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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 
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kind of a self-love is always sinful. One of the clearest passages that depicts this 
would be 2 Timothy 3:1-5, 

This know also, that in the last days perilous times shall come. For men shall 
be lovers of their own selves, covetous, boasters, proud, blasphemers, 
disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, Without natural affection, 
trucebreakers, false accusers, incontinent, fierce, despisers of those that are 
good, Traitors, heady, highminded, lovers of pleasures more than lovers of 
God; Having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof: from such 
turn away. 

Paul here describes some of the dangers of the last days. As he describes the spiritual 
state of men, the first thing he mentions is “men shall be lovers of their own selves”. 
This phrase comes from the word, “φίλαυτος”, a compound word made up of “φίλος” 
and “αὐτός”, which literally means self-love, being selfish,206 or being too intent on 
one’s interests.207 In other words, this is an inordinate kind of a self-love that is self-
seeking and selfish, only caring about one’s own needs and interests. Furthermore, 
from the context itself, it can be determined that Paul was speaking of a sinful kind of 
a self-love. He puts self-love as part of a list of a host of wicked sins that would 
characterise the last days. This kind of self-love is that which desires its own way, 
seeking to satisfy his desire no matter what God thinks. It can be best summarised as 
“every man did that which was right in his own eyes”.208 Therefore, the sinful type of 
self-love condemned in Scripture is a self-love that is selfish and is not concerned 
about what God thinks. This kind of a self-love is innately sinful. This type of self-
love exists in unbelievers, who have no regard for God or what He thinks, and simply 
does whatever he suits his fancy. This is the only kind of self-love that unbelievers 
can exhibit, because they are by nature totally depraved.209 

However, believers in times of weakness can also exhibit such a self-love. At times, 
believers may become proud, self-promoting, and self-centred. One of the passages 
that explains this would be in Philippians 2:3-4, “Let nothing be done through strife or 
vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than themselves. Look 
not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of others.” This 
was Paul’s exhortation to the Philippian Christians, not to be self-centred, and not to 
esteem self better than others. Although the love of God had been shed abroad in their 
hearts, they were at this time striving and competing with one another. Paul exhorted 
them not to think themselves more highly than they ought to think and look down on 
others. Rather, they were to be clothed with humility. Paul would go on to use the 
example of Christ to teach the importance of humility, the antithesis to self-love. 
Christ’s condescension – from God to man, from man to servant, from servant to 
death – was to be a pattern of humility for all Christians to follow. Christ was devoid 
of prideful and selfish self-love. He, being God, had every right to receive all glory 
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and honour. Yet, He humbled Himself. He sacrificed His all on the cross, not for 
Himself, but for undeserving wretched sinners, His enemies. Christ is the epitome of 
selflessness. The Christian’s lifelong pursuit is to be like Jesus Christ. Paul reminded 
the Christians that if there were truly followers of Christ, they must follow in Christ’s 
example of humility. The self-love expressed in self-esteem and self-centredness 
stands in total contradiction to what Christ did. Such a prideful and self-centred 
attitude is sinful. 

BIBLICAL SELF-LOVE 

The Bible often presupposes that the Christian already loves himself, and it builds 
upon that presupposition the pattern in which he ought to love others. This is seen in 
two places in Scripture, 1) the second greatest commandment, and 2) the 
commandment for Christian husbands to love their wives. Firstly, this is found in the 
second greatest commandment, “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself”, which has 
already been discussed and explained in earlier in chapter 2 pages 36-38, and in this 
chapter on pages 50-51. Having the love of God as his primary motivation, the 
Christian is called to love his neighbour in like manner as he already loves himself. 
The presupposition in this command is that the Christian already knows how to love 
himself in a right manner, and now he is to show love to others just as he would to 
himself. The Christian’s love for self sets the perimeter and guideline for his love for 
others. This is not a sinful self-love, for this command is necessarily limited and 
controlled by the greater commandment, to love God with one’s all. Rather, it is to do 
unto others what one would normally do for himself, with the love for God as his 
motivating factor, doing all in accordance to God’s word.  

The details of what this self-love entails is explained further in the command for 
Christian husbands to love their wives. In Ephesians 5:28-29, the Bible states, “So 
ought men to love their wives as their own bodies. He that loveth his wife loveth 
himself. For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it, 
even as the Lord the church:” Here, the Bible commands Christian husbands to love 
their wives as their own bodies, presupposing that they already know how to love and 
care for their own bodies. This presupposition is restated in the negative when Paul 
says, “For no man ever yet hated his own flesh; but nourisheth and cherisheth it”. The 
Christian man who loves God knows how to care for his own body in a way that is in 
accordance to God’s word. He cares for his body by feeding it and caring for it, 
meeting his own needs as far as it is in accordance to God’s will. He is now to show 
that same love and care to his wife, meeting her needs in accordance to God’s word. 

Besides caring for one’s own bodily needs, the Bible also speaks of self-love in terms 
of caring for one’s own soul. There are at least four ways in which the Bible 
commands the Christian to love and care for his own soul, two of them in the positive 
sense – 1) by getting wisdom, and 2) by obeying God’s word – and two of them in the 
negative sense – 3) by not associating with sinful company, and 4) by not continuing 
in sin. 

1) By Getting Wisdom. Proverbs 19:8 states, “He that getteth wisdom loveth his own 
soul: he that keepeth understanding shall find good.” (Emphasis added). This verse is 
synonymously parallel, whereby “he that getteth wisdom” is synonymous to “he that 
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keepeth understanding”, and “loveth his own soul” is synonymous to “shall find 
good”. To get wisdom and keep understanding here would mean to study God’s word 
and to learn how one is to apply it in his life. This verse teaches that if the Christian 
pursues after the understanding and application of God’s word, it means that he truly 
loves his own soul and does good to his own soul. When the Bible speaks of loving 
one’s soul here, it is speaking of doing what will result in good or benefit. The idea of 
“good” here is not according to any man’s standard, but God’s perfect standard in His 
word. In the keeping of God’s word, it is not that the Christian will be kept from all 
trouble, but the Lord promises His favour and goodness upon the Christian. In 
keeping God’s word, the Christian’s soul is kept from the bitter consequences of sin. 
In keeping God’s word, there is peace in the Christian’s soul, whereby there is no 
obstacle standing between his soul and God. In keeping God’s word, he obtains the 
favour of God. These are the benefits that the Christian gains to his soul when he 
keeps God’s commandments.  

This verse is not teaching that one needs to love his own soul first, and then only will 
he get wisdom. Rather, it is teaching that getting wisdom is that which will best 
benefit the soul. This is doing what is best in God’s eyes for his own soul. The focus 
is not on the loving of one’s soul, but on the getting of wisdom. This is seen 
grammatically in how the sentence is constructed, whereby the consequent of getting 
wisdom is that he loves his own soul, and not the other way around. Furthermore, in 
the original, “He that getteth wisdom” is placed in the front for emphasis.  

The order and emphasis of seeking wisdom instead of loving self is important as it 
dictates the motivation. This text does not teach that the motivation of getting wisdom 
and understanding is because one loves his own soul. The love for himself is not the 
motivating factor. Rather, the pursuit of wisdom and knowledge to please the Lord is 
the motivation, and the consequent is that one loves his soul. This subtle shift in focus 
means a world of difference. In the former, self takes centre stage. In the latter, God 
and His glory is the focus, and self recedes to the background.  

Therefore, the Christian should seek for wisdom and understanding of God’s word in 
order to please Him, and in doing so, it will be the best thing that he is able to do for 
his soul. 

2) By Obeying God’s Word. Knowing God’s word brings benefit to one’s soul only 
when one obeys it. This is also what is seen in Deuteronomy 30:19-20,  

I call heaven and earth to record this day against you, that I have set before 
you life and death, blessing and cursing: therefore choose life, that both thou 
and thy seed may live: That thou mayest love the LORD thy God, and that 
thou mayest obey his voice, and that thou mayest cleave unto him: for he is 
thy life, and the length of thy days: that thou mayest dwell in the land which 
the LORD sware unto thy fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give 
them. 

The people had spent 40 years wandering in the wilderness and they were about to 
enter the Promised Land. This was Moses’ charge to the people of Israel after the 
pronouncement of the blessings and curses before the crossing of the river Jordan, 
both as a warning and preparation for the conquest. If they would choose to obey 
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God’s commandments, they would taste of the blessings that God had promised them. 
But if they choose to disobey, the curses of God would be upon them. Moses exhorted 
them to “choose life”, which would mean choosing to love the Lord and obey His 
word. In choosing to love God and obey His word, God promises that He will bless 
them and give them life and length of days for generations. This is promised to Israel 
as a national witness, where the land is tied to her witness, and remaining in the land 
is a sign of God’s blessing and favour on them. Here, Moses appeals to the blessings 
that obedience would bring, and calls on the people to obey the Lord to taste of His 
blessings. In other words, Moses was saying that if one desires to be blessed by the 
Lord, he must obey His commandments. This would be the choice that would best 
benefit self according to God’s standard. Obedience brings greatest benefit to one’s 
soul. However, that being said, the motive for obedience is not blessing, but the love 
for God, as Moses mentions in verse 20. Loving God and obeying Him brings about 
blessings. But Christians are not to obey God simply because they will be blessed, but 
because they love the Lord, such that even if there were no blessings, they would still 
obey. Blessings are the result of obedience, not the reason for obedience. 

Therefore, what is in focus here again is not so much the love for self, but the love 
one ought to have for God and how that consequently brings benefit to one’s life. The 
motivation for obedience is the love for God, and not the love for self.  

3) By Not Associating with Sinful Company. Another proverb that alludes to the idea 
of self-love but in a negative sense is Proverbs 29:24, “Whoso is partner with a thief 
hateth his own soul: he heareth cursing, and bewrayeth it not.” (Emphasis added). 
The Bible here states that one who associates with a thief and partners with him 
actually hates his own soul. This describes a person who is in cahoots with a thief, 
sharing the spoils of his wicked deeds. The Bible describes such a man as hating his 
own soul because he puts his soul in jeopardy with God. This proverb is set using 
synthetic parallelism, where the second line adds to the thought of the first line. The 
second half of this proverb reads, “he heareth cursing, and bewrayeth it not”, and this 
explains in what manner this person hates his own soul. Such a person hates his own 
soul because in partnering with a thief, he is made a partaker of his iniquity, such that 
when the thief is caught and he is made to testify against the thief, he will not speak 
up against the thief and God’s judgment will be upon his soul. Here, it points to what 
is said in Leviticus 5:1, “And if a soul sin, and hear the voice of swearing, and is a 
witness, whether he hath seen or known of it; if he do not utter it, then he shall bear 
his iniquity.”210 The word “cursing” in Proverbs is the same word as “swearing” in 
Leviticus,211 and the word “bewrayeth” in Proverbs is the same word as “utter” in 
Leviticus.212 As part of the judicial laws of Israel, if a person was a witness or 
partaker of any sin, and when judgment is being passed and he does not speak up, he 
will bear God’s judgment for the sin. This is the sin of silence. In this proverb, God 
was warning His people not to have a part with sinners by participating in their sin, 
and by concealing their sin, because it brings greater judgment from the Lord. It puts 
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their soul in great danger with the Lord. In order to deliver one’s soul from the wrath 
of God, one should keep away from sin and sinners altogether. That would be what is 
beneficial to one’s soul. To love one’s soul is to keep away from sin and sinful 
company. 

4) By Not Continuing in Sin. Another way in which the Bible alludes to self-love in 
the negative sense is in Ezekiel 33:10-11, where the Bible warns that those who 
continue in sin are choosing death.  

Therefore, O thou son of man, speak unto the house of Israel; Thus ye speak, 
saying, If our transgressions and our sins be upon us, and we pine away in 
them, how should we then live? 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? 

Ezekiel ministered during the time of the Babylonian exile. The people of Judah were 
in exile because of their continual unrepentant sins against God. The Lord had been 
patient with them, sending prophet after prophet to call them to repentance. But 
because they failed to heed the Lord’s call, the time came for the Lord to judge them 
by sending them into exile. They were currently in exile because of their sins as a 
nation collectively. While exile was the result of the nation’s sin collectively, the 
individuals were called to repent of their sins. This is what the Lord commanded 
Ezekiel to speak in chapter 33. The people were giving excuses for not repenting of 
their sins. They claim that they have already sinned, judgment has already been 
passed, and there was no way of undoing what has already been done. However, this 
was not the case. The Lord wanted the people to know that the Lord has no pleasure 
in the destruction of the wicked, but that if they would truly repent, they would live. 
The Lord affectionately questions His people why they would choose to die when life 
has been set forth before them. To still choose death after this would be foolish and 
absurd. 

By continuing on in sin, they bring death to their souls. God hates sin, and He will not 
leave sin unpunished. Those who continue in sin will face the judgment for their sins. 
If they truly cared for their souls and desired to live, they would turn from their sins 
and return to God. The word “turn” is the word “ׁשּוב” in the Hebrew, which not only 
means to turn but also to return.213 In other words, the people belonged to God, but 
they turned away from Him to sin, and now God was calling them to return to Him. If 
one truly loved his own soul and counted his life dear unto himself, he would choose 
to repent and return to the Lord. Those who refuse to repent hate their souls and 
consign their souls to judgment. 

SUMMARY 

In speaking of love, the Bible teaches that the One Whom deserves all affection and 
love is God. Consequently, having this love, Christians are to show selfless and self-
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sacrificial love to their neighbours. In the Bible, there are two kinds of self-love, a 
sinful self-love that is proud and selfish, and a biblical self-love that seeks to preserve 
one’s soul from judgment. To love God and obey Him brings greatest benefit to the 
Christian’s soul – this is true self-love. Christians have to be weary of sinful self-love, 
which is selfish, self-centredness, and pride.  
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CONCLUSION 
In considering the topic of self-love, this paper has considered the philosophy of self-
love. Self-love philosophy as defined by the world is an acceptance of oneself in his 
current state and the prioritising of the pursuit of his desires and happiness to the 
extent of what is morally acceptable in society. This paper traced the history of self-
love philosophy from Greek philosophers, to philosophers in the early Roman 
Catholic Church, to the present-day movements and how it resulted in the definition 
of self-love philosophy today. After which, this paper presented the different views of 
self-love philosophy in Christianity. From an orthodox perspective, there are four 
different types of self-love: 1) Natural Self-Love, 2) Social Self-Love, 3) Sinful Self-
Love, and 4) Sanctified Self-Love. From a progressive perspective, they teach a self-
love that is accepting of one’s sinful state without the need for repentance. The 
dangers of self-love philosophy in progressive Christianity were highlighted and 
critiqued biblically. In the teaching of Christian Hedonism, the philosophy of self-
love is taught under the guise of glorifying God, when motives are still self-directed. 
Finally, this paper presented the two types of self-love that the Bible speaks of: 1) 
Sinful Self-Love – pride, selfishness, and self-centredness, and 2) Biblical Self-Love 
– loving God with one’s entire being and obeying God, keeping his soul in God’s 
favour and keeping his soul from judgment.  

The promotion of self-love in the world’s culture today with a fluid morality pushes 
the world into a selfish, self-centred, and narcissistic direction. Since there is no 
absolute morality, what is deemed as acceptable behaviour in self-love is completely 
up to the society, and ultimately to the individual doing what is right in his own eyes. 
Progressive Christianity today does the same, teaching a sinful self-love that is apart 
from the love for God. They promote an inordinate self-love that teaches acceptance 
rather than repentance, which no different from the self-love philosophy of the world. 
They are simply Christianising a deadly worldly philosophy and this is dangerous, 
and deceptive. Christian Hedonism in like manner promotes a self-love that is 
governed by emotions rather than God’s word, promoting the self-love philosophy of 
the world under the guise of orthodoxy. 

Christians must be careful not to join in this bandwagon leading to destruction. The 
only way to protect the Christian is to go back to the Bible. With God’s word as the 
lamp to his feet and the light to his path, he will walk in the right way. The word of 
God shines a bright light on these world philosophies, and having God’s word as the 
Christian’s authority in life will ensure that he will not be ensnared by such worldly 
philosophies. The sword of the Spirit is the weapon that is able to defend the Christian 
in his spiritual warfare, and at the same time attack the enemy by exposing the truth. 
When the Christian forsakes the word, he will surely fall.  


