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CHAPTER 2: SELF-LOVE 
IN ORTHODOX 
CHRISTIANITY 

Self-love philosophy, as defined earlier in the previous chapter, can be said to be the 
acceptance of oneself in his current state of being, and the prioritising of the pursuit of 
his desires and happiness to the extent of what is morally acceptable in society even at 
the expense of others at times.  

As also seen previously, variations of the philosophy of self-love have been discussed 
in Christendom even in the time of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. When one 
surveys Christendom, one would find two contrasting views on the topic of self-love. 
The first group uses Scripture as the guiding principle governing self-love. The 
second group uses self-love as the basis to overrule the doctrines of Scripture. The 
first group is orthodox, and the second group is progressive. This chapter shall first 
present the orthodox view, and the following chapter will present the implications and 
impact of deviating from the orthodox view of self-love as seen in contemporary 
Christianity today. 

AN ORTHODOX PERSPECTIVE 

For the Christian, every worldview and philosophy must be examined and evaluated 
by the Scriptures. All worldly philosophies must come under the yoke of God’s word. 
Believers of old were able to see this, one of which was Jonathan Edwards. Edwards 
was an accomplished theologian and philosopher of his day, and a man known for his 
devotion to the Lord and His word. He was used by God in the time of the Great 
Awakening. Edwards faced this issue of self-love in his time with other philosophers 
such like Hutcheson, Hume, and the Earl of Shaftsbury.61 Edwards wrote rather 
extensively concerning the topic of self-love in his treatise, Charity and Its Fruits, as 
well as in his miscellaneous writings. This section shall present Edward’s thoughts on 
this matter of self-love. 

Edwards writes of four types of self-love. 1) Natural or “simple” self-love, 2) 
“Compounded” or social self-love, 3) Fallen or Sinful self-love, and 4) Sanctified 
self-love.62 Like Augustine, Edwards uses the Scripture to properly delineate what 
types of self-love are permissible, and what types are not. Edward states, “That to 
love ourselves is not unlawful, is evident also from the fact, that the law of God 
makes self-love a rule and measure by which our love to others should be 

                                                
61  Bruce W. Davidson, "The Four Faces Of Self-Love In The Theology Of Jonathan 
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regulated.”63 In other words, Edwards uses the absolute moral standard of the Bible to 
determine the confines and perimeters of self-love. 

NATURAL SELF-LOVE 

This points to the natural delight and enjoyment in anything.64 This is what Edwards 
calls the “spirit of humanity”, where it is natural for every man to seek his own 
happiness and is closely linked to the faculty of the will.65 Edwards also argues that 
this is the premise for the presentation of the gospel, “…the very announcement of the 
gospel, as a system of peace on earth and good-will toward men (Luke ii.4), shews 
that it is not only not destructive of humanity, but in the highest degree promotive of 
its spirit.”66 The call for men to come to Christ for the deliverance of their souls from 
sin and hell presupposes a natural disposition for self-preservation. This, Edwards 
argues, should not be demonised as irrational, destructive, and unbiblical, while at the 
same time, he acknowledges that such undiluted, natural self-concern no longer exists 
uncorrupted post-fall.67 Edward argues that the desire for happiness is not taken away 
or diminished when one becomes a Christian, but it is “regulated with respect to its 
exercises and influence, and the courses and objects it leads to. Who will say that the 
happy souls in heaven do not love happiness as truly as the miserable spirits in 
hell?”68 

What Edwards discusses here is consistent with Scripture. As mentioned earlier in the 
previous chapter, the Scriptures presuppose that man has an innate disposition 
towards self-preservation and taking care of oneself. The natural self-love that 
Edward describes here is consistent with Scripture’s presupposition. As for man’s will 
and the pursuit of happiness, Edwards argues convincingly that this should not be 
demonised as irrational, but must be regulated by God’s word. The Lord desires for 
the will of the Christian to be in line with His will. It is not that the Christian’s will is 
done away with, but that his will is now to do the will of the Father, just as Christ 
prayed in the garden of Gethsemane.69 Furthermore, the Bible also reveals that after 
salvation, God is the one who puts the desire of obedience in the Christian’s heart. 
Paul writes in Philippians 2:13, “For it is God which worketh in you both to will and 
to do of his good pleasure.” God reveals here that He works by means of man’s will. 
The believer’s will is not absent in his obedience to God’s word. Therefore, what 
Edwards states here is accurate.  
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SOCIAL SELF-LOVE 

In this category of self-love, Edwards describes the love for self that involves others 
outside but related to self. In condensing Edward’s view on this, Davidson writes that 
Edward’s idea of “compounded self-love is natural self-love expanding out beyond its 
own restricted sphere to include other beings connected somehow with the self.” This 
is further explained in Edwards’ miscellaneous thoughts, where he argues that this 
type of a self-love may not necessarily be malicious and selfish or benevolent and 
selfless, but it comes about when the individual sees others as a part of self, as in a 
community.70 In other words, Edwards does not see social self-love as necessarily 
sinful or evil, but like natural self-love, it is part of human nature. It is ultimately God 
that determines the extent and limits of social self-love. In summary, Edward says, “A 
natural man may love others, but it is some way or other as appendages and 
appurtenances to himself; but a spiritual man loves others as of God, or in God, or 
some way related to him.”71  

What Edwards states here is consistent with Scripture. The Bible explains this kind of 
a social love whereby one cares for those related to him. In the example Jesus used in 
Luke 11:11-13 to describe the love of the Father, He says, 

If a son shall ask bread of any of you that is a father, will he give him a stone? 
or if he ask a fish, will he for a fish give him a serpent? Or if he shall ask an 
egg, will he offer him a scorpion? If ye then, being evil, know how to give 
good gifts unto your children: how much more shall your heavenly Father give 
the Holy Spirit to them that ask him? 

Naturally, a father will care for his son, simply because of the familial relationship he 
has with his son. He would not do this for other boys who are not his son. This is seen 
commonly in the world, in both believers and unbelievers. Jesus used this as an 
argument from the lesser to the greater to describe the care God has for His children. 
Therefore, what Edwards observed concerning social self-love is evident in 
Scriptures.  

Another place where this is seen would be in 1 Timothy 5:8 where Paul says, “But if 
any provide not for his own, and specially for those of his own house, he hath denied 
the faith, and is worse than an infidel.” Paul here was rebuking those who refused to 
provide for his own household. In his rebuke, he says that these people are worse than 
infidels, meaning unbelievers, the assumption being that even unbelievers naturally 
know how to care for their own households. Hence, what Edwards observes here is 
consistent with Scriptures.  
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SINFUL SELF-LOVE. 

Sinful self-love, or what Edwards calls inordinate self-love, is the type of self-love 
that is selfish in nature.72 This kind of self-love is corrupted in two ways, either that it 
is too great comparatively to the love shown to others, or that the placing of one’s 
happiness is only confined to self.73 Edwards first argues that self-love should never 
be more than one’s love for God or one’s love for his fellow neighbours. He explains 
that the love for God and the love for fellow men is that which guards, restrains, and 
regulates the influence of self-love.74 Secondly, Edwards argues that self-love is 
inordinate when the happiness which one pursues is a good that is only limited to self 
and is not determined by God.75 If the pursuit of God’s glory brings greatest joy to the 
individual, the pursuit of that happiness is an act of self-love, and also an act of love 
for God.76 The issue of sinful self-love comes when God is taken out of the picture, 
and when natural self-love is not governed by God and His word.  

Edwards warns of the dangers of such a self-love in religion that would lead to 
religious hypocrisy. Edwards argues that in salvation, the motivation must not be that 
of self-love or self-benefit. Men must not love the benefits that God can bring to 
them, but they must love God Himself.77 

Edwards’ conclusion here is the same as Augustine’s conclusion mentioned in the 
previous chapter. As discussed previously, both of their conclusions are biblical, in 
light of the example of Jesus and the crowd that followed Him in John 6, where He 
exhorted the people not to follow Him to fill their stomachs but to truly follow Him 
for who He is.  

SANCTIFIED SELF-LOVE 

Instead of doing away with self-love all together, Edwards proposes a godly self-
respect based on a right view of self from God’s perspective, which can only occur 
after regeneration.78 It is a self-abasement that leads to God’s blessing and exaltation 
that is true self-love.79 It is a love that rejoices in the relationship one has with his 
God. This sanctified self-love can only come about when one first loves God. 
Edwards speaks of a love that is higher than the natural self-love – a divine love. 
Edwards explains,  

It is not a branch that springs out of the root of self-love, as natural affection, 
and worldly friendships, and the love that men may have to one another, as 
such, do. But as self-love is the offspring of natural principles, so divine love 
is the offspring of supernatural principles… It is a plant transplanted into the 
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soul out of the garden of heaven, by the holy and blesses Spirit of God, and so 
has its life in God, and not in self.80 

This kind of love for God rooted in regeneration will result in a proper love for self 
and for one’s neighbour. To reiterate what was quoted from Edwards earlier, “That to 
love ourselves is not unlawful, is evident also from the fact, that the law of God 
makes self-love a rule and measure by which our love to others should be 
regulated.”81 

In other words, Edwards taught that the primary love that should govern all other 
loves is one’s love for God. This is consistent with what the Lord Jesus Christ teaches 
is the greatest commandment, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind.”82 The one who comes to God must love 
Him with all His faculties. When one loves God, He will love His word, and His word 
will guide him as to how he ought to treat himself and those around Him. This will be 
the absolute morality that guides and governs all other loves, including self-love. 
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