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Why Are There So Many Hypocrites in the Church?1  
  

Introduction  

  

Merriam-Webster provides the following history for our word, hypocrite:  

  

A number of different things might pop to mind when we hear the word hypocrite.  Maybe it’s a 

politician caught in a scandal; maybe it’s a religious leader doing something counter to their 

creed; maybe it’s a scheming and conniving character featured in soap operas.  But it’s likely 

that the one thing that doesn’t come to mind is the theater.  

  

The word hypocrite ultimately came into English from the Greek word hypokrites, which means 

“an actor” or “a stage player.”  The Greek word itself is a compound noun: it’s made up of two 

Greek words that literally translate as “an interpreter from underneath.”  That bizarre compound 

makes more sense when you know that the actors in ancient Greek theater wore large masks to 

mark which character they were playing, and so they interpreted the story from underneath their 

masks.  

  

The Greek word took on an extended meaning to refer to any person who was wearing a 

figurative mask and pretending to be someone or something they were not … [Over] time … 

hypocrite gained its more general meaning that we use today: “a person who acts in 

contradiction to his or her stated beliefs or feelings.”2  

  

What’s Your Standard?   

  

One reason that Christians are so often accused of hypocrisy is that we have a published standard to 

which we’re compared.  The Bible reveals the character of God, and establishes guidelines for the 

behavior of those who claim to belong to God.  Therefore, it should be no surprise that Christians 

are easy targets for the charge of hypocrisy, since we have public and lofty standard to live up to.  

  

On the other hand, many non-Christians have no advertised standard by which they’re evaluated.  

Most make up their own rules, known only to them, so there’s no way for others to know when 

they’re violated.  If you are you own standard you can always meet it!  

  

Author David Dewitt tells of an encounter with a man who recognized that he was doing this very 

thing:  

  

A few days ago, I had a man in my office who had been an atheist most of his life.  He told me 

how as a teenager he had rejected the beliefs of the church he grew up in and replaced them 

with a moral code that he thought he should live by.  Then he tried to live by it.  

                                                 
1 This material is slightly modified from David Dewitt, Answering the Tough Ones: Common Questions About 

Christianity (Moody, 1980).  
2 www.merriam-webster.com, The Origin of ‘Hypocrite’.  
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“To my surprise,” he told me, “I couldn't keep my own moral standards.  What's worse, I found 

myself pretending I was the kind of person I had decided I should be, even though I couldn't 

pull it off.”  

  

“That's fascinating,” I said.  “You made up your own religion, converted yourself to it, then 

backslid from it, so you became a hypocrite about it!”  

  

He agreed.  We both had a good laugh.3  

  

Framing the Issues  

  

Many of the questions that people have on this matter are surfaced in the following conversation:   

  

“I've been thinking,” Mac said.  He looked at John and continued, “What's even sadder, I don't 

want them to live like I do either!”  

  

John nodded an understanding response.  He was not sure what to say.  Mac had been his friend 

since high school.  As a lawyer, John had represented him; as a real estate investor, Mac rented 

John his office space.  But there was one thing they did not share - John's faith in Christ.  

  

John had been a Christian for years, but Mac thought his beliefs were all foolishness.  Five years 

before this conversation, John had tried to make a case for Christianity by showing it was 

responsible for all the social progress and moral improvements of the human race.  Mac 

[dismissed his claims] … and that was the end of their conversation about Christianity for five 

years.  But John had kept praying for God to give him an opportunity, a second chance.  This 

looked like it.  They both had teenagers and were naturally concerned about their future.  

  

“I know what you mean,” John finally answered.  “I don't want mine to live like I do either.”  

“Really?”  Mac seemed surprised.  “Then how would you like them to live?”  “Like Jesus of 

Nazareth,” John answered.  “Oh, good grief!”  Mac returned.  “Not me.  Christianity is full of 

hypocrites, and I sure don't want my daughters to be like that.”  

  

“I didn't say anything about Christianity,” John continued.  “I'm sure Christianity is as full of 

hypocrites as anything else that's valuable.  Light always tends to attract bugs, you know.  Any 

good idea will attract people who want to get in on a good thing without really being part of it.  

What I meant was, I want my teenagers to live like Jesus Christ.”  

  

“But if Jesus had the true religion, why do so many of the people who believe in Him turn into 

hypocrites?”  Mac asked.  

  

“The Bible doesn't say that everyone who believes in Jesus Christ will be perfect, just perfectly 

forgiven.  Actually, a biblical Christian is one who admits that he is a sinner, which is just the 

opposite of a hypocrite.  A hypocrite is someone who outwardly pretends to be good.”  

                                                 
3 Dewitt, Answering the Tough Ones, p. 62.  
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“But,” Mac objected, “if believing in Jesus is going to be worthwhile, it seems like He ought to 

make people better morally.”  

  

“Are you sure He doesn't?”  John answered.  “You see, if somebody receives Christ into his life, 

the Spirit of God begins to work on his desires so that after a while he should be changing for 

the better.”  “I know some real creepy people that are supposed to be Christians,” Mac broke in.  

“Sure,” John continued, “but you need to compare them with what they were, not with what 

they would be if they were instantly perfect.  The inconsistencies in their life should be steadily 

decreasing, but that doesn't mean they've arrived.  If a guy five feet tall who weighed 250 

pounds spoke to us about great eating habits, we'd probably call him a hypocrite.  But if we 

learned he weighed 300 pounds a month ago, that would change the picture.”  

  

“Well,” Mac insisted, “it still seems to me that if the Bible is right, we should be able to look at 

people who associate themselves with it and see better people.”  “Any product must be 

considered by looking at that product itself,” John reasoned.  “You wouldn't recommend that 

people quit working for a company because some other people just work there to make money.”  

  

“I don't know,” Mac exclaimed.  “I guess there's just something in me that hates hypocrites!” 

“Well, you're in good company,” John said.  “You and I and Jesus all agree about that.  As a 

matter of fact, when Jesus was talking to some religious hypocrites, He said, 'You serpents, you 

brood of vipers, how shall you escape the sentence of hell?' (Matthew 23:33).”  

  

“I sure wouldn't want to be a hypocrite,” Mac added.  “That's why I'm not a Christian, I guess.”  

“But Mac,” John insisted, “the very fact that you don't think you're good enough to be a pattern 

for your daughters makes you the opposite of a hypocrite.  A hypocrite is somebody who 

outwardly pretends he is something he's not.  A hypocrite would never admit he can't be 

perfect.”  

  

Mac and John discussed five crucial aspects of this issue:  

  

Why Are There So Many Hypocrites In Christianity?  

  

If Christianity is to be doubted because there are hypocrites in our churches, we must first be sure 

those hypocrites are really Christians.  The legitimacy of anything original cannot be judged by 

qualities of a phony.  

  

Consider a grandmother who sends away for the best recipes.  But when they come, she substitutes 

ingredients she already has on hand for those listed in the recipe.  Lard is substituted for butter, 

regular salt for seasoned salt, and so on.  When the dish comes out tasting sort of funny and nobody 

eats much, she can’t legitimately complain to the company and tell them what she thinks of their 

recipe.  
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Unregenerate people who go through Christian-sounding religious formalities without having 

received Jesus Christ as their God and Savior are not real Christians.  The presence of such 

hypocrites is just a fact of life about anything worthwhile.  There are false diamonds in jewelry 

because real diamonds are valuable.  We make copies of Rembrandt's paintings because the real 

ones are priceless.  Quacks spring up in the medical profession because good doctors are an asset to 

the community.  Actually, the fact that Christianity attracts phonies is a good indication that it is 

real.  As John recognized, “Light always tends to attract bugs.”  

  

If Jesus Had the True Religion, Why Doesn't He Keep His Followers From Turning Into  

Hypocrites?  

  

There is no claim in the Bible that true believers in Jesus Christ become perfect in this life.  A true 

believer is one who recognizes his sinfulness and need for Jesus Christ as his Savior. (see 1 John 

1:8-10)  Although Christians do change for the better, the change is from the inside out.  It does not 

only concern itself with outward appearances, as it does with hypocrites.  

  

Jesus was harder on the hypocrites than on any other group.  His words in Matthew 23 are 

considered by many to be the harshest language He ever used.  Jesus was talking to and about 

hypocrites.  It is interesting to contrast our Lord's description of a hypocrite in Matthew 23 with the 

Bible's description of a real believer.  

  

Hypocrites, Jesus said, “do all their deeds to be noticed by men” (v. 5), whereas biblical believers 

seek only to be approved by God (Romans 6:5-6; Colossians 3:23; Ephesians 5:10).  

  

Hypocrisy turns people off from religion (verse 13), but godliness reasons with people in a gentle, 

understanding way (Acts 28:23-24; 1 Thessalonians 2:7-8).  

  

Hypocrites train others to be what they are.  Speaking about their converts, Jesus told them, “You 

make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves” (v. 15).  But real Christians train others to be 

like Christ, not like themselves (Matthew 28:18-20).  

  

Hypocrites deal only with external formalism, neglecting internal qualities (vv. 25-27).  Biblical 

believers, on the other hand, emphasize inner attitudes, knowing that God changes people from 

within (Galatians 5:22-24).  

  

If Jesus Really Changes People, Why Aren't All Christians Morally Better Than All Non- 

Christians?  

  

Though God does deal with true believers, He does not make them perfect all at once.  It is a great 

compliment to Christianity that people expect Christians to be better people.  But some people 

expect instantaneous change.  When someone complains that a certain person who claims to have 

received Christ is living inconsistently, a good response would be something like, “Maybe so.  But 

if you really want to know whether there's anything to his faith or not, look at him closely.  Get to 

know him really well.  See if there has been any change in his life.  But be careful.”  You might find 

Christ that way, and when you receive Him but are not yet perfect, others may think you're a 

hypocrite.”  
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Even Christians forget how long it takes to grow.  People are often disappointed in others and the 

low pace of their change.  Someone may have received Christ two weeks ago and has not yet joined 

the church or attended their Bible study!  Besides that, he may still smoke and go to the bar.  But for 

true Christians, over time, changes will be noticeable.  But we might each ask ourselves: If we made 

a list of all our actions and attitudes two weeks ago and another list today, how much change would 

we notice?  Probably not much!  But that does not mean we are not really a Christian or the Spirit of 

God is not working in our life.  It is just that God works from the inside, and real growth takes time.  

It is hypocrisy that emphasizes overnight change in only external appearances.  

  

If Some Christians Are Hypocrites, Doesn't That Suggest That Christianity Has Some Mistakes In 

It?  

  

We must encourage people to consider Jesus Christ and the Bible, rather than what people do with 

them.  Any product must be evaluated on its own grounds.  We do not stop going to hospitals 

because some doctors are in medicine just for the prestige and wealth they can accumulate.  Either 

hospitals are a good idea or they are not.  If they are, then insincere doctors do not make them a bad 

idea.  

  

Jesus must be presented to people as God, and the Bible must be presented as God's verbal 

revelation to man.  That requires encouraging others to get their eyes off the hypocritical things that 

have been done with Jesus Christ or the Scripture and get them back to the real product itself.  

  
How Can I Become A Christian If I Hate Its Hypocrisy?  

  

To hate hypocrisy is to agree with Jesus.  A non-Christian who hates hypocrisy is on the same page 

as Jesus and all genuine Christians.  Jesus said that hypocrites would not “escape the sentence of 

hell” (Matthew 23:33).  So, if one dislikes hypocrites, that is good.  But, if one dislikes hypocrites it 

makes little sense to spend eternity with them!  To not receive Christ is to end up the same as the 

hypocrites - eternally speaking.  

  

  


