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CHAPTER 5: SELF-LOVE 
THEOLOGY EXAMINED 

In considering what self-love philosophy is, and in surveying the different 
understandings of self-love in Christianity, the overarching theme remains the same – 
morality is the grounds for which self-love is to be defined and governed by. For 
some, this morality is subjective and determined by the majority. But for the 
Christian, his morality must be absolute, and it must be determined by the Scriptures. 
Jesus says, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out 
of the mouth of God.”192 What sustains the Christian in his daily living is not so much 
the bread that he eats, but the word of God. The Christian’s entire life is to be 
governed and guided by the word of God. Therefore, in this topic of self-love, the 
Christian must return back to the Bible. 

BIBLICAL LOVE 

Before asking what the Bible says about self-love, it would be reasonable to first 
understand what biblical love is. Understanding biblical love will help the Christian 
understand what God’s idea of love is, and consequently how this relates to self.  

DEFINITION OF LOVE 

The classic passage that gives the definition of love is 1 Corinthians 13:4-7, 

Charity suffereth long, and is kind; charity envieth not; charity vaunteth not 
itself, is not puffed up, Doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her own, 
is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil; Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth 
in the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth 
all things. 

Here, the Bible lists many different aspects that biblical love entails. For the purpose 
of this paper, only the elements of love that directly relates to self-love will be further 
explained below.  

The very nature of love is sacrificial and self-giving. The word “charity” is the word 
“ἀγάπη” in the Greek, which is used to refer to the same self-sacrificial, self-giving 
love that God showed to mankind.193 This is further emphasised in the text where Paul 
highlights certain attributes of this love to show the sacrificial, self-giving nature of it. 
There are three that stand out explicitly in relation to self, and the others implicitly 
show this idea of self-sacrifice.  

                                                
192 Matthew 4:4 
193 Bauer, et al., A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature, 5-6. , 
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Firstly, “charity vaunteth not itself”. This aspect of love is in direct relation to oneself. 
This phrase is the word “περπερεύοµαι” in the Greek, which has the idea of a self 
display, and employing rhetorical embellishments in extolling one’s self 
excessively.194 In other words, love does not praise or promote self. It does not show 
off, and it does not seek for others to think highly of them. The emphasis here is on 
the outward expression of an inward pride. To love means not to promote self. To 
love means consequently to promote the good of others. This stands in direct 
contradiction to the philosophy of self-love. 

In a similar vein, charity “is not puffed up”. In this case, the word “φυσιόω” has the 
idea of being inflated, where one has an elevated view of oneself and is proud.195 This 
emphasises how one views himself inwardly, as opposed to the previous attribute that 
emphasises the outward manifestation of pride. He has a lofty view of himself, and 
thinks that he is better than others. Love stands in direct opposition to such a prideful 
attitude. Love means to have a right estimation of self. Love means to be humble. 
This, once again, stand in direct contradiction to the philosophy of self-love, which 
teaches the individual to have a high estimation of oneself.  

Thirdly, charity “seeketh not her own”. This statement encompasses a few truths. To 
love means not to seek one’s own selfish desires. To love means not to seek to fulfil 
self above others or at the expense of others. Positively, to love means to seek the 
good and benefit of others. It is to look how one is able to supply the needs of others, 
over and above his own needs. Self-love philosophy teaches the direct opposite. They 
teach that one must oftentimes sacrifice the needs of others in order to focus on 
fulfilling one’s own needs. 

Hence, inherent in the word love, as well as in Paul’s description of the love, love is 
self-giving and self-sacrificial. Any attempt to apply this list to self is absurd and 
illogical to say the least, because the very nature of the love described here is that 
which is shown to others, and that which is selfless. One cannot logically be selfless 
to oneself. Furthermore, this definition of love necessarily prohibits self-love as a 
means of excusing of sin, for love “rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth”. 
True love is love without sin.  

Therefore, a biblical understanding of love stands in contradiction to the philosophy 
of self-love seen rampant in the world today.  

OBJECTS OF LOVE 

In the Bible, love is a command. Christians are commanded to love two parties, 
namely, 1) God, and 2) his neighbour. As was explained in chapter 2, this constitutes 
the two greatest commandments, as recorded in Matthew 22:37-39, Mark 12:29-31, 
and Luke 10:27. Mark writes,  

And Jesus answered him, The first of all the commandments is, Hear, O Israel; 
The Lord our God is one Lord: And thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all 

                                                
194 Thayer, A Greek-English Lexicon Of The New Testament, 507.  
195 Ibid., 660.  
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thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy 
strength: this is the first commandment. And the second is like, namely this, 
Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. There is none other commandment 
greater than these. 

In the context of Matthew and Mark’s account, the Pharisees and Sadducees came to 
tempt Jesus with a series of difficult questions, seeking to trap Jesus with His own 
words. Jesus’ answer above was a reply to the question, “Which is the great 
commandment in the law”,196 or “Which is the first commandment of all?”197 It is said 
that in Jesus’ day, the Jews divided the laws into greater and lesser commandments, 
often considering the external forms of religion as greater, but were unable to decide 
which the greatest commandment was.198 Therefore, the enemies of Jesus here wanted 
Him to answer this question at the risk of offending the Jewish teachers. Jesus’ perfect 
answer summarised all the commandments in Scripture into two sections: 1) the 
greatest commandment: Loving God, and 2) the second greatest commandment: 
Loving Neighbour.  

First, the Christian is to love God. This love is the same love described earlier, 
“ἀγάπη”, which is an unconditional, sacrificial love. To love God means to desire to 
please Him with the Christian’s entire being by obeying His word, unconditionally 
and sacrificially. It is to have all of himself fully surrendered to God, finding his 
greatest joy in doing His will. He finds his full satisfaction in God and obeying Him. 
The Christian is to love God first with all of his heart. The heart is the seat of one’s 
emotion and will. The Christian’s all-encompassing desire must be to do the will of 
the Father. Pleasing God must be that which brings him greatest joy. Every decision 
that he makes must please the Lord. God’s desires become his desires. Next, the 
Christian is also to love God with all of his soul. The soul here describes one’s life or 
being. The entirety of the Christian’s being, every aspect of his life, is to be fully 
given over to this endeavour to please the Lord. This is done through the joyful 
obedience of what the Lord has commanded in all areas of life. Next, the Christian is 
called to love God with all of his mind. This would refer to his thoughts. In all that the 
Christian thinks, he must please the Lord, for the Lord is a God who is omniscience, 
knowing even the very hearts of men. He fills his mind with God’s word and 
meditates upon it. He thinks of God all the time. Finally, the Christian is to love God 
with all their strength. This means that all of his energy and resources are to be given 
to the pursuit of God’s pleasure and glory. He gives his best in the service of the Lord. 
Therefore, to love God means to serve Him with the fullness of the Christian’s being, 
by obeying His commandments, unconditionally and sacrificially. Where he leads he 
goes. Where He sent, he goes. The Christian is able to do so because he has 
experienced the love of God. This command to love God encompasses all the 
commandments in Scripture that pertain to man’s relationship with God – his vertical 
relationship.  

                                                
196 Matthew 22:36 
197 Mark 12:28 
198  Albert Barnes, "Matthew 22 Barnes' Notes", Biblehub.Com, accessed 5 May 2022, 

https://biblehub.com/commentaries/barnes/matthew/22.htm. 
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Secondly, the Christian is to love his neighbour. The word “love” is the same word 
“ἀγάπη”, which is an unconditional, sacrificial love. To love one’s neighbour is to 
care for, and to desire the best for one’s neighbour. The Bible delineates what this 
“best” is in the commandments concerning man’s dealings with one another. This is 
the second category of commandments in the Bible – commandments that deal with 
man’s horizontal relationship, his relationship with his fellow men. In Luke’s account, 
Jesus used the parable of the Good Samaritan to explain how this love for one’s 
neighbour is displayed, 

And Jesus answering said, A certain man went down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, and fell among thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and 
wounded him, and departed, leaving him half dead. And by chance there came 
down a certain priest that way: and when he saw him, he passed by on the 
other side. And likewise a Levite, when he was at the place, came and looked 
on him, and passed by on the other side. But a certain Samaritan, as he 
journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had compassion on 
him, And went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and 
set him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 
And on the morrow when he departed, he took out two pence, and gave them 
to the host, and said unto him, Take care of him; and whatsoever thou spendest 
more, when I come again, I will repay thee. Which now of these three, thinkest 
thou, was neighbour unto him that fell among the thieves? And he said, He 
that shewed mercy on him. Then said Jesus unto him, Go, and do thou 
likewise.199 

The priest and the Levite who were supposedly spiritual men, refused to help the 
dying man. They had just completed their holy sacrifices to the LORD since they 
were coming down from Jerusalem. Having spent time with the LORD in holy 
worship one would have expected them to be more compassionate. They have no 
reason not to help other than the fear of their own safety. This was contrasted by the 
Samaritan, who not only had compassion on the man, but he went a step further to 
bind his wounds and care for him. The Samaritans and the Jews had no dealings with 
one another because of the animosity they had with one another, the Samaritans being 
half Jews. Nevertheless, he was willing to sacrifice his time, convenience, and money 
to care for him. This is the extent whereby one is to love his neighbour. It is to show 
unconditional, sacrificial care for the sake of the good of others, even at the expense 
of one’s own convenience. This love is not just a feeling, but it results in action taken 
to meet the needs of the other. 

Therefore, all of the commands in Scripture can be categorised into: 1) those 
pertaining to one’s relationship with God, or 2) those pertaining to one’s relationship 
with his fellow men. The Bible commands the Christian first to love God. It is the 
greatest commandment. The primary object of the Christian’s love is God. This 
affection for God is to be all encompassing, and there is not to be any other competing 
desire or affection. More than mere affection, to love God means to obey Him and 
keep His commandments.200 Anything that seeks to draw the Christian away from 

                                                
199 Luke 10:30-37 
200 John 14:15 “If ye love me, keep my commandments.” 
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keeping God’s commands must be put aside. Building upon this love for God, now 
the Christian is exhorted to love his neighbour. When the Christian establishes his 
vertical relationship with God, he then knows how to rightly love those around him 
based upon his love that he has for God. The love for God will cause the Christian to 
love others in the way that God has prescribed in His word, and not according to his 
own idea. The love for God becomes the primary motivation to love others. He loves 
others because he desires to please and obey God. In this way, the love for neighbour 
comes under subjection to the love for God – the second commandment comes under 
subjection to the greatest commandment.  

The love for one’s neighbour described in the Bible includes one’s enemies. Jesus 
says in the Sermon on the Mount, 

Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate 
thine enemy. But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse 
you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use 
you, and persecute you; That ye may be the children of your Father which is in 
heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good, and sendeth 
rain on the just and on the unjust. For if ye love them which love you, what 
reward have ye? do not even the publicans the same? And if ye salute your 
brethren only, what do ye more than others? do not even the publicans so? Be 
ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect.201 

Jesus here instructs believers to love their enemies, doing good to them even when 
they do evil to him. The love that the Christian shows to his neighbour is not 
contingent upon his neighbour’s love for him. He is to love in spite of the evil done to 
him. This speaks of the Christian’s personal enemies, where hurt is done to them; they 
are to respond in love and kindness. They are to do so because this is how God deals 
with mankind. God shows general goodness to all on earth, sending sunshine and rain, 
even on those who hate and reject Him. This is the general disposition of goodness 
that God has towards all men, although not apart from His justice.202 Although God 
has every right to withhold sunshine and rain from those who reject Him, out of His 
mercies He accords to them the general goodness in accordance with the natural laws 
that allow them to live and keep body and soul together. However, although He shows 
this general goodness towards them, He has no fellowship with them. There is a 
special goodness that God shows to those who have a covenant relationship with Him, 
whereby He promises them His care, fellowships with them, and directs them in their 
lives. This is something that the unjust do not have a part in. That being said, God’s 
general disposition to the wicked is still good, not delighting in the destruction of the 
wicked,203 but desiring that the unjust would come to Him in repentance and faith 
through Jesus Christ.204 In like manner, the Christian is to show beneficence to his 

                                                
201 Matthew 5:43-48 
202 Theologically, this is also known as God’s love of beneficence. See: R. C. Sproul, “Abundant 

Love”, Ligonier Ministries, Last modified 2022, https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/abundant-love. 
203 Ezekiel 33:11 “Say unto them, As I live, saith the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death 

of the wicked; but that the wicked turn from his way and live: turn ye, turn ye from your evil ways; for 
why will ye die, O house of Israel?” 

204 2 Peter 3:9 “The Lord is not slack concerning his promise, as some men count slackness; but 
is longsuffering to us-ward, not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance.” 
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enemies, showing general goodness to them as he would to any others, and supplying 
their need where possible, blessing them and praying for them. This does not 
necessarily mean that fellowship will be established, but that the Christian shows this 
disposition of goodness to his enemies.  

Touching God’s enemies who openly attack God and His word, the command given 
that governs the Christian’s love for them is to “hate them with perfect hatred”.205 In 
Psalm 139, the psalmist was expressing his hatred upon those who blaspheme God 
and take his name in vain. The psalmist’s love for God brought righteous indignation 
on all who misrepresented and attacked the One Whom he loved. His love for God 
governed his love for his neighbour. The Christian is to show love to God’s enemies 
by hating them. This is not contradictory because the definition of loving one’s 
neighbour is dictated by God’s word. Therefore, the appropriate and loving response 
to God’s enemies is to hate them. This is love because through the Christian’s hatred 
of them, they would hopefully come to their senses to see that they have offended 
God because of their wicked deeds and repent. The Apostle John elaborates upon this 
hatred further in 2 John 10-11, “If there come any unto you, and bring not this 
doctrine, receive him not into your house, neither bid him God speed: For he that 
biddeth him God speed is partaker of his evil deeds.” John wrote this to the elect lady, 
warning her of the false teachers who promoted gnostic teachings in his day. John 
warns the lady not to have fellowship with such individuals, going as far as not even 
greeting them. The Christian is to have no fellowship with such individuals who 
attack God and His word. They are not even to show them basic manners of greeting 
and hospitality. To do so would be sin. 

Therefore, the Bible commands Christians to love God, and love their neighbour. The 
love of one’s neighbour is to be dictated by God’s word. The Christian’s focus is to 
love God, and having done so, to love those around him. The primary object and 
focus of love in a believer’s life is God, not self. This does not mean, however, that all 
aspects of self-love are completely rejected in the Bible, as shall be seen in the next 
section.  

TYPES OF SELF-LOVE IN THE BIBLE 

Morality governs self-love. In the Christian’s case, the Bible must be the perfect 
standard that governs self-love. It is necessary, therefore, to describe the types of self-
love found in the Bible. Generally, there are two types of self-love found in the 
Scriptures: 1) Sinful Self-Love – a selfish, self-centred love, 2) Biblical Self-Love – 
the right way in which the believer is to love himself.  

SINFUL SELF-LOVE 

The first type of self-love mentioned in Scripture is that which is sinful in and of 
itself. It is a self-seeking, self-centred, selfish attitude that the Bible condemns. This 

                                                
205 Psalm 139:21-22 “Do not I hate them, O LORD, that hate thee? and am not I grieved with 

those that rise up against thee? I hate them with perfect hatred: I count them mine enemies.” 


