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Self-esteem was a big happy concept that appeared in the circle of education in the 

seventies and eighties and continues today as the solution to so many problems. If we build a 

child’s self-esteem, they conclude, he will not go wrong. 

Read the newspaper: another shooting took place in a school, killing or injuring so many 

students, and everyone is stunned. It is news, big news. Another school shooting...so the 

headlines scream. The news media cannot get there fast enough. But what do you read about the 

alleged shooter? He was a loner, with low self-esteem, was picked on and teased by fellow 

students. The media concludes that once again the other individuals are at fault for creating this 

monster and failing to raise his self-esteem. 

I believe the opposite is true. If we are treated badly or hurt by others the reason we take 

offense is because we think too highly of ourselves. The problem is too much self-esteem. I 

deserve to be treated better. I am above the law. I will show them. I am not responsible for my 

own actions. These people deserve to be punished for not respecting me. I am worthy of better 

treatment. The media laps it up and the social workers nod happily. Society has failed again. 

Self-esteem or the lack thereof is the new excuse for inexcusable behavior. 

Scripture repeatedly asks us to esteem others better than ourselves. To have self-esteem is 

contrary to scripture. What makes you worthy? What is the basis for your self-esteem? Your 

clothes, your looks, your intelligence, your athletic ability, the list is endless. Obviously the 

problem arises when you lose the basis for your self-esteem. The gorgeous outfit you purchased 

is damaged and you felt so good wearing it. A good looking person’s face is injured by fire. A 

wonderfully intelligent mind is destroyed by meningitis. And the talented athlete is confined to a 

wheelchair. Self-esteem or the basis for it is gone. Are you now nothing? Do you roll over and 

die? There are many people whose lives have been dramatically altered because God placed a 

completely new challenge in their life. 

If we cannot obtain self-esteem by what we possess, can we achieve it by what we do? Can we 

achieve self-esteem by our good works? In our form for baptism we confess, that we are 

conceived and born in sin and prone to all manner of evil. This does not look too promising in 

our ability to achieve much good. Paul confirms this in Romans 7:19. “For the good that I would 

I do not but the evil which I would not, that I do.” So even our best intentions are filled with sin. 

Even our best deeds done for others, which we feel so good about, are filled with sin. It is 

precisely because we feel good about the things we do for others that these works are filled with 

sin. They are nothing but another example of our sinfulness. In our catechism we read that we 

must do good works out of thankfulness. (LD 32 Q&A 86) But it sure helps when people are 

thankful towards us. We have just destroyed the good in good works. Feeling good about our 

good deeds is natural but by our nature we are sinful beings and “incapable of doing any good.” 

Thus we cannot achieve self-esteem by doing good works. 

So why is it wrong to have self-esteem? When one has self-esteem, it means that you 

esteem yourself better than others. This is completely against God’s law. The Lord commands us 

to love our neighbor as we love ourselves. It is a given. You love yourself. You do not read in 

scripture that you should love your neighbor and yourself. David writes in Psalm 22:6, “I am a 

worm and not a man.” A worm is a rather lowly creature. We have little respect for them. We 

feed them garbage in the composter. They get the rotten food. Observe the fisherman as he 
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deliberately pokes the hook through the worm. No heed is given to the futile struggles of the 

worm as it objects to this treatment. A worm is a most despised creature. One does not hear of 

and “stop the cruelty to worms” campaigns. Can you sing with David, I am a worm and not a 

man? Do you take offense? When one is feeling guilty, one certainly feels “wormly.” Guilt 

destroys self-esteem. Sunday after Sunday the pastor reads God’s holy law to us. Once again we 

stand before God, guilty and empty of self-esteem and as low as worms. 

Now that your self-esteem has been destroyed, what do you have? What is your only 

comfort in life and death? I believe we cannot obtain confidence in what we have or in what we 

do but have our confidence in Christ. 

 

Originally Published in: 

Vol 64 No 7 July 2005 


