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Week Six: Hidden Righteousness
Breaking the hard ground of misplaced righteousness and pride

Key Scriptures: Matthew 21:1-11; Zechariah 9:9; Romans 1:17
Additional Scriptures: Zechariah 7:4–6; Isaiah 29:13; Zechariah 1:3; Luke 19:41–44

You may want to include a testimony each week to inspire:
Testimony Subject – Can you share a time when God took you on a journey of humility? How did this reshaping change your relationship with God for the better?

Please adapt this sermon starter as you see fit, to meet the needs of your corps. 

Introduction and Context
Throughout this Hidden to Whole Lent series, we have reflected on the gifts God has already planted within us: hope, boldness, peace, love and joy. Scripture reminds us that these are not qualities we strive to produce but gifts rooted in God’s character and sustained by his Spirit. Yet even these gifts can become hidden over time, not through rejection of God, but through subtle shifts of focus or trust. This Palm Sunday we turn our attention to hidden righteousness.

As Jesus entered Jerusalem, crowds gathered around him, voices rose in praise, and Scripture was spoken aloud as he was welcomed into the city (Matthew 21:1–11). At the centre of this moment stands Jesus himself, the perfect expression of righteousness. His life was lived in complete trust and obedience to the Father, expressing a righteousness that flowed from God’s authority rather than force or dominance. 

Zechariah had prophesied how Israel’s king would come: ‘righteous and victorious’, yet ‘lowly and riding on a donkey’ (Zechariah 9:9). When Jesus entered Jerusalem in this way, the crowds recognised the significance of the moment and welcomed him with celebration. Yet while they celebrated his arrival, they did not grasp what this kind of kingship would mean. The humility and surrender at the heart of Jesus’ righteousness did not match the way many expected God’s Kingdom to unfold.

Seen in this light, Palm Sunday invites us to reflect on our own expectations of God, and on how the righteousness we have received in Christ can quietly become hidden beneath our assumptions about how God should work. When this happens, our worship remains genuine, but our hearts may not be fully open to the ways Jesus wants to reshape our understanding of his Kingdom.

Lent invites us to notice where righteousness may have become hidden within us, and to open ourselves again to God’s shaping and renewing work.
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This series ends with some heavy and potentially unexpected heart work, that will bring immense freedom and a depth of intimacy with God if received. You may want to open in prayer, asking God to bring down our defensiveness and pride to truly receive his shaping and renewing work, to teach us humility and soften our hearts as we receive his word.

Part 1 – Why Righteousness Becomes Misplaced
· One way misplaced righteousness shows itself is when outward religion begins to replace inward surrender. On Palm Sunday the praise offered was sincere, yet the crowds were still asking who Jesus truly was and what kind of king he had come to be (Matthew 21:10–11). Jesus entered Jerusalem humbly, fulfilling a prophecy in spiritual authority, revealing a righteousness that was hidden from the world’s expectations. You may want to unpack this further.
· Today this can look like knowing how faith works, without taking time to know Jesus personally, surrendering our lives to his will or giving God a voice in our decisions. Where is our genuine worship masked by assumption?
· This is not a new pattern. The same prophet who spoke of the humble king entering Jerusalem also addressed similar patterns of misplaced righteousness in his own day. Zechariah spoke to a community rebuilding its religious life outwardly while remaining resistant to inward change. God questioned their fasting and practices, asking whether their devotion was truly directed toward him or simply maintained out of habit (Zechariah 7:4–6). 
· When righteousness becomes rooted in what we do rather than in returning to God, it becomes misplaced and gradually hidden beneath habit, certainty or performance.
· Pride can settle in unnoticed, leading us to assume we are faithful even as we move away from the heart of God. This is a big revelation that may need a moment of reflection for it to take root in people’s hearts.
· Misplaced righteousness can also take shape when faith becomes more about performance than intimacy. We focus on what we are doing for God, rather than developing a closer relationship with him. 
· Scripture warns against honouring God with our words while our hearts remain distant (Isaiah 29:13). Zechariah echoed this call, urging God’s people not simply to continue religious activity, but to return to the Lord with open and responsive hearts (Zechariah 1:3). 
· Today this can look like staying busy in the things of God while our relationship with him quietly slips into a performative routine.
· Another way misplaced righteousness shows itself is when praise is offered without repentance. On Palm Sunday the crowds celebrated Jesus gladly, yet many were not prepared for the way his Kingdom would unsettle their hearts and call for change. 
· Luke tells us that even as the crowds rejoiced, Jesus wept over Jerusalem, grieving hearts that could celebrate while remaining closed to repentance and renewal (Luke 19:41–44). 
· Today this can look like worship that continues without reflection, where praise is offered but repentance is resisted. Faith remains expressive but the heart stays hardened. Without repentance, renewal slows, and the deeper transformation God longs to bring remains out of reach.


Part 2 – The Righteousness Revealed in Jesus
· After seeing how easily righteousness can become misplaced, we need to return to what Scripture consistently shows us. Righteousness is not something we build by effort, maintain by performance or prove through appearance.


· In Scripture, righteousness belongs to God. It is his rightness, his faithfulness, his purity, his justice and his covenant love. It is not revealed as an abstract standard, but as a living reality in Jesus.
· Paul names this with striking clarity in Romans 1:17: ‘For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed – a righteousness that is by faith from first to last.’ 
· This righteousness comes to us through the gospel, through what God has done in Christ, and it is received by faith. ‘From first to last’ means we do not begin by faith and then graduate into self-reliance. We do not start by grace and then hold ourselves together by performance. 
· We are continually invited back into dependence on God, learning again and again to receive righteousness as a gift rather than something we try to establish for ourselves.
· The righteousness of God is not only seen in how Jesus enters the city, but also in the whole pattern of his life. It is not performative, but obedient. It is not self-protective, but surrendered. 
· It is the righteousness of a Son who trusts the Father fully and walks the path set before him, even when it leads to suffering. This is the righteousness we could never produce for ourselves, and yet the gospel declares it is given to us. 
· We are made right with God not by proving our goodness, but by trusting Jesus and receiving what he has done for us on the cross.


Part 3 – A Righteousness Received by Faith
· Hearts are not softened by striving, but by humility and trust. God does not call us to correct ourselves into righteousness, but to return to him with open hearts.
· This return begins with letting go of self-assurance. Pride does not always appear as arrogance. More often it takes the quieter form of certainty and the sense that we already understand what faithfulness looks like. 
· Over time, this can close us off to God’s leading – not because we reject him, but because we assume we already know what he will ask of us.
· Romans 1:17 gently draws us back to a different posture. The righteousness of God is revealed in the gospel and received by faith from first to last. This means we never move beyond dependence. We do not begin with grace and then sustain ourselves through effort. Again and again we are invited to receive what God gives, rather than rely on ourselves.
· This is the work of the Holy Spirit among us. He softens what has grown hard and keeps our hearts responsive to God. Where righteousness has become guarded or performative, the Spirit leads us back into humility, repentance and trust. Slowly and quietly, he restores righteousness as something relational.
· Receiving righteousness by faith reshapes how we live. Devotion flows from relationship rather than obligation. Repentance remains part of worship – not as condemnation, but as openness to being changed. 
· Palm Sunday invites us to walk this way with Jesus. He comes humbly and faithfully. Righteousness is no longer something we strive to secure, but something we receive as we follow him.






Application
· Where might righteousness have become hidden in your life, shaped more by habit or expectation than by relationship with Jesus?
· Where is our genuine worship masked by assumption?
· Are there areas where you stay busy in faith, doing things for God, but you sense that God is inviting you to slow down, listen and return more deeply to relationship with him?
· Is there anything in your heart that feels resistant to change, even as you continue to worship and follow Jesus?
· What might it look like for you to receive righteousness again as a gift from God, rather than something you feel responsible to hold together?

Response
Lent invites us to come before God with honesty, recognising where righteousness has become misplaced within us and opening our hearts to the renewing work of the Holy Spirit.

This time of response leads the congregation through confession and repentance, followed by an invitation for the Holy Spirit to restore righteousness as something received through relationship rather than maintained through effort.

Confession and Repentance
Suggested wording:
Lord, I bring to you the places where righteousness has become misplaced in my heart.
I name the pride, certainty or self-assurance that has shaped how I follow you.
Forgive me for the times I have depended on myself instead of you.
Where my devotion has become outward but my heart has resisted change, meet me with grace. Draw me back into humility, trust and dependence on you.

Invitation to the Holy Spirit
Suggested wording:
Holy Spirit, come and renew my heart.
Soften what has grown guarded and keep me open to your leading.
Restore righteousness as something I receive by faith and lead me again into a deeper life with Christ.

Allow time for the Holy Spirit to renew righteousness – you may want to play worship music or use musicians within your congregation to play or sing as you give the time and space for people to respond to God and receive prayer.
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