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Lesson 13c: The Deception of Self-Righteousness              Matthew 7:21-23 
 
Introduction: 
 
In Matthew 7:15-20 Jesus warned about the danger of false prophets who deceive 
innocent believers by presenting misrepresentations of Scripture as truth. Their 
teaching has the potential to shape the beliefs of their followers about their place and 
purpose in the world, which ultimately determines their eternal destiny. Jesus spoke 
against them because they appear wearing shepherd’s clothing to hide their true identity 
as ravenous wolves. Simply stated, they stand in position as someone who has come to 
feed and protect the flock, but instead, their agenda is to devour the flock by exploiting 
people for self-promotion and/ or financial gain.  

When in doubt about whether or not you should believe in the legitimacy of someone’s 
calling or their message, Jesus tells us to simply examine their fruit: “You will know them 
by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs from thistles, are they? 
Even so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot 
produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree produce good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good 
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. So then, you will know them by their fruits.”  
 
We must keep in mind that throughout the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus contrasts the 
nature of true righteousness to the self-righteousness seen in the Scribes and Pharisees 
of that time. Therefore, the fruit he refers to is the fruit of righteousness as compared to 
the fruit of self- righteousness.  

Similar to a pomegranate that is filled with seeds, when you open the fruit of 
righteousness you should find the “fruit of the spirit” according to Galatians 5:22-23: 
love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control 
 
In contrast, within the fruit of self-righteousness you will find the “works of the flesh” 
according to Galatians 5:20-21: idolatry, sorcery, hostility, quarreling, jealousy, 
outbursts of anger, selfish ambition, dissension, division, envy, drunkenness, wild 
parties, and other sins like these. 
 
Furthermore, in the context of his sermon, Jesus presented the characteristics that 
should be manifested in the lives of those who are truly righteous when he gave the 
beatitudes. Those who are self-righteous cannot willingly surrender to these standards.   
 

▪ The righteous embrace the commandments of God with the desire to obey them 
from the heart by keeping both the letter and the spirit of the laws whereas the 
self-righteous search for loopholes and excuses.  
 

▪ The righteous pursue their religious activities to gain a closer relationship with 
God and to give him glory whereas the self-righteous are more concerned about 
receiving the accolades and admiration of people.  
 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%207.15-20


 2 

▪ When the righteous see a brother/sister stumble in sin, they examine themselves 
first, before speaking the truth in love with humility, they help bear the burden of 
sin whereas the self-righteous stand aloof in pride and condemnation—as though 
they never sinned themselves. 
 

This is the reason that Jesus continued to expose the Pharisees’ hypocrisy in Luke 17:15 
by saying: “You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of men, but God knows your 
hearts; for that which is highly esteemed among men is detestable in the sight of God.”  
 
If a person does not bear the fruit of the righteous, it doesn’t how “righteous and holy” 
they present themselves, what they profess or who they associate with. If their fruit is 
rotten, then so are they. You must be watchful because they are not leading you through 
the narrow gate towards the narrow path that leads to life. They are standing at the wide 
gate inviting you to join them on the broad path that will lead to destruction. 
 
According to Verse 14 only a few people are able to overcome the obstacles that prevent 
them from finding the narrow gate because false prophets are able to deceive us into 
believing the wide gate is the narrow gate, that the broad path is the narrow path, and 
that the light ahead is eternal life, when in fact it is death. So, be cautious, be patient, 
pray that you will have a spirit of discernment, and do not be afraid to “try the spirit by 
the spirit.”  

Analysis 

Matthew 7:21-23. 
“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 

the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that 

day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out 

demons, and in your name, perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I 

never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’ 

 

These three verses should be the most frightening text in all of Scripture.  Can you 
imagine the horror these people would suffer when they hear these words? They have 
lived their life feeling justified that they were truly serving the Lord by performing many 
impressive deeds in his name, only to find out that he rejects them, doesn’t know them 
and is sending them away to eternal judgment.  

These individuals are the casualties that result from the influence of false 
prophets. This passage is intended as a warning to each of us to consider that there 
may be someone you have worked alongside in ministry who will hear these words 
applied to their life and ministry. Therefore, this should compel each of us to examine 
ourselves, to check our motives at all times in order to insure that we are not one of 
those who would be rejected and condemned.   

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2017.15
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%207.21-23


 3 

Sin is deceitful itself, but self-righteousness is the most deceptive of all because it gives 
you the illusion that you are doing what is right and true and good; however, your deeds 
are an abomination to God.  

Jesus lays down the premise in verse 21: “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
will enter the kingdom of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven.  
 
There is more to entering the kingdom of heaven than just what is professed by the lips. 
They say to Jesus, “Lord, Lord.” The word “lord” was  used as a simple term of 
respect, but when its repeated twice, it suggests much more as indicated by their claim 
to have prophesied, cast out demons and performed miracles in the name of Jesus.  
 
All of this demonstrates that they acknowledged Jesus as Lord as a substitute for the 
Jewish title for Jehovah or Yahweh, which was considered too holy for human lips to 
speak. These are the people who would have a good understanding of theology; 
nevertheless, Jesus says that this is not enough to enter the kingdom of heaven.   
 
It would be easier to understand if Jesus was talking about people who were so 
unfaithful and apathetic that they never engaged in the ongoing work of ministry— 
“fringe members.”  But the people Jesus describes in verses 22, 23 are actively 
involved. They are busy working around the church and perhaps even doing outreach in 
the community. This distinction should cause all of us to be deeply concerned about 
ourselves. 

Jesus stated that “many will say to me on that day.” The phrase, “that day,” is 
frequently used as a reference to the time of divine judgment which is also stated in 
Scripture as the day of the Lord. This is the time when everyone will stand before the 
Lord and give an account of what they have done to expand and empower the Kingdom. 
 
Notice their claims: ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast 
out demons, and in Your name perform many miracles?’  They are desperately trying to 
justify themselves because they are shocked to be standing before the Lord in judgment, 
so they argue their case, “look at all we have done for you, surely you will accept us into 
your kingdom!”  
 
It should be noted that they were trying to justify their salvation because of all the 
wonderful things they have done in the name of Jesus rather than what Jesus had done 
for them.   
 
Ephesians 2: 8-10 
God saved you by his grace when you believed. And you can’t take credit for this; it is a 

gift from God.  Salvation is not a reward for the good things we have done, so none of 

us can boast about it. For we are God’s masterpiece. He has created us anew in Christ 

Jesus, so we can do the good things he planned for us long ago. 
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We must come before God in absolute humility because of the righteousness of Christ 
covers our sins. This is why the Lord says to them, “I never knew you.”  He knew about 
them and they knew about him, but there was no intimacy of relationship which the 
word for “know” here indicates. It doesn’t matter how much head knowledge you have 
about God, if you do not surrender your life completely to his will so that the motivation 
for everything you do and say is to bring glory to him— it is impossible for you to truly 
“know” him. 
 
They claimed that they did all sorts of things in Jesus’ name, but they did not love him 
because those who love him will keep his commandments according to John 14:21 “He 
who has my commandments and obeys them, he it is that loves Me.” In verses 23 & 24 Jesus 
adds, If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word . . . He who does not love Me does not keep My 
words.”  
 
In the NIV translation Jesus refers to them as “evildoers”; however, in alternative 
translations they are called “workers of iniquity or lawlessness.” These were people who 
would be looked upon as good and fine church members. But Jesus reveals that 
although they think they what they have done was right, the truth is that they have 
twisted the Word in order to live according to their own evil standards and practices, 
which is why self-righteousness is so dangerous. They have a form of godliness but 
without any real power. 
 
Summary: 
You may exclaim, “I made my confession of faith in Christ,” “I prayed the prayer of 
faith,” “I walked the aisle,” “I was baptized,” “I received the right hand of fellowship.” 
Well, that’s all well and good, but if the “fruit if self-righteousness” and the “works of the 
flesh” are evident in the way you are living, it is urgent for you to turn on your headlights 
so that you can see clearly the road you are traveling. Each one of us must adhere to the 
words of the Apostle Paul according to II Corinthians 13:5 “Test yourselves to see if you 
are in the faith; examine yourselves!”   
 
Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ that is transparent, honest, 
sincere, loving, grateful and submissive? Intellectual knowledge is not enough. Long 
term membership is not enough.  Church work is not enough. You must open your 
heart-- every area of your life—to the presence and power of Jesus and his divine 
purpose for your life—so that you can say truthfully, “I abide with him and he abides 
with me.” 

John 15:4-5 Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless 

it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide in Me. “I am the vine; 

you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without 

Me you can do nothing. 

John 15:7-8 If you abide in Me, and My words abide in you, you[b] will ask what you 

desire, and it shall be done for you. By this My Father is glorified, that you bear much 

fruit; so, you will be My disciples. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+15&version=NKJV#fen-NKJV-26707b
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*What will the Lord say when you stand before him on the Day of Judgment?  I pray 
that he will say as he does in Matthew 25:34,  

“Come, you who are blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the 
foundation of the world,” 

 


