
A Proper Self-Image
Romans 12:3

It’s good to be back in the pulpit after two weeks of vacation, 
as I am thankful for the way in which you all have received my 
ministry among you.  As I begin my seventh year here this month, 
it’s always been my delight to proclaim God’s word to you, 
knowing that whatever I faithfully declare from the Bible will be so 
very well received.  1 Thessalonians 2 immediately comes to my 
mind,

1 Thes. 2:13  “For this reason we also thank God without 
ceasing, because when you received the word of God which you 
heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it 
is in truth, the word of God, which also effectively works in you 
who believe.”

So let me remind you where we are in our study of Romans.  
We have begun chapter 12, which is the application of the gospel 
to the lives of all God’s people, and in the broadest sense, Paul 
urges us as Christians to be living sacrifices, verse 1.  Then verse 
2, as we studied the last time I was here, he says so plainly, “And 
do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind.”

Do not be conformed to this world.  Please note then, that his 
primary reference is in the way that you think.  Don’t be 
conformed to this world in the way that you think.  And then, as 
his first example of that way of thinking, he identifies what you 
should be thinking about yourselves.  

So today, as Paul’s first specific application, we come to one 
of the most obvious ways in which the church of our day has all 
too often conformed to the pattern of this world.  It is the use of 
pop-psychology, particularly with the whole concept of “self-

image.”  Thankfully, there have been many well spoken and 
thought out responses to the self-image teachings that came out 
of secular psychology in the 1950’s and 60’s which came into the 
church during the 1970’s.  But initially, for a time, there was no 
such criticism, only calls even in the church to love yourself.  In 
some places, the chief goal of the church was defined in the 
same humanistic language as that used in public education, to 
build self-esteem.  One bold popular television preacher even 
attempted to redefine sin as anything that hurt a person’s self-
esteem.  He wrote of a new reformation, where the church no 
longer focused on sin and repentance, but on rebuilding self-
esteem.  Christians were encouraged to look at themselves in the 
mirror, and say, “I love you.”  They were trained to say, “I am of 
infinite worth.”

Supposedly, that was to solve the problem of those who hated 
themselves.  But the problem wasn’t solved.  Instead, another 
problem was created.  We now live in a generation that is 
hopelessly and helplessly self-absorbed, and it seems that gets 
worse with every passing generation.  We live among people 
much more concerned and obsessed with themselves than with 
others, and much more obsessed with themselves than they are 
with God.  All because we believed a lie, and conformed our 
thinking to the thinking of the world.

Jesus never instructed his disciples to boost their self-esteem.  
He never taught them to love themselves with a subjective 
preoccupation with their own self-image.  Quite to the contrary, he 
taught his disciples to deny themselves.  For example, 

Matt. 16:24  Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone 
desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his 
cross, and follow Me. 25 “For whoever desires to save his life will 
lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.”
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That fits well with the exhortation we studied from verse 1, to 
“present your bodies a living sacrifice.”  I want to continue that 
theme of a living sacrifice this morning, and apply that idea to the 
proper, biblical concept of self-image.  Our biblical self-image is 
quite fully explained in verse 3, and we will focus upon that single 
verse today.

v.3

Let me stress again the emphasis of Paul’s priorities.  This is 
the first thing he mentions.  This is his first example of wrong 
thinking, thinking that conforms to the pattern of this world.  And 
he begins with,

I. A WARNING AGAINST PRIDE.
The words are plain.  Do not think of yourself more highly than 

you ought to think.  And yet we do, don’t we?  The world tells us 
to do so, the world teaches us to do so, to think of yourself first.  
By way of contrast, listen to these words,

Phil. 2:3  “Let nothing be done through selfish ambition or 
conceit, but in lowliness of mind let each esteem others better 
than himself. 4 Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

“In lowliness of mind let each esteem others better than 
himself.”  That’s the biblical perspective.  “Let each of you look out 
not only for his own interests, but also for the interests of others.”   
And if you want to know what that might look like, read the next 
verse.  Look at Jesus.

Phil. 2:5  “Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ 
Jesus, 6 who, being in the form of God, did not consider it robbery 
to be equal with God, 7 but made Himself of no reputation, taking 
the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men.”

Jesus was the eternal son of God, the second person of the 

trinity.  He was equal with God, he was God.  He is God.  Even 
when he became a man.  He didn’t give up his deity or lay aside 
his divine nature.  But still, he did something extraordinary.  He 
took the form of a bondservant, a slave.  He didn’t exercise his 
rights as God, but instead chose to exercise the duties and 
responsibilities of a servant.

And he taught his followers to do the same.  Isn’t that the 
meaning of the parable of the good samaritan?

Luke 10:30  Then Jesus answered and said: “A certain man 
went down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and fell among thieves, 
who stripped him of his clothing, wounded him, and departed, 
leaving him half dead. 31 Now by chance a certain priest came 
down that road. And when he saw him, he passed by on the other 
side. 32 Likewise a Levite, when he arrived at the place, came 
and looked, and passed by on the other side. 33 But a certain 
Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was. And when he 
saw him, he had compassion. 34 So he went to him and 
bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine; and he set him on 
his own animal, brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 35 
On the next day, when he departed, he took out two denarii, gave 
them to the innkeeper, and said to him, ‘Take care of him; and 
whatever more you spend, when I come again, I will repay you.’ 
36 So which of these three do you think was neighbor to him who 
fell among the thieves?”  37 And he said, “He who showed mercy 
on him.”  Then Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” 

The reality is that the world teaches you the very opposite, for 
the fallen human nature is all too easily blinded to,

A. The danger of thinking too highly of yourself.
That danger is clearly demonstrated by the numerous 

occasions on which we are warned against this deadly sin of 
pride, the sin of thinking too highly of yourself.  For example,
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Prov. 16:18  “Pride goes before destruction, And a haughty 
spirit before a fall.”

Eph. 4:1  “I therefore, a prisoner for the Lord, urge you to walk 
in a manner worthy of the calling to which you have been called, 2 
with all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 
another in love.”

Col. 3:12  “Therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, 
put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, 
longsuffering; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving one 
another, if anyone has a complaint against another; even as 
Christ forgave you, so you also must do. 14 But above all these 
things put on love, which is the bond of perfection.” 

1 Peter 5:5  “Likewise you younger people, submit yourselves 
to your elders. Yes, all of you be submissive to one another, and 
be clothed with humility, for “God resists the proud, But gives 
grace to the humble.”  6 Therefore humble yourselves under the 
mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time.”

As Paul writes later in this chapter,
v.10  “Be kindly affectionate to one another with brotherly love, 

in honor giving preference to one another.”

That’s humility.  In honor, giving preference to one another.  
And the danger of thinking too highly of yourself, the danger of 
failing to give preference of honor to one another is well 
expressed by James in,

James 3:13  “Who is wise and understanding among you? Let 
him show by good conduct that his works are done in the 
meekness of wisdom. 14 But if you have bitter envy and self-
seeking in your hearts, do not boast and lie against the truth. 15 
This wisdom does not descend from above, but is earthly, 

sensual, demonic. 16 For where envy and self-seeking exist, 
confusion and every evil thing are there. 17 But the wisdom that is 
from above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, 
full of mercy and good fruits, without partiality and without 
hypocrisy.”

That’s the danger of thinking too highly of yourself, “where 
envy and self-seeking exist, confusion and every evil thing are 
there.”  Thus Paul’s initial application of his challenge for the 
Christian to be transformed by the renewing of his mind is the 
warning of this very danger.  Don’t think of yourself more highly 
than you ought to think.  It is a necessary warning because of,

B. The prevalence of those who think too highly of 
themselves.

So Paul writes to everyone, “to everyone who is among you,” 
verse 3.  He makes reference to “the grace given to me,” 
emphasizing his authority as an apostle.  This is important stuff.  
And I emphasize it today for the very same reason.  We need to 
hear it.  We need to recognize this danger.  We need to be willing 
to search our own hearts, and you need to know when this 
warning applies to you.  That, of course, is one of the great 
aspects of this danger, that those who are full of themselves are 
usually the least likely to recognize it.  And that is a phrase I like 
to use to describe the problem—people who are full of 
themselves.  They make everything about them.  They are self-
absorbed, so wrapped up in themselves they don’t recognize 
what impact they have on others around them.  So please hear 
this warning, and recognize this danger.  Don’t think too highly of 
yourself.  Instead, consider other more important than yourself.  
And takes what Paul calls “sober thinking.”  His words are,

II. A CALL TO SOBER THINKING.
v.3  “For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who 
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is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to 
think, but to think soberly…”

When we use the word sober today we usually have reference 
to the contrast with being drunk.  So someone who is sober is not 
drunk.  And the word certainly means that, but it means much 
more.  The idea is more generally that of self-control, and in this 
context, self-control of the mind.  it is a sign of maturity, evidence 
of godliness, and thus a qualification for a man to be an elder.  

1 Tim. 3:2  “A bishop then must be blameless, the husband of 
one wife, temperate, sober-minded, of good behavior, hospitable, 
able to teach; 3 not given to wine, not violent, not greedy for 
money, but gentle, not quarrelsome, not covetous.”

Sober-minded.  He thinks well, under control and in a 
reasonable and rational way.  In this context, I think it means 
something even more particularly, and the word I would use is 
objective.  In other words,

A. Sober thinking requires an objective (rather than 
subjective) foundation for your self-image.

To think soberly about yourself is to think objectively.  An 
objective foundation means you see yourself from outside your 
own experience, an objective evaluation, something outside of 
you defines who you are.  And subjective means that you define 
yourself from within.  Subjective thinking means everything 
depends upon you, from your own perspective.  And often, 
usually, that means from your own emotions, from the foundation 
of your own experiences.  Everything is focused upon your own 
perspective.  And that is anything but sober-minded thinking.

So you are called to think soberly about yourself.  You are 
called to exercise sober judgment.  That means sensible, rational, 
of a sound mind.  It means to give an objective evaluation of 

yourself.  And there is one sense above all others in which this 
sober self-evaluation is so helpful, namely in the context of the 
gospel.  So above all else, this should be your sober-minded self-
evaluation, that you are a sinner, saved by grace.

So many of our modern psychological struggles can really be 
resolved by that proper sober-mindedness.  And we don’t need to 
hide from our guilt and failures, either.  Thus you should 
recognize that this is who you are, “I am a sinner, saved by 
grace.”  To paraphrase Ephesians 2, this is your testimony, “I was 
dead in trespasses and sins, in which I once walked according to 
the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of 
the air, the spirit who now works in the sons of disobedience, 
among whom also we all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of 
our flesh, fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and 
were by nature children of wrath, just as the others.  But God, 
who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He 
loved me, even when I was dead in trespasses, made me alive 
together with Christ (by grace I have been saved), and raised me 
up together, and made me sit together in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus that in the ages to come He might show the 
exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward me in Christ 
Jesus.  For by grace I have been saved through faith, and that not 
of myself; it is the gift of God.”

That’s who I am.  That’s my self-image.  And thus you should 
say of yourself, as Paul said of himself,

1Tim. 1:15  “This is a faithful saying and worthy of all 
acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save 
sinners, of whom I am chief. 16 However, for this reason I 
obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus Christ might show all 
longsuffering, as a pattern to those who are going to believe on 
Him for everlasting life.”

Page  of 4 6



Such,
B. Sober thinking requires humility.
That is what ties all of this together, the virtue of humility.  The 

willingness to think of ourselves accurately, lowly.  To think of 
ourselves as those in need of God’s mercy, in need of his 
forgiveness.  Gone is any remnant of self-righteousness.  Gone is 
any tendency toward legalistic self-righteousness.  “Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief.”  

The point I am striving to make is that we must not form our 
self-image based upon anything within us.  Instead, it must come 
from what God has done for us!  The key point here is,

III. AN AWARENESS OF GOD’S GRACE.
That’s where Paul goes with this whole idea of sober-minded 

thinking.  The point is that,

A. We must see ourselves as objects of God’s grace.
And that is the proper, objective self-image we all ought to 

have.  We are objects of God’s grace.

Do you know why many people reject the gospel of God’s 
grace?  Pride.  They can’t, they won’t, humble themselves before 
him with the painful awareness of their own sins.  But at its very 
root level, this is who you are, you who are a Christian.  You are 
the object of God’s grace.

God didn’t save you because you were a good person.  God 
didn’t love you because you were righteous, or because you were 
any better than anyone else.  You are, rather, an object of his 
grace.

v.3

So who are you?  At the most basic level of your existence, 

who are you?  Are you a man or a woman?  Male of female?  
Married or single?  Young or old?  Successful or floundering?  
Rich or poor?  Talented or not?  Intelligent or not-so-smart?  
Educated or not?  Good looking or rather ugly?  I could go on and 
on.  Who are you?  What is the foundation of your self-image?  
When you look in the mirror, what do you see?

Here is the only satisfying answer to that question, the only 
psychologically and spiritually healthy answer to that question.  I 
am a sinner, saved by grace.  I am an object of God’s grace.  I 
am, therefore, beloved by God as a matter of his grace.  “Christ 
Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief.”

Look more closely at Paul’s words in verse 3.  We are to think 
of ourselves “soberly, as God has dealt to each one a measure of 
faith.”  That’s who you are—the recipient of a measure of faith.  
As the NIV translates verse 3, “in accordance with the measure of 
faith God has given you.”  

Now, “measure of faith” doesn’t mean that “faith” can be 
divided up into parts and measured out in portions.  Instead, it 
means that there are different ways in which faith is to be put into 
practice by God’s people.  Each of us has a different measure of 
faith, that is, a different function within the body.  And evaluating 
that measure of faith must be the basis of your self-image.  What 
has God done for me?  What has God enabled me to do for him?

B. We must see ourselves as recipients of God’s grace. 
In what ways has God worked faith in me?  That’s the ultimate 

objective self-image you ought to define, a self-awareness of the 
work of God in your life.  And there is encouragement in these 
words of Paul, isn’t there?  Because what says, what he writes is 
that God has “dealt to each one a measure of faith.” 

Eph. 4:7  “But to each one of us grace was given according to 
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the measure of Christ’s gift.”

You who believe in Jesus, you who are a Christian, you who 
love God, you have been the recipient of the gift of God’s grace.  
You have been the recipient of a God-given measure of grace.  
That’s who you are.  That should be your self-image, your identity.  
You are the object of God’s saving love and mercy.  “Christ Jesus 
came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief.” 

So don’t be conformed to the pattern of this world.  So don’t 
try to define your identity by comparison to others, thinking more 
highly of yourself than you ought to think.  Don’t think of yourself 
and define yourself in terms of your gender, or your wealth, or 
your accomplishments, or your appearance, or your age or your 
strength or your job.  Rather, never stop thinking of yourself this 
way, as a sinner saved by grace, as the object of God’s saving 
mercy, as the recipient of a measure of faith.

v.3  “For I say, through the grace given to me, to everyone who 
is among you, not to think of himself more highly than he ought to 
think, but to think soberly, as God has dealt to each one a 
measure of faith.”     
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