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Abstract. This exhortation traces the cultural pilgrimage of “self-confidence,” “self-awareness,” and
“self-esteem” from therapeutic vocabulary into a civic liturgy taught in classrooms, echoed in politics,
marketed in consumerism, and too often baptized in the Church. What began as an attempt to relieve despair
has, in many settings, become a subtle catechism of autonomy: the self as author, judge, and savior. Using
parable, philosophical critique, and sober engagement with psychological claims, the article distinguishes
lawful self-knowledge under God from the unlawful sovereignty of self that Scripture names pride. It argues
that confidence detached from dependence drifts into Babel, where “authenticity” replaces repentance and
what was once abomination is normalized as identity. Anticipating objections, the essay affirms human dignity
as imago Dei and warns against self-loathing, yet insists that the gospel heals shame not by enthroning the ego
but by crucifying it with Christ (Gal. 2:20). Drawing on texts such as Luke 9:23, Romans 12:3, 2 Timothy 3:2,
and Isaiah 5:20, it calls believers to vigilance, humility, and readiness for the Bridegroom—recovering a
confidence that boasts only in the Lord. In place of mirror-worship, it invites the reader to behold the Lord’s

glory, practice holy self-denial, and serve others as the measure of greatness.
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There is a parable I have been forced to relearn in this age
of slogans. A young traveler once carried a mirror through
the wilderness because an old merchant promised him it
would protect him from despair. “Whenever you feel
weak,” the merchant said, “look into it and remember your
worth.” For a season the traveler felt stronger. But slowly,
the mirror stopped being a tool and became an altar. He
checked it at dawn, at noon, at dusk. He polished it. He
defended it. He compared his reflection with other
reflections and learned to despise some faces and envy
others. One day, thieves approached. He did not lift his
eyes to watch the road; he was too busy adjusting the angle
of his mirror. They robbed him easily, not because he was

poor, but because he was preoccupied. He survived, but he
no longer walked like a pilgrim. He walked like a priest of
his own image.

Beloved fellow pilgrim, I do not write as one who has
never admired the mirror. I write as one who has caught his
own heart bowing toward it, and who has heard the Spirit
whisper, with both gentleness and severity: “You were
made to behold Me, not to behold yourself.”

From virtue to vocabulary, from

vocabulary to liturgy
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Self-confidence, self-awareness, self-esteem, self-love,
self-actualization—these phrases did not drop from heaven
like manna. They evolved, like vines. At first they crawled
along the ground of modern psychology and philosophy,
reaching for sunlight. Then they climbed into education,
advertising, politics, and even pulpits, until they formed a
canopy overhead. And now many breathe this language as
if it were oxygen, forgetting that oxygen can carry smoke.

In earlier centuries, the West increasingly shifted from a
cosmos centered on God to a life centered on man. The
Enlightenment’s  trust in  autonomous  reason,
Romanticism’s trust in the inner self, and the later
therapeutic culture’s trust in psychological comfort
prepared the soil. When humanistic psychology arrived, it
offered a vision of “the good life” that often sounded like
salvation without a Savior. Abraham Maslow (1943)
framed human motivation in a hierarchy that culminates in
“self-actualization,” a kind of personal fulfillment
presented as the summit of health. Carl Rogers (1951)
spoke compellingly of the “fully functioning person,” and
popularized assumptions of unconditional positive regard
that, once detached from truth and repentance, could be
converted into unconditional self-approval.

Then came the great cultural migration: the language of
therapy walked out of the clinic and into the streets. Philip
Rieff (1966) famously diagnosed the modern shift toward a
“therapeutic” society—where the highest good becomes
feeling well rather than being holy, and where inner
comfort increasingly displaces moral obligation.
Christopher Lasch (1979) later described the rise of a
narcissistic cultural atmosphere—an age anxious, hungry
for validation, and increasingly trained to treat the self as
the main project of life.

But the moment these ideas became not merely descriptive
but institutional, a new phase began. In California, a state
task force was established by law in 1986 specifically to
promote self-esteem and personal and social responsibility,
culminating in the report Toward a State of Esteem
(submitted in 1990). Note the ambition: not simply to help
individuals, but to shape society around self-esteem as a
principle. The language had become political. The seed
had become policy.

And when language becomes policy, it eventually becomes
liturgy. Schools teach children to “believe in themselves”
before they teach them to master truth. Politicians preach
“empowerment” as if the human will were the redeemer of
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history. Advertisers catechize with a daily sacrament: “You
deserve this.” Social media builds a digital temple where
attention is incense and the self is the god who must be
continually fed.

Thus what began as a set of psychological terms gradually
turned into a moral imagination: a way of seeing reality
where the self is the center, the self is the judge, the self is
the author, and the self is the reward.

The subtle shift: from stewardship of self
to sovereignty of self

Let us be careful here. Scripture does not command
ignorance of self. It commands the truth about self. It does
not call the believer to self-hatred; it calls the believer to
self-denial. Those are not the same thing.

There is a lawful self-awareness: “Examine yourselves to
see whether you are in the faith” (2 Corinthians 13:5).
There is a lawful sobriety: “Do not think of himself more
highly than he should think; instead think sensibly”
(Romans 12:3). There is even a lawful kind of confidence:
“Be strong and courageous... for the LORD your God is
with you” (Joshua 1:9). Yet notice the direction: biblical
health is self-knowledge under God, not self-worship
without God. It is courage grounded in God, not
confidence grounded in ego. It is worth received as a gift,
not manufactured as an achievement.

The modern trap is not that people feel courage. The
modern trap is that courage has been detached from
dependence. The serpent in Eden did not tempt Eve with
obvious darkness; he offered autonomy wearing the
costume of enlightenment. “You will be like God”
(Genesis 3:5). That is the root: not merely to be improved,
but to be sovereign. Not merely to grow, but to reign.

This is why Scripture’s diagnosis of the last days begins so
sharply: “People will be lovers of self” (2 Timothy 3:2).
The Greek word philautoi carries the sense of excessive
self-love—self as the object of devotion. It is not the
simple care of a body that belongs to God; it is the
enthronement of self as ultimate.

And when self is enthroned, sin quickly becomes
“authenticity,” repentance becomes “toxic shame,”
humility becomes “low self-esteem,” and holiness
becomes “oppression.” Isaiah’s ancient woe becomes our
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modern headline: “Woe to those who call evil good and
good evil” (Isaiah 5:20).

Normalization, then, is not merely a social trend; it is a
spiritual strategy. What once shocked the conscience
becomes comedy, then policy, then pride. What was once
called abomination becomes marketed as identity. And the
human heart, which desperately wants peace without
surrender, applauds.

The mirror-gospel in school, politics, and
society

In schools, the language of self-esteem has often been used
with sincere intentions—protect children, reduce anxiety,
encourage learning. Yet sincerity does not equal wisdom.
A major review in Psychological Science in the Public
Interest examined the widespread assumption that high
self-esteem causes better performance and better life
outcomes (Baumeister et al., 2003; Orth et al., 2012). It
found that many presumed benefits are not strongly
supported as causal, and it warned that high self-esteem
can sometimes accompany defensiveness, bias, and
inflated self-perception—especially when it drifts into
narcissism (CoPSY, n.d.). This does not mean self-esteem
is always harmful; it means the cultural promise—“boost
self-esteem and society will be healed”—was far more
confident than the evidence warranted.

Even educational literature reflects the controversy:
self-esteem was repeatedly linked to achievement and
participation in ways that invited schools to focus on
self-image as a lever for performance (Beane, 1991). When
children are trained to treat affirmation as oxygen,
correction feels like suffocation. When praise becomes
unconditional, growth becomes optional. And when a
generation is insulated from the dignity of consequences, it
becomes vulnerable to the tyranny of feelings.

In politics, self-language easily becomes a theology of
rights without righteousness. When the self is treated as
ultimate, the question shifts from “Is it true?” to “Is it
mine?” from “Is it holy?” to “Does it affirm me?” from
“What does God command?” to “What do I desire?” In
such a world, law is expected not merely to restrain evil,
but to validate identity. And when law becomes the priest
that must bless the self, any refusal is experienced as
violence.
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In society, consumerism and digital culture have
industrialized this liturgy. Entire economies thrive on
cultivating dissatisfaction, then offering identity through
purchases. Meanwhile social media trains the eye to live
by comparison and the heart to perform. A man learns to
love applause more than truth; a woman learns to measure
worth by visibility; both are tempted to «call it
“confidence.”

Twenge and Campbell (2009), writing on narcissism’s
cultural rise, frame modern life as increasingly favorable to
inflated self-focus and entitlement, with social platforms
acting as accelerants. Whether one agrees with every
diagnosis, the broad phenomenon is difficult to deny: the
self hasiva. The self is now not merely a person, but a
brand.

And here, pilgrim, we must speak plainly: the gospel of
“believe in yourself” is rarely satisfied with confidence; it
often graduates into self-exaltation. The heart is not a
neutral factory. It is a worshiping engine. If it does not
worship the Creator, it will worship the creature—and the
nearest creature is the self.

The counterfeit virtue: confidence without
Cross

“But,” someone may object, “isn’t confidence necessary?
Doesn’t God want His children to be bold?”

Yes—God does not call us to cowardice. But biblical
boldness is not the swagger of self-trust; it is the quiet steel
of God-trust. Paul writes, “We are not competent in
ourselves to consider anything as coming from ourselves;
our competence is from God” (2 Corinthians 3:5). He
warns against “putting confidence in the flesh”
(Philippians 3:3). He boasts, but only “in the Lord” (1
Corinthians 1:31). The difference is not volume; it is
source.

Modern self-confidence often means: “I can.” Biblical
confidence says: “He can.” Modern self-esteem says: “I
am enough.” Biblical faith says: “Christ is enough.”
Modern self-awareness says: “I know myself.” Biblical
self-examination says: “Search me, O God... and lead me”
(Psalm 139:23-24).

Where the cross is absent, confidence becomes a ladder to
the sky. And ladders always tempt Babel.
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The anatomy of pride: how “self”
language becomes sin

Pride is not merely feeling good about yourself. Pride is
the soul’s attempt to be its own glory. It is the spiritual
posture that says, even when whispered: “I will ascend”
(Isaiah 14:13). It is why God resists the proud (James 4:6).
It is why pride is listed among what the Lord hates
(Proverbs 6:16—17). It is why “everyone with a proud
heart is an abomination to the LORD” (Proverbs 16:5).

Now watch the cleverness of modern vocabulary. Pride
used to sound like pride. Now it wears softer clothing:
“I’'m just owning my power.” “I’m protecting my peace.”
“I’'m manifesting my destiny.” “I’'m loving myself.”
Without discernment, saints can applaud the very spirit
Scripture commands them to crucify.

As I warned elsewhere, the enemy often does not need to
make the Church atheistic; he only needs to make the
Church self-centered—religious, busy, inspired, but still
enthroning ego (a danger echoed in critiques of modern
spiritual performance and “destiny” merchandising). When
the self becomes a shrine, sermons become mirrors,
worship becomes mood management, and discipleship
becomes self-improvement.

And then, slowly, the church begins to sound like
Babylon—speaking God-language while building man’s
tower.

A necessary nuance: dignity is not
arrogance

Here we must anticipate another rebuttal: “If you criticize
self-esteem, won’t people fall into shame, depression, and
self-loathing?”

That is a fair concern, and Scripture answers it with
precision: the cure for shame is not self-worship; it is
divine adoption. Human beings have real dignity because
they are made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27). They
have greater dignity still if they are in Christ—chosen,
forgiven, and:4—7). Your worth is not an achievement you
must maintain; it is a gift you must receive with humility.
This is why the gospel of self can destroy the person. The
cross says, simultaneously, we are more sinful than we
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believe and we are more ed (Romans 3:23; 7:18; Jeremiah
17:9).

Psychological research itself often distinguishes between
unstable, performance-based self-esteem and healthier
forms of self-relation. Kristin Neff, for example, proposes
self-compassion as an alternative framework—Iess
dependent on superiority and comparison, more rooted in
kindness and realism about human weakness (Neff, 2003).
The believer can appreciate such insights as common grace
while still insisting that the deepest answer to the human
soul is not merely self-kindness but Christ’s lordship and
mercy.

So no, pilgrim: we do not preach self-contempt. We preach
self-crucifixion with Christ, which paradoxically produces
life. “I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer
live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). The gospel
does not erase the self; it dethrones it.

The deeper philosophical conflict: Who is
the “I”?

Underneath the culture’s self-terms lies a metaphysical
claim: that the “I” is self-originating, self-defining,
self-justifying. That is why the age is obsessed with
identity as a personal invention. But biblically, the “I” is a
creature, not a creator. You are a breathed soul, not a
self-made god (Genesis 2:7). You are a steward, not an
owner.

When “self-awareness” means “I am the final interpreter of
reality,” it becomes a rival to revelation. When
“self-esteem” means “I declare my own value,” it becomes
a rival to grace. When “self-confidence” means “I am the
engine of my destiny,” it becomes a rival to providence.

And because the heart cannot live without worship, what
begins as therapy can end as idolatry. Paul Vitz argued that
much of modern psychology functions as a
quasi-religion—a cult of self-worship—especially when it
replaces sin with sickness and replaces repentance with
self-affirmation (Vitz, 1994). Whether one embraces all his
conclusions or not, the warning aligns with Scripture’s
relentless insistence that the deepest human problem is not
low self-esteem but high self-rule.
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The church’s temptation: baptizing

self-exaltation as “faith”

The Church must tremble here. We have sometimes
smuggled the world’s self-gospel into the sanctuary, then
placed a cross sticker on it. We call pride “kingdom
confidence.” We call covetousness “vision.” We call
ambition “purpose.” We call ego “leadership.”

But Jesus’ path remains offensively simple: “If anyone
wants to follow after me, let him deny himself, take up his
cross daily, and follow me” (Luke 9:23). The cross is not
an accessory to self-actualization; it is the execution of
self-sovereignty.

When sermons center on “unlocking your greatness” more
than beholding Christ, we are not maturing saints; we are
grooming consumers. When worship becomes a tool to
feel powerful rather than to fear God, we are not
cultivating holiness; we are cultivating spiritual adrenaline.
When the language of repentance disappears, self-esteem
quietly becomes the substitute sacrament.

And then readiness for the Bridegroom fades. For how can
a heart be eager for Christ’s appearing if it is busy building
a kingdom of self? The wise virgins in Matthew 25 were
not polishing mirrors; they were keeping oil. The last days
require sobriety, not self-celebration (1 Thessalonians 5:6).

A pilgrim’s counsel: recovering the only
confidence that endures

The cure is not to forbid every “self” word, as if syllables
themselves were demons. The cure is to restore the right
center. The self must return to its proper place: not as god,
but as servant; not as author, but as respondent; not as
throne, but as temple—owned by Another.

Learn to say, without theatrics: “Lord, I am dust, but I am
Yours.” That sentence kills despair and kills pride at the
same time.

If you want confidence, seek the kind that survives failure:
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is perfected
in weakness” (2 Corinthians 12:9). If you want awareness,
seek the kind that leads to repentance: “Search me, O
God.” If you want esteem, receive it where it is safest: not
from crowds, not from mirrors, but from the Father who
names you in Christ. If you want greatness, choose the
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downward path: “Whoever wants to become great among
you must be your servant” (Mark 10:43).

Beloved pilgrim, the age is loud with self-exaltation
because it is terrified of emptiness. But the emptiness is
not healed by self-love; it is healed by the Love who was
crucified. The soul does not need a better mirror. It needs a
better vision: “We all... beholding the glory of the Lord,
are being transformed” (2 Corinthians 3:18). Not
beholding ourselves—beholding Him.

So let the mirror become a tool again, not a throne. Let
“self” return to grammar, not governance. Let Christ be the
center. For the King is coming, and the Bride must not be
found rehearsing her own applause when the trumpet
sounds.

Even so, come, Lord Jesus.
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