
“The Importance of Self-Examination” 
(1 Corinthians 11:31) 

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Have you ever done anything that you hope no one ever finds out about?   
a.  Not all of us have.   

(i)  Some of us were raised in Christian households.   
(ii)  We had guidance and correction.   
(iii)  We may have avoided the more serious sins.   
(iv)  This should encourage us as parents to help our children.   
 

b.  But some of us have.   
(i)  We came to Christ later.   
(ii)  We were redeemed out of the world.   
(iii)  We did things that shame us to this day.   
 

c.  Even if we haven’t done anything that seems terribly wicked:   
(i)  Have we wanted to?   
(ii)  Have we thought about doing something wicked to someone else?   
(iii)  Have we wanted something or thought something that we would be ashamed for 

anyone else to know about?   
(iv)  Especially for God to know about?   
(v)  Don’t forget:  the slightest sin is infinitely serious, because against an infinitely 

holy God.   
 
2.  The Bible says that one day everything we’ve done will be exposed.   

a.  Paul writes, “For we will all stand before the judgment seat of God.  For it is written, 
‘As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to Me, and every tongue shall give 
praise to God.’  So then each one of us will give an account of himself to God” 
(Rom. 14:10-12).   

b.  “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may be 
recompensed for his deeds in the body, according to what he has done, whether good 
or bad” (2 Cor. 5:10).   

c.  Jesus says we’ll give an account for absolutely everything we have done:  Even for 
every word, “But I tell you that every careless word that people speak, they shall 
give an accounting for it in the day of judgment” (Matt. 12:36).   

d.  Thomas Gouge, “There is no sin so secretly and closely committed, but that shall be 
discovered to the view of all.  There is scarce a wicked person in the world, though 
never so formal, but has at some time or other committed some such sin in secret, 
which he or she would not have others to know for all the world.  But know for 
certain that at the day of judgment, all the world shall hear of if.  For then all your 
secret sins and close villainies shall be discovered, and laid open before angels, men, 
and devils . . .  yes, not only your words and actions, but also your secret thoughts 
and imaginations, how vain and wanton, how filthy and abominable they have been, 
shall appear to the view of all.  Never therefore adventure upon the committing of a 
sin in the hope of secrecy, because you seem safe from the eyes of others.  For 
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suppose your sin lie undiscovered to the last and great day, yet then shall it come out 
with a witness, and be made manifest to the view of all” (Day by Day, 280).   

e.  This should make us think carefully about what we do.   
(i)  The One who sees all, knows all, is keeping a record.   
(ii)  One day we will be examined by that record.   
(iii)  He will bring us into judgment for everything we’ve thought, desired, done.   

 
B.  Preview.   

1.  Does this concern you?   
a.  It should, if you don’t know Christ.   
b.  If you don’t know Christ, this will happen to you.   
 

2.  That is what makes the Gospel so glorious:  There is a way to be free from these sins.   
a.  Gouge, “Now I know no better way to prevent the discovery of your sins at the great 

day, than here in this time and day of grace to call yourselves to an account, to search 
and examine your own hearts and lives, and then to judge and condemn yourselves 
for your manifold sins and transgressions, for as the apostle speaks, ‘If we judge 
ourselves, we shall not be condemned of the Lord’ (1 Cor. 11:31)” (Thomas Gouge, 
280).   

b.  The Lord tells us that if we judge ourselves rightly, and turn from our sins to Christ, 
we will not be judged, because we will have been judged already.   

c.  But to do this, we must judge ourselves righteously now.   
d.  In other words, we must examine ourselves to see our sins, be willing to forsake 

them, and trust in Christ to remove them and clothe us in His righteousness.   
 

3.  This morning, I want us to consider the importance of self-examination:   
a.  What it is.   
b.  Why it is important.   
c.  How often we should do this.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, what is self-examination?   
1.  Self-examination is what it says:  the examining or judging of ourselves.   

a.  Thomas Watson, “Self–examination is a spiritual inquisition set up in the soul” 
(Puritan Treasury).   
(i)  It is a court, in which we try ourselves.   
(ii)  It is a pretrial, to see whether or not we are guilty.   
(iii)  It is searching the heart, asking questions regarding our actions, motives, 

desires.   
(a)  Am I doing what’s right?   
(b)  Why do I do what I do?  To be seen of men?  Or because I love God and want 

to give glory to Him?   
 

b.  Philip Henry suggests further questions like these:   
(i)  “Can I choose to undergo the greatest suffering rather than commit the least sin?   
(ii)  Can I embrace Christ with His cross? 
(iii)  Can I work for God, though there were no wages?   
(iv)  Can I swim against the stream, be good in bad times and places?   
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(v)  Can I pull out right eyes for Christ and cut off right hands, etc.?” (Puritan 
Treasury).   

 
c.  Self-examination has not only to do with what we have done, but with what we are 

thinking of doing.   
(i)  It could save us a great deal of repenting later.   
(ii)  Henry Smith:  “Holy men have kept the sessions at home, and made their hearts 

the foremen of the jury, and examined themselves as we examine others.  The fear 
of the Lord stood at the door of their souls, to examine every thought before it 
went in, and at the door of their lips, to examine every word before it went out, 
whereby they escaped a thousand sins which we commit, as though we had no 
other work” (Puritan Treasury).   

 
2.  But to do this rightly, we must use the right standard.   

a.  The problem is that we often use the wrong standard.   
(i)  Too often we rely on our church membership:   

(a)  We’ve passed the judgment of the Session.   
(b)   But realize the Session can’t see your heart, only God can.   
 

(ii)  Too often we compare ourselves to things we shouldn’t:   
(a)  To other men, to the requirements/traditions of the church.     
(b)  But these are not the standard:  The Word is, Christ is, those who reflect His 

image are:   
(c)  Robert Leighton:  “Men compare themselves with men, and readily with the 

worst, and flatter themselves with that comparative betterness.  This is not the 
way to see spots, to look into the muddy streams of profane men’s lives; but 
look into the clear fountain of the Word, and there we may both discern and 
wash them; and consider the infinite holiness of God, and this will humble us 
to the dust” (Puritan Treasury).   

(d)  George Downame:  “Let us not commend our graces to the eye of our deluded 
judgments, as shopkeepers do their coarse wares, by setting coarser by them, or 
by setting in our sight the examples of others who come short of us.  But let us 
compare our little sparks of grace with those bright flames which have shone in 
the patriarchs, prophets, and apostles, yea, in our Savior, Christ Himself.  And 
so we shall not be proud of our progress, but ashamed rather of our small 
proficiency; and with the apostle, ‘forgetting those things which are behind, 
and reaching forth to those things that are before,’ we shall ‘press towards the 
mark for the prize of the high calling of God in Christ Jesus’” (Puritan 
Treasury).   

(e)  Cornelius Burgess:  “This duty of examining and proving presupposes that 
there is some sure standard. . . .  Now that rule is the Word of God; but as in 
matters of doctrine men have left the Scriptures, the sure rule, and taken up 
antiquity, universality, tradition, and the like. . . .  so in matters of godliness, 
when we should try ourselves according to the characters and signs that the 
Scripture deciphers, we take up principles in the world, the applause of others, 
the conversation of most in the world.  And thus it is with us as men in an 
hospital, because every one is either wounded or lame, or some way diseased, 
therefore none are offensive to each other” (Puritan Treasury).   
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b.  But even with the right standard, we might go wrong:   
(i)  Our hearts will try to deceive us:  “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is 

desperately sick; who can understand it?” (Jer. 17:9).   
(ii)  They will make us think we are better than we are:  even that we are a Christian 

when we are not.   
(iii)  Thomas Watson:  “‘The heart is a grand imposter.’  It is like a cheating 

tradesman, which will put one off with bad wares; the heart will put a man off 
with seeming grace, instead of saving” (Puritan Treasury).   

(iv)  Martin Day:  “There be many things that move, and yet their movement is not 
an argument of life.  A windmill when the wind blows, moves, and moves very 
nimbly too; yet this cannot be said to be a living creature.  No; it moves only by 
an external cause, by an artificial means.  So it is also if a man see another man 
move, and move very fast, in those things which of themselves are the ways of 
God:  you shall see him move as fast to hear a sermon as his neighbor does; is as 
forward and hasty to thrust himself and bid himself a guest to the Lord’s table 
(when God hath not bid him) as any.  Now, the question is, what principle sets 
him to work?  If it be an inward principle of life, out of a sincere affection and 
love to God and His ordinances, it argues that man hath some life of grace; but if 
it be some wind that blows on him—the wind of state, the wind of law, the wind 
of danger, of penalty, the wind of fashion or custom—to do as his neighbors do; if 
these or the like be the things that draw him there, this is no argument of life at 
all:  it is a cheap thing, it is a counterfeit and dead piece of service” (Puritan 
Treasury).   

(v)  Activity isn’t enough; we must search motives, look for Christ being formed in 
our hearts:   

(vi)  John Shaw:  “There is a vanity which I have observed in many pretenders to 
nobility and learning, when men seek to demonstrate the one by their coat of 
arms, and the records of their family, and the other by a gown, or a title, or their 
names standing in the register of the university, rather than by the 
accomplishments and behavior of gentlemen or scholars.  A like vanity, I doubt 
[sic, not], may be observed in many pretenders to religion.  Some are searching 
God’s decretals to find their names written in the Book of Life, when they should 
be studying to find God’s name written upon their hearts, ‘Holiness to the Lord’ 
engraved upon their souls” (Puritan Treasury).   

(vi)  Again, “Let no soul examine itself by any lower marks than this, participation of 
the Divine nature, conformity to the Divine image. Examine what alliance your 
soul has to God; “whose is the image and superscription” (Puritan Treasury).   

 
B.  Second, why is self-examination important?   

1.  Its greatest value:  if we judge ourselves rightly, we will not be judged (1 Cor. 11:31).   
a.  We must see our sin, our lack of obedience, our need of Christ, before we will turn to 

Christ.   
b.  If we turn to Christ in faith and repentance, our sins will be removed and we will be 

clothed in the perfect righteousness of Christ.   
c.  We will then be able to stand before the Lord blameless on that day.   

(i)  All our sins will be blotted out and remembered no more (Jer. 31:34).   
(ii)  We will have nothing to fear from that day, but be able to look forward to it.   
(iii)  This is the greatest blessing of all.   
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2.  But there are other blessings:   
a.  It will help us to know better our spiritual condition, which will help us to grow more 

quickly, with God’s blessing:  “Self–examination is the beaten path to perfection” 
(William Secker, Puritan Treasury).   

b.  It will help us to subdue our sins before they grow out of control:  “The bird is easily 
killed in the egg, but when once hatched and fledged, we may kill it when we can 
catch it.  A frequent reckoning with ourselves will pluck sin up before it is rooted in 
the soul” (George Swinnock, Puritan Treasury).   

c.  It will help us to heal more quickly when we do sin:  “Examination will help the 
Christian that has fallen and bruised himself to heal the wound while it is fresh, 
before it is festered” (George Swinnock, Puritan Treasury).   

d.  If other things – such as education, finances or investments – are so important that 
we chart their progress, why not our spiritual condition and growth?  “What a deal of 
sorrow and after–complaining might this small labor prevent!  How many miles 
travel, besides the vexation, may a traveler save by inquiring of the way!” (Richard 
Baxter, Puritan Treasury).   

 
C.  Finally, how often should we examine ourselves?   

1.  How about every day?   
a.  Isn’t this important enough?   
b.  “Make up your spiritual accounts daily; see how matters stand between God and 

your souls (Ps. 77:6).  Often reckonings keep God and conscience friends.  Do with 
your hearts as you do with your watches, wind them up every morning by prayer, 
and at night examine whether your hearts have gone true all that day, whether the 
wheels of your affections have moved swiftly toward heaven” (Thomas Watson, 
Puritan Treasury).   

 
2.  Especially before we participate in the Lord’s Supper.   

a.  This passage is in the context of coming to the Table.   
b.  It warns us to examine ourselves regarding our interest in Christ.   

(i)  So that we may eat to our salvation, and not to our damnation.   
(ii)  Only those who are Christ’s may come; we must make sure.   

 
3.  So let us examine ourselves now, and do so often.   
4.  I close with the words of Thomas Gouge, “Oh therefore, let us here often keep a day of 

judgment in our own souls and consciences, by a serious examining of ourselves for the 
sin, and then let us in all humility prostrate ourselves at the throne of grace, pleading the 
mercy of God and the merits of Christ for the pardon and forgiveness of them all; giving 
no rest to our souls, till we have some comfortable evidence and assurance, which will 
cause us to lift up our heads with joy at the great day of account” (Day by Day, 280).   


