men who looked so disciplined 
externally were inwardly governed by ugly forces. Their outer restraint had not cured their 
inner nature. It had only concealed it. The cup looked suitable for service, but the contents 



were polluted. That is self-righteousness exactly. It gives a man a usable shell while leaving 
the inward life infested with the very sins he claims to oppose. 

This should warn every believer not to mistake external order for internal purity. A man may 
have his routines in place. He may be doctrinally careful. He may be conservative. He may 
be punctual, composed, polished, and controlled. Those things may all be valuable in their 
place. But they are not the same as inward cleanness. The question is not merely whether 
the outside has been adjusted. The question is what fills the inside. Is there greed, vanity, 
bitterness, lust, rivalry, pride, envy, or self-love ruling the heart while the outside remains 
impressive? God is not impressed with cups that sparkle in public while poison sits 
beneath the rim. 

3. Religious Symbols Can Become Camouflage for Corruption 

Matthew 23:5 says of the Pharisees, “all their works they do for to be seen of men. they 
make broad their phylacteries, and enlarge the borders of their garments.” Here is another 
mark of white-sepulchre religion. Religious symbols, marks, habits, and external identifiers 
become tools of display. The issue is not that every outward symbol is evil in itself. The 
issue is the motive behind it and the use to which it is put. These men were turning visible 
religious markers into advertisements for their own supposed sanctity. They used the signs 
of devotion to project devotion. They used the uniform of seriousness to cultivate 
admiration. The very things meant to point to God were being hijacked to draw attention to 
self. 

That is the danger in every age. Men learn how to use outward religious forms to strengthen 
the illusion of inward health. A preacher may use a certain tone. A teacher may use a 
certain vocabulary. A churchgoer may adopt a certain dress. A ministry may develop a 
certain culture of visible seriousness. None of those things automatically prove hypocrisy, 
but all of them may become camouflage if the heart is not being judged. The flesh is a 
master of costume design. It can take even good forms and arrange them into a theater of 
righteousness. The broader phylactery in one generation becomes some equivalent badge 
of seriousness in another. The principle never changes. Religion becomes branding. 

What makes this so dangerous is that symbols often impress the undiscerning. Visible 
markers of devotion create an aura. They tell the observer, “This man must be spiritual.” But 
heaven is not fooled by aura. The Lord does not assume that a broadened border means a 
clean heart. He does not suppose that the person who looks most visibly devout is 
therefore most real. In fact, Matthew 23 shows the exact opposite can be true. The symbol 
may be there precisely because the inward life is weak and the flesh needs external 



reinforcement. The man feels holier because he looks holier, and others cooperate by 
giving him the respect he craves. That is camouflage, not cleansing. 

4. Long Prayers and Serious Language Cannot Sanctify a Proud Heart 

Religious speech is one of the most effective hiding places for self-righteousness. In 
Matthew 23:14 the Lord condemns those who “for a pretence make long prayer.” The word 
“pretence” is the key. Prayer itself is holy. Long prayer may be good when it arises from 
sincere communion with God. But in the Pharisee’s hands prayer became theater. It 
became part of the outer shell. It became a way to appear devout, deep, burdened, 
reverent, and spiritually weighty before men. The words may have sounded lofty. The tone 
may have sounded serious. The posture may have looked devout. But the whole thing could 
still be a stage performance for the sake of reputation. 

This is a sobering truth because many people are easily impressed by religious speech. 
They assume that a man who can pray beautifully must know God deeply. They assume 
that a woman who uses reverent language must be inwardly clean. They assume that 
fluency in holy phrases is evidence of holiness. It is not. The Pharisees knew how to sound 
religious. They knew how to carry the atmosphere of devotion. They knew how to frame 
themselves publicly as serious men of God. Yet Christ called them hypocrites. That means 
the ability to sound spiritual can coexist with inward death. A long prayer cannot raise dead 
bones. 

The flesh loves serious language because language creates impressions. A man may 
master a whole dialect of spirituality without ever truly dying to self. He can say “burden,” 
“conviction,” “revival,” “discernment,” “holiness,” “prayer warrior,” and every other phrase 
his crowd admires, and yet remain inwardly untouched by the cross. That is why the Lord 
keeps dragging the issue back to the heart. What is beneath the language? What is under 
the prayer? What motive is driving the speech? Is it communion with God or performance 
before men? Is it brokenness or pretence? Self-righteousness thrives where language is 
admired more than reality. 

5. Respectable Systems Can Shelter Unchallenged Sin 

Self-righteousness rarely functions as mere chaos. It prefers a system. It likes order, 
structure, rules, boundaries, ceremonies, and roles. Why? Because systems create 
stability for appearances. They provide a framework in which a man can hide. The 
Pharisees had a system. It had rank, protocol, rituals, expectations, titles, and public 
habits. That system allowed men to survive and even thrive outwardly without ever having 
to deal honestly with inward corruption. A respectable system is a wonderful hiding place 



for a proud heart because as long as the man keeps meeting the visible expectations, his 
soul can remain unsearched. 

This is why religious environments can be so dangerous when reality is replaced by 
conformity. A man learns what the system rewards. He learns the right phrases, the right 
postures, the right emphases, the right enemies, the right standards, and the right visible 
behaviors. He learns how to stay respectable. Meanwhile his bitterness remains. His envy 
remains. His lust remains. His greed remains. His pride remains. His hypocrisy remains. 
But because the system deals chiefly with externals, the inward life remains largely 
unchallenged. The white paint stays fresh. The bones remain untouched. 

The Lord Jesus Christ shattered that illusion by refusing to be impressed with the system. 
He was not dazzled by the robes, the greetings, the chief seats, or the public decorum. He 
looked past the machinery and spoke directly to the hidden corruption. That is what true 
preaching must do in every age. It must not merely reinforce the system. It must penetrate 
it. It must ask whether the man who conforms externally has ever been broken internally. It 
must ask whether the person who fits the culture has ever been searched by the light of 
God. If not, then the system may actually be preserving his self-righteousness rather than 
curing it. 

6. What Men Use to Prove Holiness May Be Protecting Corruption 

One of the most frightening truths in Matthew 23 is that the very things the Pharisees used 
to prove their holiness were the things protecting their corruption. Their religious habits, 
their visible seriousness, their prayers, their rules, their symbolism, their status, and their 
learning all combined to create a shield. That shield did not destroy their sin. It defended 
their reputation long enough for the sin to remain alive and unchallenged. That is the 
essence of white-sepulchre religion. The outer proofs become armor for the inner rot. The 
evidence submitted in public becomes the very reason no one thinks to question the 
inward reality. 

This happens whenever a person leans on his religious track record instead of letting God 
search him in the present. He says, in effect, “Look at my service, look at my doctrine, look 
at my sacrifices, look at my standards, look at my history, look at my role, look at my 
knowledge.” Those things may all be real at some level, but the question is whether he is 
using them as protection. Is he allowing them to silence suspicion, his own as well as 
others’? Is he hiding behind them? Is he assuming that because they exist, his heart must 
be fine? That is how corruption survives. It takes shelter behind yesterday’s faithfulness 
and today’s visible respectability. 



The old nature prefers a shield made of religious achievements because it is harder for 
others to penetrate and harder for the conscience to challenge. The man can point to all 
the good things and avoid dealing with the deeper question. But God goes straight through 
the shield. He asks what men often fail to ask. Is the heart clean? Is there honesty? Is there 
truth in the inward parts? Has pride been judged? Has greed been confronted? Has 
hypocrisy been exposed? Has the inner vessel been washed? Without that, all the outward 
proofs only make the deception more dangerous, because now corruption is not merely 
alive. It is protected. 

7. Christ’s Answer Is Cleansing From the Inside Out 

The Lord does not merely condemn the outward emphasis. He gives the answer. In 
Matthew 23:26 He says, “cleanse first that which is within the cup and platter, that the 
outside of them may be clean also.” There is the divine order. Inside first. Not outside only. 
Not outside mainly. Inside first. Christ is not saying the outside never matters. He is saying 
the outside will never be right until the inside is dealt with. A clean heart produces a 
changed life. But a painted life without a clean heart is hypocrisy. The Lord begins at the 
source. He goes to the fountain, not merely the stream. He addresses the root, not just the 
leaves. 

This is what self-righteousness will never willingly do. It is content to paint the leaves. It 
does not want the axe laid to the root. It would rather modify behaviors than confess 
corruption. It would rather maintain decorum than surrender pride. It would rather perform 
holiness than seek cleansing. But Christ’s way is inward. He brings the sinner into the light 
where motives are exposed, hidden sins are named, private idols are confronted, and the 
old self-justifying machinery is broken down. That kind of cleansing hurts the pride, but it 
heals the soul. It destroys the sepulchre image, but it opens the way for life. 

Ultimately, this inward cleansing is found only in Him. Men do not wash themselves into 
purity. They do not reform themselves into resurrection. They do not decorate themselves 
into holiness. They need the blood of Christ, the washing of regeneration, the sanctifying 
work of the Spirit of God, and the searching truth of the word. Self-righteousness says, 
“Improve the shell.” Christ says, “Bring Me the heart.” Self-righteousness says, “Protect the 
image.” Christ says, “Tell the truth.” Self-righteousness says, “Whitewash the tomb.” Christ 
says, “I am the resurrection and the life.” That is the dividing line between dead religion and 
living reality. 

Conclusion 

Matthew 23 is one of the most necessary chapters in the Bible because it tears the mask 
off religion that has learned to look beautiful while remaining inwardly corrupt. The white 



sepulchre is a perfect picture of self-righteousness because it shows how outward beauty 
can coexist with inward death. It shows how white paint can conceal rot, how external 
cleanness can hide internal filth, how symbols can camouflage pride, how long prayers can 
cover pretence, how systems can shelter hypocrisy, and how the very things men use to 
prove they are holy may actually be defending the corruption they refuse to face. That is not 
merely ancient Phariseeism. That is a living danger wherever religion is allowed to operate 
without heart truth. 

The great lesson is that God is not deceived by surfaces. Men may admire the cup. Men 
may respect the garment. Men may be moved by the prayer. Men may bow before the 
system. But God knoweth the heart. He sees whether the vessel is full of greed and excess. 
He sees whether the white tomb is full of uncleanness. He sees whether the outward life is 
being used as a shield against inward exposure. That ought to drive every serious believer 
away from mere image management and into honest dealings with God. The question is 
not whether the outside looks impressive. The question is whether the inside has been 
cleansed. 

The blessed truth is that Christ did not expose the sepulchre merely to mock it. He exposed 
it so that men might stop painting graves and come to Him for life. He exposed the 
hypocrisy so that reality might begin. He exposed the outer shell so that inward cleansing 
might take place. The answer to white-sepulchre religion is not rougher paint or better 
camouflage. It is death to self and life in Christ. It is the abandonment of religious 
pretending and the embracing of divine cleansing from within. It is the sinner saying, “Lord, 
the outside may have fooled others, but it has not fooled You. Wash me, search me, 
cleanse me, and make me true.” That is where self-righteousness begins to die, and that is 
where real holiness begins to live. 

 

 

8 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - Confidence in the Flesh 

Introduction 

One of the most stubborn forms of self-righteousness is not always loud, theatrical 
Phariseeism with broad garments and public prayers. Sometimes it is quieter than that. 
Sometimes it hides in things that many Christians would consider respectable, even 
admirable. It hides in pedigree, education, family background, doctrinal precision, 
disciplined living, ministry experience, denominational loyalty, and visible seriousness. A 
man may never stand in the temple and say, “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men 
are,” and yet still live off the same poisonous fuel. He may never sound openly arrogant, but 



inwardly he is resting on fleshly credentials. He draws a secret sense of worth, security, 
rank, and superiority from things that belong to the natural man. That is confidence in the 
flesh, and it is one of the most deceptive forms of self-righteousness because it can exist 
among people who know a great deal of truth and sincerely care about the things of God. 

Philippians 3 is one of the great passages in all Scripture for exposing this disease. Paul 
takes everything a religious man might brag about and throws it onto the fire. He says in 
Philippians 3:3, “For we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice 
in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.” Then, almost immediately, he proves 
that if anyone ever had grounds for fleshly boasting, he did. “Though I might also have 
confidence in the flesh. If any other man thinketh that he hath whereof he might trust in the 
flesh, I more” (Philippians 3:4). That statement is devastating because Paul is not speaking 
as an outsider to religious credentials. He had them. He possessed them in abundance. He 
knew exactly what it felt like to build an identity out of them. He knew the thrill of religious 
prestige, the satisfaction of visible discipline, the pride of belonging to the right stock, the 
confidence of being trained in the right system, and the zeal of a man utterly convinced he 
was on God’s side. 

That is what makes this subject so important in the middle of this series. Up to this point, 
we have seen obvious Phariseeism, visible hypocrisy, white sepulchres, and public self-
justification. But now the issue gets closer to home for serious believers. Confidence in the 
flesh does not always look like open religious showmanship. Sometimes it shows up in 
subtle self-assurance built on the things most applauded in conservative Christian circles. 
A man may trust his upbringing. He may trust his doctrinal tribe. He may trust his church 
history. He may trust his Bible knowledge. He may trust his discipline. He may trust his 
separation. He may trust his ministry résumé. None of those things are evil in themselves in 
their proper place, but once the heart begins drawing confidence from them instead of 
from Christ alone, self-righteousness has found a new hiding place. This essay must strike 
hard at that point. The flesh always wants something it can glory in. True spirituality glories 
in Christ Jesus and has no confidence in the flesh. 

1. The Flesh Always Wants Something to Stand On 

The old nature cannot bear to come to God empty. It always wants some footing, some 
credential, some visible proof, some asset that can be quietly presented before heaven or 
before men as evidence of worth. It may not always say so out loud, but it wants something 
to stand on. It wants a résumé. It wants a lineage. It wants a list. It wants a platform from 
which it can say, “I may not be perfect, but surely I have enough to commend me.” That 
instinct is deep in fallen man. He does not mind grace being mentioned as long as grace 
does not strip him of every last source of self-trust. He is willing to talk about Christ as long 



as he gets to keep some private reserve of fleshly confidence tucked away in the back 
room. 

That is why the phrase in Philippians 3:3 is so absolute: “have no confidence in the flesh.” 
Not reduced confidence. Not moderated confidence. Not sanctified confidence. No 
confidence. The Holy Ghost does not leave the flesh a corner to stand in. He does not say 
the flesh may be trusted a little if it has the right background, the right education, the right 
standards, the right discipline, or the right tribe. He says no confidence. Why? Because the 
flesh is incurably corrupt. It does not matter how polished it becomes, how educated it 
becomes, how religious it becomes, or how well it learns the language of Scripture. Flesh 
remains flesh. It can be ornamented, trained, restrained, and weaponized for religion, but it 
cannot become a safe foundation for confidence before God. 

The great danger is that religious flesh often appears stronger than worldly flesh. A lost 
drunk may not impress anybody in church, but a disciplined religious man can impress 
many. His flesh comes dressed better. It talks better. It behaves better. It quotes verses. It 
has structure. It has order. It has zeal. It has visible restraint. And because of that, many 
people are tempted to trust it. They trust their religious version of the flesh instead of 
openly wicked flesh. But God rejects the whole package. Whether the flesh is profane or 
polished, God says no confidence. That is the first truth Paul forces on the reader. If Christ 
is everything, the flesh must be nothing as a ground of confidence. 

2. Paul Had More to Boast In Than Most Men Ever Will 

The force of Philippians 3 lies partly in the fact that Paul was not speaking theoretically. He 
had the kind of credentials that could make a religious man feel almost untouchable. He 
was “circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew 
of the Hebrews” (Philippians 3:5). In other words, he had pedigree. He had covenant 
identity. He had bloodline. He had heritage. He had the kind of background that would 
make lesser men feel secure before they ever opened their mouths. He did not come from 
the wrong side of the tracks religiously. He came from the inside. He belonged. He had 
ancestral legitimacy in the eyes of his system. 

Then Paul says, “as touching the law, a Pharisee” (Philippians 3:5). That means he had 
education, party identity, religious seriousness, and a recognized place within one of the 
strictest sects of Judaism. He was not a casual observer. He was not an untrained 
bystander. He was a Pharisee, which meant he belonged to a movement famous for 
exactness, precision, and visible devotion. He knew the tradition. He knew the law. He 
knew the arguments. He knew the distinctions. If theological precision, formal training, or 
sectarian purity could have justified a man, Paul had enough of it to sink a ship. 



Then he adds, “Concerning zeal, persecuting the church. touching the righteousness which 
is in the law, blameless” (Philippians 3:6). That means he had visible discipline and public 
consistency. He was not merely connected to a system. He was active in it. He had zeal, 
and not the lazy kind. He had the sort of zeal that takes action. He had the sort of legal 
righteousness that, outwardly speaking, drew no obvious charge. If anyone could have built 
a case for confidence in the flesh, Paul could. That is exactly why his testimony is so 
devastating. He starts from the top of the religious ladder and then tells you that the whole 
ladder was leaning against the wrong wall. 

3. Pedigree and Background Can Become Idols 

One of the common hiding places for fleshly confidence is pedigree. Men take quiet pride 
in being from the right family, the right church tradition, the right movement, the right 
school, or the right spiritual lineage. They may not say it in crude terms, but inwardly they 
draw strength from it. They think, “I was raised right. I come from sound people. I have 
always been around truth. I know the right crowd. My people were Bible believers. My family 
taught me right. I’m not like those people out there with broken religious histories.” That is 
fleshly confidence even when it is dressed in gratitude language. 

Now there is nothing wrong with thanking God for a sound upbringing, faithful parents, or a 
good spiritual heritage. Those are mercies. They should be appreciated. But the moment a 
man starts drawing righteousness, security, or superiority from those things, he has 
crossed into self-righteousness. Heritage can inform a man. It cannot justify him. 
Background may have protected him from some disasters. It cannot make him clean before 
God. Being raised around truth does not mean the heart has submitted to truth. Many a 
man has grown up near the ark and still died in unbelief. 

Paul had every reason according to the flesh to be proud of his background, and yet once 
he met Christ, he did not preserve pedigree as a secret savings account of confidence. He 
brought it all to loss. That is the issue. The believer must learn to thank God for heritage 
without trusting heritage. He must learn to appreciate mercy without turning mercy into 
merit. The right family, the right church, the right teachers, and the right influences are gifts, 
but they become idols when the heart begins resting in them. A man may say he trusts 
Christ while quietly feeling safer because of who his people are. That is not faith. That is 
flesh dressed up in respectable clothes. 

4. Education, Knowledge, and Doctrinal Precision Can Feed Self-Righteousness 

Few things flatter the flesh like knowledge. A man who knows more than others can begin 
feeling more righteous than others. He may not use that exact language, but the 
connection forms in his mind. He sees more clearly, so he assumes he must also be 



spiritually healthier. He can answer questions, defend truth, spot error, and navigate 
controversies. Those are valuable abilities in their place, but they become dangerous when 
the heart starts feeding on them. Knowledge can become a narcotic to pride. The man feels 
secure because he has categories. He feels superior because he has arguments. He feels 
strong because he has language. All the while the inward man may be drying up under the 
weight of his own self-estimation. 

This is why First Corinthians 8:1 says, “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.” The 
problem is not knowledge itself. The problem is knowledge in the hands of the flesh. The 
old nature loves information because information can be turned into identity. A man begins 
to think, “I know the right doctrine, therefore I am right.” But knowing the right doctrine is 
not the same thing as having the right spirit. A man may have a sharp mind and a proud 
heart at the same time. He may be able to dissect false teaching while remaining full of 
vanity, impatience, and superiority. He may know enough Bible to win arguments and yet 
not know enough brokenness to weep over his own pride. 

Paul knew doctrine. Paul had training. Paul could reason. Paul could argue. But when he 
came to Christ, he did not begin glorying in his mental equipment. He began glorying in 
Christ Jesus. That is the difference. A Bible believer must learn that doctrinal precision is a 
stewardship, not a pedestal. Truth should drive him to worship, humility, caution, and 
gratitude. If it drives him to self-importance, then the flesh has gotten into the library. That 
is why some of the most doctrinally exact people can still be insufferably self-righteous. 
They have not ceased from glorying in what they know. Until they do, Christ is being robbed 
of the place He alone deserves. 

5. Visible Discipline and Moral Cleanliness Can Become False Grounds of Confidence 

Another great danger is visible discipline. A man may have his habits in order. He may be 
morally clean outwardly, doctrinally conservative, punctual, steady, and restrained. He 
may have conquered certain obvious sins. He may live differently than the world. That is all 
good in its place. But visible discipline can become a false ground of confidence if the 
heart begins resting in it. The man starts saying to himself, “I have kept myself from this. I 
do not do that. I live a serious life. I am not as compromised as others.” The confidence 
may not be shouted publicly, but inwardly it is there. It is the same old poison in a more 
respectable bottle. 

Paul said, “touching the righteousness which is in the law, blameless” (Philippians 3:6). 
That means outwardly he had a strong case. He did not have an obvious scandal attached 
to him. He had visible consistency. But once he saw Christ, he understood that visible 
blamelessness according to a religious system was not the same thing as true 



righteousness before God. The flesh loves visible moral cleanliness because it can be used 
as a comparison tool. It allows a man to look sideways at others and feel strong. He has not 
done what they did. He has not fallen where they fell. He has not wandered where they 
wandered. And unless he is careful, gratitude turns into self-congratulation. 

This is especially dangerous for sincere believers because God truly does call His people to 
holy living. They are to walk in purity, discipline, sobriety, and obedience. But the flesh can 
take those good commands and turn them into building material for pride. Then obedience 
ceases to be a grateful response to grace and becomes evidence in a private case for 
superiority. The believer begins to derive identity from his visible consistency rather than 
from Christ alone. That is confidence in the flesh. Holy living is right, but trusting holy living 
is deadly. A clean outward life must never become the thing a man leans on as proof that 
he is spiritually safe. 

6. Denominational, Tribal, and Movement Identity Can Replace Christ 

Men love to belong to the right group. They love being able to say, in effect, “We are the 
sound ones. We are the faithful ones. We are the separated ones. We are the remnant. We 
are not like those others.” Group identity can be one of the most intoxicating forms of 
fleshly confidence because it allows a man to borrow glory from the tribe. He may be weak 
in reality, but as long as he belongs to the right camp, he feels strong. He enjoys the 
distinctives. He enjoys the labels. He enjoys the association. He enjoys being part of a 
circle that sees itself as more biblical, more serious, or more enlightened than others. The 
old nature feeds on that stuff. 

Paul had tribal identity in abundance. “Of the tribe of Benjamin, an Hebrew of the 
Hebrews.” He had the sort of credentials that would make sectarian religion sing his 
praises. Yet he learned that tribal belonging could not justify him. It could not give him 
righteousness. It could not make him acceptable before God. In fact, it became one more 
thing he had to count loss when Christ appeared in His glory. That is the lesson. A believer 
may thank God for sound fellowship, faithful assemblies, biblical churches, and honest 
doctrinal stands, but he must never begin drawing confidence from the badge of belonging. 
Christ is not honored when men hide inside the reputation of their tribe. 

This is especially crucial for serious Christians because good tribes often form around 
good convictions. The danger is not always that the tribe is wrong on every point. The 
danger is that the individual begins confusing belonging to the right group with personally 
glorying in Christ Jesus. He starts feeling strong because “we” are strong. He begins 
carrying himself as though group identity itself proves personal spirituality. It does not. The 
right camp cannot substitute for the right heart. A man may sit among truth-lovers and still 



be filled with pride. He may wear the right label and still have no confidence in Christ the 
way he should. Group identity is no savior. The flesh loves banners. Faith loves Christ. 

7. Paul Counted It All Loss for Christ 

The turning point in Philippians 3 is one of the great turning points in all Scripture: “But 
what things were gain to me, those I counted loss for Christ” (Philippians 3:7). That is the 
death sentence to fleshly confidence. Paul did not merely say that his old credentials were 
insufficient by themselves but still somewhat useful for confidence. He counted them loss. 
Not neutral. Not mildly helpful. Loss. Why? Because the things he once trusted were not 
simply failing to save him. They were actively standing in the way of the righteousness 
found in Christ. As long as those gains remained gains in his mind, Christ could not be 
treasured as He ought to be. 

Then Paul goes further: “Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of 
the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philippians 3:8). All things. That means not just the 
bad things, but the impressive things. Not just the shameful things, but the credentialed 
things. Not just sins of the gutter, but the honors of religion. He says he suffered the loss of 
all things and did count them but dung. That is violent language, and it must be. Fleshly 
confidence dies hard. The Holy Ghost does not speak gently about the things men trust in 
place of Christ. He drags them into the light and names them for what they are compared 
with the excellency of Christ. Dung is not a foundation for righteousness. 

And then comes the climax in Philippians 3:9: “And be found in him, not having mine own 
righteousness... but that which is through the faith of Christ, the righteousness which is of 
God by faith.” There are only two paths there. “Mine own righteousness” or “the 
righteousness which is of God by faith.” That is the final issue. Confidence in the flesh 
clings to the first. True spirituality rests in the second. The man who glories in Christ Jesus 
has stopped resting in pedigree, education, tribe, knowledge, discipline, and visible 
attainments as grounds of confidence. He may still possess some of those things, but he 
no longer feeds on them. He no longer draws righteousness from them. He has learned to 
glory in Christ and to have no confidence in the flesh. 

Conclusion 

Confidence in the flesh is one of the most dangerous forms of self-righteousness because 
it can live quietly among sincere Bible believers and even dress itself in respectable virtues. 
It may attach itself to a godly upbringing, sound doctrine, visible discipline, serious 
standards, faithful service, the right fellowship, or careful separation. The things 
themselves may not be evil. In many cases they are mercies and stewardships from God. 
But the moment the heart begins to draw confidence, rank, or righteousness from them, 



they become fuel for self-righteousness. The flesh is always looking for something to stand 
on besides Christ, and if it cannot find open wickedness to glory in, it will try to glory in 
religion. 

Paul’s testimony in Philippians 3 destroys every one of those false refuges. He had more to 
boast in than most men ever will, and yet once Christ was revealed, he saw it all differently. 
What had once been gain became loss. What had once built his identity became refuse. 
What had once supplied his confidence became something he had to cast aside in order to 
win Christ. That is the mind of true spirituality. It does not merely rearrange fleshly 
confidence into a more religious form. It buries it. It abandons every false ground of 
righteousness and rests wholly in the righteousness of God by faith. 

The lesson is plain and searching. It is not enough to reject obvious Phariseeism while 
secretly living on quieter forms of fleshly confidence. A man must ask himself where his 
assurance, his identity, and his secret sense of superiority are really coming from. Is he 
glorying in Christ Jesus, or is he feeding on pedigree, tribe, knowledge, discipline, and 
visible consistency? The answer to self-righteousness in all its forms is the same. Count it 
loss for Christ. Reject confidence in the flesh utterly. And be found in Him, not having your 
own righteousness, but the righteousness which is of God by faith. That is the only safe 
ground for any sinner, whether obviously religious or quietly self-assured. 

 

 

9 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - Touch Not, Taste Not, Handle Not 

Introduction 

One of the most subtle forms of self-righteousness in all the Bible is not found in open 
boasting, public comparison, or obvious hypocrisy alone. Sometimes it is found in rules. It 
is found in restrictions, codes, and visible denials that look spiritual on the outside but 
never reach the inward corruption of the heart. That is why Colossians 2 is so necessary. It 
deals with a religious spirit that loves to multiply external demands and then mistake those 
demands for holiness. The flesh loves that kind of religion because the flesh can manage 
externals. It can count them, measure them, enforce them, display them, and compare 
them. It can say, "I do not touch this, I do not taste that, I do not handle the other," and then 
stand back and admire itself for its discipline. But if the heart is still swollen with pride, 
vanity, bitterness, lust, envy, and self-love, then all that visible severity has done nothing 
but decorate the prison cell. 



The Holy Ghost says in Colossians 2:20-23, "Wherefore if ye be dead with Christ from the 
rudiments of the world, why, as though living in the world, are ye subject to ordinances, 
(Touch not. taste not. handle not. Which all are to perish with the using.) after the 
commandments and doctrines of men. Which things have indeed a shew of wisdom in will 
worship, and humility, and neglecting of the body. not in any honour to the satisfying of the 
flesh." That passage is a thunderbolt against fleshly legalism. It does not deny real holiness. 
It does not deny the need for obedience, separation, purity, and sober living. What it 
destroys is the lie that holiness can be manufactured through man-made restrictions. It 
exposes a kind of religion that has "a shew of wisdom," which means it looks wise, sounds 
wise, and often impresses the undiscerning. But the appearance is not the reality. The rules 
give an illusion of control while the heart remains untouched. 

This essay must draw a sharp line between biblical holiness and fleshly legalism, because 
many people confuse the two. Biblical holiness begins with God, flows through truth, is 
energized by the Spirit, and produces inward transformation that then appears outwardly in 
a changed life. Fleshly legalism begins with man, multiplies regulations, relies on pressure 
and performance, and produces an outward conformity that can be admired publicly while 
the inner man remains proud, hard, and unbroken. Self-righteousness loves that 
arrangement because it gives the sinner something measurable to glory in. He can point to 
his abstinence, his standards, his severity, his visible discipline, and his extra rules. But the 
Lord is not impressed by all the things a man refuses to touch if the man himself has never 
been touched deeply by the grace and truth of God. 

1. Man-Made Religion Loves What Can Be Counted 

One reason self-righteousness loves systems is because systems can be counted. The 
flesh finds comfort in measurable religion. It wants clear externals, visible markers, 
identifiable denials, and observable restrictions. It likes to know exactly what it does not do 
and exactly what others do not do. It loves a chart. It loves a code. It loves an enforceable 
standard that can be checked off and displayed. That is because the flesh always wants 
righteousness in a form it can manage. It does not want to be driven into helpless 
dependence upon the Spirit of God. It wants a framework within which it can perform, 
compare, and boast. If the issue can be reduced to rules, the flesh feels strong. 

This is why systems of "touch not, taste not, handle not" become so attractive in religious 
circles. They reduce spirituality to visible abstinence. A man can look over his life and say, 
"I do not go there, I do not do that, I do not consume this, I do not participate in that." Now 
there may be real places where a believer ought to abstain. There may be worldly 
influences to reject, sins to avoid, and compromises to flee. Scripture clearly teaches 
separation from evil. But the problem in Colossians 2 is not scriptural obedience. The 



problem is subjecting believers to ordinances rooted in "the commandments and doctrines 
of men." That is where self-righteousness enters. The rules cease to be the fruit of God’s 
word applied by the Spirit and become the architecture of a fleshly religion. 

Once religion is reduced to measurable externals, pride has room to breathe. The man who 
keeps the rules can admire himself. The man who enforces the rules can feel powerful. The 
man who excels in the system can secretly assume he is deeper, cleaner, safer, and more 
spiritual than others. That is why the flesh prefers a religion of countable restrictions. It is 
easier to boast about not touching something than to confess that the heart still burns with 
envy. It is easier to glory in what the mouth refuses to taste than to admit the soul still 
craves the praise of men. The system gives the appearance of control while leaving the 
central corruption alive. 

2. There Is a Difference Between Biblical Holiness and Fleshly Legalism 

This issue must be handled carefully because there are always people who hear an attack 
on legalism and assume that means an attack on holiness. That is not the case. Biblical 
holiness is real, commanded, necessary, and beautiful. God calls His people to purity, 
separation from evil, obedience to His word, and a life that is visibly different from the 
world. First Peter 1:15-16 says, "be ye holy in all manner of conversation. Because it is 
written, Be ye holy. for I am holy." Second Corinthians 7:1 tells believers to cleanse 
themselves "from all filthiness of the flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God." 
Holiness is not the enemy. The counterfeit is the enemy. 

Biblical holiness begins with God’s character and God’s word. It is not invented by man. It is 
not a self-designed spirituality. It is not a private code developed to make men feel 
superior. It flows out of union with Christ, the work of the Spirit, and submission to divine 
truth. It deals not only with outward conduct but with motives, affections, desires, and the 
inward life. It aims at pleasing God, not merely impressing men. It produces a changed 
walk because the heart has been brought under the fear of God. Fleshly legalism, by 
contrast, begins with man’s need for control. It multiplies extra requirements, visible 
restrictions, and human traditions, then treats those things as though they were the 
essence of righteousness itself. 

The two can look similar on the surface in certain places, which is why discernment is 
needed. A genuinely holy man may abstain from certain things out of love for God and 
obedience to Scripture. A legalistic man may abstain from many of the same things out of 
pride, fear, tribal pressure, or the desire to preserve an image. The outward act may 
resemble itself, but the inward spirit is different. One is the fruit of life. The other is the 
architecture of self-righteousness. One bows before God. The other builds a ladder before 



men. One comes from brokenness. The other becomes material for boasting. That is why 
Colossians 2 is so valuable. It does not destroy holiness. It destroys the counterfeit. 

3. Will Worship Is Still Worship of Self 

Colossians 2:23 says these things have a "shew of wisdom in will worship." That phrase is a 
dagger. Will worship is religion generated by the human will, arranged by the human will, 
and sustained by the human will. It is not worship that rises from God’s truth and is 
governed by God’s Spirit. It is worship designed by man to satisfy man. It may use holy 
language. It may look serious. It may involve sacrifice, discipline, and visible restraint. But 
at the core of it is self. The man chooses the form, the man controls the rigor, the man 
admires the system, and the man derives identity from the performance. It is called 
worship, but it is really self-service in religious costume. 

This is one reason legalistic systems feel so powerful to the flesh. They create a spirituality 
the sinner can engineer. He gets to determine the visible sacrifices. He gets to count the 
abstinences. He gets to construct the image. He gets to feel holy because of the costliness 
of the rules he keeps. There is an intoxicating sense of mastery in that. The man thinks he is 
honoring God because he has imposed severity upon himself. But if that severity is not 
born of truth and governed by grace, it becomes will worship. It is not the soul bowing under 
God’s word. It is the soul arranging its own religion and then asking God to approve the 
arrangement. 

That kind of worship can be highly emotional, highly disciplined, and highly admired, and 
still be poisonous. Why? Because it leaves the self at the center. The person still has 
something to glory in. He still has a platform. He still has a list. He still has a way to 
distinguish himself from those less severe or less strict. The whole thing can appear 
humble while being deeply proud. That is one of the most dangerous paradoxes in self-
righteous religion. A man can look lowly because he has denied himself certain pleasures, 
while inwardly he is towering over others in his own imagination. Will worship produces 
that kind of counterfeit humility all the time. 

4. Outward Severity Cannot Break Inward Pride 

The Holy Ghost says these ordinances involve "neglecting of the body." That means there is 
visible severity. There is hardship. There is denial. There is a certain harsh treatment of the 
outward man that creates an appearance of seriousness. Many people are impressed by 
that. They think visible austerity must equal inward holiness. They assume that a person 
who denies himself a lot of lawful things, embraces strictness, and lives under a heavy 
code must be spiritually deep. But the flesh is perfectly capable of using outward severity 



as a stage for pride. A man may be hard on his body while being very gentle with his ego. He 
may deny himself comforts while feeding his vanity daily. 

History proves this repeatedly. Men have withdrawn into monasteries, practiced severe 
disciplines, fasted rigorously, embraced poverty, and lived under intense man-made 
restrictions, all while pride remained alive and healthy under the skin. The issue is not 
whether the body was neglected. The issue is whether the heart was broken. A proud man 
can become an austere man without becoming a humble man. A hard lifestyle does not 
guarantee a soft spirit before God. In fact, without grace and truth, outward hardship may 
actually intensify self-righteousness because the man begins to feel that his sacrifices give 
him moral rank. 

That is why Colossians 2 says these practices are "not in any honour to the satisfying of the 
flesh." They do not truly conquer the flesh. They do not honor God by solving the sinner’s 
inward corruption. The flesh may even enjoy the system because it gets to feed on self-
admiration under the cover of sacrifice. It says, "Look what I have given up. Look how 
serious I am. Look how much stricter I am than ordinary people." The body may be under 
pressure while the old man smiles behind the curtain. That is the tragedy of legalistic 
severity. It creates an image of victory while the central enemy remains alive. 

5. Extra Rules Often Become Camouflage for an Unbroken Heart 

One of the great tricks of self-righteousness is that it hides behind extra rules. A person 
may go beyond the plain commands of Scripture and build a large hedge of additional 
restrictions. Again, not every application of wisdom is wrong. Believers may choose certain 
boundaries in order to guard themselves from temptation. But the danger comes when 
those extra rules become the measure of spirituality and the camouflage behind which 
deeper sins remain untouched. A man can have strong opinions about what not to wear, 
not to eat, not to watch, not to attend, and not to use, all while his heart remains deeply 
hard, censorious, and self-satisfied. 

This happens because extra rules create a strong illusion of seriousness. They make both 
the person and the surrounding group feel safe. Everybody can see the code. Everybody 
can recognize compliance. Everybody can reward conformity. Meanwhile, the more hidden 
matters of the heart - pride, harshness, envy, unforgiveness, vanity, spiritual smugness - 
may not be addressed with the same urgency because the visible system is functioning. 
The person looks guarded. The person looks disciplined. The person looks distinct. So the 
corruption behind the guardrails survives unchallenged. The shell is firm. The interior rots 
quietly. 



That is why the Lord Jesus was so severe toward the Pharisees. They were experts in visible 
restrictions and minute religious distinctions, yet inwardly they were "full of extortion and 
excess" and "within full of hypocrisy and iniquity" (Matthew 23:25, 28). They had codes, 
washings, traditions, and boundaries. But the extra religious machinery did not produce 
inward truth. It produced camouflage. That same danger exists anywhere extra rules 
become the preferred proof of spirituality. It is easier to magnify a code than to expose a 
heart. It is easier to enforce externals than to deal with spiritual pride. Self-righteousness 
knows that, and it thrives there. 

6. Self-Righteousness Thrives Where Spirituality Is Reduced to Appearance 

The flesh wants spirituality in a visible form because visible spirituality can be admired. It 
can be rewarded socially. It can be used to build status within a group. If spirituality is 
reduced to what can be seen - abstinence, dress, dietary restrictions, external denials, 
visible seriousness - then self-righteousness has found a playground. A man can perform. 
He can outdo others. He can signal his loyalty. He can preserve his place. The group can 
celebrate him for his strictness. All the while, no one may be asking whether he is gentle, 
broken, grateful, truthful, teachable, and alive unto God in the inward man. 

That reduction of spirituality to appearance is deeply appealing because it is manageable. 
It does not require a person to walk daily in dependence on the Spirit of God. It does not 
require deep honesty. It does not require confessing ugly motives. It does not require the 
pain of inward dealing. It only requires performance within a visible system. And because 
that system often has religious vocabulary attached to it, the person feels not only 
controlled but righteous. The extra strictness gives him a sense of moral altitude. He is not 
merely obedient. In his own eyes he is elevated. 

But true spirituality is not measured merely by what can be seen. It includes what can be 
seen, but it begins deeper than that. It deals with love, truth, meekness, humility, purity of 
motive, submission to Christ, tenderness of conscience, and genuine transformation. It 
produces visible fruit, but it is not exhausted by visible form. When visible form becomes 
the main issue, self-righteousness rushes in and claims the stage. Then people begin 
admiring the shell while the heart remains largely outside the conversation. That is exactly 
the sort of thing Colossians 2 was written to expose. 

7. Real Freedom and Real Holiness Are Found in Christ, Not in Human Ordinances 

The whole section in Colossians 2 rests on the believer’s union with Christ. "If ye be dead 
with Christ from the rudiments of the world, why, as though living in the world, are ye 
subject to ordinances" (Colossians 2:20). That is the key. The believer’s life is not rooted in 
human ordinances but in Christ. He died with Christ. He is complete in Christ. He is called 



to walk in Christ. The answer to fleshly religion is not looser fleshly religion. It is life in 
Christ. When a man is rooted in Christ, holiness becomes the fruit of fellowship, faith, and 
the power of the Spirit rather than a human project of self-engineered righteousness. 

That does not produce carelessness. It produces reality. The believer who walks in Christ 
will still reject sin, mortify the flesh, and pursue purity. But he does so from union, not 
merely from ordinance. He does so because Christ is precious, not merely because the 
group has a code. He does so in submission to Scripture, not in bondage to the 
commandments and doctrines of men. His abstinence is no longer a platform for pride. His 
obedience is no longer a badge of superiority. His separation is no longer a way to build 
status. It is the overflow of a life that has been brought under the lordship of Christ. 

That is why the cure for legalistic self-righteousness is not antinomian looseness, but 
Christ-centered holiness. It is the heart being conquered by grace, truth, and divine love. It 
is the believer learning that real holiness is not the construction of a fleshly shell but the 
transformation of the inward man. It is coming to the end of self-imposed religion and 
discovering that no human code can do what only Christ can do. He alone can break pride, 
cleanse the conscience, humble the heart, and produce obedience that is true rather than 
staged. The ordinances of men can regulate appearance. Christ changes the man. 

Conclusion 

Colossians 2 exposes one of the most deceptive forms of self-righteousness because it 
looks wise, serious, and spiritually disciplined on the outside. "Touch not, taste not, handle 
not" sounds strict. It sounds safe. It sounds holy to many ears. And in some circles it can 
become the very definition of spirituality. But the Holy Ghost tears the mask off and shows 
that man-made religion, however severe, cannot produce inward transformation. It can 
create a show of wisdom. It can produce visible restraint. It can generate admiration. But it 
leaves the deepest problem untouched. The inner man may remain proud, hard, vain, 
jealous, bitter, and unbroken while the outer system runs smoothly. 

That is why believers must learn to distinguish between biblical holiness and fleshly 
legalism. Holiness is real and commanded by God. Legalism is a counterfeit that uses 
visible restrictions to imitate holiness while missing its source and substance. Holiness 
flows from Christ, truth, grace, and the Spirit’s work in the heart. Legalism flows from man’s 
desire for control, measurement, and visible superiority. Holiness bows. Legalism 
compares. Holiness obeys God. Legalism multiplies man-made regulations. Holiness 
produces humility. Legalism often produces a proud shell with a dry interior. 

The answer is not to despise holiness, loosen standards, or mock all restraint. The answer 
is to come back to Christ and let Him define, govern, and produce the life He requires. It is 



to reject the pride that hides behind extra rules. It is to refuse the illusion that visible 
severity equals inward purity. It is to ask God not merely for a tighter code, but for a truer 
heart. And it is to remember that a man may never touch, never taste, and never handle 
many things and still be far from God if the old self-righteous spirit remains alive within. The 
shell may impress men, but only Christ can make a man holy from the inside out. 

 

 

10 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - Despising the Publican 

Introduction 

Self-righteousness never stays locked inside the heart as a quiet private corruption. It 
always leaks out. It always shows itself somewhere. A man may hide it for a while under 
religious language, under polished behavior, under doctrinal talk, under standards, under 
visible separation, or under carefully managed humility, but if self-righteousness is alive 
inside him, it will eventually produce contempt for somebody else. That is one of the 
clearest proofs of the disease. The proud heart cannot remain content merely to approve 
itself. It must also look for someone beneath it. It must find a lower rung on the ladder. It 
must identify a publican, a sinner, a weaker brother, a failed saint, a compromised church, 
a wounded person, a struggling family, or some other object against which it can measure 
itself favorably. Self-righteousness is not satisfied with private self-admiration. It feeds on 
comparison, and comparison almost always turns cruel. 

That is why Luke 18:9 is so important. The Lord Jesus Christ did not merely say that the 
Pharisee trusted in himself that he was righteous. He said this parable was spoken “unto 
certain which trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others.” Those 
two things go together like disease and symptom. The trust in self produces the contempt 
for others. The inward lie creates the outward cruelty. The secret confidence creates the 
public coldness. A man who has built his own righteousness as a private throne must 
defend that throne, and one of the easiest ways to defend it is to keep finding people who 
appear lower, dirtier, weaker, or less disciplined than himself. That is why self-righteous 
people are constantly scanning the room. They are always locating inferiors. They need 
them. They need someone to condemn, someone to dismiss, someone to look down on, 
someone to speak about with that little edge in the voice that says, “At least I am not like 
that.” 

This essay matters because it moves the subject from inward deception to outward 
damage. Up to this point in the series, we have dealt with blindness, hypocrisy, legalism, 
confidence in the flesh, visible polish, and counterfeit righteousness. But here the disease 



starts wounding other people openly. It stops being merely a hidden poison in one man’s 
heart and becomes a social weapon. It turns religion into a courtroom. It makes proud men 
into prosecutors. It makes the weak feel despised, the fallen feel mocked, and the 
wounded feel unsafe. It creates an atmosphere where mercy disappears and superiority 
takes the microphone. That is exactly the opposite of the spirit of Christ. The Lord Jesus 
came to seek and to save that which was lost. Self-righteousness comes to sort, classify, 
and condemn those who are lost. One draws near to heal. The other stands back to sneer. 
So we must examine this fruit carefully, because when a man despises the publican, he is 
not merely being unkind. He is revealing the anatomy of self-righteousness in plain sight. 

1. The Pharisee Needed the Publican 

The Pharisee in Luke 18 did not pray in a vacuum. His whole speech depended on the 
presence of another man. “God, I thank thee, that I am not as other men are... or even as 
this publican” (Luke 18:11). That little phrase reveals everything. He needed the publican 
standing nearby. The publican was the prop in the performance. The Pharisee’s feeling of 
righteousness was strengthened by the sight of another man he could use as a contrast. 
That is how self-righteousness works. It does not simply say, “I am righteous before God.” It 
says, “I am better than him.” It needs a visible inferior. It needs a comparison point. It needs 
someone whose weakness, shame, failure, or reputation can be used as a mirror in which 
the proud man admires himself. 

This is why self-righteous people are often so occupied with other people’s condition. They 
talk about others a lot. They notice others a lot. They catalogue weaknesses, failures, 
inconsistencies, and spiritual stumblings. They may present this as discernment, concern, 
or burden, but beneath it is often something uglier. They are drawing nourishment from 
contrast. They feel taller next to somebody shorter. They feel cleaner next to somebody 
dirtier. They feel more stable next to somebody visibly struggling. The publican becomes 
useful to them, not as a soul to be prayed for, but as a benchmark against which their own 
sense of righteousness can be refreshed. 

That is one reason the Lord Jesus framed the parable this way. He was exposing more than 
a proud prayer. He was exposing the relational nature of self-righteousness. It is not only 
what a man thinks of himself. It is how he uses others to think well of himself. The publican 
was not a brother to be pitied in the Pharisee’s eyes. He was a foil. He was a category. He 
was a cautionary example standing nearby so the Pharisee could feel holier. Whenever a 
person needs somebody else’s failure in order to feel strong, self-righteousness is already 
at work. 

2. Self-Righteousness Cannot Feel Superior Without Inferiors 



A truly humble man does not need inferiors. He does not build his identity out of 
comparisons. He does not search for people beneath him in order to feel settled. But self-
righteousness cannot function that way. It is inherently comparative. It has no life of its own 
apart from rankings. It is always taking measurements. It is always calculating differences. 
It is always deciding who is stronger, cleaner, sounder, wiser, more disciplined, more 
mature, more biblical, and more worthy of admiration. That is because self-righteousness 
has no rest in God’s verdict. It rests in social elevation. So it must keep proving to itself that 
it stands above somebody. 

This is why the proud spirit is almost always restless around weakness. Instead of seeing 
weakness as a call to prayer, patience, or restoration, it sees weakness as an opportunity 
for inward promotion. A struggling soul enters the room, and the self-righteous heart does 
not first ask, “How can I help?” It often asks something more like, “How can I distinguish 
myself from that?” If the weak person falls publicly, the self-righteous person feels a dark 
little relief. Another rung just appeared below. Another contrast just got sharper. Another 
reason now exists to feel stable and superior. That is one of the ugliest realities in this 
whole subject. 

The reason this happens is because self-righteousness is insecure at the core. It talks big, 
but it is actually fragile. It needs constant reinforcement. It cannot simply be righteous. It 
must feel righteous by seeing unrighteousness in others. It must keep scanning the room 
for proof that it is still above average. That is why it often magnifies the sins of others while 
minimizing its own. It is not merely being unfair. It is self-preserving. It is propping up a false 
identity. A man secure in Christ does not need other people’s failures to stabilize his soul. A 
self-righteous man does. 

3. Contempt Is One of the Surest Fruits of the Disease 

Luke 18:9 says plainly that they “despised others.” That word matters. The Lord did not say 
they merely disagreed with others, corrected others, or recognized sin in others. He said 
they despised them. Despising is more than discernment. It is more than moral evaluation. 
It is contempt. It is looking down with disdain. It is treating another person as beneath 
serious regard. It is reducing another soul in your own mind. That is one of the surest fruits 
of self-righteousness because once a man begins trusting in himself, contempt follows 
naturally. He starts feeling not only different from others, but better than others. 

Contempt has a particular tone to it. It can show up in sarcasm, dismissiveness, eye-
rolling, coldness, exaggerated criticism, merciless commentary, or that subtle spiritual 
sneer that never quite says everything outright but makes sure everybody knows who the 
“problem people” are. It can show up in how a congregation talks about the weak, how 



leaders talk about those who have failed, how Christians speak about the confused, and 
how doctrinal tribes speak about each other. It is often cloaked in religious vocabulary, but 
the spirit underneath is contempt. The person is not merely concerned for truth. He is 
relishing distance from the other person. 

That spirit is utterly opposed to Christ. The Lord Jesus could identify sin clearly, rebuke 
falsehood sharply, and expose hypocrisy publicly, but He did not need contempt in order to 
do it. He wept over Jerusalem. He received publicans and sinners. He restored the fallen. 
He dealt with souls as souls, not props for His own superiority. Self-righteousness cannot 
do that. It can recognize categories, but it cannot easily show mercy. It can diagnose, but it 
cannot stoop. It can identify the publican, but it cannot love him. Once contempt enters, 
the disease is already bearing fruit. 

4. Self-Righteousness Turns Religion Into a Tribunal 

One of the darkest results of self-righteousness is that it transforms religious life into a 
courtroom atmosphere. Instead of church being a place where sinners meet grace, it 
becomes a place where proud men sit in judgment. Instead of spiritual leadership carrying 
the burden of souls, it begins to carry the posture of prosecution. Instead of truth being 
used to heal, it gets used to try cases. Everybody is weighed, measured, categorized, and 
sentenced according to the unspoken standards of the self-righteous culture. Weak people 
learn quickly that they are under surveillance, not shepherding. 

This tribunal spirit does not always operate formally. It can be woven into conversation, 
prayer requests, side comments, social media responses, leadership tones, and church 
culture. There is always an awareness that someone is being assessed. Someone is being 
sized up. Someone is being quietly placed in the proper drawer. The room is no longer a 
place of honest help. It becomes a place where people perform strength because 
weakness is unsafe. The publican stands afar off because he knows the Pharisee spirit is 
watching. That is one of the great tragedies self-righteousness produces. It drives the needy 
away from open confession by making mercy feel scarce. 

Galatians 6:1 gives the opposite spirit: “Brethren, if a man be overtaken in a fault, ye which 
are spiritual, restore such an one in the spirit of meekness. considering thyself, lest thou 
also be tempted.” There is no tribunal there. There is restoration, meekness, and self-
suspicion. The truly spiritual man is not eager to sit as judge because he remembers his 
own frailty. He approaches a fallen brother with trembling, not with relish. He does not feel 
taller because another man has fallen. He feels warned, sobered, and moved to restore. 
Self-righteousness cannot easily live in Galatians 6:1 because Galatians 6:1 requires 
humility, and humility is what self-righteousness refuses to give. 



5. The Weak and the Fallen Become Targets 

Self-righteousness is especially cruel toward people who are already down. That is 
because the weak and the fallen provide the clearest visible contrast. A man who is 
struggling, compromised, confused, or disgraced becomes an easy target for the self-
righteous heart. The proud person may not literally kick him while he is down, but he often 
circles around him with criticism, commentary, and cold distance. He uses the fallen 
person as a sermon illustration, a warning label, a subject of gossip, or a way to reinforce 
the group’s sense of superiority. He may say he is standing for truth, but often he is feeding 
off contrast. 

This is one reason wounded people often find it easier to stay away than to come near 
religious environments shaped by self-righteousness. They know they are not entering a 
hospital. They are entering a tribunal. They know their failure will not simply be grieved. It 
will be analyzed. It will be discussed. It will be used. Their pain will be a lesson for others 
and a chance for certain people to reaffirm how different they are. That is a terrible 
corruption of Christianity. The church is not called to excuse sin, but neither is it called to 
feed on the spectacle of fallen people. When it does, it has taken the side of the Pharisee 
against the publican. 

The Lord Jesus repeatedly moved toward the people that proud religion despised. He dealt 
with sinners truthfully, but He did not use them as furniture for His own glory. The woman 
taken in adultery was not a prop. Zacchaeus was not a prop. The woman at the well was not 
a prop. The leper was not a prop. He saw souls where self-righteous men saw categories. 
That is one of the most searching tests of our own hearts. When we see weakness and 
failure, do we move instinctively toward restoration with truth and mercy, or do we move 
instinctively toward distance and superiority? The answer reveals more than we may want 
to know. 

6. Mockery and Dismissal Are Often Religious Cruelty 

Self-righteousness is not always solemn. Sometimes it becomes mocking. Sometimes it 
laughs at the fallen. Sometimes it reduces people to labels and punchlines. Sometimes it 
dismisses them with a sentence, a sneer, or a nickname. This may appear bold to some 
onlookers, but much of it is simply cruelty with a Bible in its hand. The self-righteous spirit 
enjoys mockery because mockery creates emotional distance. It keeps the other person 
beneath serious compassion. It preserves superiority. If a soul can be turned into an object 
of ridicule, then the proud heart does not have to feel the weight of that soul’s humanity. 

This is especially dangerous in religious circles that prize sharpness. There is a kind of wit 
that can become a servant of pride. A clever line, a cutting phrase, a biting dismissal can 



make the speaker look discerning and strong while it leaves another soul reduced in the 
eyes of the hearers. Now there are times when holy satire and sharp rebuke have their 
place in Scripture. Elijah mocked the prophets of Baal. Paul used irony. Christ rebuked 
hypocrites fiercely. But there is a difference between holy exposure of evil and fleshly 
delight in humiliating others. One serves truth under the government of God. The other 
serves ego under the cover of truth. 

The publican in Luke 18 was not mocked aloud in the text, but he was despised. And 
contempt often leads naturally to forms of mockery and dismissal. Once a person is seen 
as morally beneath us, it becomes easier to speak of him with a hardness we would never 
want directed at ourselves. That is a sure sign that self-righteousness has moved from 
hidden pride to outward cruelty. The tongue becomes the weapon. The joke becomes the 
knife. The dismissal becomes the sentence. At that point, religion is no longer serving 
mercy or even righteous correction. It is serving the ego of the one who speaks. 

7. Mercy Dies Wherever Self-Righteousness Rules 

Perhaps the most tragic effect of despising the publican is that mercy disappears from the 
room. Self-righteousness cannot breathe well in an atmosphere of deep mercy because 
mercy reminds everyone that all stand in need. Mercy levels the ground. Mercy says, “There 
but for the grace of God go I.” Mercy approaches weakness with truth and tenderness 
together. Mercy weeps, restores, warns, and helps. Self-righteousness hates that because 
mercy deprives it of the emotional altitude it craves. If the publican is treated with 
compassion, the Pharisee loses part of his stage. 

That is why self-righteous environments often become harsh even while maintaining 
orthodox language. People still talk about holiness, truth, discernment, and obedience, but 
the pulse of mercy is weak. The weak are viewed as interruptions. The confused are viewed 
as annoyances. The fallen are viewed as cautionary tales. The wounded are viewed as 
problems to manage. The atmosphere may still sound biblical, but it no longer feels like the 
ministry of Christ. He was “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). Self-righteousness keeps the 
truth language while quietly choking out the grace. 

James 2:13 says, “mercy rejoiceth against judgment.” That does not mean judgment never 
has a place. It means mercy is not ashamed to triumph where proud religion would rather 
condemn. A church, a leader, or an individual whose spirit is increasingly marked by 
contempt should not comfort himself merely because his doctrinal statements remain 
accurate. If mercy is dying, something diseased is living. The Lord does not call His people 
to soft compromise, but neither does He call them to proud contempt. The mark of 



spiritual health is not how sharply one can despise the publican, but how truthfully and 
tenderly one can deal with him while remembering his own need of grace. 

Conclusion 

The Pharisee in Luke 18 reveals that self-righteousness never remains a private inward 
delusion. It spills over into relationships. It requires inferiors. It scans the room for 
someone to stand above. It feeds on contrast and produces contempt. That is why the Lord 
did not merely say the Pharisee trusted in himself. He said he “despised others.” The 
disease had become visible. The private lie had turned into public cruelty. The false 
righteousness in his own mind had made another man smaller in his eyes. That is always 
one of the surest indicators that self-righteousness is alive and well. 

This matters deeply because it shows that self-righteousness is not just a doctrinal 
problem or a heart problem in isolation. It is a community problem. It wounds the weak, 
hardens the strong, poisons church culture, turns religion into a tribunal, and makes mercy 
scarce. The fallen become targets. The struggling become categories. The publican 
becomes a prop. Instead of grace creating a place where sinners can tell the truth and seek 
help, pride creates a place where sinners hide because they know they will be despised. 
That is a terrible distortion of Christianity, and it is one that can happen even where many 
true things are still being said. 

The answer is not to stop calling sin sin, and it is not to become sentimental about 
wickedness. The answer is to let the gospel kill our superiority. It is to remember that apart 
from Christ we are all publicans. It is to remember that every bit of standing we have before 
God is by grace. It is to restore in meekness, speak truth with tears, and refuse the secret 
pleasure of standing above another man. A heart made tender by grace does not need 
inferiors in order to feel safe. It glories in Christ Jesus and has learned to treat weak people, 
fallen people, and struggling people as souls in need of the same mercy by which it stands. 
That is the death of self-righteous contempt, and that is the beginning of real Christlike 
religion. 

 

 

11 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - The Elder Brother’s Heart 

Introduction 

One of the most dangerous forms of self-righteousness is not always found in the obvious 
prodigal, the public scandal, the loud Pharisee, or the openly hypocritical religionist. 
Sometimes it is found in the man who stayed home. It is found in the one who never left the 



father’s house outwardly, never wasted his substance in riotous living, never made the 
obvious mess, and never became the cautionary tale everybody points at. That man often 
assumes he is safe simply because he is not the prodigal. He looks across the field of 
human failure, sees the wreckage of other people’s open sin, and quietly concludes that 
his nearness, his obedience, and his outward steadiness must place him in a better 
spiritual condition. But Luke 15 will not let him hide. The elder brother stands as one of the 
most searching portraits of self-righteousness in all the Bible, because he was outwardly 
near while inwardly far, visibly obedient while inwardly alienated, and externally 
respectable while inwardly burning with pride, bitterness, and resentment. 

That is what makes the elder brother so dangerous. He does not frighten people the way 
the prodigal does. The prodigal is easier to identify. His rebellion is visible. His departure is 
obvious. His hunger is dramatic. His fall is public. But the elder brother remains near the 
house, near the field, near the service, near the duty, near the family structure, near the 
language of obedience, and near all the outward forms of faithfulness. That proximity can 
become a hiding place. He can look stable while his spirit rots. He can look disciplined 
while his heart hardens. He can look clean while jealousy grows inside him like a root 
system. He can appear faithful while remaining unable to understand grace. That is the 
sting of the parable. A man may be close to the father’s house and still not share the 
father’s heart. 

Luke 15 does not merely contrast rebellion and repentance. It also contrasts grace and 
merit, mercy and scorekeeping, love and resentment, joy and grievance. The elder brother 
represents a spirit that cannot rejoice when mercy triumphs because mercy threatens the 
whole arithmetic by which he has been living. He has built his identity on service, 
obedience, staying put, doing right, avoiding scandal, and preserving his outward record. 
He wants reward, recognition, and fairness on human terms. He wants his years counted, 
his consistency acknowledged, and his superiority validated. So when grace comes 
rushing toward the undeserving, his heart rebels. That is self-righteousness in one of its 
most painful forms. It is not the spirit that says, “I am a gross sinner.” It is the spirit that 
says, “I have served all these years, and surely I deserve better than this.” That is what this 
essay must expose. 

1. The Elder Brother Stayed Near but Never Came In 

Luke 15:25 says, “Now his elder son was in the field.” That line matters. He was near. He 
was not in the far country. He was not starving among swine. He was not publicly 
disgraced. He was in the field, close to home, close to work, close to order, close to the 
father’s property. Outwardly speaking, he was exactly where a person ought to be. That is 
why the elder brother is such a searching figure. His danger was not distance in miles, but 



distance in spirit. A man can remain near all the visible things of God and still be inwardly 
estranged from the joy, freedom, and mercy of God. Proximity is not the same thing as 
fellowship. 

There are many people like that in religious life. They stay near the structure. They stay near 
the meetings, near the ministry, near the vocabulary, near the habits, near the standards, 
near the accepted patterns of behavior. They are always around the father’s house, but the 
father’s heart has not conquered them. They know how to remain within the boundaries of 
respectability. They know how to serve. They know how to speak properly. They know how 
to avoid the obvious disasters. But nearness to the environment does not guarantee 
nearness in spirit. A man may stand within sound walls and still have a bitter soul. He may 
carry out duties while inwardly cultivating grievance. 

That is one reason this character is so dangerous. The prodigal knows he left. The elder 
brother imagines he stayed right. The prodigal can be awakened by hunger. The elder 
brother often has enough outward stability to keep sleeping. He does not see that while he 
remained physically near, he had become morally and spiritually distant in the very place 
where many assume distance cannot exist. He is a warning to every outwardly faithful 
person that being near the father’s house is not enough if the father’s spirit is absent from 
the heart. 

2. He Measured Life by Service and Merit 

The elder brother’s speech is one of the clearest windows into a self-righteous heart. In 
Luke 15:29 he says, “Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any 
time thy commandment.” Listen to the arithmetic. “These many years.” “I serve thee.” 
“Neither transgressed I.” That is the language of a man keeping score. He has been 
counting the years. He has been tracking the obedience. He has built an inward case out of 
his own faithfulness. He does not speak first like a son enjoying fellowship with a father. He 
speaks like a laborer presenting a record to a supervisor. The relationship has been 
interpreted through merit. 

This is one of the surest marks of self-righteousness. It turns obedience into currency. It 
turns service into leverage. It turns years of faithfulness into a claim upon God or upon 
others. The person begins to think, “After all I’ve done, after all I’ve avoided, after all I’ve 
stayed through, after all I’ve given, surely something is owed me.” That is not grace. That is 
merit-based thinking. It may exist under religious language and outward discipline, but at 
bottom it is still the flesh trying to establish value through performance. The elder brother is 
not rejoicing in sonship. He is negotiating from service. 



There is a deep warning here for serious believers. It is possible to obey outwardly while 
inwardly drifting into a wages mentality. A man may stay faithful in many good things, but if 
he starts using that faithfulness as a private argument for why he deserves more honor, 
more recognition, more ease, more blessing, or more preferential treatment, self-
righteousness is already at work. Obedience ceases to be a loving response to the father 
and becomes a ledger entry in the ego’s account book. The elder brother reveals that kind 
of heart in painful detail. 

3. Self-Righteousness Resents Grace Given to the Undeserving 

The crisis in the parable comes when the prodigal returns and the father receives him with 
joy. This should have been cause for celebration in any heart shaped by love. A lost son had 
come home. A dead one was alive again. A man once destroyed had been restored. But 
instead of joy, the elder brother responded with anger. Luke 15:28 says, “And he was angry, 
and would not go in.” There it is. Grace came to the undeserving, and his first response was 
not worship, gratitude, or amazement. It was resentment. That is one of the clearest marks 
of self-righteousness in the world: it cannot bear to see mercy triumph over merit. 

Why does grace provoke that reaction? Because grace threatens the whole system by 
which the self-righteous man has been living. If the father can throw a feast for the prodigal, 
what becomes of all the elder brother’s years of counting? What becomes of his secret 
feeling that he stood higher because he stayed? What becomes of his private claim to 
moral advantage? Grace levels the ground. Grace says the father’s joy is not distributed 
according to the ego’s bookkeeping. Grace says the broken can be embraced, the 
undeserving can be welcomed, and the disgraced can be restored. Self-righteousness 
hates that because it wants distinctions maintained on human terms. 

That is why many religious people can tolerate grace as a doctrine but hate it in practice 
when it is extended to the wrong sort of person. They like mercy in theory, especially if it 
applies to them in a refined way, but when mercy starts lifting the undeserving, restoring 
the fallen, or receiving someone they regard as less worthy, bitterness rises. They want the 
prodigal forgiven perhaps, but not celebrated. They want him tolerated perhaps, but not 
welcomed with joy. The elder brother’s anger reveals that his real issue was not merely with 
the prodigal. It was with the father’s grace. 

4. He Wanted Recognition More Than Relationship 

The elder brother says, “yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my 
friends” (Luke 15:29). That line exposes another layer of the disease. He wanted 
acknowledgment. He wanted reward. He wanted a visible sign that his obedience had been 
seen and valued on the terms he preferred. Notice also the wording, “with my friends.” The 



emphasis is not on sharing the father’s joy. It is on having his own celebration under his 
own terms. He is not grieving because he missed intimacy with the father. He is aggrieved 
because he feels unrecognized. 

Self-righteousness often works like that. The person may talk about duty, faithfulness, 
sacrifice, and service, but beneath the surface there is a longing for applause, validation, 
and distinction. He wants his consistency to be noticed. He wants his restraint to be 
acknowledged. He wants his years to be honored. He may couch it in modest terms, but 
inwardly he feels cheated if no visible reward arrives. He is not serving purely out of love. 
He is serving with an expectation that the ledger will eventually turn in his favor. The elder 
brother is not simply speaking out of pain. He is speaking out of disappointed entitlement. 

This is why his heart is so revealing. He stayed near the house, but he did not seem to 
understand what it meant to enjoy the father. He had access to the father all along. In fact, 
the father says, “Son, thou art ever with me, and all that I have is thine” (Luke 15:31). That is 
extraordinary. The elder brother had nearness, presence, and inheritance available, yet his 
complaint shows that his mind was fixed more on visible tokens of recognition than on the 
riches of relationship. Self-righteousness can sit in great privilege and still complain 
because it values reward more than fellowship. 

5. He Rewrote His Brother as “This Thy Son” 

Luke 15:30 is one of the coldest lines in the passage: “But as soon as this thy son was 
come.” He cannot even say “my brother.” That is what contempt does. It distances. It re-
labels. It creates emotional separation. The elder brother refuses relational language 
because relational language would require some measure of tenderness. Instead he says, 
in effect, “that son of yours.” He pushes the prodigal farther away in speech because his 
heart has already pushed him away inwardly. Self-righteousness often works through this 
kind of verbal distancing. It turns people into categories, labels, warnings, and cases. 

This is what contempt does to a religious environment. Instead of seeing broken people as 
brothers to restore or souls to recover, the self-righteous spirit turns them into “those 
people.” It pushes them into a category where mercy becomes harder and superiority 
easier. Language reveals the heart. A man who cannot say “my brother” without strain is 
showing more about himself than about the brother he condemns. The elder brother had 
stayed home outwardly, but inwardly his spirit had become loveless. He was safer with 
distance than with compassion. 

That sort of distancing is often one of the first outward signs that self-righteousness is no 
longer private. It has become social. It starts affecting how others are viewed, named, and 
treated. The person no longer approaches weakness with grief and hope, but with labels 



and reduction. “This thy son.” “That crowd.” “Those people.” “That kind.” These expressions 
often reveal a heart that has ceased to think in terms of grace and begun thinking in terms 
of categories. Once that happens, the father’s joy becomes unintelligible. 

6. Outward Obedience Can Hide Inward Alienation 

Perhaps the most searching truth in this entire parable is that the elder brother had a real 
form of outward obedience. He did serve. He did stay. He did avoid the visible rebellion of 
the prodigal. Yet in the moment of testing, his heart stood exposed as alien to the father’s 
joy. That is the warning. A man can obey externally while remaining inwardly estranged. He 
can do the right things for years and still not share the spirit of the father. He can be near 
the house and far from the heart. He can stay in the field and remain outside the feast. 

This should shake every outwardly moral, disciplined, and serious person. It is possible to 
build a respectable life and still have a soul full of bitterness, pride, jealousy, and grievance. 
Outward conformity is not the same as inward surrender. A person may never run into 
riotous living and still be deeply self-righteous. He may never waste his substance publicly 
and still waste his years secretly in the service of his own ego. The elder brother had 
avoided one kind of sin only to be captured by another that many religious people are much 
slower to notice. 

That is why the Lord places this character in the story. He is a mirror for the respectable. He 
is a warning to the dutiful. He is a rebuke to the serious man who assumes that because he 
did not go into the far country, he must therefore be safe. No, sir. You can remain near holy 
things and still be unholy in spirit. You can serve outwardly and still be inwardly hardened 
against grace. The elder brother proves that proximity to the father’s house is not enough if 
the father’s joy and mercy do not live in the soul. 

7. The Father Came Out to Him Too 

One of the most beautiful and solemn parts of the passage is that the father came out to 
the elder brother as well. Luke 15:28 says, “therefore came his father out, and intreated 
him.” The father’s grace was not reserved only for the prodigal. He also moved toward the 
resentful elder brother. That is important. The Lord is not only exposing self-righteousness 
here. He is also showing that self-righteous people need grace just as surely as prodigals 
do. The elder brother’s sin is different in shape, but it is no less in need of divine 
intervention. He too is outside. He too needs to come in. He too must be addressed by the 
father. 

That should humble every self-righteous heart. The person who sees himself in the elder 
brother must not merely walk away saying, “That is bad.” He must realize, “I too need the 
father to come out to me.” The bitter servant, the resentful churchman, the jealous laborer, 



the proud doctrinal man, the dutiful but loveless religious person - all of them need mercy. 
The father’s entreaty reveals that grace seeks not only the wild rebel in the far country, but 
also the cold-hearted moralist standing outside the feast. Both are out of harmony with the 
father, though in very different ways. 

Yet the parable ends with a tension. The father pleads, explains, and invites, but the text 
does not explicitly say the elder brother came in. That unfinished note is fitting. It leaves the 
hearer under examination. Will the self-righteous man come in? Will he lay down his 
grievance, surrender his merit-based thinking, and rejoice in grace? Or will he remain 
outside, clinging to his fairness, his years, and his superiority? That question does not only 
belong to ancient Pharisees. It belongs to every heart tempted to resent mercy when it falls 
on the undeserving. 

Conclusion 

The elder brother’s heart is one of the most searching portraits of self-righteousness in 
Scripture because it proves that a man can stay near the father’s house and still be 
alienated in spirit. He can serve outwardly, obey externally, and avoid the public disgrace of 
the prodigal, yet inwardly be full of pride, bitterness, jealousy, grievance, and merit-based 
thinking. He can stand in the field while remaining outside the feast. He can use 
faithfulness itself as material for self-righteousness. That is why this character cuts so 
deep. He is not the scandalous rebel. He is the respectable man whose respectability 
became a hiding place for a loveless soul. 

The tragedy of the elder brother is that he could not rejoice when mercy triumphed. Grace 
to the prodigal felt like injustice to him because his whole system depended on 
scorekeeping. He had been counting years, service, obedience, and reward, and he 
expected the father to operate within that arithmetic. But the father’s joy shattered his 
calculations. Grace does that. Grace offends the proud because it refuses to distribute 
blessing according to the ego’s ledger. It celebrates the undeserving, welcomes the broken, 
and throws a feast for the one who cannot pay it back. Self-righteousness stands outside 
and fumes. 

The answer is not to become the prodigal in order to escape becoming the elder brother. 
The answer is to let grace kill both forms of rebellion. The answer is to abandon pride 
whether it comes in wild living or respectable service. It is to stop measuring worth by 
years, effort, or visible consistency, and to start sharing the father’s joy in mercy. It is to call 
the prodigal “brother” again. It is to come in from the field of merit and enter the house of 
grace. Until a man does that, he may be outwardly near and inwardly far. But when grace 



breaks the elder brother’s heart, he learns to rejoice not in his own record, but in the father 
who delights to receive the undeserving. 

 

 

12 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - They Trusted in Themselves 

Introduction 

At the root of self-righteousness is not merely a high opinion of oneself. It is not just vanity, 
smugness, or the visible air of a religious man who thinks he is better than others. Those 
things are fruits. The deeper root is trust. Self-righteousness is a trust issue. It is the soul 
leaning on itself in matters where only Christ can bear the weight. It is the sinner relying on 
his repentance, his sorrow, his reformations, his standards, his doctrine, his consistency, 
his background, his discipline, his experiences, or his visible seriousness as though those 
things could support him before a holy God. That is why Luke 18:9 is so powerful. The Lord 
said He spoke that parable “unto certain which trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and despised others.” There is the anatomy in one sentence. They trusted in 
themselves. The whole disease begins there. 

That phrase reaches much farther than open Phariseeism. Many people imagine that 
trusting in yourself means standing in a temple and boasting out loud. But the thing is far 
more subtle than that. A man may still use God-language while trusting in himself. He may 
talk about the Lord, grace, truth, repentance, holiness, and faith, and all the while 
functionally rest on his own inward state or outward performance. He may trust his tears. 
He may trust that he feels bad enough. He may trust that he has gotten serious enough. He 
may trust the fact that he cleaned up his life, left old sins, joined the right church, learned 
the right doctrine, or embraced a stricter standard. He may not say, “I am my own savior,” 
but if his real confidence is in what he has become, done, felt, learned, or maintained, then 
that is exactly what he is functionally believing. 

This essay must press hard on that point because many religious people have never really 
faced it. They think the issue is only whether they talk proudly, act proudly, or compare 
themselves openly. But the issue runs deeper than tone. It runs into the hidden place 
where the soul leans. What are you resting on? What would collapse your confidence if it 
were taken away? What makes you feel spiritually secure? Is it Christ alone, or is it Christ 
plus your repentance, Christ plus your knowledge, Christ plus your discipline, Christ plus 
your record, Christ plus your religious seriousness? Scripture keeps dismantling all human 
boasting because Scripture is determined to leave the sinner stripped of every prop. In the 
end, a man is either resting in Christ or resting in himself. There is no middle ground that 



saves. The one who trusts in himself may still speak in religious phrases, but he remains at 
heart his own deliverer, his own defender, and his own false savior. 

1. Self-Righteousness Begins Where Trust Is Misplaced 

The first and most important thing to establish is that self-righteousness is not simply a 
personality problem. It is not merely an issue of attitude, style, or manner. It is a matter of 
where confidence rests. Luke 18:9 does not say merely that these men thought well of 
themselves. It says they “trusted in themselves that they were righteous.” That is the core. 
The trust is in self. The confidence is in self. The weight of spiritual standing is being placed 
on self. That means the issue is not just emotional pride. It is functional faith in the wrong 
object. The heart has taken the trust that belongs to Christ and redirected it inward. 

That is why self-righteousness can survive in all kinds of religious environments. A man 
may outwardly confess orthodox doctrine and still inwardly trust himself. He may say 
salvation is by grace, yet when you look more closely, his peace rises and falls mainly with 
his own performance, his own steadiness, his own spiritual condition, his own perception 
of progress, or his own ability to maintain a respectable religious life. He is not really resting 
in Christ as a complete Savior. He is resting in Christ as an assistant to the self. Christ has a 
role, but the final confidence still leans on the man. That is why self-righteousness is so 
deep and dangerous. It can hide under correct vocabulary while the heart quietly places its 
real trust in the flesh. 

Scripture attacks this relentlessly because God will not share the ground of glory with man. 
Proverbs 3:5 says, “Trust in the LORD with all thine heart. and lean not unto thine own 
understanding.” That principle applies spiritually as well as practically. The old nature 
wants to lean on itself. It wants to understand, measure, verify, and secure itself through its 
own resources. But in the matter of righteousness before God, leaning on self is fatal. The 
sinner has no safe internal ground to trust. The heart is deceitful. The flesh is corrupt. 
Human merit is polluted. If trust lands anywhere short of Christ, the man remains 
fundamentally self-righteous even if he sounds quite religious. 

2. A Man Can Trust His Repentance Instead of Christ 

One of the most subtle forms of self-righteousness is trusting repentance itself rather than 
trusting Christ. Now repentance is real. Repentance matters. A sinner does not come to 
Christ clinging proudly to sin. But the flesh can take even repentance, which ought to be a 
broken turning unto God, and turn it into a new basis for confidence. A man starts thinking 
not so much about Christ crucified as about the depth of his own sorrow, the intensity of 
his own tears, the seriousness of his own inner struggle, or the dramatic nature of his own 



turning. Without realizing it, he begins trusting his repentance as though repentance itself 
were the thing that saves. 

This becomes especially dangerous when people begin measuring conversion chiefly by 
the quality of their inward experience rather than by the sufficiency of Christ. They ask, “Did 
I cry enough? Was I sorry enough? Did I feel enough agony? Did I hate my sin deeply 
enough? Was my turning radical enough?” Those questions may arise from a troubled 
conscience, but they can become another way the soul fixes its eyes on itself. The person 
begins seeking assurance not in the finished work of Christ, but in the felt adequacy of his 
own repentance. That is still self-trust. He is resting not in Christ’s worthiness, but in the 
quality of his own response to Christ. 

The gospel never teaches a man to trust the strength of his repentance. It teaches him to 
trust the Savior to whom repentance turns. The publican in Luke 18 did not come saying, 
“God, see how deeply I feel my sin.” He said, “God be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). 
His confidence was not in the artistic perfection of his inner sorrow. It was in divine mercy. 
Real repentance empties a man of self-trust and sends him to Christ. False religion can 
make even repentance another religious credential. That is why this matter must be 
handled carefully. Repentance is necessary, but repentance itself is not the righteousness 
that justifies. Christ is. 

3. A Man Can Trust His Reformations and Cleaned-Up Life 

Another common deception is trusting reformations. A man changes. He leaves some old 
sins. He gets serious. He cleans up his language, habits, associations, and visible conduct. 
All of that may be commendable at one level. There may be real moral improvement. There 
may even be the beginnings of a genuine work of grace. But the flesh is quick to turn visible 
change into a new ground of confidence. The person begins to feel spiritually secure 
because he is no longer what he once was outwardly. He points to the changes and quietly 
leans on them. He does not say, “Christ is my righteousness.” He says it perhaps with his 
lips, but in practice he feels safe because he has improved. 

This is one reason why religious reformation is so dangerous when detached from true 
faith. A man can become cleaner without becoming converted. He can become more 
disciplined without becoming justified. He can stop drinking, stop cursing, stop running 
with the wrong crowd, start attending church, start reading his Bible, and yet remain 
fundamentally self-righteous if his trust shifts from old wickedness to new improvement. 
The old man is still alive, only now dressed better. Instead of saying, “I need mercy because 
I am a sinner,” he begins to say, “I have changed, and surely God must see that.” That is the 
old Cain spirit in a more respectable form. 



Scripture tears that refuge apart. Titus 3:5 says, “Not by works of righteousness which we 
have done, but according to his mercy he saved us.” The problem with trusting reformations 
is that reformations are still “works of righteousness which we have done.” They may be 
preferable works to the sins we once practiced, but they remain ours. They are not the 
righteousness of God. They are not Christ Himself. A man may thank God for changes He 
has wrought in his life, but he must never turn those changes into the foundation of his 
confidence before God. When he does, the reforms become just another prop for self-
righteousness. 

4. A Man Can Trust His Knowledge, Standards, and Consistency 

Some of the most self-righteous people in the world are not trusting open sin, emotional 
experiences, or moral reformation. They are trusting religious steadiness. They are trusting 
what they know, how they live, the standards they keep, the truths they defend, and the 
consistency they maintain. They do not think of themselves as trusting in self, because 
what they trust in sounds so spiritual. They trust their doctrinal clarity. They trust their 
biblical distinctives. They trust their separation from compromise. They trust their years of 
faithfulness. They trust the fact that they have not fallen where others have fallen. They 
trust that they know what is right. 

This is why Philippians 3 is so essential. Paul takes all the things a religious man would 
naturally trust and casts them aside. Pedigree, training, law-keeping, zeal, outward 
blamelessness - he counted all of it loss for Christ. Why? Because anything in which the 
flesh can glory becomes a rival to Christ as the ground of confidence. Knowledge may be 
true knowledge. Standards may be biblical standards. Consistency may be real 
consistency. But once the heart starts resting in those things, they become instruments of 
self-righteousness. The man feels safe because he is not like “those people.” He has his life 
in order. He holds the line. He knows the Book. He is steady. But his steadiness has 
become his savior in practice. 

First Corinthians 8:1 says, “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.” That is not an 
argument against knowledge. It is a warning about what knowledge can become in the 
hands of pride. The same applies to standards and consistency. Good things become bad 
grounds of confidence when they replace Christ in the secret chambers of the heart. A 
believer may and should pursue truth, holiness, and faithfulness. But if he derives 
righteousness from those things rather than from Christ alone, he has not escaped self-
righteousness. He has refined it. 

5. Scripture Strips the Sinner of Every Prop 



One of the repeated patterns in the Bible is that God keeps removing the sinner’s supports. 
He strips away excuses, credentials, boastings, and refuges until the soul is left with 
nowhere to stand except grace. Romans 3 is one of the greatest examples. The Holy Ghost 
piles up Scripture after Scripture until the whole world becomes guilty before God. “There 
is none righteous, no, not one” (Romans 3:10). “There is none that doeth good, no, not one” 
(Romans 3:12). “That every mouth may be stopped, and all the world may become guilty 
before God” (Romans 3:19). That is the demolition of self-trust. The mouth is stopped. The 
sinner is stripped. The props are kicked out from under him. 

That is offensive to the flesh because the flesh always wants one last thing to hold. It wants 
one last credential. One last distinguishing mark. One last inward experience. One last 
outward change. One last argument that proves it is not wholly dependent on mercy. But 
God is ruthless with that pride because until the sinner is emptied, Christ will not be 
precious in the way He ought to be. As long as the man still thinks he has something in 
himself, he has not truly ceased from self-righteousness. The law exposes him. The word 
convicts him. The holiness of God frightens him. The cross humbles him. All of that is 
designed to bring him to the end of himself. 

This stripping work is not cruelty. It is mercy. God is not robbing a sinner of anything 
valuable when He tears away self-confidence. He is removing the lie so the man can stand 
on truth. He is knocking the false savior out of the sinner’s hands. He is forcing the issue: 
either Christ alone or self in some refined form. The sinner may resent this process at first, 
but it is one of the greatest mercies God ever performs. For only when every prop has been 
taken away does a man stop trusting in himself and begin truly resting in the Savior. 

6. A Man Is Either Resting in Christ or Resting in Himself 

There is a simplicity to the gospel that the flesh hates because it leaves no room for 
blended confidence. A man is either resting in Christ or resting in himself. He may not be 
resting in himself in a crude way. He may be resting in a religious version of self, a sorrowful 
self, a disciplined self, an informed self, a cleaned-up self, a doctrinally careful self, or a 
morally improved self. But if self is still the thing holding his weight, then Christ has not yet 
become his true confidence. The difference is not superficial. It is absolute. 

Philippians 3:9 expresses it perfectly: “And be found in him, not having mine own 
righteousness... but that which is through the faith of Christ.” Those are the only two 
categories. “Mine own righteousness” or “that which is through the faith of Christ.” There is 
no third ground made up of Christ plus my inward seriousness. No fourth ground made up 
of Christ plus my consistency. No fifth ground made up of Christ plus my tears, my 



reformations, my standards, or my knowledge. If the soul is still secretly leaning on “mine 
own,” then however religious the language may be, the trust remains misplaced. 

That is why assurance must ultimately rest on Christ’s sufficiency, not my performance. My 
obedience matters as fruit. My repentance matters as response. My growth matters as 
evidence of life. But none of those things can bear the weight of justification before God. 
They are not the foundation. Christ is. If I make them the foundation, then I live either in 
proud self-righteousness when they seem strong or in despairing introspection when they 
seem weak. But when Christ is the foundation, I can confess honestly, grow humbly, obey 
gratefully, and still say with all confidence that my righteousness before God is not in me 
but in Him. 

7. The Man Who Trusts in Himself Is Functionally His Own Savior 

This is the blunt truth at the bottom of the whole matter: the man who trusts in himself, 
however religiously, is functionally his own savior. He may sing about Christ, preach about 
Christ, and talk about grace. But when the real issue comes down to where he derives 
righteousness, acceptance, or peace, he is still leaning on self. He has made himself, in 
some degree, the answer to the problem. Maybe not completely in his own theology, but 
practically in his heart. He is his own assurance, his own refuge, his own evidence, his own 
support, his own practical redeemer. That is why self-righteousness is so serious. It is not 
merely bad religious manners. It is rival savior-thinking. 

The gospel destroys that blasphemous arrangement. It tells the sinner he cannot save 
himself by sorrow, by turning over a new leaf, by learning doctrine, by maintaining 
standards, by staying steady, by serving long, by being serious, by being strict, or by feeling 
deeply. Christ alone saves. Christ alone justifies. Christ alone provides the righteousness 
that can stand in the presence of God. Christ alone is worthy of trust. The sinner’s role is 
not to become partially savior-like. It is to cease from self-trust and believe on Him. That is 
why the gospel is so humbling and so glorious at the same time. 

When a man finally comes to the end of trusting in himself, he has not lost something 
valuable. He has lost an idol. He has lost a liar. He has lost a false deliverer that could never 
carry his soul. And in losing that idol, he has gained the only Savior who can hold him. That 
is why true faith always has a certain posture of empty-handedness to it. It is not empty of 
repentance, obedience, or transformation as fruits. But it is empty of self as the ground of 
confidence. It says, in effect, “Nothing in my hand I bring. Simply to Thy cross I cling.” That 
is the death of self-righteous trust. 

Conclusion 



Self-righteousness is deeper than prideful speech, religious posture, or visible comparison. 
At its core it is misplaced trust. It is the soul relying on itself spiritually. It is trusting 
repentance, sorrow, reformations, discipline, knowledge, standards, consistency, or visible 
seriousness as though those things could stand before God. A man may talk about Christ 
all day long and still functionally trust in himself if his real peace rises from what he feels, 
knows, does, or maintains. That is why Luke 18:9 is so searching. They “trusted in 
themselves that they were righteous.” The whole disease begins there. 

The Bible answers that disease by stripping the sinner of every prop. It knocks away 
heritage, performance, law-keeping, emotional experience, moral reform, and human 
righteousness. It shuts the mouth. It levels the pride. It leaves the man with nowhere safe 
to lean except Christ alone. That is not harshness. That is mercy. The Lord is delivering the 
sinner from the cruel delusion that he can bear his own weight before God. He is teaching 
him that the only righteousness fit for heaven is the righteousness of God by faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

So the issue is plain and unavoidable. Where is your trust? Not what words do you use. Not 
what tribe do you belong to. Not how serious do you sound. Where does your soul actually 
rest? If it rests in anything within yourself, then self-righteousness is still alive at the root. 
But if it rests in Christ alone, then boasting dies, mercy becomes precious, and the sinner 
finally stands where God intended him to stand - stripped of self, clothed in Another, and 
trusting not in himself that he is righteous, but in the Lord Jesus Christ, who is made unto 
us righteousness. 

 

 

13 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - God Resisteth the Proud 

Introduction 

If self-righteousness is the disease we have been tracing through this series, then pride is 
the root system under the whole thing. Pride is the engine room. Pride is the hidden spring. 
Pride is the old serpent’s venom moving through the bloodstream of fallen religion. Self-
righteousness is not some separate creature that merely resembles pride from a distance. 
It is pride moralized, pride theologized, pride cleaned up for church, pride dressed in Bible 
language, pride wearing a tie, pride carrying a study Bible, pride saying “amen,” pride 
learning doctrinal distinctions, pride avoiding obvious scandal, pride keeping the outside of 
the cup polished while the inside remains fastened to self. That is why this matter has to be 
brought all the way down to the root. You can chase the symptoms for years, and they will 
keep growing back if pride remains alive underneath them. 



The Bible never treats pride as a small thing. Men treat it as a personality quirk, a 
temperament issue, a strong confidence, an overdeveloped self-image, or a little 
roughness around the edges. God does not speak of it that way. Proverbs 16:5 says, “Every 
one that is proud in heart is an abomination to the LORD.” That is not mild language. James 
4:6 says, “God resisteth the proud, but giveth grace unto the humble.” First Peter 5:5 
repeats it. Pride is not merely one bad trait among others. It is a direct rival to the glory of 
God because pride takes to self what belongs to God alone. It is the creature swelling in 
self-estimation in the presence of the Creator. It is dust trying to shine in the face of the 
sun. It is the old rebellion of Lucifer reproduced in man in a thousand different forms, 
including the very polished form called self-righteousness. 

That is what this essay must establish. Self-righteousness is not merely excessive 
standards, Pharisaical attitudes, harsh judgment, visible hypocrisy, or legalistic systems. 
Those things are manifestations. The deeper issue is pride. A man becomes self-righteous 
because he cannot bear to come empty before God. He cannot endure helplessness. He 
cannot accept a salvation, a righteousness, or a spiritual life in which self is brought low 
and Christ is exalted absolutely. So pride begins dressing itself up. It learns religious 
behavior. It adopts theological terms. It attaches itself to holiness, service, separation, 
discernment, and faithfulness. And then it starts talking as though it belongs there. But God 
sees through the costume. Wherever self-righteousness is found, pride is under the hood. 
And wherever pride remains untreated, no amount of external religion will heal the soul. 

1. Pride Is the Root, Self-Righteousness Is the Fruit 

When you study self-righteousness in Scripture, you find quickly that it is never operating 
alone. It is always attached to self-exaltation. A man trusts in himself that he is righteous 
because he has first elevated himself in his own eyes. He compares himself with others 
because he has first crowned himself as judge. He boasts in his standards, knowledge, or 
service because he has first become impressed with himself. Every branch of self-
righteousness grows out of that deeper root. Pride is what makes a man unable to confess 
plainly, unable to receive correction, unable to rejoice in mercy to others, unable to rest in 
Christ alone, and unable to stop viewing himself as spiritually significant in his own right. 

This is why it is so dangerous to attack only the outward forms of self-righteousness 
without addressing pride itself. A man may drop one behavior and pick up another. He may 
stop sounding openly superior while remaining inwardly puffed up. He may soften his tone 
while keeping the same self-exalting heart. He may learn new language, more careful 
phrasing, or more socially acceptable humility, but if pride remains alive, the self-righteous 
spirit has not died. It has only changed clothes. The fruit shifts shape because the root is 



still feeding it. That is why the issue cannot be reduced to manners. The soul must deal 
with pride itself before God. 

The Lord Jesus Christ continually attacked the root, not merely the branches. He rebuked 
the Pharisees not simply because they had many rules, but because they “loved the 
uppermost rooms,” “loved greetings in the markets,” and did “all their works... to be seen of 
men” (Matthew 23:5-7). Those are pride statements. The externals were the stage, but pride 
was the actor. That same principle holds throughout the Christian life. Whenever a person 
wants to appear righteous, be known as righteous, feel superior because of righteousness, 
or secure a private sense of worth from righteous performance, pride is already operating. 
Self-righteousness is just pride with a halo drawn around it. 

2. Pride Learned Religion Before It Learned Humility 

One of the most fearful realities in spiritual life is that pride learns religion very quickly. It 
can learn Scripture language, ministry habits, theological distinctions, prayer vocabulary, 
and moral codes long before the heart has learned humility. In fact, pride often finds 
religion to be one of its favorite hiding places because religion provides symbols, 
structures, duties, and visible markers that can be used to build an impressive outward 
identity. A man may appear to be progressing spiritually when in reality pride is simply 
becoming more educated and more disciplined. 

This is why some of the most dangerous pride in the world is not street pride but sanctuary 
pride. It is not the pride of the drunkard saying he needs no help. It is the pride of the 
religious man saying the right things while quietly admiring his own seriousness. It is pride 
that sings hymns, teaches classes, posts Scripture, speaks of holiness, and takes stands 
for truth, all while drinking deeply from the well of self-importance. That kind of pride is 
harder to detect because it does not always come with obvious swagger. It often comes 
with solemnity, intensity, and visible devotion. But God is not fooled by solemn pride any 
more than by loud pride. 

The Pharisees are the obvious biblical example, but the principle runs wider than they do. 
Pride can hide in orthodoxy, separation, ministry, and moral restraint. It can make a man 
feel deep because he is strict, safe because he is informed, superior because he is 
disciplined, and spiritual because he is noticed for his convictions. Meanwhile the lowly 
heart God delights in may be absent entirely. That is why self-righteousness is such a 
dangerous manifestation of pride. Pride has learned how to look holy. It has learned how to 
use the language of holiness while opposing the very spirit of holiness at its center. 

3. God Calls Pride an Abomination, Not an Imperfection 



Modern religious culture often speaks about pride as though it were a little flaw in an 
otherwise decent person. Scripture does not. Proverbs 16:5 says, “Every one that is proud 
in heart is an abomination to the LORD.” Not an inconvenience to the Lord. Not a minor 
blemish before the Lord. An abomination. That means pride is profoundly offensive to God 
because it is anti-God at the core. It does not merely make a man hard to live with. It sets 
the creature against the order of reality. It exalts man where only God should be exalted. It 
raises the self in a universe that exists for the glory of Another. 

That verse is especially searching because it says “proud in heart.” The issue is not only 
outward display. A man may look modest while being proud in heart. He may speak softly 
while being proud in heart. He may have no obvious external flamboyance and still be an 
abomination in this matter because God sees the inward swelling. Pride is often less visible 
to men than to God because men are easily distracted by tone, appearance, and role. God 
is not distracted. He sees the heart taking pleasure in itself, seeking elevation, demanding 
regard, and resisting abasement before Him. 

This means polished pride is no safer than raw pride. Religious pride is no less abominable 
than worldly pride. A theological ego is still ego. A morally refined self-exaltation is still self-
exaltation. The man who glories in his clean record, his sharp doctrine, his strict standards, 
his years of service, or his superior discernment is not engaged in a smaller sin because 
the materials are more respectable. In some ways the thing is worse, because pride has 
now attached itself to sacred things and is attempting to use them as a ladder against God. 

4. God Does Not Merely Dislike Pride - He Resists It 

James 4:6 and 1 Peter 5:5 both say the same staggering thing: “God resisteth the proud, but 
giveth grace unto the humble.” That means pride does not merely reduce blessing. It invites 
divine opposition. God sets Himself against it. The proud man may still be religious, active, 
gifted, disciplined, respected, and outwardly successful, but if pride governs his spirit, God 
is resisting him. That should put holy fear into every servant of Christ. The question is not 
merely whether a proud man still has gifts or influence. The question is whether the hand of 
God is set against the pride hidden under those things. 

This is one reason self-righteousness is so spiritually deadly. It may feel strong while 
actually being opposed by heaven. The self-righteous man may imagine that his 
seriousness, soundness, and visible discipline put him in a place of favor. But if those very 
things are feeding pride, then the opposite is happening. God is not impressed. He is 
resisting. The man may still have followers, systems, applause, and a polished religious life, 
but the Lord of glory is not in partnership with his self-exaltation. Heaven does not bless 
what heaven is committed to humbling. 



The contrast is just as important. God “giveth grace unto the humble.” Grace flows toward 
the lowly because the lowly are no longer trying to steal the ground of glory. The humble 
man comes empty, confesses weakness, receives mercy, and walks softly before God. That 
is why self-righteousness and grace cannot coexist peacefully. Self-righteousness is pride 
securing a place for self. Grace is God giving freely to the one who has lost all claim. 
Wherever self-righteousness thrives, grace feels diminished. Wherever humility deepens, 
grace becomes precious. The two passages in James and Peter therefore cut to the center 
of this whole subject. Pride brings resistance. Humility receives grace. 

5. Lucifer Shows What Pride Always Wants 

If you want to understand the deepest theology of pride, you have to look at Lucifer. Isaiah 
14 gives the repeated “I will” statements, and Ezekiel 28 shows the beauty, wisdom, and 
exalted place from which that rebellion sprang. Pride is not content merely to possess gifts. 
It wants self-exaltation through those gifts. Lucifer was not dissatisfied because God had 
treated him unfairly. He was dissatisfied because he wanted more for self than God had 
assigned him. Pride always wants elevation, self-determination, self-display, and rivalry 
with God’s order. It is the original anti-God instinct. 

That same spirit comes into self-righteousness, only in religiously adapted form. The self-
righteous man may not say, “I will ascend into heaven,” but he does say in effect, “I will 
establish my own righteousness. I will preserve a place for myself. I will be significant in 
this arrangement. I will not come as nothing. I will not be stripped of all claim. I will stand 
here on something of my own.” That is Luciferian in structure even if it is not as dramatic in 
form. The proud heart wants a throne, even if that throne is built out of morality, theology, 
standards, ministry, or visible restraint. 

This is why pride is never small in God’s eyes. It is the very spirit that launched the first 
rebellion. It is the will of the creature lifting itself against the will of the Creator. Whether it 
shows up in a devil saying “I will,” a king swelling with glory, a Pharisee thanking God he is 
not like other men, or a religious believer secretly trusting in his own righteousness, the 
principle is the same. Pride wants self elevated. God will not have it. The whole drama of 
redemption is moving toward the exaltation of Christ, not the preservation of human 
boasting. 

6. Pride Can Wear Morality, Theology, and Ministry Like Robes 

One of the most dangerous things about pride is its adaptability. It can live in sin, but it can 
also live in reform. It can live in ignorance, but it can also live in knowledge. It can live in 
loose living, but it can also live in strict living. It can wear morality like a robe. It can wear 
theology like a robe. It can wear ministry like a robe. A man may be very useful outwardly, 



very informed doctrinally, very separated morally, and still be deeply infected with pride. 
That is why external religion alone can never solve the soul’s problem. Pride is too cunning. 
It can take even good things and convert them into fuel for self-exaltation. 

This is what makes self-righteousness such a dangerous manifestation of pride. It is not 
pride in obviously wicked things. It is pride in apparently noble things. It is pride in not being 
like others. Pride in orthodoxy. Pride in holiness. Pride in service. Pride in suffering. Pride in 
standards. Pride in discernment. Pride in being part of the faithful few. Pride in not having 
fallen where others fell. Pride in being right. Pride in appearing broken. Pride in seeming 
humble. Pride is capable of feeding almost anywhere if the heart is not being judged. 

That is why no amount of external religion can fix the soul while pride remains untreated. 
You can add more rules, more theology, more activity, more seriousness, and more 
restraint, and if pride is still in the engine room, the machine will still run on self. It may 
sound better. It may look cleaner. It may impress more people. But it will not be right in the 
sight of God. The issue is not merely what a man does religiously. The issue is whether self 
has been brought low and Christ has become all. 

7. Only Humility Before God Kills Self-Righteousness at the Root 

Since pride is the root, humility before God is the only true remedy at the root. Not 
performative humility. Not polished humility. Not the kind of humility that enjoys being seen 
as humble. But true humility - the soul coming down before God, agreeing with His verdict, 
abandoning all claims, and receiving grace as an undeserved gift. Humility is not self-
hatred as a dramatic performance. It is self-abasement under truth. It is the acceptance 
that God is God and I am not, that Christ is righteous and I am not, that grace is necessary 
because I have no personal claim. 

This is why the gospel is such a death blow to pride when it is truly understood. The gospel 
says the sinner contributes nothing to the ground of his justification. The gospel says Christ 
did what the sinner could never do. The gospel says every boast is excluded. The gospel 
says salvation is by grace through faith, “not of works, lest any man should boast” 
(Ephesians 2:9). That is not merely a doctrinal arrangement. It is a humbling arrangement. It 
leaves the sinner no place to stand except mercy. Self-righteousness dies there because 
pride has been denied its throne. 

And this humility does not end at conversion. The Christian life continues on the same 
ground. The believer must keep walking low before God, keep suspecting the flesh, keep 
refusing to draw righteousness from self, and keep glorying in Christ Jesus rather than in 
the flesh. The moment pride is allowed to regrow unchecked, self-righteousness begins 
rebuilding. But where humility deepens, grace flows. The man becomes softer, truer, less 



impressed with himself, more thankful for mercy, and more aligned with the heart of God. 
That is how self-righteousness dies at the root - not by polishing the branches, but by 
bringing pride itself to the cross. 

Conclusion 

Self-righteousness is not an isolated spiritual problem that exists apart from pride. It is one 
of pride’s most dangerous forms. It is pride moralized, theologized, and sanctified in 
appearance. It is the old Luciferian principle rising in religious form, refusing to come 
empty before God, seeking some place for self, and building a righteousness in which man 
still has something to boast about. That is why this whole series must be understood 
through the lens of pride. The legalism, the hypocrisy, the contempt, the confidence in the 
flesh, the white sepulchres, the elder brother’s bitterness, and all the rest of it are branches 
from the same root. 

Scripture leaves no doubt about how God regards this. Pride is an abomination to Him. He 
does not merely disapprove of it. He resists it. He sets Himself against it. Whether pride is 
loud or polished, worldly or religious, crude or refined, God opposes it because it robs Him 
of glory and keeps the sinner from grace. That is why no external religion, however strict or 
impressive, can ever repair a soul while pride is still reigning in the heart. The issue is not 
simply what a man does. The issue is who sits on the throne in the hidden chambers of his 
life. 

The answer, then, is not improved self-righteousness but broken pride. It is humility before 
God. It is the sinner and the saint alike learning again that everything good in them is by 
grace, everything secure in them is in Christ, and every attempt to exalt self must be 
brought low. Until pride is dealt with, self-righteousness will keep reappearing in new 
forms. But when pride is dragged into the light and nailed down before the Lord, the soul is 
finally in a place to receive grace, walk softly, and glory in Christ alone. That is the cure at 
the root. 

 

 

14 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - God Be Merciful to Me a Sinner 

Introduction 

After tracing the disease of self-righteousness through pride, legalism, hypocrisy, 
contempt, confidence in the flesh, and every polished religious disguise the heart can 
invent, we now come to the turning point. We come to the beginning of the cure. We come 
to the moment where the sinner stops building and starts bowing, stops arguing and starts 



confessing, stops comparing and starts crying. Luke 18 does not merely expose the 
Pharisee. It also presents the publican. And that is vital, because God never exposes 
merely to humiliate. He exposes in order to heal. He tears down the false refuge so that the 
sinner might finally run to the true one. He strips the man of self-righteous coverings so that 
the man may be clothed in mercy. That is why this essay matters. It begins to turn the series 
from diagnosis to remedy, from dissection to deliverance, from exposure to the doorway of 
grace. 

The publican’s prayer is one of the shortest prayers in Scripture and one of the greatest. 
“God be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:13). There is more gospel light in that sentence 
than in volumes of religious talk that never reach the heart. He brought no résumé. He 
brought no explanation. He brought no excuses, no balance sheet, no testimony of years 
served, no careful comparison with men worse than himself, no polished speech, and no 
performance meant to impress heaven. He did not stand there saying, “Lord, notice how 
broken I am,” as though even brokenness were a badge to wear. He simply cried for mercy. 
That is the beginning of the cure for self-righteousness. It is not better self-righteousness. It 
is not improved religious effort. It is not more polished legalism. It is not becoming a more 
disciplined Pharisee. It is the abandonment of pretense before a holy God. 

That is the issue many religious people never truly settle. They are willing to improve. They 
are willing to adjust. They are willing to become more serious, more careful, more 
restrained, more informed, more consistent. But they are not willing to come down. They 
are not willing to stop presenting a case and simply confess that they need mercy. Self-
righteousness can survive through all kinds of religious upgrades. It can survive doctrinal 
exactness, moral reform, stronger standards, more visible devotion, and even seasons of 
emotional sorrow. But it cannot survive the deathblow of true self-abasement before God. 
When a man finally says, in truth and not in performance, “God be merciful to me a sinner,” 
the whole architecture of self-righteousness begins to crack. For the first time he is no 
longer trying to save face. He is seeking mercy. And mercy is where healing begins. 

1. The Publican Came With Nothing to Offer 

One of the most glorious things about the publican’s prayer is what is missing from it. He 
brought nothing to offer. There is no list of duties. There is no reference to fasting. There is 
no mention of tithing. There is no explanation of religious background. There is no attempt 
to balance his sins with his virtues. There is no effort to soften the facts, to frame the story 
favorably, or to preserve any remnant of personal merit. He arrives in the temple empty. 
That is one of the first ways you know a man is moving out of self-righteousness. He is no 
longer coming to God with a package. He is no longer trying to hand heaven a polished 



version of himself. He comes as one who has finally realized that he has nothing fit to place 
in the scales. 

This is where the natural man struggles. He always wants to carry something into God’s 
presence that will make him feel less helpless. One man carries religious 
accomplishments. Another carries moral improvement. Another carries emotional 
sincerity. Another carries theological knowledge. Another carries a reputation for stability 
or faithfulness. But the publican carries none of it. He does not even appear interested in 
defending whatever good may have existed in his life. Why? Because in the light of God, his 
main concern is no longer preserving self-esteem. His concern is mercy. That is what self-
righteousness cannot produce. Self-righteousness can produce speeches, reforms, 
impressions, and efforts. It cannot produce holy emptiness before God unless the Lord has 
brought the soul low. 

This is why the publican stands as the exact opposite of the Pharisee. The Pharisee came 
full. The publican came empty. The Pharisee came loaded with self-awareness and self-
approval. The publican came loaded only with need. The Pharisee’s entire prayer was a 
presentation of self. The publican’s entire prayer was an appeal beyond self. One man was 
trying to establish something before God. The other had ceased establishing and begun 
crying. That is the opening of the gate out of self-righteousness. A man has to stop bringing 
what he thinks will help him and admit that he has nothing to offer but his need. 

2. He Did Not Compare Himself With Other Men 

The Pharisee could not pray without comparison. The publican could not pray with it. That 
is one of the most important contrasts in the passage. The Pharisee said, “I am not as other 
men are... or even as this publican” (Luke 18:11). But the publican says nothing about 
anybody else. He does not need the room to contain inferiors. He does not need another 
sinner standing nearby to make his case easier. He is not there to measure differences. He 
is there because he has finally seen himself in the light of God. And once a man truly sees 
himself there, comparisons lose their charm. He stops asking, “How do I stack up against 
others?” and starts asking, “What am I before Thee?” 

That is a crucial step in the cure of self-righteousness. As long as a person is still feeding on 
comparisons, he is still feeding the disease. He may become more refined, more religious, 
and more careful, but if his spiritual life is still being supported by the sight of others who 
appear weaker, looser, more compromised, or more obviously sinful, then self-
righteousness still has blood in its veins. The publican offers no such support to himself. 
He does not draw strength from the failures of others. He does not build a ladder out of the 



weakness in the room. He stands alone before God, and that is exactly where mercy 
becomes precious. 

This is one reason many people never really come to the end of themselves. They never 
stop looking sideways. They are always able to find someone worse. Someone less 
disciplined. Someone more worldly. Someone more unstable. Someone more visibly 
broken. And by using that comparison they keep themselves from ever arriving at the 
publican’s place. But the cure begins when all that sideward vision collapses. The sinner no 
longer cares whether he is better than another sinner. He has become occupied with the 
fact that he is a sinner at all. That is what happened in Luke 18. The publican is not 
managing rank. He is pleading for mercy. 

3. He Took the Lowest Place Without Pretence 

Luke 18:13 says the publican was “standing afar off” and “would not lift up so much as his 
eyes unto heaven, but smote upon his breast.” There is no religious showmanship there. 
There is no attempt to perform humility for an audience. There is no effort to appear 
dramatic. There is simply the body following the truth that has reached the soul. He takes 
the low place because he knows he belongs there. He cannot lift his eyes because he is 
overwhelmed by the reality of his guilt. He strikes his breast because the trouble is not out 
there. The trouble is in here. His body language is not a costume. It is confession made 
visible. 

That matters because false religion can imitate many things, including humility. A man can 
act lowly in order to be thought humble. He can use broken language in order to appear 
broken. He can even turn self-abasement into another stage performance. But the 
publican’s posture does not read like theatre. It reads like conviction. He is not curating an 
image. He is under a weight. He is not trying to control how others see him. He has become 
occupied with the reality of how God sees him. That is what makes this prayer such a true 
antidote to self-righteousness. It is not polished humility. It is genuine lowliness before 
God. 

There is a world of difference between pretending to be small and actually being brought 
low. The first still has self at the center. The second has lost interest in self-preservation. 
The first is another costume. The second is a confession. That is why this prayer remains so 
searching. It asks whether we have ever really stood where the publican stood. Not 
physically necessarily, but spiritually. Have we come to the place where we no longer need 
to hold ourselves together in God’s presence, no longer need to look composed, no longer 
need to preserve a case, but are simply willing to take the lowest place and tell the truth? 
That is where mercy meets a man. 



4. Mercy, Not Merit, Became His Only Hope 

The publican’s prayer turns on one word: mercy. “God be merciful to me a sinner.” He is not 
asking for fairness. He is not asking for proportional treatment. He is not asking God to 
review his full record and balance his better moments against his worst ones. He is not 
requesting an adjusted evaluation based on his circumstances. He is asking for mercy. That 
means he has understood something decisive. He understands that if he gets what he 
deserves, he is undone. He understands that his hope lies not in the quality of his life but in 
the compassion of God. He is no longer negotiating on the basis of merit. He has 
abandoned merit altogether. 

That is exactly what self-righteousness cannot stand. Self-righteousness always wants to 
preserve some place for desert. It wants to say, “Surely there is something in me that 
should count.” The publican has reached the place where he knows nothing in him can 
save him. He does not ask God to notice his seriousness, his sorrow, or his effort. He asks 
God for mercy because mercy is all that fits a sinner in his condition. That is one of the 
deepest turning points in the soul. Until a man really comes to see that mercy is his only 
hope, he is still clinging somewhere to the fantasy of merit. 

This does not mean he is indifferent to sin. Quite the opposite. Only a man who sees the 
truth about sin asks for mercy like this. People who think lightly of sin do not usually cry this 
way. People who imagine they can fix themselves do not usually plead like this. Mercy 
becomes precious when guilt becomes personal and hopelessness becomes real. The 
publican has not lowered God’s standard to make himself more comfortable. He has 
accepted God’s verdict deeply enough that mercy now shines as the only possible refuge. 
That is the cure beginning to work. Self-righteousness dies when merit dies and mercy 
becomes the only plea. 

5. Confession Replaces Excuse-Making 

The publican says, “to me a sinner.” He names the issue plainly. He does not come with a 
softened version of the truth. He does not say, “I have made mistakes,” or “I have had 
struggles,” or “I have not always been what I should be.” He does not hide in vagueness. He 
confesses the reality. “A sinner.” That is one of the great marks of genuine repentance and 
one of the clearest signs that the remedy is beginning to displace the disease. Excuse-
making starts dying, and confession takes its place. Self-righteousness always edits the 
story. Mercy begins flowing when the sinner stops editing. 

This is why so many people remain stuck in religious self-righteousness for years. They 
confess selectively. They admit minor flaws. They describe themselves in safe ways. They 
concede enough to sound humble while preserving the deeper structure of self-approval. 



But the publican is not managing language that way. He has no interest in appearing better 
than he is. He has stopped curating. He has stopped arranging the words in a way that 
protects his dignity. He calls himself what he is. That kind of confession is not the whole of 
salvation, but it is one of the clearest signs that the soul has been brought out of the fog of 
self-righteousness into the light of truth. 

And notice that he says, “to me a sinner.” The thing is personal. He is not confessing the 
sins of society. He is not lamenting the wickedness of his times. He is not denouncing 
broad corruption while keeping himself safely offstage. He is the sinner in question. That is 
where so many religious people stumble. They are eloquent about the sins of others and 
vague about their own. The publican reverses that. He has become the object of his own 
confession. That is where cure begins. The man who once needed others to look worse now 
sees that he himself is the one who must be dealt with before God. 

6. Self-Abasement, Not Self-Improvement, Is the First Step Out 

One of the main lessons of this prayer is that the first step out of self-righteousness is not 
self-improvement. It is self-abasement before God. That may sound hard to modern ears 
because men always want technique, process, and measurable progress. They want steps. 
They want strategies. They want spiritual improvement plans. But the publican does not 
begin there. He does not begin by promising to do better. He does not start outlining 
reforms. He does not attempt to construct a stronger future version of himself. He starts by 
bowing. He starts with abasement. He starts by coming down. 

That is crucial because self-righteousness can feed on self-improvement just as easily as it 
can feed on older religious forms. A man can hear sermons against pride and respond by 
trying to become a better version of himself in the flesh. He can hear warnings against 
hypocrisy and start performing sincerity more carefully. He can hear teaching on humility 
and begin cultivating the appearance of humility. In each case the disease survives 
because the issue has not gone deep enough. The publican shows that the way out begins 
not with constructing a better self, but with abandoning self as a savior. That is why his 
prayer is so powerful. It is not a strategy. It is a surrender. 

Real spiritual remedy always begins there. A man must come to the end of presenting, 
defending, adjusting, and improving himself as the basis of his hope. He must come low 
before God. That low place may indeed lead to transformed living, obedience, restitution, 
and visible fruit afterward, and it should. But those things are not the doorway. They are the 
fruit that follows the doorway. The doorway itself is mercy sought by a humbled sinner. If 
that order is reversed, self-righteousness will simply rebuild itself using newer materials. 

7. God’s Verdict on the Publican Is the Whole Answer 



Luke 18:14 says, “I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other.” 
That is the divine verdict, and it is everything. The publican did not merely leave feeling 
relieved. He did not merely have an emotional moment. He “went down to his house 
justified.” God answered mercy with justification. Why? Because the man had finally 
abandoned self-righteousness and placed himself wholly in the realm of mercy. He had no 
ground of confidence left in himself. And God delights to justify the sinner who quits trying 
to justify himself. 

This is the whole answer to self-righteousness. The answer is not that a man slowly 
becomes less self-righteous by developing a more tasteful religion. The answer is that he 
comes to God empty, confesses truly, asks for mercy, and is justified by God rather than by 
his own case. The Pharisee went home with his speech. The publican went home with 
God’s verdict. That is the difference between religion and grace. Religion produces self-
explanations. Grace produces justification. Religion sends a man home with himself. 
Mercy sends him home with God. 

And the Lord closes by restating the law of the kingdom: “for every one that exalteth himself 
shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted.” There it is. Self-
righteousness exalts self and is brought low. The publican humbles himself and is lifted by 
God. That is not merely a proverb. It is the operating principle of grace. God will not meet a 
man on the throne of self. He meets him in the dust. That is why this essay marks the 
turning point in the series. The disease has been exposed. Now the antidote has been set 
before us. It is not better self-exaltation, not improved religion, not refined pride, but 
humble mercy-seeking before a holy God. 

Conclusion 

The publican’s prayer is the biblical antidote to self-righteousness because it destroys 
every support self-righteousness needs in order to live. It removes the résumé. It removes 
the comparison. It removes the excuses. It removes the claims. It removes the 
performance. It removes the imagined merit. In place of all those props, it leaves a sinner 
standing low before God, asking for mercy. That is where the turn begins. Self-
righteousness can survive many religious experiences, many sermons, many tears, many 
reforms, and many systems. But it cannot survive the soul that has truly come down and 
said, “God be merciful to me a sinner.” 

This matters because many people want relief from self-righteousness without the 
humiliation of abandoning self. They want a cure that leaves their dignity intact. They want 
grace in a form that still allows them to feel somewhat deserving. But the publican’s prayer 
will not allow that. It teaches that the first step out is not self-improvement but self-



abasement. It teaches that confession must replace excuse-making, mercy must replace 
merit, and God’s verdict must replace self-justification. That is hard on pride, but it is life to 
the soul. 

And what a blessed thing it is that God answers such a cry. He does not despise the lowly 
sinner who comes honestly. He justifies him. He receives him. He lifts him. The publican 
went down to his house justified rather than the other. That is the hope of every sinner 
brought to the end of himself. You do not need a stronger case. You need mercy. You do not 
need a better résumé. You need a Savior. And the man who has finally stopped trying to 
save face is in the right place to be saved by grace. That is the beginning of freedom from 
self-righteousness, and it is the beginning of life with God. 

 

 

15 of 15: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness - The Righteousness of God by Faith 

Introduction 

After tracing self-righteousness through every chamber of its corruption - pride, hypocrisy, 
legalism, contempt, comparison, confidence in the flesh, whitewashed religion, bitterness, 
merit-thinking, and every polished disguise the heart can manufacture - we now come to 
the only place the series can rightly end. We come to the gospel. We come to the 
righteousness of God by faith. We come to the one answer God ever gave for the sinner’s 
condition. It is not enough to expose the disease if we do not exalt the cure. It is not enough 
to tear down the false refuge if we do not point plainly to the true refuge. Self-righteousness 
must be slain, yes, but it is not slain merely by showing man how bad man is. It is slain 
finally and fully by showing how sufficient Christ is. The sinner is not only ruined by his own 
righteousness. He is rescued by Another’s. 

This is where Romans 3, Romans 4, Romans 5, Romans 10, Galatians, Philippians 3, and 
the whole New Testament burst open with glory. Scripture does not merely tell man that his 
righteousness is weak. It tells him that it is unfit. It is not merely incomplete. It is stained. It 
is not merely low-grade. It is filthy. Isaiah 64:6 says, “all our righteousnesses are as filthy 
rags.” That means the best thing man can produce for acceptance before God is corrupt. 
His righteousness is insufficient, unstable, partial, polluted, and mortal. It rises and falls 
with his condition, his record, his feelings, his performance, and his flesh. But the 
righteousness of God in Christ is none of those things. It is perfect, complete, spotless, 
eternal, accepted, and freely given to the believer. That is not just better righteousness. 
That is another order of righteousness altogether. 



So this final essay must close the series where heaven closes the sinner’s case: not in the 
sinner, but in Christ. The death blow to self-righteousness is not that a man becomes 
morbidly obsessed with his own failure. It is that he sees the utter bankruptcy of his own 
righteousness and then beholds, by faith, the glorious sufficiency of the righteousness of 
God revealed in Jesus Christ. He stops trying to patch his own garment because he has 
seen the robe God provides. He stops trying to stand on his own feet because he has found 
a Rock. He stops trying to establish his own righteousness because he has submitted to 
the righteousness of God. That is the climax of the whole matter. Self-righteousness dies 
where Christ is trusted. And the sinner who once stood condemned in himself now stands 
accepted in Another. 

1. Man’s Righteousness Is Hopelessly Defective 

The first thing that must be settled again at the end of this series is the total failure of 
human righteousness. Many men admit they are imperfect, but they still secretly think their 
righteousness has some value before God. They imagine it is incomplete, but improvable. 
They think it has defects, but could perhaps be supplemented by religion, discipline, 
sincerity, sacraments, or spiritual seriousness. Scripture destroys that entire idea. Human 
righteousness is not a weak foundation waiting for reinforcement. It is a false foundation 
that must be abandoned. “There is none righteous, no, not one” (Romans 3:10). That is 
God’s verdict on Adam’s race. It leaves no room for religious optimism about the flesh. 

Isaiah 64:6 goes even further: “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags.” Notice that it is 
not merely our sins that are condemned, but “our righteousnesses.” The very things men 
would naturally point to as evidence of spiritual fitness are pronounced polluted in the 
sight of God when offered as grounds of acceptance. That means morality, religion, reform, 
law-keeping, seriousness, visible discipline, and every other thing men use to establish a 
case before God are all disqualified. The problem is not merely that man’s righteousness is 
not enough. It is that it belongs to a fallen source. It comes from corrupt flesh. It is born of a 
heart that is itself unclean. 

That is why self-righteousness is such a doomed project. It takes contaminated material 
and tries to build a holy standing. It takes a stained garment and tries to wear it in the 
throne room of God. It takes the outputs of fallen man and imagines that God will accept 
them as fitting payment, fitting merit, or fitting ground for justification. But heaven has 
already spoken. Human righteousness cannot stand. It cannot justify. It cannot cleanse. It 
cannot secure peace. It cannot survive divine examination. The best man can do for 
himself, religiously or morally, is not the beginning of salvation. It is one more proof that he 
needs another righteousness altogether. 



2. God Has Revealed a Righteousness Outside of Man 

The glory of the gospel begins here: God did not merely condemn man’s righteousness and 
leave the sinner with no hope. He revealed His own. Romans 3:21 says, “But now the 
righteousness of God without the law is manifested.” That little phrase “But now” is one of 
the grand turning points in all the Bible. Up to that point the sinner has been shut up under 
guilt. His mouth has been stopped. The whole world has become guilty before God. The 
deeds of the law have failed to justify. Human righteousness has been exposed as 
worthless for acceptance. Then comes God’s answer - not improved man, not assisted 
flesh, not repaired religion, but “the righteousness of God.” 

That phrase is everything. The gospel is not God helping man produce righteousness. It is 
God providing righteousness. It is not the sinner climbing toward acceptability. It is God 
revealing a righteousness from above that is fit for His own presence. That righteousness is 
“without the law,” meaning it does not arise out of the sinner’s law-keeping as its source or 
ground. It is witnessed by the law and the prophets, yes, but it does not come from human 
performance. It comes from God. It belongs to God. It is worthy of God. It answers fully to 
God’s own holy standard because it is His righteousness revealed in the saving work of His 
Son. 

That truth destroys self-righteousness at the foundation. If God has revealed His own 
righteousness as the answer, then every effort to establish my own is not only futile but 
insulting. It means I am refusing heaven’s provision in favor of my own counterfeit. The 
sinner does not need a better version of himself. He needs something altogether outside 
himself. He needs a righteousness not born of his flesh, not stained by his record, not 
weakened by his instability, and not subject to the fluctuations of his inward state. God has 
revealed that righteousness. And because He has revealed it, man’s religious attempts 
become not merely unnecessary, but a rival to grace. 

3. The Righteousness of God Is in Jesus Christ 

Romans 3:22 tells us exactly where this righteousness is found: “Even the righteousness of 
God which is by faith of Jesus Christ unto all and upon all them that believe.” The 
righteousness God provides is not an abstract principle floating in the air. It is bound up in a 
Person. It is found in Jesus Christ. That means the cure for self-righteousness is not self-
analysis as an end in itself. It is not merely a better understanding of sin, although that 
matters. It is Christ Himself. The sinner’s hope is not that he finally despairs enough. His 
hope is that there is a righteous Savior who has done what he never could do and who 
stands as the full answer to the claims of God against him. 



Christ alone fulfilled the law perfectly. Christ alone obeyed without stain. Christ alone 
loved the Father without mixture. Christ alone lived without one crooked motive, one 
polluted thought, one selfish act, one proud impulse, or one corrupt word. The 
righteousness required by God is found in Him because He is the Holy One, the spotless 
Lamb, the sinless Son of God. This is why every system of self-righteousness is so 
blasphemous at its core. It says, in effect, that the sinner can add something worthwhile to 
the righteousness that is in Christ. It imagines that the flesh may bring a little 
supplementary merit to the table. The gospel says no. Christ is the table. 

This is also why assurance must finally rest in Him rather than in us. If righteousness were 
partly in me, my peace would rise and fall with me. But if righteousness is in Christ, then 
the believer’s standing rests on One who does not change, does not fail, does not weaken, 
and does not need supplement. Self-righteousness is killed when the eye is turned wholly 
from self to Christ. The sinner ceases asking, “How strong is my record?” and begins 
rejoicing, “How perfect is my Savior.” That is a vastly different spiritual life. One is bondage. 
The other is peace. 

4. This Righteousness Is Received by Faith, Not Achieved by Works 

Scripture could not be plainer on the means by which this righteousness becomes ours. It 
is “unto all and upon all them that believe” (Romans 3:22). It is “the righteousness which is 
of God by faith” (Philippians 3:9). It is not earned, negotiated, performed, matured into, or 
achieved. It is received by faith. That alone is enough to tear the heart out of self-
righteousness. Faith is the empty hand. Faith does not construct righteousness. Faith 
receives it. Faith does not decorate self. Faith abandons self as the ground of confidence. 
Faith says, “I have no righteousness to bring. I receive Another’s.” 

That is why Ephesians 2:8-9 is so uncompromising: “For by grace are ye saved through 
faith... Not of works, lest any man should boast.” God excluded works because works 
nourish boasting. Works leave room for self-congratulation. Works allow the sinner to feel 
involved in the ground of his acceptance. But faith excludes boasting because faith 
receives what Another has accomplished. Romans 3:27 asks, “Where is boasting then?” 
and answers, “It is excluded.” Excluded. Not moderated. Not reduced. Excluded. If the 
sinner is justified by faith in Christ, then self-righteousness has no legal standing in the 
courtroom of grace. 

This also means that a man cannot receive God’s righteousness while clinging to his own. 
Faith is not Christ plus my improvements. Faith is not Christ plus my sorrow, my 
consistency, my standards, my seriousness, my church record, or my moral reformation. 
Faith is the abandonment of self as savior. It is the soul ceasing to establish its own 



righteousness and resting entirely in the righteousness of God in Christ. That is why self-
righteousness hates the doctrine of justification by faith. It leaves the sinner no room to 
shine. But that is precisely why the gospel is so glorious. It leaves all the glory where it 
belongs. 

5. The Cross Is the Place Where Self-Righteousness Dies 

If you want to see the final overthrow of self-righteousness, you must look at Calvary. The 
cross is God’s declaration that man could not save himself. If human righteousness could 
have answered the problem of sin, there would have been no need for the Son of God to 
bleed and die. If sacraments, law-keeping, morality, reform, religious effort, or sincere 
striving could justify a sinner, then the cross is an unnecessary spectacle. But the cross 
stands forever as God’s verdict on all fleshly religion: it was not enough. The sinner needed 
a Substitute. He needed atonement. He needed blood. He needed a righteousness he 
could never produce. 

Second Corinthians 5:21 gives the heart of it: “For he hath made him to be sin for us, who 
knew no sin. that we might be made the righteousness of God in him.” That is not 
assistance. That is substitution. Christ is made sin for us. We are made the righteousness 
of God in Him. That is the answer heaven gave. Not repair, but exchange. Not improved 
flesh, but a crucified and risen Savior. Not man stepping upward, but God coming down in 
grace. The self-righteous heart does not like that because substitution leaves man with no 
share in the glory. All he can do is receive with wonder and gratitude. 

The cross also humbles the believer continually. It reminds him that the worst thing about 
him was not visible to men but so real before God that nothing less than the death of Christ 
could answer for it. It tells him that his righteousness never could have helped. It tells him 
that every boast must be buried. It tells him that he stands only because Another died in his 
place. That is why a man who lives near the cross cannot long remain self-righteous 
without grieving the Spirit of God. Calvary keeps saying, “You were that bad, and Christ is 
that sufficient.” Both truths are necessary, and together they destroy pride. 

6. Justification by Faith Gives the Believer a Perfect Standing 

One of the most glorious truths in the gospel is that the believer’s standing before God is 
not partial, probationary, or pieced together out of mixed materials. It is perfect in Christ. 
Romans 5:1 says, “Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.” Justified. Not gradually justified by accumulated merit. Not partly 
justified while we finish the rest. Justified. Declared righteous in God’s court on the basis of 
Christ. That means the believer’s acceptance before God rests not on his own fluctuating 
condition, but on the finished work and perfect righteousness of Jesus Christ. 



This is the final deathblow to self-righteousness because it gives the soul something 
infinitely better than its own record. Self-righteousness clings to self because it is afraid to 
let go. It fears that if it stops building its own case, nothing will remain. But the gospel says 
when you let go of your case, Christ’s case becomes yours. When you cease standing in 
your own righteousness, you are found in Him. When you stop trying to maintain a ground 
of acceptance in yourself, you discover that God has already established one in His Son. 
That is not only safe. It is glorious beyond words. 

This also means the Christian life must be lived out of acceptance, not toward acceptance. 
We obey because we are accepted in the Beloved, not in order to establish acceptance by 
our obedience. We pursue holiness not to create righteousness before God, but because in 
Christ we have been made accepted and are now called to walk consistently with that 
grace. If that order is reversed, self-righteousness begins rebuilding itself in the Christian 
life. But when justification by faith is kept central, the believer can work, serve, obey, and 
strive in holiness while glorying only in Christ. That is freedom. 

7. Christ’s Sufficiency, Not Merely Man’s Bankruptcy, Ends the Disease 

A man may come to see that his own righteousness is defective and still not be delivered 
from self-righteousness if he does not see the sufficiency of Christ. He may become 
discouraged, introspective, and despairing. He may stare at his corruption without ever 
lifting his eyes to the Savior. But the gospel does more than condemn man’s righteousness. 
It reveals Christ’s. The cure is not complete when the sinner says, “I am bad.” The cure 
reaches its doctrinal climax when he says, “Christ is enough.” That is the note on which the 
series must end. Not merely with exposure, but with exaltation. 

Paul does this in Philippians 3. He counts his own righteousness loss and dung, yes, but he 
does so “for the excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philippians 3:8). The 
point is not that he becomes fascinated with his own worthlessness as a final resting place. 
The point is that Christ becomes precious beyond compare. He wants to “win Christ” and 
“be found in him, not having mine own righteousness” (Philippians 3:8-9). That is the true 
end of self-righteousness. It is not merely that self looks bad. It is that Christ looks glorious. 
The soul is not saved by loathing self alone. It is saved by believing on the Son of God. 

This is why the final answer to every form of self-righteousness in the series is the same: 
Christ is sufficient. He is sufficient against the Pharisee’s pride, the legalist’s rules, the 
hypocrite’s mask, the elder brother’s grievance, the moralist’s record, the doctrinal man’s 
fleshly confidence, the publican’s guilt, and the sinner’s need. The righteousness of God by 
faith answers all of it. It leaves no room for boasting and no need for despair. It humbles the 



sinner to the dust and lifts him to the throne room in Christ. It tells him, “Your 
righteousness is nothing, but Christ is everything.” That is where the disease finally dies. 

Conclusion 

This series can end nowhere else but here. Self-righteousness in all its forms has one fatal 
weakness: it cannot survive the full light of the gospel. It can survive morality, religion, 
reform, legal codes, visible holiness, seriousness, doctrine, and even many forms of 
spiritual language. But it cannot stand when the sinner sees two things at once with biblical 
clarity - the utter bankruptcy of his own righteousness and the utter sufficiency of the 
righteousness of God in Jesus Christ. At that moment the whole structure begins to 
collapse. The filthy rags are dropped. The ladder is abandoned. The false refuge is exposed. 
And the sinner is brought to the one ground that can never fail. 

The righteousness of man is stained, unstable, partial, and corrupt. It rises from fallen flesh 
and can never answer the claims of a holy God. But the righteousness of God in Christ is 
perfect, complete, spotless, and freely given to the believer. It does not need help. It does 
not need supplement. It does not need the sinner to patch it, polish it, or share in its glory. 
It is enough because Christ is enough. That is the doctrinal climax of the whole matter. God 
did not merely diagnose the sinner’s disease. He provided the only remedy His holiness 
could accept. 

So let the series end where boasting ends and worship begins. Let it end not with man 
staring forever at his own failure, but with the believer standing amazed at the finished work 
of Christ. Let it end with every prop kicked away and every eye lifted to the Son of God. Let it 
end with the sinner saying, not “I have become righteous enough,” but “I am found in Him.” 
That is the end of self-righteousness. That is the triumph of grace. That is the righteousness 
of God by faith. And that is the only answer God ever gave for the sinner’s condition. 

 

 

Conclusion: The Anatomy of Self-Righteousness 

When all is said and done, self-righteousness is one of the most deceptive sins a man can 
harbor because it does not merely live in darkness, it thrives in false light. It survives in 
religion, in morality, in outward obedience, in doctrinal precision, in visible standards, in 
public service, and in polished language. It can sit in a pew, carry a Bible, use the right 
terms, reject the right errors, and still be as far from the heart of God as the Pharisee who 
stood in the temple trusting in himself that he was righteous. That is what this series has 
set out to expose. Self-righteousness is not only the sin of the obviously proud, the openly 



hypocritical, or the grossly legalistic. It is a disease that can creep into the most serious 
circles, the most disciplined lives, and the most religious settings. It can hide behind zeal, 
behind separation, behind knowledge, behind faithfulness, and behind years of outward 
steadiness. And if it is left unjudged, it will turn the soul hard, cold, comparative, bitter, and 
cruel. 

We have seen in this series that self-righteousness is never merely about appearances. It is 
rooted in misplaced trust. It is a man leaning on himself spiritually. It is a sinner trying to 
establish, defend, protect, and present a righteousness of his own before God. Sometimes 
that righteousness is moral. Sometimes it is theological. Sometimes it is legalistic. 
Sometimes it is cultural. Sometimes it is wrapped in tears, reforms, discipline, and 
seriousness. But in every case the root is the same. Pride is in the engine room, and self is 
still on the throne. That is why self-righteousness always resists grace. It always hates 
mercy when mercy falls on the undeserving. It always needs inferiors in order to feel 
superior. It always prefers a ledger to a feast, comparison to compassion, and recognition 
to repentance. It may sound strong, but it is spiritually diseased. It may appear upright, but 
heaven sees through the shell. 

That is why the cure could never be found in man. The answer was never better self-
righteousness, more polished religion, tighter systems, stronger externals, or a more 
refined version of human effort. The answer was and is the righteousness of God by faith in 
Jesus Christ. The sinner does not need his own righteousness repaired. He needs it 
abandoned. He does not need a stronger résumé. He needs mercy. He does not need a 
cleaner sepulchre. He needs life. He does not need to trust his tears, his standards, his 
discipline, his experience, or his record. He needs to be found in Christ, not having his own 
righteousness, but that which is through the faith of Christ. The publican had it right when 
he cried, “God be merciful to me a sinner.” That prayer is the beginning of freedom, 
because that prayer leaves self behind and casts the whole weight of the soul on the mercy 
of God. 

So let this be the final lesson of the series. The opposite of self-righteousness is not 
carelessness. It is not compromise. It is not a low view of holiness. The opposite of self-
righteousness is grace-receiving humility before God and Christ-exalting faith in the gospel. 
True holiness does not grow out of trusting yourself less and less while still holding onto 
your own righteousness in subtler ways. True holiness grows out of seeing that Christ is 
enough, that His righteousness is perfect, that His blood is sufficient, and that every good 
thing God does in you is by grace from first to last. A man who really learns that will stop 
boasting in the flesh. He will stop standing over other men. He will stop trying to maintain a 



private case before God. He will walk lower, softer, truer, and safer because he has finally 
learned where righteousness is found. 

If this series has done its work rightly, then it has not merely warned the reader about 
Pharisees out there somewhere. It has turned the light inward. It has searched the 
respectable, the serious, the separated, the disciplined, and the religious. It has asked 
whether the elder brother is alive in the heart, whether the leaven of the Pharisees is 
spreading under doctrinal clothing, whether confidence in the flesh has been mistaken for 
spirituality, and whether mercy still offends the pride of self. And if those questions have 
cut deeply, that is good. Better a wound from truth now than a comfortable lie that survives 
all the way to the judgment seat of Christ. Better to have the shell broken now than to keep 
painting a sepulchre. 

In the end, self-righteousness dies only where Christ becomes everything. It dies where the 
sinner stops saying, “Look at me,” and starts saying, “Look at Him.” It dies where the soul 
stops defending its own record and rests in the finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ. It 
dies where mercy becomes sweeter than merit, where grace becomes more precious than 
recognition, and where the righteousness of God by faith becomes the only ground of 
peace. That is the final word of this series. Let every false refuge fall. Let every boast be 
silenced. Let every proud comparison be buried. Let the publican’s cry replace the 
Pharisee’s speech. And let Christ have all the glory, because in the end there never was any 
righteousness worth having but His. 

 


